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Abstract:

Societal demands for climate action tend to overlook International Non-Governmental
Organisations (INGOs) forgiving their carbon-intensive global operations for being philanthropic
and humanitarian. The increased marketisation of the third sector requires a reevaluation of the
ethical expectations and standards we place on non profit organisations. Moral frameworks like
the ethics of care and consequentialism are frequently harnessed in the call for environmental
responsibility. This literature however tends to overlook the third sector in particular in favour of
individuals, for profit organisations, and public bodies. This paper spotlights the paradoxical fact
that INGOs operations, although well intended, unavoidably contribute to climate change, a
catalyst for the humanitarian issues they try to alleviate, and asks: To what extent is it ethically
reasonable to expect NGOs to adopt sustainability targets and carbon-emission reduction
strategies? The exploration of this dilemma, through consequentialist and care ethics moral
frameworks intends to demonstrate the imperative duty of carbon emission reduction strategies
by INGOs and advocate for their adoption in a voluntary, pragmatic, proportional, attentive,
responsive, responsible, competent, respectful, and preventative way, up to the point where begin

to hinder the pursuit of their main humanitarian mission.



Introduction:

The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) defines climate
change as ‘a change of climate which is attributed directly or indirectly to human activity' that
alters the composition of the global atmosphere and which is in addition to natural climate
variability observed over comparable time periods’ (United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change [UNFCCC], 1992). Its immense and detrimental consequences “threaten the
current and future livelihoods of different communities around the world, particularly, those
which contributed least to the problem. It has been established that the most effective strategies
to mitigate climate change are: the rapid phasing out of fossil fuels, scaling up renewable energy
and reducing consumption (IPCC, 2022). Since the spark of the modern environmental
movement in the 1960s and 1970s, civil society actors, governments and corporations are

making efforts to address their carbon emissions and embrace sustainable behaviours.

An additional, arguably more romantic argument can be made about our relationship with the
environment and our duty towards it. We are unquestionably dependent on the natural world, our
survival and wellbeing are entirely reliant on the stable conditions of the earth (Fraser et al.,

2003). Humanity’s historical and current carelessness and greed, resulting in a mass-scale

' 1t is anthropogenically caused by activities such as the burning of fossil fuels, deforestation, resource extraction
that contribute to greenhouse gas emissions (IPCC, 2022).

2 Extreme weather events, rising sea levels, shifting biomes, biodiversity loss, soil quality degradation, contaminated
air and water systems, to name a few, are all correlated with poverty, hunger, agricultural loss, and increased risk of

natural disasters, again, to name a few.



disruption of this stability is a great disservice to the planet on which we depend on, and the rest

of humanity, which we indirectly harm as a consequence.

It is broadly agreed upon that there is an obligation on all contributing and capable agents to
reduce their carbon emissions and be more sustainable in order to tackle climate change.
Humanitarian INGOs?, philanthropic, well-intended actors, encounter an ethical tension: juggling
the moral weight of immediate, visible, celebrated action to alleviate short term suffering
compared to long-term, invisible,* actions to minimise future suffering of society and the
environment. Despite understanding that an INGOs primary concern, like most other
organisations, is more pressing than its carbon footprint, we argue that it is precisely because of
their humanitarian mission that they should aim to minimize their contribution to the very causes
(climate change) of the suffering (be it food insecurity or displacement) they are trying to
remediate. Our question therefore, rather than asking if they should, relates to the extent of this

obligation.

To what extent is it ethically reasonable to expect NGOs to adopt sustainability targets and

carbon-emission reduction strategies?

3 This essay acknowledges the different types of INGOs in the third sector (education, research, health,
environmental ones etc). Ultimately, the choice of focusing on humanitarian ones is because of their heavy reliance
on carbon-intensive global supply chains, their most explicitly notable philanthropic cause, and the sharp contrast
between immediate alleviation of suffering versus its long term prevention. These elements make for a more on the
mark discussion about the temporal tension of environmental responsibility. A similar exploration could also be
carried out for other types of INGOs, or LNGOs (local), which would also reach interesting conclusions.

4 Sustainability strategies and targets are increasingly basic standards and won't necessarily receive much applause.



Given the increased commercialisation of non-profits, and the increasing demand for all actors in
global dynamics to take climate action we challenge the assumption that altruistic motives
excuse non-profit organisations from ecological responsibility standards. This thesis draws on
consequentialist and care ethics perspectives, to argue that humanitarian INGOs, which aim to
alleviate current and future well-being, hold a position of capacity to help, and are participants in
global systems contributing to climate change, are obligated to adopt carbon emission reduction
strategies. These efforts are to be pursued in a way that is attentive, responsive, responsible,
competent, and respectful, and up to the point where these risks obstructing their mission related
objectives. Additionally, given the current lack of strict sustainability regulations on INGOs, we
press for the voluntary and personalised embracing of sustainability targets, trusting the good

judgement of each organisation to distribute their resources efficiently and effectively.

Our discussion on INGOS contributes to existing literature on climate ethics, which traditionally
discusses, and demands action from: states, industries, corporations and individuals, by
spotlighting a set of key players which are often overlooked. The imperative of responsibility
towards mitigating climate change has been long established, and despite the growing attention
on the third sector, this paper aims to clarify the nature of climate change mitigation duties and
support the nuanced demands on voluntary INGO carbon emission reductions. There is more
than extensive scholarship on the marketisation of the third sector, but little on the environmental
consequences INGO commercialisation implies, as well as the lagging regulations and
expectations of third sector actors regarding their sustainability. This thesis will draw attention to

these long term implications, weighing them as equally critical to the immediate humanitarian



causes INGOs fight for. We acknowledge and celebrate the fact that some humanitarian INGOs
are increasingly embracing sustainable mindsets, there remains limited critical engagement with
how these environmentally responsible initiatives align with broader ethical frameworks. When
the balancing of tackling these issues is unpacked, and viewed not only through an economic, or
environmentalist perspective, but through one of fundamental ethics, the intrinsics, underlying
rationale of INGO operations is targeted. In hopes that each organisation will resonate with
either, or both moral theories and independently reflect on their capacities and tacit obligations to

embrace sustainability.

Through the exploration of the ethical tension INGOs face, between their limited resources and
moral obligations through different ethical frameworks: Consequentialism and care ethics, this
paper aims to formulate a normative argument explaining if, why, and to what extent INGOs
have a moral duty to adopt more sustainable practices alongside their philanthropic operations.
After having contextualized the environmental impact of INGOs, their increased
commercialisation, lack of regulations, and capacity to change, this essay will present both
consequentialism and the ethics of care, and under these, unpack our research question fully,
covering their stance on climate change, and a humanitarian INGOs responsibility to participate

in global mitigation efforts.



Contextualising humanitarian INGOs:

Organisations operating in the third sector are defined by being non-governmental, not-for-profit,
’and value driven. Seen as the ‘development-focused non-profits’, this thesis will discuss
international non-governmental ¢ organisations (INGOs), which operate across borders and aim
to shape international norms, through coordinated action for a particular altruistic cause’.
Humanitarian INGOs’ main mission is aiding vulnerable populations in moments of crises. They
are celebrated for their ability to provide immediate aid, and work on long-term development
projects that often link to improving infrastructure, education and self-resilience.® INGOs
focused on developmental aid balance consideration for current vulnerable populations, but also
their future well-being and stability; this demonstrates that they are aware of the importance of

long term action.

® Regarding funding, money for INGOs mainly comes from individual donations, government and corporate

funding, foundations, and their independent income generation (NGO Report, 2025).

® These organisations are politically neutral and work on a range of issues (environment, gender equality, migration,

human rights etc), applying a particular philosophical and political filter to their philanthropy (Eikenberry & Kluver,
2004).

7 This essay will not seek to problematise the philanthropic foundations of non profit organisation, judge the value or
importance of their causes or delve into ethical debates about altruism.

8 Although there is a plethora of literature and critiques on the topic. Critiques on the socioeconomic consequences

and neocolonial structures of international aid will also not be discussed.



Humanitarian aid is extremely carbon-intensive’, and expensive'®. For example: Flights
generated roughly 90% of the WHO’s!! yearly emissions in 2018, and in 2019, the World Food
Programme’s carbon footprint accounted for nearly 95,000tMg'? of greenhouse gas emissions,
doubling to roughly 196,000tMg when including optional emissions'* (UNEP, 2020). Gratham
and Lahn estimate that around 5% of humanitarian agencies’ expenditure goes to diesel, petrol
and associated costs such as fixing generators. That would mean that the sector spent some $1.2

billion on polluting fuel in 2017 (Gratham & Lahn, 2018).

The attention, dependency on, and funding for INGOS had been steadily increasing the last
century, until recent years in which trends of protectionism, populism and conservative politics

have led to severely diminished funding from public'* and private donors, as well as a more

9 Although there is no standardised system for humanitarian organisations to measure their carbon footprint, and
acknowledging the cost and complexity of measuring and acquiring data on environmental impact of supply chains
and operations, it is still clear that, although these might be estimations, INGO’s impact on the environment is

significant.

19 UN peacekeeping missions for example, spend, on average, over $250 million a year on diesel fuel and generators
where the costs of diesel-powered generation in humanitarian compounds are much higher than national averages in
many countries (Gratham & Lahn, 2018).

" The WHO is one of the UN agencies with the highest per capita emissions, mainly due to air travel (UNEP,
2020).

12 Metric tons

'3 <Optional emissions’ refer to the voluntarily disclosed additional greenhouse gas sources that aren't directly
related to their main mission related operations.

'* Government funding, which used to constitute the largest portion of income for INGOs is declining, and instead

of grants, governments are funding non profits through competitive contracts and performance based funding



hostile regulatory environment (Right et al, 2025). This reality generates a different set of
incentives for the resource distribution and planning of an organization (Eikenberry & Kluver,
2004). Two observable trends are noticeable: the marketisation'> of the third sector and
consequent commercialisation'® of INGOs. These embody the growing influence of neoliberal
market values, practices and funding structures of organizations in the third sector, and how these

organisations change and adapt to these new environments.

Nonprofit organisations are becoming increasingly like private firms. That is a fact that follows
from the aforementioned trends in marketisation and commercialisation.'” The marketisation of
the third sector blurs the lines and roles of the different actors within it, and the relationship
between the third and private sector is complicated by both parties beginning to behave, and
jump into areas that used to belong to the other'®. If nonprofits adopt business models and
strategies, governments act like market managers and treasurers and corporations begin to enter
the charity world, our traditional expectations and standards of the responsibilities and
behaviours of each, can no longer apply (Weisbrod, 2000). These trends of non-profits becoming

more similar to for-profit private organisations demonstrate how INGOs are inseparable from the

' Marketisation can be understood as the increased adoption and normalisation of market-based principles and
private-sector values to public and nonprofit sectors (Salamon & Hems, 2000).

16 Commercialism refers to “the degree of reliance on sales revenues rather than donations or government grants, the
production of goods for sale that compete with goods produced by for-profit organizations, collaborations and
partnerships with for-profits, and, ultimately, conversion into for-profits.” (James, 2005).

'7 This essay will not delve deeply into the debate on whether this is an inherently positive or negative reality, but it
underlines that it is, indeed, a reality.

'8 Not for profits entering the private sector either independently or through partnerships, and for profits, being

increasingly participatory in civil society and adapting to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives.
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global dynamics of capitalism which drive climate change and cause the social injustices they

aim to tackle.

A dispute over mission drift comes into play here, where increasingly commercialising
non-profits risk losing sight of their main objectives. Any diversion of funds not being directly
invested into mission related activities is quickly criticised by donors and other stakeholders
(Young, 2000). We tend to forget that INGOs are also organisations with internal costs,
employees, everyday responsibilities and overheads they are responsible for, in addition to
pursuing their larger goals. Dennis Young defends that commercialisation is mostly done out of
necessity, as a strategy to upkeep or increase the rhythm of their operations, and that nonprofit
activities cannot be treated with a binary ‘mission’ or ‘not mission’ perspective (Young, 2000).
Eikenberry and Kluver argue that the progressing marketization of the nonprofit sector risks
undermining the sector's traditional and initial role of protecting civil society'®, and promoting
philanthropy, shared goals and civic participation in favour of efficiency, and revenue
generation.”” Although a strong argument could be made defending efficiency, resilience,
reduced government dependency, and financial stability, all leading to an increased capacity to
do good and pursue their mission, it seems antithetical for this corporate model which values
risk-taking, competition and efficiency, to be adopted by non-profits, whose values are
philanthropic and lie in due-process, stewardship and civic collaboration (Eikenberry & Kluver,

2004).

'° They warn that the inherent value of nonprofits, of protecting civil society, a sphere of action in which individuals
exercise freedom and action, is at risk (Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004).
20 There is a common consequence of commercialisation referred to as ‘crowding out’, where donations lessen,

because donors feel less necessary or directly dislike commercialisation. (Young, 2000).
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Commercialisation creates new expectations for INGOS, like the adoption of sustainability
efforts from the public. These do not yet come from a regulatory legal position, but are
increasingly clear from donors and civil society (Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004). In the private
sector, corporate sustainability is increasingly mandatory, not voluntary. Large international
organisations, those which, by having such large scale operations, contribute the most to climate
change, are facing higher scrutiny from their stakeholders to do their part in mitigating their
environmental impact. We notice, however, a mismatch between different types of organisations,
and their respective obligations. Legally, for-profit corporations are more directly regulated,
while INGOs are only normatively constrained, and encouraged to comply with very vague,

arguably overly trusting, due diligence standards®' (Malaihollo, 2021).

Corporations are major emitters, are driven by a profit motive and because of their extensive
outreach, resources and influence, are central to global economic, political and social dynamics.
These are subject to international and local environmental and corporate laws*. These
regulations are mostly imposed based on size* and no other characteristic. Grafham & Lahn, in

their exploration of the cost of humanitarian aid confidently state that “The humanitarian sector

2! Due diligence is “the obligation to take reasonable, good faith efforts to prevent harm”, but not necessarily to
achieve or guarantee certain outcomes (Malaihollo, 2021).

22 For example: the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) or Corporate Sustainability Due
Diligence Directive (CSDDD). They require large firms operating in the EU to disclose information on their

environmental impact and act on identifying, preventing, and mitigating environmental harm across their operations

and value chains (European Parliament, 2022).

2 Assets, turnover or number of employees.
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has big budgets, large numbers of staff on the ground, and often a strong cultural, social and
financial presence in major cities around the world ... and have significant power to influence
local economies and environments, especially in low income countries.” (Gratham & Lahn,
2018) We must ask then, why are no such requirements placed on non-profit organizations
which, especially INGOs, are equally or if not larger, than many for-profit firms in terms of
assets, turnover and number of employees. The mission and vision of these companies is
arguably completely irrelevant to the impact their operations have on the environment, so why
mission, resource constraints and altruistic intentions, becomes blurred as a result of

commercialisation.

The ethical distinction between non-profit and for-profit organisations becomes weaker, but the
legal responsibilities (and the absence of) remain the same. The threat of climate change is too
great to excuse capable actors from taking action. It has been shown that non-profits, by nature,
are not exempt from pressures of resource maximisation and efficiency, and embrace
commercialisation opportunities to pursue their mission especially in contexts with little
institutional barriers (Weisbrod, 2000). This paper will not necessarily advocate for increased
regulation on the non-profit sector, as the bureaucracy and reporting that currently burdens
private corporations, would also undesirably interfere with the pursuit of INGOs important
missions. This thesis hopes to explore consequentialist and care ethics motives for non-profit
organisations to develop an intrinsic motivation to adapt their current practices to more

sustainable ones**. Hoping they will be able to independently take climate action without

2* In many cases, a strong objective argument can be made favouring sustainable practices. Carbon emission
reduction strategies are often associated with reduced costs (building refurbishing, energy efficiency changes, and

reduced travel obligations for employees for example).
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externally imposed compliance that would risk compromising their mission. By encouraging
proactive sustainable organisational practices, through an ethical framework point of view, rather
than a regulatory obligation, we allow each organisation to execute these goals to the extent and
in the means that they see best, within their particular organisational context. In doing so,
therefore, we allow and encourage nonprofits to make context-sensitive, autonomous judgements
on how to best balance their immediate mission related objectives, with the long-term
responsibility to protect, or attempt to safeguard the well-being of future generations and the

planet.

14



On Consequentialism:

Consequentialism is the idea that an act is morally right depending on its consequences rather
than the circumstances, the intention, the intrinsic nature of the act or anything else that happens
before the act (Sinnott-Armstrong W., 2023). This moral theory sees climate change as one of the
largest foreseeable sources of global suffering. Our current fossil fuel dependency is contributing
to large-scale future harm, meaning that reducing emissions becomes morally necessary to
minimize overall suffering. Classic consequentialism is a perspective which juxtaposingly can
justify and be criticised from many perspectives. Four varying lenses*: Hedonistic utilitarianism,
Actual consequentialism, Universal consequentialism and Holistic consequentialism will be
introduced, unpacked in the context of climate change, and applied to our question of INGOs’

emission reduction responsibility.

Theoretical understanding:

Utilitarianism is one kind of consequentialist theory. A framework where moral value is held in
those actions and decisions which impact overall well-being, and maximise happiness for all
while minimising negative consequences. The principle of utility transforms potential moral

factors into consequences, and draws judgements based solely on the hedonistic ‘goodness’ of

% These approaches were selected as the most fitting and rational to discuss our given topic, because they provide
different arguments which build onto each other in favouring and heeding caution towards INGOs adopting carbon

reduction strategies.
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these, based on pleasure maximisation’® (Sinnott-Armstrong W., 2023). Essentially,
Utilitarianism’s assessment of an action is based on ‘aggregate welfare’: “calculated by counting
a benefit or harm to any one individual the same as the same size benefit or harm to any other
individual, and then adding all the benefits and harms together to reach an aggregate sum.”
(Hooker, 2023). Peter Singer, a highly influential author on applied utilitarianism, proposes a
‘rescue’ and ‘marginal-utility principle’, explored in ‘Famine, Affluence and Morality’ mirroring
utilitarian values of maximising the most good for different persons, thanks to the minimal
sacrifice/harm to wealthy people. His argument extends beyond personal philanthropy, calling on

all actors”’ in the maximisation of aggregate well-being for all individuals equally (Singer, 1972).

Next, is ‘actual’ consequentialism, which judges an action based solely on the actual real
outcome, as opposed to the likely, foreseen or intended outcome preceding it (Sinnott-Armstrong
W., 2023). The actual consequentialist views on climate change mitigation efforts are conditional
to their success and effectiveness. We encounter, however, an issue of scale and time span. It is
easy to assess the rightness of a single individual’s small-scale action and its immediate actual
consequence, while assessing the righteousness of large international operations, which also have

long-term impacts, is more complex.

% Calculated by subtracting the total amount of intrinsic bad (pain) from the intrinsic good (pleasure) caused by an
act.

% Including organisations.

16



The claim of ‘Universal’ Consequentialism helps deal with the issue of scope, as it considers the
consequences of an act upon the well-being of “all people and sentient beings®™”
(Sinnott-Armstrong W., 2023). This claim defends the moral righteousness of environmental
protection, since the explicit addressing of ‘sentient being’ automatically includes all flora and
fauna on earth, and arguably, the planet itself too*. Contrastingly, the hedonistic element of
consequentialism, measuring the weight of consequences in terms of pleasure and pain, defends
the immediate need for minimising pain, and maximising pleasure in the world, which
humanitarian INGOs aim to do, but at the possible expense of the long term wellbeing of “all
other people and sentient beings” (Sinnott-Armstrong W., 2023). This long-term vs short-term

contradiction has been underlined by various critics rejecting hedonism’s aggregation of values

(Williams, 1973).

In comes ‘Holistic’ consequentialism and Moore's ‘Organic Unity’ suggesting that moral
rightness is determined by whether the world as a whole is better or worse off through the
realising of a given action (Sinnott-Armstrong W., 2023). We must evaluate the overall state of

the world in which an action influences, which it always does, and consider a more pluralistic

2 As opposed to only the individual agent, members of the individual’s society, present people, or any other limited
group.

2 The Gaia hypothesis, an environmental philosophy theory, supposes Earth to be a planet-scale-integrated entity.
Meaning that universal consequentialisms definition of morally right actions include those which respect and protect

the environment (Boston, 2008)

17



system of outcomes *°’(Moore, G. E. 1922). If we prefer’ to use Moore’s Holistic
consequentialism over the classical hedonistic approach to evaluating actions, our discussion
appears to simplify. The world would be better off if we combat climate change through carbon
emission reduction strategies and if we provide aid to underprivileged communities. The
problem, naturally, is that an organisation's limited resources force it to choose the degree to

which to pursue both.

Application to climate change and mitigation duties:

We have underlined that non-profit organisations have a significant participatory role in
planetary, and consequently, future societal harm. In this discussion of INGO operations, the
consequences of an action are much broader, and harder to assess®>. Take the noble fight against
world hunger as an example. The act of delivering food aid across long distances to a poorer
country produces clear short-term benefits, it is greatly appreciated by those who are hungry and
the intended consequences of feeding the hungry, and preserving life are met. However, this

action is part of carbon-intensive supply chains dependent on air and sea freight, which emit

30 Curiously, Moore’s theory additionally considers elements like truth and beauty as positive outcomes.

3! This essay aims to provide a pluralistic approach, giving perspectives from different ethical frameworks, but not
explicitly favouring one over another. Throughout this paper we emphasise that the framework that drives action,
and what that action looks like, remains contingent on organisational judgment, given that meaningful action is
undertaken.

32 The Effective Altruism is a modern philosophy and social movement, based on utilitarian

principles, which advocates for impartially calculating which actions and which causes produce the greatest good. It
attempts to measure ‘good’ using ‘Quality Adjusted Life Years’ (QALYSs), a metric used in health economics where

1 QALY is 1 year of life in perfect health. measure the value of medical interventions (MacAskill, 2015).
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disproportionately high greenhouse gasses (Gratham & Lahn, 2018). Actual consequentialism
does not see these emissions as irrelevant or external side effects, they are direct consequences of
the actions’ overall outcome, and indisputably contribute to climate change, and its associated
harms. In the eyes of classic utilitarians like Singer, preserving life is the ultimate, maximum
good, staying alive is a hedonistic pleasure. Food aid provided by humanitarian INGOs saves
lives, and these organisations, if we view their intended, immediate consequences, are regarded
as heroes. The situation, however, is more complex. An actual consequentialist critique of food
aid, widely discussed amongst development economists, and postcolonial scholars, relates to the

long-term, unintended harm caused by well-intentioned interventions.

A study of the food production and consumption patterns of Zimbabwean farmers is one of many
cases where large charitable food donations often threaten the security of local agriculture®® and
businesses, creating long term dependency, and power asymmetries on the donors (Matongera,
2017)*. There might not be any immediate deaths from starvation in the targeted area, but the
long-term unemployment and harm to the local economy risk the livelihood and well-being of a
larger portion of the population (Gelan, 2007). What complicates our consequentialist analysis of
humanitarian aid is that a single action can have different outcomes, and the actual

consequences, can be counterproductive. The outcomes of actions carried out by INGOs must be

%3 Ironically undermining the very goal of reducing hunger in the long term.

3* ‘Plan International’ is the only Humanitarian organisation that reaches this area. The main conclusions of the
study were a range of short and long term impacts. Relief food aid in the short term, impacts local taste,
promotes idleness and compromises access to local foods. Long term impacts mentioned were, overall
decrease in food production, disincentives on farmers to produce and exposure to low quality and unsafe

products (Matongera, 2017).
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differentiated between intended and actual actions, and applying actual consequentialist lens to
this dilemma means accounting for all the consequences of an action which include
environmental externalities which are too often overlooked in humanitarian operations (Joireman

& Haddad, 2023).

These different long term, unintended consequences® have been called out, studied and warned
against multiple times. Therefore we cannot generously excuse food aid operations to consider
only the immediate hunger relief they provide without acknowledging their expected (because
this pattern has been seen and felt in many cases, making the long-term consequences of this
action to be ‘expected’) harm on the local economy, community, and global emissions. The
complexities of impacts of relief food aid*® by international development operations are being
continuously assessed, but it is undeniable that there are more consequences that INGOs are
responsible for than the originally intended ones. In the case of Chigodora, Zimbabwe, and
international food aid in general, more holistic approaches to hunger relief operations are being
demanded by development theorists (Joireman & Haddad, 2023). Where projects have a

sustainability and food sovereignty focus, and organisations’ interventions and presence in a

35 Whether it be sociocultural, economic, or environmental.

3 Again, this is just an example. The same argumentation applies to different types of humanitarian aid, whether it
be water infrastructure, education, medicine and hygiene, shelter and non-food items, energy infrastructure. These
all have admirable aims to reduce suffering, but inevitably, because they are part of global supply chains, and often

rely on resource-intensive systems, they involve trade offs and negative externalities (Joireman & Haddad, 2023).
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community are followed through in the long term through a multidisciplinary, political ecology

lens*’ (Randrianandrasana, 2024).

Following this line of argument, and linking back to carbon reduction strategies, we can expect
to see a more all-encompassing set of strategies for INGOs to reduce their harmful consequences
in other elements of their operations. The long term environmental impact of INGO operations,
similar to their socioeconomic impact on their host countries, is not an unforeseen, unfortunate
consequence. It is very much a guaranteed aftereffect, which INGOs, as aforementioned, have
been called out for, and are responsible for in addition to their short term immediate impact
(Slim, 2024). Actual consequentialism argues that since they have no excusable lack of
knowledge for their unforeseen negative consequences, they can't be morally exempt from

anticipating the inherent responsibility they hold towards their impact on the environment.

We have established that INGOs must anticipate the known consequences of their future actions,
however, one of the key challenges this paper explores is that of balancing the prioritisation of
these short-term and long-term effects. Holistic consequentialism would deal with the issue of
INGOs’ carbon emissions by plainly asking what would be better: a world where NGOs
operations improved the wellbeing of people but continued to contaminate the atmosphere? Or,
one where NGOs aim to simultaneously improve the wellbeing of people and reduce their carbon
footprint. Put like this, the answer feels obvious, nevertheless, given the action of ‘reducing

carbon emissions’ we must consider the negative consequences too. Adopting sustainable

37 Political ecology examines the relationships between political, economic, and social factors and environmental
issues, with particular attention to how and why structural forces, such as capitalist economic processes and power

relations, drive environmental change (Roberts, 2020).
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behaviours naturally incur an opportunity cost. Since resources allocated to emissions reduction
are resources not spent on core humanitarian objectives such as food provision, healthcare
delivery, or education. From a utilitarian perspective, this diversion can be framed as a form of
harm if it results in fewer lives saved or diminished well-being in the short term. This concern
becomes particularly important in light of the increased commercialisation of INGOs, where they
are expected to maximise the efficiency and effectiveness of their operations, under close
scrutiny of the public eye (James, 2005). As emphasised by Singer and the EA community, the
moral imperative is to maximise the impact of each unit of resource. Holistic consequentialism
favours a broader systemic evaluation of INGOs’ climate responsibility and contribution to
global outcomes rather than a reduced, smaller-scale assessment of decisions and their respective

opportunity cost.

It is easy to state that INGOs should be responsible for both society and the planet, in both the
present and the future. But alas, resources, or rather the limited amount of these, demand careful
analysis, judgement and decision making on where these should be allocated. This conflict
brings us to Peter Singer's framework about moral responsibility to prevent suffering. His
approach to consequentialism presents opposing arguments, favouring the prioritization of
relieving immediate current suffering, and also the acknowledgement of future suffering
expected by climate change, and our obligation to do what we can to prevent that too. He
establishes a ‘rescue principle’ which states “If it is in our power to prevent something bad from
happening, without thereby sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance, we ought,
morally, to do it.” (Singer, 1972). Highlighting the vague notion of ‘preventing something bad’

we can interpret his worries to include both current and future suffering (Singer, 2016).
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INGOs have the power and means to alleviate this suffering, urgent attention to crises is what
characterises INGOs above all else. Singer's marginal utility principle helps resolve this issue,
through the idea that NGOs should adopt sustainability practices until they significantly
undermine their humanitarian effectiveness (Singer, 2016). This then helps avoid unrealistic
expectations of climate change mitigation strategies like perfect carbon neutrality or extremely
expensive green transitions that would undermine the organisation's main mission. From a
utilitarian stance, climate change mitigation efforts must themselves be subject to cost—benefit
analysis: the morally superior course of action is the one that maximises aggregate welfare across
both immediate humanitarian outcomes and longer-term environmental concerns. This analysis
must be continuously carried out, and INGOs characteristic flexibility with fund (re)allocation,
rapid responsiveness, and lack of formal regulation requirements means that it is up to each
organisation to determine their own ratio of carbon emission reduction strategies alongside

pursuing their main mission.

Utilitarian thinking backs up this idea of self-assessment, and individual, flexible sustainability
actions from INGOs. Concerns were raised regarding the unrealistic and demanding use of the
utility principle in everyday actions. Classic utilitarian thinkers like Bentham and Mill embraced
these doubts, understanding that aggregate welfare is impossible to fully calculate and explicitly
differentiating the theory from a decision making tool to more of an ‘Criterion of rightness’, a
normative benchmark to judge whether an action is right (Sinnott-Armstrong W., 2023). When
applied to our INGO context, this differentiation is crucial. As aforementioned, the lack of strict

regulations on the third sector, despite its marketisation should be enjoyed and taken advantage
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of. Utilitarianism suggests that compliance to external sustainability targets would be a form of
harm, since it might impose additional costs and burdens on the organisation, obstructing their
ability to efficiently allocate resources for their operations. Voluntary mitigation practices are the
optimal approach which will steer the organisation's operations to that of maximum aggregate
welfare. The criterion of rightness disencourages INGOs from trying to measure and carefully
assess their environmental impact before taking action to tackle it (Sidgwick, 1962). We agree
that INGOs can easily infer that their operations pose a certain environmental impact. That is
enough. The absence of detailed quantifications is completely independent and irrelevant to the
moral weight and real impact of their actions, therefore mobilising efforts, time and resources to
unnecessary bureaucracy would only divert resources away from the pursuit of the organisation's
mission, reducing aggregate welfare. Understanding that reducing emissions will prevent
aggregate suffering, Utilitarianism supports the practical imperative for INGOS to act on their
known environmental impact, despite uncertainty, and pursue mitigation actions the best they can
efficiently, minimising spending on compulsory steps other organizations do have to make like

impact assessments, measurements and reports (Jamieson, 2014).

To spell out the question of the extent of our responsibility we can turn to Signer and Henry

Shue®®. Singers demands of society are greater than what most people are comfortable with*, but

3% Shue is not a consequentialist thinker, however, his ideas are relevant and can be applied to the assessment of an
INGO’s overhead costs. Since some are unquestionably necessary, while others produce more harm than good in
terms of contribution to their humanitarian mission.

39 Especially the wealthy, which Singer emphasises should be expected to donate and give as long as the sacrifice to
you is less important than the benefit to someone in extreme need, implying substantial donations, and drastic

lifestyle changes.
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point in a similar direction to Shue’s who calls out all that money and effort spent on
non-essentials, everything that presents an opportunity cost that could alternatively be used or
spent to save lives. Money spent in more sustainable practices cannot be considered
‘non-essential’ or ‘luxury emissions’ because they are actions towards ‘preventing something
bad’ (Shue, 1993). Instead, we can more confidently critique other fund outflows of large INGOs
organisational overheads® which consume a large portion of donations but also contribute
greatly to greenhouse gas emissions which can be more easily avoided (Bedswortt et al., 2008).
A strong rebuttal can be made defending these overheads, for they can encourage long-term
growth and resilience, which in turn benefits their mission in the long run (Young, 2000).
Commercialisation may violate Singer’s moral principle if it diverts resources from preventing
suffering. Once more, this brings us back to the types of consequentialism we choose to evaluate
these ideas through because a strict act-utilitarianism interpretation of Singer would deem
organisational overheads as morally unjustifiable. A universal or holistic consequentialist would
be more lenient with the necessary expenses of an INGO to operate successfully. An aggregate
welfare calculation could attempt to differentiate which operational expenses are worthwhile or
not, which produce ‘luxury’ or ‘essential’ emissions and should hence be reconsidered (Shue,

1993).

Conclusions on consequentialism:

40 Examples could be: marketing and branding expenses, large offices, executive salaries and extravagant events

and parties.
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Consequentialist theory evaluates actions based on their outcomes, establishing climate change,
an immense foreseeable source of global suffering, as a central moral concern. While reducing
emissions appears morally necessary to minimise long-term harm, the application of
consequentialism to INGO’s adoption of carbon emission reduction strategies faces some
tensions. We have different tangents of consequentialist perspectives, hedonistic utilitarianism,
actual, universal and holistic consequentialism, each proposing a different angle to which
normatively assesses the question of the extent to which INGOS face a duty to compatibilise
carbon reduction, with their main humanitarian mission. The conclusion from this analysis is that
there is no set, absolute rule, but through consequentialist understanding, the responsibility of
INGOs to do so is conditional and proportional and must be done, pragmatically and voluntarily,
without sacrificing interventions of comparable or greater moral importance, such as the

immediate alleviation of suffering and the preservation of life.

Given that climate change is an expected cause of suffering, and that an organisation's carbon
emissions that contribute to this are known, unavoidable side-effects rather than unforeseen
outcomes, utilitarian ethics demands a recognition, avoidance, and minimisation of carbon
emissions from INGOs. Classic utilitarianism encourages a personalised assessment of different
carbon reduction strategies and voluntary adoption of these rather than an imposed obligation
which would hinder their efficiency, causing harm. Universal Consequentialism advocates for an
inclusion of all sentient beings, in aggregate welfare calculations. Underlying and solidifying our
obligation to act on climate change mitigation. Actual consequentialism calls for an
acknowledgement of the negative consequences like environmental harm and economic

disruption caused by humanitarian interventions. Suggesting that it is immoral to ignore the
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systems INGOs operate in, and the externalities associated with their actions, despite that action
being intentionally good and effective in the short term. Hedonistic utilitarianism would maintain
that immediate short term suffering carries greater moral weight, implying that diverting funds
away from saving lives, to decarbonise operations does not maximise utility. Moore’s holistic
consequentialism and Singer’s marginal utility principle resolves this underlying conflict of
juggling short term and long term preoccupations by providing a threshold to determine the
extent, to which emission reduction should be pursued and a worldview lens through which to
assess the overall goodness of an action: The world as a whole would be better off, when we
prevent harm to the best of our ability*, until doing so requires sacrificing something of
comparable moral importance. Furthermore, classic utilitarianism stresses that maintaining
autonomy and adaptability of NGO resource allocation is essential. And the important distinction
between utilitarianism’s marginal utility calculation and the ‘criterion of rightness’ emphasises
the point that INGOs should harness their lack of legal regulations and embrace voluntary
mitigation strategies, because that way, they can use a consequentialist cost-benefit analysis to
efficiently and flexibly channel funds and resources to whatever each organisation personally

deems best.

By balancing both the immediate and long term positive and negative world impact of a given
INGO’s operations, consequentialism would support a framework of proportionate responsibility,

establishing that even though decarbonising might seemingly conflict with immediate priorities,

41'We acknowledge that this is vague. Alas, our conclusion is that given the complexity and context dependency of
each organisation, there is no real universally applicable answer. Vagueness however, is not a weakness in this
argument, if anything it is an inevitable feature of our conclusion, emphasising the need for each INGO to apply

these ethical frameworks to their own situation.
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INGOs, because they know, their carbon emissions will lead to future suffering, are morally
obliged to mitigate climate change through carbon reduction strategies only to the degree that it

does not hinder their main mission-related operations.
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On Care Ethics:

To drastically shift mindsets, we introduce another moral theory: the ethics of care*’. This section
will unpack a strikingly different approach to the topic of climate change mitigation and INGOs
duties to contribute to it. Using interpretations and definitions from different authors: Joan
Tronto, Stephanie Collins, Daniel Engster and Fiona Robinson to rationalise the obligation we
have towards the environment and of INGOs specifically to also adopt sustainable practices to
care for the environment alongside their care for humanitarian causes. Care ethics was chosen as
a direct opposition to consequentialism®, to prove how even strikingly different philosophies can
agree on the importance of environmental responsibility, and carbon reduction practices from
INGOs, while also offering distinct and important insights into how this responsibility should

be conceptualized.

The Ethics of Care advocates for moral weight to be found in the fundamental everyday
relationships and interpersonal dependencies of human life. Given that these relationships are so
intrinsic and fundamental to our nature as human beings, our moral responsibility stems from the
obligation to respond to the needs of others which in different stages and circumstances of life
require care, rather than some all-encompassing, all-applicable universal rules (Norlock &
Pascoe, 2025). Essentially, the normative basis of human dependence gives rise to moral

imperatives: “Those who are dependent require care from those on whom they depend.” (Collins,

42 The terms ‘The ethics of care’ and ‘care ethics’ will be used interchangeably.
43 Care Ethics emerged from feminist ethics as a critique of traditional moral theories such as deontology or

consequentialism at the time of its development which focused on abstract rules, measurements and calculations, in

favour of relationships and our responsibility towards these (Norlock & Pascoe, 2025).
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2026). The result is that we are all owed care from particular others (those on whom we depend)
and we all owe care to particular others (those who depend on us) (Collins, 2026). Care ethics is

1**. So to discuss the dilemma of climate change mitigation duties on behalf of

highly contextua
INGOs through this lens, we must ask: who is vulnerable? And who do they depend on? What

sort of care is required in this relationship?

Theoretical understanding:

What is care then? Different scholars have attempted to define it, emerging in literature as an
overlapping set of concepts that treat ‘care’ as: practice, disposition, value or virtue (Staudt,
2026). Joan Tronto, a foundational author on the ethics of care, presents care as “a species of
activity that includes everything we do to maintain, contain, and repair our ‘world’ so that we
can live in it as well as possible. That world includes our bodies, ourselves, and our
environment” (Tronto, 1993). She further elaborates on four additional sub-elements of care
which are to be understood as stages, dispositions, and goals at the same. These are: 1,
attentiveness, relating to the ability/predisposition to become aware of your own and others’
needs; 2, Responsibility and a willingness to fulfill it; 3, Competence, relating to the ability to
provide successful and appropriate care for another, and finally; 4, Responsiveness, relating to
the recognition of the receivers’ position and reaction to the care (Tronto, 1993). Her
conceptualisation of care as a political and social practice already goes beyond traditionalist

interpretations of care ethics which focus on family and the private sphere (Staudt, 2026).

44 Additional concerns about the ethics of care is whether it unintentionally facilitates the exploitation of caregivers,
and whether this caregiving excludes duties to strangers and people we will never actually meet, risking the neglect

of political and social justice responsibilities (Norlock & Pascoe, 2025).
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Naturally, the philanthropic desire to help others, minimizing harm and suffering, and sustaining
life holds the key values of care ethics at its core. For many it is an undeniable driver and the
main underlying philosophy of the third sector. Nevertheless, scholars have become critical,
calling out the disconnect of these ethical foundations that supposedly drive aid, and the
contemporary patterns of humanitarian action. Fotaki and Cardenas, in their respective papers
point out a lamentable trend towards the bureaucratisation and ironic dehumanisation of
humanitarian work, where recipients are reduced to abstract categories of need instead of being
recognised as individual, relational agents. They state, in agreement with many other critics, that
“humanitarian action risks becoming a technical exercise focused on delivery rather than a
relational practice grounded in care” and call for a stronger care ethics approach to the
relationships of aid where recipients risk being reduced to abstract categories of need rather than

recognised as relational agents (Céardenas, 2023).

We mustn't interpret the ethics of care to be exclusive to our immediate interpersonal
relationships. Daniel Engster’s contributions, in his book ‘The Heart of Justice’, harness care
ethics as a central value in his proposed theory of politics, repositioning care from a private small
scale virtue to a public principle of justice (Gheaus, 2010). He also understands ‘care’ as a
practice rather than a fundamental virtue, resisting the romanticisation of care as a sentiment or
inherent, dispositional trait, and builds on Trontos’ definition by developing a ‘basic needs’
approach to care, still as a practice, normatively informed by three virtues: attention,
responsiveness and respect, that encompasses “everything we do to help individuals to meet their

vital biological needs, develop or maintain their basic capabilities, and avoid or alleviate
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unnecessary or unwanted pain and suffering, so that they can survive, develop, and function in
society” (Engster, 2007). He argues that justice should be grounded in the meeting of basic needs
through care, rather than rights, fairness and resource distribution which is the conventional
approach of modern theories of justice. For him, as outlined in his ‘minimal capability theory’
our obligations to care for others stem from the claims we have all made upon others to care for
us when we are in need, because we need care in order to fulfill our basic capabilities.
Essentially, our natural interdependencies across different stages in life, logically and tacitly
forge our moral obligation to others (Engster, 2007).

Additionally, when discussing the rightful distribution of our caring duties, Engster suggests that
even though we might justifiably favour caring for our loved ones, we ultimately have
obligations to care for all individuals in need when we are capable of doing so, and that “Capable
individuals violate their own implicit morality (and for most people, commonsense moral
intuitions) when they refuse to care for other needy individuals.” (Engster, 2007). Fiona
Robinson, complimenting Engster, talks about ‘globalising care’ and challenges this idea by
attending to the relations of dependency and vulnerability that exist on a global scale (Robinson,
1999). Care ethics’ emphasis on relationality and dependencies call for an acknowledgement of
the relationship we have with other generations, of our intergenerational responsibility (Tronto,
1993). Our existence and well being depended on previous generations, all the advances and
actions for the greater good that came before our time. Similarly, future generations are
dependent on us. We are now in the position of power to influence the type of lives future
generations will lead. Stephanie Collins poses care ethics as a Normative Ethical Theory,
presenting our moral obligations to care similarly to Egster, emphasising that ethical obligations

arise from the question of who depends on whom. “This web of dependence relations generates
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non-aggregated and sometimes incommensurable responsibilities to engage in the long-term
interpersonal process of caregiving.” (Collins, 2026) this idea will transition our discussion to the

issue of climate change.

Application to climate change and mitigation duties:

Toronto's definition of care, being “everything we do to maintain, continue, and repair our
world,” provides a straightforward normative foundation for our duty to the environment, the
‘world’, highlighting the fact that the environment is a fundamental focus of care. We are failing
to maintain and contain it, and are hence obliged to do the only thing left, to repair it, and
mitigate our ongoing harm towards it. Mitigating environmental harm is a direct expression of
care, and is a constituent of INGOs’ humanitarian missions, because caring for vulnerable
populations in the present, also requires caring for the environmental conditions that will impact

and determine their future well-being.

As aforementioned, the ethics of care would appear to encourage the prioritising of care in our
immediate circles, and argue that everyone should fulfil their responsibilities towards those who
most immediately and directly depend on them (Robinson, 2018). Tronto argues that
parochialism, the state of mind where one focuses on small sections of an issue rather than
considering its wider context, is one of the dangers of care, explaining that "those who are
enmeshed in ongoing, continuing relationships of care are likely to see the caring relationships
that they are engaged in, and which they know best, as the most important.” Her solution to this,

endorsed by Robinson and Engster, is to "insist that care needs to be connected to a theory of

33



justice and to be relentlessly democratic in its disposition." (Toronto, 2020). Robinson
acknowledges the stark contrast between the implicit parochialism of care ethics, and the
justice-based moral reasoning she and Engster advocate for, where ‘distance’ ensures
impartiality towards our responsibilities to those dependent on us, Engster states: “The willful
neglect or ignorance of the needs of distant others does not make them go away, but means only
that we have shut ourselves off from others and (by extension) from the full recognition of our
own humanity.” (Engster, 2007). Robinson claims that our current “era of global interdependence
demands an interpersonal morality”, one that recognises distant others, especially vulnerable
populations and is attentive to their needs (Robinson, 2018). All actors in society, individuals,
organisations and governments, all find themselves tied in dependency relationships with each
other. Due to the nature of climate change, the distinction between caregivers, and those who
need care becomes very clear. Privileged actors of the Global North, those who cause climate
change, have a natural, tacit obligation to safeguard the livelihoods of those populations exposed
to the effects of climate change. INGOs, being mainly based in, and conformed of people from

the Global North, are hence, from a care ethics stance, tacitly obliged to mitigate climate change.

Marianna Fotaki helps us unpack the role of care ethics in humanitarian work in the context of
Europe’s ‘refugee crisis’. She criticises the de-politisation, bureaucratisation and detachment of
lived realities of modern humanitarianism. Similarly to the example of food aid, well intended
actions often have negative consequences, and in this case, perpetuate inequalities* rather than
alleviating them (Fotaki, 2019). International refugee aid is unavoidably carbon-intensive.

Dependent on fossil-fuelled global logistics and energy systems, from airlifting supplies to

45 Such as prolonged encampment, dependency, and exclusion from social and political life.
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powering camps with diesel generators, refugee aid contributes to global emissions at multiple
stages of delivery (Stern & Archibald, 2025). There's a paradox here. INGOs, by overlooking
their environmental impact, indirectly perpetuate the conditions of poverty, climate extremes,
food insecurity, and more, that create the displacement and migration of people which they
already struggle to manage. Through the adoption of mitigation duties, INGOs fulfill their
pursuit of humanitarian refugee aid, in a preventative way. Fotaki draws from care ethics to
reconceptualise humanitarianism as an “ontology of connection”, where refugee aid focuses on
mutuality and coexistence, rather than a standardised, temporary response. She concludes by
calling for “attaching equal value to all lives” and at the same time recognizing “our dependence
on others for our own survival as individuals and social beings.” (Fotaki, 2019). These ideas can
be applied and extended to our environmental responsibility towards all those individuals
vulnerable to climate change, and also the environmental systems upon which human life
depends. In the field of humanitarian aid, care ethics takes the shape of more relational,
participatory, and long-term approaches to aid delivery*® which prioritise refugees’ dignity and
local empowerment. These holistic, long term, care ethics approaches align with Fotaki and other
scholar’s arguments demanding a shift in humanitarian action from a narrow, calculated
intervention to a broader ethical engagement with the receivers of care, where focus on places of

relationships, community resilience and the inclusion of the environment in the breadth of care.

We have recognised that the responsibility to care for refugees and vulnerable groups, as well as

the care for the environment goes beyond individuals, Engster’s normative argument helps us

46 Strong examples could be: cash-based refugee assistance programmes, more sustainable refugee camps, or locally

led humanitarian action.
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understand the extent caring duties apply to larger groups: He sees care ethics as universally
applicable, because dependency is a ubiquitous and constant characteristic of humanity, and
more explicitly applies these ideals to domestic politics, economic justice and international
relations.” Emphasising that in order for care to be adequately provided, it must “be organized
not only within families but also through social and political institutions.” (Engster, 2007). By
framing care as something that must be institutionally organised, he holds governments and
organisations responsible for securing basic human rights and supporting people in vulnerable

situations.

Given that climate change is a catalyst and stressor of the refugee crisis*, we can understand the
vulnerability of climate displaced persons to be embedded in systems of interdependency, where
their wellbeing depends on climate stability, and is therefore threatened by our environmental
harm. Engster's ideas complement Fotaki’s demands for a stronger care ethics approach towards
the refugee and the climate crisis. Since his characterisation of care is about sustaining life,
supporting development and preventing suffering, humanitarian action in the form of refugee aid
can be seen as the most direct form of care. And if we see climate change to undermine survival

health and livelihoods, then environmental protection, which may take the form of climate

47 Engster explicitly notes that areas like the environment still require further development within care theory
(Engster, 2007). Nevertheless the normative values he proposes are universally applicable, and are therefore

relevant and useful in our exploration of environmental responsibility.

48 We can expect shifting biomes, rising sea levels, and more extreme weather events will heighten forced

displacements around the world (IPCC, 2022).
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change mitigation through carbon emission reduction strategies becomes a type of indirect care.

Indirect, and temporarily extended, but care nonetheless.

Humanitarian aid seeks to alleviate the symptoms of displacement through providing supplies,
shelter and mental health support perhaps, but indirect care via climate change mitigations
tackles the systemic structures that cause the displacement in the long run. Engster emphasises
that care must be executed in a morally appropriate way, upholding three key virtues:
attentiveness, responsiveness and respectfulness (Engster, 2007). There is some overlap with
Tronto's sub-elements of care (attentiveness, responsibility, competence and responsiveness)
(Tronto, 1993). Each of these elements/virtues will be explained below and applied to the

relation dependencies and hence tacit obligations of INGOs:

Attentiveness involves recognising the needs and vulnerabilities of those INGOs aim to assist. It
requires acknowledging present suffering and understanding the systems in which it occurs. For
INGOs, this extends beyond immediate refugee aid to recognising the sociopolitical and
environmental drivers of displacement, poverty, and insecurity. It does not require detailed
calculations of these impacts, but an awareness that they exacerbate vulnerabilities and

dependencies among affected populations.

Responsiveness builds on attentiveness, requiring actors to react appropriately once needs and
vulnerabilities are identified. Following Fotaki, care ethics rejects rigid, standardised responses
in favour of context-sensitive action. In the context of INGOs, responsiveness is reflected in the

adoption of carbon emission reduction strategies to mitigate their indirect contribution to climate
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change. INGOs must act upon their knowledge of these harms and adapt their practices in good

faith.

Responsibility, the central concern of this essay, refers to the moral obligation that emerges from
recognising relationships of interdependence, including those that are international and
intergenerational. Since all human beings depend on one another, this responsibility must also
extend to the natural world. INGOs therefore have responsibilities not only towards vulnerable
populations and future generations, but also towards the environment. Because climate change
contributes to humanitarian crises, environmental duties cannot be separated from humanitarian
missions.

Competence refers to the ability to provide care effectively and appropriately. Care must be not
only well-intentioned but also successful in meeting needs sustainably. This virtue discourages
externally imposed regulations and climate targets for the non-profit sector, as these may
undermine the context-sensitive and relational approach advocated by care ethics and criticised
by Fotaki. For INGOs, competence involves the capacity to pursue humanitarian goals while

voluntarily adopting meaningful carbon reduction strategies.

Respectfulness emphasises the dignity and autonomy of those receiving care, while also
extending respect to the environment. It ensures that relationships are not characterised by
domination or control. Consistent with Fotaki's approach, respectfulness favours mutual
recognition and participation over technocratic, results-driven models of aid. Because
environmental harm disproportionately affects wvulnerable populations, carbon reduction

strategies are also embedded within this virtue. Respectfulness therefore takes the form of
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humanitarian action that honours the dignity, autonomy, and interdependence of both people and

the natural world.

Before concluding, we must address a common critique of care ethics: the concern that it
facilitates the exploitation of the caregiver, since it is difficult to draw the line between when
care for another becomes service, and the responsibility ends, and the caregiver in turn becomes
vulnerable and needing care from somebody else (Norlock & Pascoe, 2025). For Tronto, our
bodies and ourselves, also require our care, and we must be attentive to our own needs too
(Tronto, 1999). There is not a clear answer under her work regarding the hierarchy of these types
of care, nevertheless it is undeniable, and highlighted by some key authors like Tronto, and
Robinson that the element of self-care is essential in the application of care ethics in our
day-to-day. A commitment to self-care, in addition to care for others, allows us to avoid
exploitation or burnout and maintain sustainable and healthy relations of care. Logically, we can
deduce self-care to take precedence, simply because without doing so, one limits the capacity to
care for others. This idea can be extended beyond individuals and applied to institutions. INGOs,
through a care ethics lens, can see their operations as actions of care: both care for others
(operations that pursue their humanitarian mission) and care for themselves (activities that keep
the organisation running). An INGOs self-care can be understood as the activities necessary to
satisfy the organisation's basic needs for ‘survival’ and ‘well-being’.* A care ethics perspective
INGO’s challenge of balancing funding for different operations recognises that like individuals,

organizations require stable maintenance in order to continue caring effectively. Despite being a

49 This would look like, paperwork, salaries, human resources, logistics expenses, smooth functioning digital

infrastructure, a friendly work environment etc.
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valid point, when discussing their duty to adopt carbon emission reduction strategies, self-care
cannot become a justification for unlimited expansion, excessive consumption, or
environmentally harmful practices to be done in the name of efficiency and self-preservation.
Engster explains that “We have strong moral reasons to care for others when we are able to do
so, but these reasons must be balanced against our other responsibilities and commitments.”
(Engster, 2007). This statement can be easily molded to fit into both arguments, and in order to
favour environmental responsibility on behalf of INGOs, must be complemented with
Robinson’s critique of neoliberal global structures, warning against the normalisation of
exploitative and neglectful practices under the claim of necessity and productivity (Robinson,

1999).

Conclusions on the ethics of care:

After this exploration of the care ethics perspectives on INGO’s duty to take up carbon emission
reduction strategies, we can answer the three questions proposed earlier. Who is vulnerable? And
who do they depend on? What sort of care is required in this relationship? We identify two main
relationships®, INGOs and humanity, and INGOs and the environment. Both are dependency
relationships, simply because without humanity and then environment, these organisations would
not exist, or have a reason to act. Because of climate change (mainly caused and perpetuated by
the global north countries that these INGOs are based), humanity and the environment depend on

INGOs (among other actors of course) to alleviate their suffering. The type of care required in

%0 These are specifically on INGOs as the key focus of this thesis, but the relationships we state are equally
applicable to individuals, governments, and society as a whole. eg/ the global north has a relationship with

vulnerable populations in the global south which suffer the consequences of their emissions.
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this relationship is one that is attentive, responsive, responsible, competent, respectful and
preventative. This may take many forms, and should of course be in line with the capabilities of
INGO, as Engster and Collins state, to the extent that one is capable of both helping others, but
preserving and caring for oneself. Carbon emissions reduction strategies, and the adoption of
sustainable practices in general are being universally demanded

Who is vulnerable? The environment, and existing and future populations, especially already
socially disadvantaged groups. Who do they depend on? Those with the capacity to alleviate
their stress: INGOs (among other actors). What sort of care is required? Direct and indirect
humanitarian and environmental care in the form of INGOs main humanitarian mission, and

sustainable practices respectively.

Care ethics presents a strong framework for evaluating INGO responsibilities because they are
already explicitly organized around practices and values of care. Using Engster’s principle of
care ethics, which understands care as not only helping people meet their basic needs to survive
but also avoiding causing suffering, and states that capable individuals ought to help individuals
in need (Engster, 2007). Then caring about sustainability is more than expected, but obligatory
on behalf of all organisations, and even though they are not explicitly addressed in his writing,
INGOs fall directly under this category and should be held to the same moral standard. A harsh
contradiction on behalf of humanitarian organisations which uphold care ethics values and
philosophies. If they contribute to carbon emissions that exacerbate vulnerability, they actively

undermine their own caring function (Engster, 2007).
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Collins frames the problem of climate change as a problem of neglected care relationships and
dependencies, and a failure, from society’s behalf, to respond to evident environmental and
social vulnerabilities caused by climate change (Collins, 2026). NGOs adopting sustainable
practices should not even be questioned, as it is an inherent part of properly fulfilling their caring

duties to vulnerable populations that they are already in relationships of care with.

Robinson’s global ethic of care takes care ethics a step further, more than relational
responsibility, and more than local or institutional contexts and tackles the structures of
globalisation itself. Echoing ideas of climate (in)justice and political ecology, she argues that we
are all part of interdependent relationships that go beyond borders, and that the suffering and
vulnerable actors, which depend on the capable, powerful ones, are victims of systems through
which institutions operate (Robinson, 1999). INGOs are not neutral providers of aid, they are
embedded and actively participating in political and economic structures that simultaneously
perpetrate and in other ways alleviate harm. The most vulnerable populations are dependent on
global dynamics they do not control, and even though we cannot reasonably expect NGOs to
change these dynamics overnight, it is unquestionable that there are some immensely powerful
and capable ones, on which we can place relational responsibility for climate harm (Robinson,

1999).

Using Tronto’s sub elements, and Engter’s virtues of care, we can understand the framing of
climate responsibility in terms of: 1. Recognising the unquestionable threat of climate change on
the environment and vulnerable populations (attentiveness). 2. Making sure that the response to

needs are adequately guided by the experiences and needs of affected, vulnerable communities,
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rather than being imposed or planned externally (responsiveness), 3.The dependency relationship
between the most vulnerable and those in a position to assist them, which creates a moral
obligation to address climate related harm (responsibility). 4. The expectation that those actors in
positions of power, means and resources are to take action to mitigate, prevent and repair harm
(competence). And finally, 5. Safeguarding the autonomy and dignity of the receivers of care,
and fostering meaningful long-lasting relationships with these (respectfulness) (Tronto, 1993).
These virtues suggest that an ethics of care does not impose an absolute obligation upon INGOs
to eliminate all emissions, or measurement and assessment of their environmental impact. Rather
a relational and proportionate duty to mitigate wherever possible in the ways that each
organisation sees best fit for their situation, relationships and capabilities. In sum, the framework
of care ethics sees the adoption of sustainability targets and carbon reduction strategies as an
implied, tacit obligation, because it represents the moral requirement of all actors operating in

global systems to responsibly care for dependent, vulnerable others.
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Conclusion:

Parties in the third sector are often overlooked when it comes to demands on environmental
action and calling out unsustainable practices. Nevertheless these organisations have come to
behave and operate in very similar ways to the for profit organizations which are so heavily
regulated and scrutinised for their environmental impact. Humanitarian aid has an immense
carbon footprint, thanks to its reliance on fossil fuel driven international supply chains,
carbon-intensive operations and also expensive and polluting day-to-day expenses and activities.
This essay, points out this ethical contradiction of how INGOs current operations perpetrate
systems and contribute to phenomena which counteract the noble and admirable efforts they
make to pursue their humanitarian mission. INGOs especially, due to their size, funds, outreach
and participation in these global systems, have a tacit duty to act on climate change mitigation,
just like all other actors of their scale and level of power. This obligation is given and
unquestionable. The following question is its extent to which we can demand this responsibility
from them. Our thesis question: To what extent is it ethically reasonable to expect NGOs to adopt
sustainability targets and carbon-emission reduction strategies? provides no set universal rule or
answer, but rather, through two seemingly opposing ethical perspectives, a set of moral
arguments to highlight the different moral dimensions of the issue, and to appeal to whatever

framework of justice drives a particular organisation, or the decision makers within these.

Consequentialism is about impartiality and universality, it is a lens through which we assess the
actions of an INGO through an ‘aggregate welfare’ calculation of benefits and harms. The
different interpretations of consequentialist thinking: hedonistic utilitarianism, actual, universal

and holistic consequentialism, help us analyse our topic of discussion through a prioritisation of
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different things. They all agree that climate change is a threat which will cause expected
suffering and harm. Hedonistic utilitarianism solidifies our argument stressing the importance of
voluntary and personalised mitigation strategies and sustainability targets, since the idea of
compliance with externally imposed regulations would be expected to cause more harm than
good. Universal consequentialism incites us to see aggregate welfare calculations and moral
obligations to include all sentient beings, even the earth. Actual consequentialism calls out the
inevitable fact that there is no excusable lack of knowledge of the negative consequences that
well intentioned humanitarian aid can cause, and so, INGOs cannot be morally excused from
their obligations relating to the environmental impact of their operations. Moore and Singer
explain that the world as a whole would be better off, when we prevent harm to the best of our
ability, until doing so requires sacrificing something of comparable moral importance. This
notion, in combination with the aforementioned contributions from the different types of
consequentialism leads us to conclude that from a consequentialist perspective, humanitarian
INGOs have a moral obligation to: pragmatically and voluntarily, guided by a ‘criterion of
righteousness’ and an aggregate welfare analysis of their activities, adopt more sustainable
practices and carbon emission reduction strategies to the extent that it does not sacrifice
operations of comparable or greater moral importance, like their main humanitarian mission

operations of preserving life and alleviating suffering.

Care ethics stresses the natural interdependencies of humanity, stating that our obligations
towards others stem from our relationships with other actors. This essay laid out different
understandings of care by Collins, Robinson, Engster, and Tronto, to thoroughly unpack what it

means and how it can be applied at different levels of operations in the context of humanitarian
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aid and climate change mitigation. Through a care ethics perspective, we have identified
humanitarian INGOs to be capable actors to provide care in their relationship with humanity and
the environment, the vulnerable and dependent actors of this relationship. Trontos’ definition of
care directly calls for the inclusion of the planet in the breadth of care as it is a direct determinant
of well-being. Collins, in agreement with this notion, makes us see climate change as a
large-scale manifestation of society’s failure to care for each other and the world. We can
establish carbon emission reduction strategies to be a key element and form of indirect care
towards humanity, and future generations that INGOs have relationships with. Robinson’s
emphasis on globalizing care suggests that INGO’s are not neutral providers of aid, because they
are active participants in the global systems that perpetrate the need for care from vulnerable
groups, they are obliged to, in alignment with the attentiveness principle, indirectly tackle these
structures and systems through the adoption of more sustainable practices as well as the
immediate humanitarian care. Tronto’s sub-elements of care, in combination with Engster’s
virtues of care establish the key principles with which caregiving should be appropriately carried
out. Direct and indirect (through climate change mitigation) humanitarian care risks doing more
harm than good if it is not done attentively, responsibly, competently and respectfully. Engster’s
insistence on delivering care in an ‘appropriate’ way echoes the actual consequentialist attention
to the negative side effects of humanitarian aid. The notion of self-care can be applied to INGOs
and seen as the necessary efforts to maintain the well-being and survival of the organisation.
Climate change mitigation efforts should be pursued to the extent that it does not impede an

organisation's self-care.
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This thesis endorses a key limitation, primarily in its narrow focus on normative ethical theory
applied to the research question rather than a valuable complementation with more concrete,
exemplified sustainable practices currently being implemented by organisations in the third
sector. This research could have been strengthened by a more systematic evaluation and
discussion of existing mitigation strategies, and how the ethical frameworks explored in this
paper could be applied to them, identifying how closely or not they align with the moral
obligations suggested by consequentialism and care ethics. This could be a valid consideration
for future research to expand on this topic. The bridging of theory and practice would provide a
stronger, perhaps more useful contribution to understanding how humanitarian INGOs can
balance their immediate mission related responsibilities with their long term climate change

mitigation duties.

INGOs, in their mission and vision are arguably driven by values of care. When looking at their
day to day operations however, consequentialist thinking shines through. Given the
commercialisation of organisations in the third sector, a utilitarian aggregate welfare analysis
tends to guide decision making and resource allocation. By presenting arguments from both the
ethics of care, and consequentialism, in favour of climate action from INGOs, this essay hopes to
appeal to the sense of duty of INGOs to more appropriately fulfill their humanitarian mission
through the mitigation of climate change too. Sustainability should not have to compete with
humanitarian aid, INGOs must treat it as an additional approach to their mission, and pursue
these practices voluntarily. Trusting that their judgement and insider understanding of their
operations will make climate change mitigation strategies to be the most efficient and appropriate

for their particular organisation. These ethical frameworks both see climate change as a
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mitigation as an intrinsic part of an INGO’s obligation towards vulnerable groups whose
livelihoods are increasingly at risk because of climate change. does the differentiation of motive
determine the pressure imposed on them to behave responsibly? Why are our moral expectations

of for-profits and not-for-profits different when it comes to climate change mitigation duties?

INGOs despite their size and impact, face no equivalently binding and demanding sustainability
regulations, or sanctions. The legally binding expectations imposed on for-profits reflect a
broader acceptance of strict ethical mitigation responsibilities for them, but not for INGOs. The
fact that such standards are not equally imposed on INGOS suggests that the nature of the
mitigation duties is unclear, that the moral expectations from these actors are different, requiring
an ethical analysis which this essay hopes to explore. Generally, INGOs accountability comes
from donors, the public’s trust and goodwill, and internal governance and mission, there is rarely
any legal threat >' motivating compliance to due diligence, Environmental Social Governance
(ESG) and CSR standards. Expectations from INGOs are growing but less formalised, and the

distinction that would have originally been made between for-profit and not-for-profits about

51 Unless there is an actual violation of general law.
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