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ABSTRACT 

 

Extreme impacts from climate change are already being felt around the world. The 

policy choices that we make now affect not only how high global temperatures will 

rise, but also how well-equipped future economies and infrastructures will be to cope 

with these changes. The interests of future generations must therefore be central to 

climate policy and planning. This raises the questions: who should should represent 

future generations and according to which criteria should we judge whether a particular 

candidate would make an appropriate representative for future generations? In this 

essay, we argue that potential representatives of future generations should satisfy what 

we call a “hypothetical acceptance criterion,” which requires that the representative 

could reasonably be expected to achieve the acceptance of future generations. This 

overarching criterion in turn gives rise to two derivative criteria. These are, first, 

“epistemic and experiential similarity to future generations” and, second, “motivation 

to act on behalf of future generations.” We conclude that communities already 

adversely affected by climate change best satisfy these criteria and are therefore able to 

command the hypothetical acceptance of future generations. 

 

Keywords: Climate justice; representation; intergenerational justice; institutional 

justice 
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Extreme impacts from climate change are already being felt around the world. These 

include droughts, sea level rise, ocean acidification, extreme weather events, and 

increased exposure to infectious diseases. 1  As global temperatures increase, these 

impacts will become both more widespread and more severe. The policy choices that 

we make now affect not only how high global temperatures will rise, but also how well-

equipped future economies and infrastructures will be to cope with these changes. The 

interests of future generations must therefore be central to climate policy and planning.2 

What is less clear is how those interests ought properly to be represented in relevant 

fora.  

Various potential arrangements for the representation of future generations have 

been suggested and occasionally tried. Proposals include an ombudsman;3 reserving 

seats for representatives within democratically elected assemblies,4 including youth 

quotas;5 a randomly selected second chambers of legislative bodies;6 constitutional 

provisions to protect the environment for future generations; 7  independent and/or 

parliamentary committees and councils; 8  a common heritage fund to support and 

preserve the living conditions of future generations;9 philanthropic foundations;10 and 

democratic, employee-owned firms.11 Some countries have even begun to experiment 

with forms of representation for future generations (albeit with significantly limited 

powers), such as Hungary’s ombudsman for future generations, Israel’s abandoned 

Commission for Future Generations, New Zealand’s environmental commissioner, and 

Wales’s Future Generations Commissioner. 

 However, there is little in the literature on the question of how to evaluate these 

arrangements and proposals. Simon Caney proposes that arrangements should be 

evaluated according to four criteria: 12  moral legitimacy, effectiveness, political 

sustainability (the “tendency to remain in operation over time”), and political 

accessibility (“how likely it is that we can get from ‘here’ to ‘there’”). This essay seeks 

to answer a specific question that arises within the first of Caney’s criteria, namely the 

moral legitimacy of representatives. That question is: who should represent future 

generations? Or, more specifically, according to which criteria should we judge 

whether a particular candidate—or class of candidates—would make an appropriate 

representative for future generations? We treat this question as a sub-question of wider 

issues about moral legitimacy. Our answer and argument is that potential 

representatives of future generations should satisfy what we call a “hypothetical 
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acceptance criterion,” which requires that the representative could reasonably be 

expected to achieve the acceptance of future generations. This overarching criterion in 

turn gives rise to two derivative criteria. These are, first, “epistemic and experiential 

similarity to future generations” and, second, “motivation to act on behalf of future 

generations.” We conclude that communities already adversely affected by climate 

change best satisfy these criteria and are therefore able to command the hypothetical 

acceptance of future generations. 

Two notes of clarification about our argument may be helpful. First, although 

our concern is with moral legitimacy, we believe that the criteria that we recommend 

also make representation more effective. That is, we believe that Caney’s moral 

legitimacy and effectiveness criteria are likely to converge on our criteria for selecting 

representatives. This is because having the right people perform the representative 

function is both necessary for ensuring that such arrangements are morally legitimate 

and also a major part of ensuring that such arrangements are effective. But it is certainly 

not the whole story about effectiveness, because there are other questions that bear on 

the effectiveness of proposed arrangements for representing future generations, such as 

what sort of institutions are likely to be sufficiently empowered to achieve necessary 

policy changes and what sort of institutions are likely to command public support. 

These further questions are beyond the scope of the present paper. 

In addition, we note that our aim is to give an account only of who should 

represent future generations in decisions that bear specifically on climate planning. 

Some theorists have recommended that a common set of representatives for future 

generations should address all issues affecting future generations, rather than having 

different representatives charged with looking after different issues (as Stephen 

Gardiner has in this roundtable). One consequence of the arguments in this paper is 

that, from the point of view of moral legitimacy, we have reason to prefer the issue-by-

issue approach over the common-set-of-representatives approach. However, it may be 

that there are considerations of other types that favor the common approach. If so, then 

the arguments that follow might provide a case for ensuring that the common body of 

representatives include individuals directly impacted by climate change and other 

issues of likely concern to future generations, where different representatives might 

bring familiarity with different issues to their collective deliberations. 
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THE HYPOTHETICAL ACCEPTANCE CRITERION FOR THE REPRESENTATION OF 

FUTURE GENERATIONS 

 

According to Michael Saward’s influential account of what he calls “the representative 

claim,” representation is a symbolic and aesthetic act in which someone puts forward a 

claim to represent a group of individuals, which can then be rejected or accepted by 

those it purports to represent,13 whether in relation to a particular issue (e.g., in relation 

to climate change) or in independently any specific issue.14  

This view contrasts with a conventional, more passive view, in which 

representation merely consists of giving information about the represented group and 

their interests.15 The problem with the conventional view, according to Saward, is that 

it leaves little room for the represented to reject the accuracy of the representation and 

thus opens up the door for misrepresentation. In contrast, if representation consists of a 

particular claim that can be rejected or accepted by the represented, a potential 

representative would be well-advised to present this claim in ways that are not just 

intelligible to but which resonate with and are convincing to the represented. As Saward 

writes:  

 

“claims are contestable and contested; there is no claim to be 

representative of a certain group that does not leave space for its 

contestation or rejection by the would-be audience or constituency […] 

Representing is performing, is action by actors, and the performance 

contains or adds up a claim that someone is or can be ‘representative’ 

[…] Makers of representative claims could be makers of bad, or 

unacceptable, or unaccepted claims; they could also be makers of 

compelling, resonant claims about themselves and would-be 

constituents […] In addition, representative claims only work, or even 

exist, if ‘audiences’ acknowledge them in some way, and are able to 

absorb or reject or accept them or otherwise engage with them […] 

Representation is produced by processes of claim-making and 

consequent acceptance or rejection by audiences or parts of 

audiences.”16 
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Let us give the name “the acceptance criterion” to the view that, in order for a 

representative claim to be successful, the potential representative must be accepted as 

representing the group in question by the members of that group. While we endorse the 

acceptance criterion in normal cases of representation—for example, when a politician 

claims to represent a particular demographic—we note that it poses an obvious problem 

in the context of representation for future generations. The problem is that it seems 

impossible for a representative’s claim to represent a group to be accepted by the 

members of that group if the members do not yet exist, as is the case of future 

generations.17  

Two responses are possible. One is to conclude that, if legitimate representation 

must satisfy the acceptance criterion, then no legitimate representation of future 

generations is possible. The alternative is to argue that, even if acceptance is required 

for legitimate representation where acceptance is possible, it is nevertheless reasonable 

to endorse a weaker criterion for cases where acceptance is not possible. What would 

such a weaker criterion look like? 

One plausible view would be that where direct acceptance of a representative 

claim cannot be given, as in the case of future generations, we need to consider who 

they would hypothetically accept as a representative.18 In other words, who could we 

reasonably expect future generations to accept to represent their interests and what 

characteristics should such a representative display? Stated more fully: 

 

Hypothetical acceptance criterion. A legitimate representative of future generations 

must be willing and able to represent the interests of future generations in such a way 

that we can reasonably expect that the future generations would approve of the 

representation were they able to do so. 

 

The case for the hypothetical acceptance criterion is based, first, on the thought that, in 

the absence of actual acceptance, hypothetical acceptance is better than having no 

criterion at all, as in the status quo. But more significantly, the case for the hypothetical 

criterion vis-à-vis alternative criteria is based on an analogy with other areas of our 

moral thinking. Consider, for example, proxy consent for medical care. In cases where 

patient consent would normally be required for some medical intervention, the consent 

of others, such as a close relative, may suffice when patient consent is not possible. 

Importantly, however, the proxy does not have free reign to consent to any medical 
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treatment they choose but is instead charged with asking themselves what the patient 

would have consented to had they had the opportunity to do so. In other words: what 

would the patient him- or herself consider to be fairly in their best interests?  

 We note that several authors have argued that hypothetical consent conditions 

are shorthand for a condition requiring that something be fair from the perspective of 

the person whose interests is at stake. Dworkin, for example, writes in response to Rawls 

that: 

...you use the device of hypothetical agreement to make a point that might 

have been made without that device, which is that the solution 

recommended is so obviously fair and sensible that only someone with an 

immediate contrary interest could disagree. Your main argument is that your 

solution is fair and sensible, and the fact that I would have chosen it myself 

adds nothing of substance to that argument. If I am able to meet the main 

argument nothing remains, rising out of your claim that I would have agreed, 

to be answered or excused.19 

Those who endorse Dworkin’s line of thought may see the hypothetical acceptance 

criterion as equivalent to something like the view that representation of future 

generations is legitimate when representation aims at fair consideration of the interests 

of future generations. We remain agnostic about whether or not to endorse any 

equivalence of hypothetical choice conditions with fair consideration of interests 

conditions. The arguments that we give in subsequent sections about the criterion can 

be applied in practice, and the responses to objections that we suggest can be framed 

both in terms that assume the equivalence and in terms that reject the equivalence.20 

But it is worth noting that those who do endorse the equivalence will find further 

support for the criterion from the widely endorsed thought that political representatives 

have the “fiduciary responsibility”—that is, a legal or ethical relationship of trust 

entailing duties to act on behalf of a beneficiary or beneficiaries—to make choices 

based on the best interests of those that they represent, weighed fairly against other 

interests,21  even if the representees did not or cannot, as in the case of children, 

themselves choose their representatives.22 One might reasonably argue that if political 

representatives have this fiduciary responsibility—in the ethical sense, at least, since a 

legal responsibility would be difficult to implement—then in the absence of an 
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opportunity to choose representatives themselves, future generations can be 

legitimately represented by those who are able and willing to discharge this 

responsibility effectively.23 

The hypothetical acceptance criterion, we believe, describes the condition that 

must be met for representatives of future generations to provide legitimate 

representation. But in its raw form, the criterion cannot readily be applied to the real 

world because it would be all too easy for potential representatives to claim that their 

representation would gain the approval of future generations, and very difficult to 

arbitrate these claims. To resolve this difficulty, and render the hypothetical acceptance 

criterion usable in practice, we need to unpack the following questions: What concrete 

criteria must potential representatives satisfy in order to claim the hypothetical 

acceptance of future generations?  What characteristics should a suitable representative 

exhibit in order to respond to the preferences, needs, values, and interests of future 

generations, in a manner such that we could expect that future generations would 

endorse the representation that they offer? In response to these questions, the following 

section introduces two criteria, which can be seen as derivative from the more 

fundamental hypothetical acceptance criterion. These are, first, epistemic and 

experiential similarity to future generations and, second, motivation to act on behalf of 

future generations.24 

 

TWO DERIVATIVE CRITERIA FOR REPRESENTATION OF FUTURE GENERATIONS 

 

Epistemic Criterion 

The first characteristic that a suitable representative should exhibit in order that we 

might have a reasonable expectation of hypothetical acceptance concerns the extent to 

which they are able to understand and communicate the experiences and knowledge of 

those they claim to represent. As Saward notes, merely being able to provide 

information about the represented group and its interests and needs is insufficient for a 

representative claim to be successful. Representation is an act of symbolically and 

aesthetically “standing for” the represented. 25  The representative must not only 

understand in the abstract what the issues facing a particular constituency are but also 

must understand what it feels like to be a part of that constituency. Expertise is not only 

acquired through formal education but also importantly through practice and 

experience—so-called “experiential knowledge.”26 Experiential knowledge stands in 
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contrast to formal scientific (or explicit) knowledge, which is created through methods 

that adhere to shared norms of scientific practice. Whereas representatives can gain 

scientific knowledge by appointing expert advisors, it is much harder for them to gain 

experiential knowledge if they do not already bring it to their position. Without 

experiential knowledge, subtle forms of knowledge that are relevant to policy decisions 

may be missed. It is (partly) for this reason that women cannot properly be represented 

exclusively by men, minority ethnic communities cannot be represented properly by 

exclusively white people, and people with disabilities cannot be represented properly 

by exclusively able-bodied people.27  

 In the climate case, changes to global and local environments are likely to 

expose future generations to negative impacts on their lives, livelihoods, and well-

being, such as through food insecurity; lack of access to clean drinking water, 

sanitation, and infrastructure; exposure to infectious diseases; and extreme weather 

events.28 In order to satisfy the hypothetical acceptance criterion, it is important that 

representatives of future generations understand more than just the scientific data; they 

also need to know how it feels to live with the societal impacts of climate change, as 

well as with the socioeconomic factors, such as different forms of inequality and 

injustice, that exacerbate climate vulnerability.29 Understanding of this nature can only 

be reliably gained by undergoing similar experiences. Representatives cannot, of 

course, experience the future impacts of climate change. But since severe impacts are 

already being felt, representatives could be drawn from the growing pool of people who 

have experienced the current effects of climate change. We therefore suggest the 

following first derivative criterion for determining whether a representative would 

achieve hypothetical acceptance: 

 

Epistemic criterion. A legitimate representative of future generations in decisions 

about climate policy must, to a reasonable degree, have experience living with the 

adverse effects of climate change, or with the environmental and health hazards that 

climate change is anticipated to exacerbate. 

 

3.2 Motivational criterion 

The second characteristic that a suitable representative of future generations would 

need to display in order to render a claim to hypothetical acceptance plausible is 

motivation to represent the interests, needs, and values of future generations as fairly 
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and accurately as possible. There is currently insufficient consideration to future 

generations within current policy-making. This is largely caused by decision-makers 

lacking motivation to address the factors that underpin climate vulnerability compared 

to other pressures, such as the short-term need to satisfy existing voters. 30  The 

motivational criterion thus aims to ensure that potential representatives of future 

generations are motivated to represent their future constituents even though future 

generations, at least at present, lack political power and prestige. We can state the 

criterion as follows: 

 

Motivational criterion. A legitimate representative of future generations must be 

sufficiently motivated to fairly represent the reasonably expected preferences, needs, 

values, and interests of future generations vis-à-vis current generations. 

 

Motivation to represent future generations effectively can be grounded in different 

underlying motivations. Someone might, for example, be motivated by a desire to 

reduce injustice against future generations, or by a desire to reduce suffering 

independently of its relationship to justice. The practical problem that we face however, 

is how to verify that any potential representative has the required motivation in the face 

of incentives to game the system by feigning motivation in order to achieve status or 

power.  

We suggest that the most promising approach to reducing the potential for 

gaming the system is not to seek out individuals who claim to display the required 

motivation, but instead to rely on what is known from psychology about who is most 

likely to have such motivation. There is clear evidence that one of the most reliable 

predictors of motivation to help a particular group of people is empathy for that group—

the so-called “empathy-altruism hypothesis” of Daniel Batson.31 Research by Batson 

and others confirms that similarity of experience often elicits empathy,32  and that 

empathy-induced altruism not only provides the motivation to help those in need but 

also is more likely to result in forms of helping that are more responsive to those 

needs.33 Thus, shared experiences provide would-be representatives with the strong, 

altruistic motivation to act in the best interests of those that they represent—in this case, 

future generations. 

 Given the links between shared experience and empathy, and between empathy 

and altruism, the motivational criterion seems to converge on the epistemic criterion’s 
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preference for representatives who have experienced similar environmental difficulties 

as those of future generations. This is not to say that others cannot be strongly motivated 

to do the right thing by future generations, but it can be difficult in practice to separate 

out those who genuinely have the right motivation from those who game the system 

and claim to have the right motivation. To avoid such potential abuse, we suggest that 

future generations would endorse representation by those who have undergone similar 

climate-impacted experiences. This is because the evidence suggests that such 

experiences are likely to generate empathy, which, in turn, is likely to lead to strong 

motivation to represent the interests of future generations facing climate change, both 

forcefully and accurately.34 

 

THREE OBJECTIONS 

 

We have argued that members of vulnerable communities who already experience the 

impacts of climate change are best placed to act as representatives of future generations. 

Such individuals are likely to have both the experiential knowledge and the motivation 

to discharge their representative duties effectively, and therefore seem most likely to 

gain the hypothetical acceptance of future generations. 35  To operationalize this 

proposal would require the creation of new public offices for representatives of future 

generations, with a selection process that favors representatives who meet the stated 

criteria, though, as noted at the outset, we leave open here what the exact form of such 

arrangements might be. In the present section we consider three objections to which the 

proposal might be thought to be vulnerable. 

 

Objection 1: Balancing Interests 

The first objection to the hypothetical acceptance criterion is that it would unfairly 

prioritize what is in the interest of future generations to the detriment of the interests of 

current generations. It requires us to choose representatives that future generations 

would endorse, rather than those whom both future generations and the present 

generation would endorse—or who are likely to strike a balance between the interests 

of future generations and the interests of the present. In contrast, it could be argued that 

we should strike a balance between what is justifiable to future generations and what is 

justifiable to the current generation.36 
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We suggest, by way of response, that the objection can be met by distinguishing 

between policy and representation. The hypothetical acceptance criterion does not 

dictate that policy should adhere to what future generations would accept, only that the 

representatives of future generations must be hypothetically acceptable to future 

generations. Thus, while we endorse the view that there is a balance to be struck 

between the interests of future generations and the interests of present generations, our 

view is that this balance should be embodied in the design of the representative 

institutions—how power is balanced between representatives of future generations and 

representatives of the present—and not in the selection of the representatives 

themselves. Through such institutions, representatives of current and future generations 

would be required to reach a compromise on policy. Policies chosen should ultimately 

be justifiable both to future generations and present generations, and the design of 

institutions should be built around that goal. But that does not mean that each generation 

must choose representatives that are also acceptable to the other. That said, we note that 

some scholars have argued that since the impacts of climate change will be felt more 

by future generations, justice requires that future generations—presumably by proxy of 

representatives—should have a larger say in current policymaking on climate issues.37 

 

Objection 2: Vulnerable Communities and Short-Termism 

The second (hypothetical) objection to our proposal is that vulnerable communities, 

whose lives and livelihoods are already affected by climate change, should not 

represent future generations because they would favor short-term solutions that do not 

address the root-causes of climate change. That is, rather than petition for mitigation 

efforts that could prevent climate breakdown from happening in the future, climate-

affected vulnerable communities could instead favor policies that would enable them 

to adapt to, or be compensated for, the impact that climate change has on their lives and 

livelihoods, even if such policies are not beneficial in the longer run. For example, they 

may favor adaptation funded by debt, which will be paid off by future generations. The 

objection concludes that since such policies and short-term solutions would not be in 

the interest of future generations, vulnerable communities would not, in fact, be the best 

representatives of future generations. 

 We suggest that there are two reasons to think that the stated worry is unlikely 

to pose a problem in practice. First, in many cases policies that would help those already 

suffering climate impacts are likely to be aligned with policies that would help future 
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generations. For example, socioeconomic inequality is one of the main drivers of 

climate vulnerability: climate vulnerability is often compounded by a lack of adaptive 

capacity caused by economic injustice and a lack of access to responsive and inclusive 

institutions.38 Measures to address socioeconomic inequality not only would facilitate 

the adaptive capacity of the present generation but they also would have a lasting effect 

to the extent that the decreased inequality endures for future generations (or at least 

diminishes future inequalities compared to what they would otherwise have been) and, 

as such, continues to facilitate adaptation over the longer term. Second, as we argued 

above, there is good reason to believe that the policy choices of those already hit by 

climate impacts would be strongly guided by a sense of empathy for future victims of 

climate change, and a commensurate desire to reduce the harm that they suffer. 

  

Objection 3: Unequal Global Impacts of Climate Change 

Finally, the third objection to our proposal arises from the fact that the impacts of 

climate change are felt unequally around the world.39 As such, those who are hardest 

hit by climate change are concentrated in certain countries, while other countries 

(including many of those responsible for the lion’s share of global greenhouse gas 

emissions) are not at present experiencing severe effects of climate change. Does this 

mean, so goes the objection, that our proposal would require that those countries not 

currently hardest hit by climate change must select representatives for future 

generations from other countries to guide their climate policy? Such a proposal might 

seem objectionable from the point of view of certain conceptions of national 

sovereignty, or it might seem worrisome from the point of view of political feasibility 

and political sustainability, insofar as such proposals are unlikely to gain widespread 

support among the citizens of the countries in question (that is, those required to select 

representatives from other countries). If so, we might prefer alternative arrangements 

in order to assuage worries about political feasibility and sustainability, such as the 

proposal that children  citizens (of the country in question) should represent future 

generations,40 or that adult citizens of the country in question could represent future 

generations provided they had some familiarity with the present victims of climate 

change even if they had not suffered the effects themselves (see Caney in this issue). 

 We agree that if the proposal required one country to appoint representatives 

from another country, this would pose worries about political feasibility and 

sustainability. However, we believe that the proposal can accommodate the fact that the 
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global effects of climate change are unevenly distributed without requiring cross-

national representation. Moreover, we believe that the gains in terms of both moral 

legitimacy and effectiveness motivate pursuing our proposal over alternatives. To 

accommodate the fact that the effects of climate change are unevenly spread, we 

propose that representation of future generations should take place at both the national 

level and the international level, with representatives drawn accordingly. The 

propositions below would of course require significant restructuring of national and 

international institutions in order to be effective and feasible. As we have mentioned, it 

is beyond the scope of this paper to develop the exact institutional structures needed. 

At the international level, representatives would be drawn from climate-

vulnerable communities within and across affected countries–emphasizing the need to 

fully represent the variety of climate-risks face41–but here it would be possible, and 

morally legitimate, to give particular weight to those hardest hit in global terms by the 

present effects of climate change.42 Similarly, at the national level, countries should 

identify individuals hardest hit by climate change to serve as representatives, taking 

into account their ability or inability to adapt to these changes. Thus, someone who has 

significant adaptive capacity to deflect negative impacts would make a less suitable 

representative than someone with little adaptive capacity. While it is true that the degree 

of severity of such experiences will vary between countries, it is nevertheless true that 

most countries have populations who have been negatively affected by climate change. 

In the Global North, in 2021 alone, Europe saw unprecedented rainfall, leading to 

catastrophic floods in Germany, Belgium, and the Netherlands, costing human lives 

and destruction of property.43 Southern Europe has suffered from heat waves44 in recent 

years that have killed thousands of people.45 The West Coast of the United States fought 

the largest wildfires in recorded history.46 And the East Coast was forecast to have a 

severe hurricane season,47 which in recent years has seen record-setting devastation.48  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Our purpose in this essay has been to argue that whatever precise form representation 

takes, future generations can, and should, be represented on matters of climate policy 

by those who have the most insight into what it will be like to be them: those who 

already suffer from the worsening consequences of climate change. This novel proposal 

can be used to evaluate and further develop the various institutional implementations 
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of intergenerational representation in climate policy. More research needs to be done 

in several areas, including what exactly it means to be a vulnerable community and how 

exactly to institutionalize representation of future generations in the manner proposed. 

Our aim has not been to develop the nuts and bolts of how the proposed basis for 

choosing representatives of future generations would work in practice. Rather our aim 

has been to set out the justification for the approach, a necessary first step in 

demonstrating the need for further concrete work on institutional design.  
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