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Introduction
A paper published in the journal Nature Climate Change has found that about 85 percent
of the world’s population, most of who reside in developing and least developed countries
(LDCs), has experienced extreme weather events exacerbated by climate change.1 The
majority of them are in Asia and the Pacific, which is home to approximately 4.3 billion
people, and is among the most vulnerable regions to the impacts of climate change. Many
Asia-Pacific communities are already experiencing more frequent occurrence of extreme
weather conditions, rising sea levels, flooding, and other such climate-induced disasters.2
Heavily populated and low-lying areas have become increasingly exposed to hazards,
leading to rising displacement and migration, or greater risk for the remaining communities.3
Climate change adaptation is therefore no longer a choice, but an urgent priority to save lives,
enhance resilience, and protect human rights, and must become a core part of countries’
and communities’ response to climate change, alongside climate mitigation measures. The
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has warned, in its latest report, that the
adverse effects of climate change are hitting us faster than anticipated and confirmed that
some of the changes in our climate have become “irreversible.”4 Without urgent action,
the climate crisis will become one of the greatest human rights challenges of our time,
exacerbating inequalities and persistent vulnerability, and threatening livelihoods and lives.

Extreme weather, salinity and flood risks all pose threats to people in places such as this waterside location in
Bangladesh, where livelihoods depend on natural conditions. Credit: Pixabay
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From 2015, governments have been developing and submitting their first National Adaptation
Plans (NAPs), most of which are available on the website of the UN Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC).5 The national adaptation planning process provides an
opportunity for States to assess their vulnerabilities, mainstream climate risks and ensure
that all climate change adaptation needs and challenges are fully addressed.6 However, our
assessment of the integration of human rights principles into national adaptation planning
shows that only two NAPs, out of the 24 that have been submitted, as of July 2021, have
incorporated human rights. A rights-based approach to the NAP process is important,
not only as a means to create more inclusive, accessible and transparent planning and
implementation processes, but also to maximise resources to prepare for and build
resilience against climate change impacts in a manner that promotes the full and equal
enjoyment of human rights. The need for a rights-based approach is increasingly apparent
for many governments, human rights bodies, and domestic courts to ensure that adaptation
is inclusive, equitable, and effective.
This discussion brief provides an overview of the linkages between climate change and
human rights, and presents some initial findings from the joint research carried out by the
Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI) and the Raoul Wallenberg Institute of Human Rights
and Humanitarian Law (RWI), which examined the extent to which a rights-based approach
has been incorporated into the NAP process.

Climate Change and Human Rights
The impacts of climate change on the enjoyment of human rights have been described
in numerous documents over the last two decades, including the 2005 Inuit Petition, the
2009 report of the Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights, and the UN Special
Rapporteur on human rights and the environment’s ‘Safe Climate’ report.7 The IPCC’s report
on the impacts of a 1.5 to 2° Celsius increase in global average temperature mentions
impacts that are destroying lives and homes, such as:
• sea level rise that forcibly displaces communities;
• the salination of lakes and rivers that puts people’s drinking supplies at risk; and
• higher and unusual precipitation and evaporation rates that lead to extreme weather
events, such as drought and flooding.8
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Displacement on the Bangladeshi coasts 9
Bangladesh’s coastal regions are on the frontline of climate change, as two-thirds of its land
is less than five meters above sea levels. Climate change particularly impacts Bangladesh
coastal communities, which account for 28 percent of its population. Many are expected to
be displaced as a result of tidal flooding caused by sea level rise.
By 2050, sea levels in the world are expected to rise by 50 cm, affecting an estimated 15
million people living in Bangladesh's low-lying coastal regions.
The process of salination has been
exacerbated by rising sea levels
contaminating
coastal
drinking
supplies, leaving 33 million people
without access to safe drinking
water. Salination has also damaged
crops due to soil degradation. Many
regions have already witnessed
large crop yield losses, affecting food
security and livelihoods as a result.
Additionally, coastal regions are
suffering increasing frequency and
severity of tropical storms, which
cause loss of human life, damage to
houses, property and infrastructure,
as well as disruption of agriculture
and other livelihoods.

On the move: Sea level rise could prompt a wave of climate
migrants from Bangladeshi coastal cities.
Image: Simon Reza / Unsplash
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Whilst city planners, policymakers,
scientists
and
farmers
are
reinforcing embankments, rebuilding
communities, building shelters and
cultivating salt-tolerant crops, among
other actions, these adaptation
measures are moving too slowly to
help many people in coastal cities.
These coastal cities have not only
experienced increased flooding,
but have also survived a series
of catastrophic storms, making
migration the only viable path.

See Environmental Justice Foundation, ‘Climate Displacement in Bangladesh’ (2021) https://ejfoundation.org/reports/
climate-displacement-in-bangladesh; McDonnell, T, ‘Climate change creates a new migration crisis for Bangladesh’ (25
January 2019) National Geographic, https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/climate-change-drivesmigration-crisis-in-bangladesh-from-dhaka-sundabans
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Climate change adaptation has become a pre-requisite, along with climate mitigation, to
safeguard people’s rights to life, health, food, water and housing, among other rights.10 The
climate crisis constitutes a human rights crisis.
Although climate change poses a threat to the entire human race, not everyone is equally
affected. Historically marginalised and disadvantaged groups, including women, children,
persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples, and ethnic minorities are disproportionately
exposed to the immediate risks and shocks of climate change, and the related socioeconomic
impacts.11 Therefore, climate change adaptation strategies and measures must consider the
specific needs and challenges of vulnerable groups.
The potential conflicts and synergies between human rights and climate change have been
acknowledged by parties to the international climate regime. The Paris Agreement, adopted
at the 21st Conference of Parties to the UNFCCC (COP-21), was the first international
environmental treaty to explicitly mention States’ human rights obligations. Its preamble
states that,
…Parties should, when taking action to address climate change, respect, promote and
consider their respective obligations on human rights…12

The Agreement also makes implicit reference to human rights-related considerations,
such as gender equality, public participation and access to information.13 Whilst limited in
scope, these references can be entry points for greater cross-fertilisation and collaboration
between climate change and human rights actors, especially in relation to climate change
adaptation.14
While climate change directly affects human rights, climate change adaptation measures
can also have negative human rights implications, causing social tensions in affected
communities and undermining the effectiveness of adaptation programmes.15 For climate
adaptation to be effective, governments will need to integrate a rights-based approach in
their adaptation planning and implementation processes. This will enable countries to adapt
in an equitable and inclusive manner, leaving no one behind. The following section illustrates
how a rights-based approach can be incorporated into the NAPs, drawing from the research
carried out by SEI and RWI.

The National Adaptation Planning Process
The National Adaptation Planning process is an important first step to help developing
countries identify and assess vulnerabilities, manage climate risks in all sectors and all
stages of planning, and address their medium- and long-term adaptation needs, informed
by the latest science, as well as by local and traditional knowledge. The Paris Agreement
has identified NAPs as a component of Parties’ adaptation planning processes, especially
10
11
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IPCC (2021), p 28
UN Human Rights Special Procedures (2019), p 38-39
Paris Agreement to the UNFCCCC (adopted 12 December 2015, entered into force 4 November 2016), ‘Preamble’
Ibid, Articles 6 and 7
Savaresi, A, Scott, J, ‘Implementing the Paris Agreement: Lessons from the Global Human Rights Regime’ (2019) Climate
Law 9, 160-161
Eisen, N, Eschke, N, ‘Climate Change and Human Rights: The Contributions of National Human Rights Institutions: A
Handbook’ (2021) p 13

for developing countries and LDCs.16 Under the Agreement, countries have considerable
flexibility in the format and structure of their NAPs.17 Generally, the NAP process has four
main elements encompassing18:
•
•
•
•

laying the groundwork and addressing gaps;
preparatory elements;
implementation strategies; and
reporting, monitoring and review.

Parties at UNFCCC COP-16 in Cancún, Mexico, established a process to enable LDCs
to formulate and implement NAPs, building upon their experience in preparing and
implementing National Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPA), which focused on shortterm adaptation needs and priorities. The NAP process helps LDCs identify, develop and
implement the kind of adaptation strategies and programmes they need in the medium and
long term. Other developing country Parties are invited to do the same, while developed
countries were asked to support developing country Parties with their NAPs.19
The objectives of the NAP process are to:20
a. reduce vulnerability to the impacts of climate change by building adaptive capacity and
resilience; and
b. facilitate the integration of climate change adaptation in a coherent manner into relevant
new and existing policies, programmes and activities, in particular development
planning processes and strategies, within all relevant sectors and at different levels, as
appropriate.
Under the Paris Agreement, LDCs are instructed to formulate and implement NAPs and
communicate these to the UNFCCC Secretariat through an “adaptation communication” or
through their Nationally Determined Contributions towards mitigating climate change.
According to the 2020 progress report on NAPs, commissioned by the UNFCCC, 125 of
the world’s 154 developing countries had undertaken activities related to formulating and
implementing NAPs. However, only 24 countries, as of July 2021, had submitted a NAP to
the UNFCCC.21
Moreover, initial findings from the SEI-RWI research indicate that countries have made few
or no references to human rights, or to the incorporation of rights-based approaches, in their
NAPs. This means that the rights of marginalised and vulnerable groups and communities
are not considered in most NAPs. Fiji and Brazil are the exceptions. In Fiji’s case, its NAP is
designed with a human rights framework in mind, while in Brazil’s case, there is a very strong
articulation of the rights to water and the rights of indigenous peoples.
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Paris Agreement, Art 7.9
Leiter, T, ‘Do Governments Track the Implementation of National Climate Change Adaptation Plans? An Evidence-based
Global Stocktake of Monitoring and Evaluation Systems’ (2021) Environmental Science and Policy 125, p 180
McGray, H, ‘Clarifying the UNFCCC National Adaptation Plan Process’ (11 June 2014), World Resources Institute, https://
www.wri.org/insights/clarifying-unfccc-national-adaptation-plan-process. Accessed 24 October 2021.
UNFCCC, ‘Report of the Conference of the Parties on its sixteenth session, held in Cancún from 29 November to 10
December 2010 (COP 16) (2011) Decision 1/CP.16, paras 15-18
UNFCCC, ‘National Adaptation Plans’ (2011) Decision 5/CP.17
UNFCCC Secretariat, 'National Adaptation Plans', Accessed 30 October 2021, https://www4.unfccc.int/site/NAPC/Pages/
national-adaptation-plans.aspx
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Republic of Fiji National Adaptation Plan
The framework highlights the following values as being important to the NAP process:22
1. Participation and inclusivity of all stakeholders and interests.
2. Promotion of ‘ecosystem-based’ and ‘gender and human rights-based’ approaches to
adaptation.
3. Promotion of outcomes equitably benefiting low-income and otherwise disadvantaged
groups.
4. Promotion of both scientific and traditional knowledge.

- Republic of Fiji National Adaptation Plan, 2018

Young man and child with conch shell, Fiji. Credit: Pixabay
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Republic of Fiji National Adaptation Plan: A pathway towards climate resilience (2018), p.5

Brazil National Adaptation Plan
Climate change is thus but one among the multiple threats to Indigenous Lands.
It cannot be analysed separately from other social, political, economic and
environmental threats that such peoples currently face. Thus, strengthening the
resilience and adaptive capacity of indigenous peoples must necessarily entail
efforts targeted at overcoming structural disparities, promoting climate justice and
safeguarding human rights…23
The basis for discussion of strategies for adaptation to climate change as it affects
indigenous peoples must be based upon acknowledgement of provisions on integral
protection and promotion of their rights enshrined in law. These encompass: an
understanding of the multiple forms of sociocultural and environmental vulnerabilities
to which they are subject; visibility of contributions of their traditional knowledge
and practices; fostering of intercultural and cross-scientific dialogues; guarantee
of adequate training, information, participation and consultation processes for
indigenous peoples; and coordination, liaison and synergy among public policies
for addressing climate change and support for territorial and environmental
management of Indigenous Lands. 24
- National Adaptation Plan to Climate Change, Brazil, 2016

Indigenous people from the Amazon rainforest, Brazil. Credit: Hans Schwarzkopf, Pixabay

23
24

National Adaptation Plan to Climate Change (Brazil) (2016), at p.136-137
Ibid, at p. 138
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Human Rights and NAPs
The SEI-RWI joint research examines the extent to which human rights have been mentioned
in the submitted NAPs, especially those that are available in English, and offers entry points
and recommendations for how a rights-based approach can be integrated into climate
change adaptation more broadly, including in planning, implementation, and monitoring
phases. Some of the initial key findings are:
• Human rights are not systematically referenced in NAPs. Only two countries mention
human rights explicitly, let alone in a way that guides any part of the NAP process.
• Many of the 15 NAPs available in English do address sectors and themes that link
inextricably to human rights. However, each NAP formulated this connection in different
ways, some more clearly than others. This reflects how the context-specific nature of
adaptation planning in each country leads to diverging approaches to human rights.
• A standardised guide on a rights-based approach to climate change adaptation–on
par with NAP guidance on forestry, gender, water, human settlements and health–is
clearly lacking. The fleeting references, if any, to human rights, could be strengthened
by having such a standardised guide for reference.
• More attention should be paid to showcasing how countries that have adopted a rightsbased approach to climate change adaptation are better able to ensure no one is left
behind. The reluctance of States to adopt a rights-based approach, due to the politically
charged nature of the concept, needs to be addressed by de-emphasising blame and
instituting an adaptation process that celebrates everyone’s inherent dignity and their
equal and inalienable rights. States already have human rights obligations they have
accepted, which must be fulfilled on their own or in relation to climate change actions,
including both mitigation and adaptation.
In the coming year, SEI and RWI will develop a manual on how a rights-based approach can
be integrated into the various sectors and phases of national adaptation planning, with the
aim of strengthening the knowledge bases and capacity of policymakers and planners. The
manual will be tested in selected Asia-Pacific countries, and will be used as background
material for RWI’s blended learning courses.
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A Rights-based Approach to Climate Change
Adaptation
While human rights principles and obligations should inform action under the Paris Agreement
and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, they have not been meaningfully
integrated into the NAP processes, and are often overlooked in the implementation of
adaptation programmes. To address this gap, we propose a rights-based approach to NAP
processes, drawing upon and consolidating existing formulations. This approach consists of
six elements:25
1. Governance systems and structures: NAPs can focus on the systematic integration
of human rights by developing and improving three types of systems:
a. The law, policy and procedures on climate change adaptation should be
ambitious enough to tackle all adaptation needs, including those of vulnerable
groups, and should also reflect the human rights standards and obligations that
all States have signed up to.
b. Institutions for decision-making and accountability should enable people,
particularly marginalised groups, to exercise their rights to be heard and to
meaningfully participate in public decision making, and to exercise their right to
effective remedies for any violations.
c. A whole-of-society approach to climate change adaptation should include the
different government departments that specialise in climate change adaptation,
gender equality and women’s empowerment, and social policy, and should also
invite contributions by non-governmental and civil society organisations, and
community representatives.
2. Fundamental rights and equality: NAPs can draw on insights from international
human rights law to strengthen climate change adaptation initiatives relating to
human settlements, food production, water systems, health services, and other
issues. Decades of monitoring and discussion around the rights to health, shelter,
food, an adequate standard of living, and other fundamental rights have resulted
in a rich resource of principles, standards, and guidelines that can help shape an
effective adaptation response. Adaptation initiatives should take a holistic approach
to respecting, protecting and fulfilling fundamental rights, for example, in the case of
planned relocation (see box).

25

This approach builds on earlier and ongoing collaboration between SEI and RWI, and most recently work conducted
together with the Asia Disaster Preparedness Center and the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency on the Building
Resilience through Inclusive and Climate-Adaptive Disaster Risk Reduction in Asia and the Pacific (BRDR) – see https://
www.adpc.net/igo/contents/publications/publications-Details.asp?pid=1353#sthash.KcqiE7NX.dpbs FIRE infosheet.pdf;
See also Scott, M, 'The role of national law and policy in addressing displacement and climate change in Asia and the
Pacific' in Scott, M and Salamanca, A (eds) Climate Change, Disasters, and Internal Displacement in Asia and the Pacific: A
Human Rights-Based Approach (2020) Routledge, https://www.routledge.com/Climate-Change-Disasters-and-InternalDisplacement-in-Asia-and-the-Pacific/Scott-Salamanca/p/book/9780367857875#. Pre-print manuscript available at RWI
website, https://rwi.lu.se/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/The-role-of-national-law-and-policy-in-addressing-displacementin-the-context-of-disasters-and-climate-change-in-Asia-and-the-Pacific.pdf Accessed 30 October 2021 https://rwi.
lu.se/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/The-role-of-national-law-and-policy-in-addressing-displacement-in-the-context-ofdisasters-and-climate-change-in-Asia-and-the-Pacific.pdf
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A rights-based approach to planned relocation
Planned relocation is an increasingly prominent response to climate change, as a growing
number of people are living in areas prone to sudden-onset hazards. In this context, integrating
a rights-based approach would not only offer clear standards and guidelines on safeguarding
people’s rights to adequate housing and shelter, and free, prior, and informed consent, but
would also draw attention to other rights, such as the rights to health, an adequate standard
of living, and water and sanitation, that are similarly affected by relocation. The impacts of
relocation and the availability of facilities in any proposed new settlement must be addressed
as part of the adaptation plan.

Tents of displaced Ezidis from the Sinjar (Shingal) region of Iraq. Credit: Levi Meir Clancy / Unsplash
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3. Non-discrimination: NAPs should recognise how the intersection of social identities
and categories (such as gender, age, class, caste, ethnicity, and other markers of status)
can exacerbate injustice in various ways (a dynamic referred to as ‘intersectionality’
or ‘compound injustice’), and should guard against discrimination, which affects every
aspects of human rights.
4. Access to information and participation in public decision making: NAPs can
promote meaningful, equal, gender-sensitive and effective opportunities for everyone,
including people belonging to marginalised groups. Adaptation planning should pay
attention to:
•
•
•
•

ensuring gender-equal and socially inclusive access to information;
ensuring free, prior and informed consent;
identifying and removing invisible barriers to participation, such as social and
gender norms, religious rules and hierarchy, and stereotypes against certain
identities; and
ensuring procedures are in place to make participation accessible, socially
inclusive, culturally appropriate, and safe.

5. Social norms and context: Adaptation initiatives do not take place in a vacuum, but
engage actors at multiple levels in existing power dynamics, that also play out along
gender lines. There is, indeed, no ‘one size fits all’ approach, and NAP planners from
different States will need to adapt the rights-based approach to their specific context.
6. Agency and empowerment: NAPs can enhance the ability of rights holders from
particularly disadvantaged and marginalised groups to exercise their rights, and to
influence decisions and policies that affect them. Attention should be paid to:
a. recognising and strengthening agency, capacity, and leadership by those who
traditionally have been marginalised; and
b. promoting collective learning and action.
A lack of guidance, tools, and sustained awareness-raising initiatives is one of the main
contributing factors to rights being largely omitted in climate change adaptation policies.
But, as political attention to the benefits of a rights-based approach grows, there is an
opportunity for NAP planners to address this glaring gap. NAPs offer an opportunity to adopt
an effective, inclusive, and equitable approach to climate change adaptation that leaves no
one behind.
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Recommendations
The following recommendations target the institutions involved in coordinating and
implementing the NAPs and other adaptation programmes.
Global level
State and non-state actors can push for the stronger integration of human rights principles
into NAP processes. These actions can include:
1. Strong human rights language in climate change adaptation-related outcome documents
and policy frameworks;
2. Continued support for LDCs to develop and implement their NAPs based on a rightsbased approach; and
3. Review of the recently concluded NAP Global Support Programme and its support
for LDCs, to identify ways that the next Global Support Programme can offer greater
support for the human rights of the marginalised and vulnerable groups.
National level
Countries can have a stronger focus on human rights in the NAPs if they:
1. Involve all segments of society, especially marginalised and disadvantaged communities,
in formulating and implementing the NAPs to ensure that the process is inclusive,
transparent and equitable;
2. Integrate human rights provisions, targets and performance indicators to enhance clarity,
transparency, and accountability of their NAPs. NAPs should pay special attention to
disadvantaged and marginalised groups to ensure that they are not left behind;
3. Enhance NAP planners’ and implementers’ capacity to integrate a rights-based
approach, as well as facilitate cross-regional and multi-stakeholder dialogues to
exchange experiences and insights;
4. Develop a handbook or guidance to clarify and standardise a rights-based approach to
NAPs;
5. Engage with the state agencies responsible for implementing commitments under
different human rights instruments, such as the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women, the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples, and the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and include them in NAP
processes; and
6. Clarify and strengthen the role of national human rights institutions and other human
rights-oriented bodies or non-governmental organisations in national adaptation
planning, to ensure that human rights are adequately integrated in future NAP policies
and processes.
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Palm trees buffeted by high winds. Source: Pixabay

A flooded street in Viet Nam. Credit: Trilemedia / Pixabay
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