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In this presentation
• The adverse consequences of climate change
• The link between climate change and human rights
• How human rights obligations relate to climate change
• Vulnerable groups/states including climate “refugees” – are 

disproportionately impacted 
• What are the legal frameworks? 
• Important features of the Paris Agreement (COP21) 
• The ‘Loss & Damage’ mechanism
• Conclusions



“I believe climate 
change is the 
biggest human 
rights issue of the 
21st Century” 
Mary Robinson (former 
President of Ireland, Special 
Rep’ve of UN SG on Climate 
Change & Mary Robinson 
Found’n – climate justice) 



Consequences of climate change
• Water scarcity
• Food scarcity
• Flooding and drought
• Increased severe 

weather events 
(frequency and intensity)

• Sea level rise associated 
with warming seas, 
melting glaciers

•Inundation of low-lying areas 
and complete submergence of 
small island states
•Health impacts- increased 
incidence of vector borne 
diseases, heatwaves, water-
borne diseases
•Loss of ecosystem services 
•Increased wildfires



Some 
impacts of 
climate 
change



Change in 
access to 
water 



Droughts and 
Desertification



Typhoons.
Haiyan, Philippines 
2013



Sea 
levels 
rising



Small island states 
becoming 
unhabitable



Weather watch: Canada records its highest 
temperature (July 2021)

Lytton, British Columbia sees 
49°C, shattering the country’s 
previous record of 45°C from 
1937.



Bushfires 
in Australia, 
2020/21



Hurricanes. 
Maria, 2017



International 
Human 

Rights Law

What are international human rights? 
 States (countries) have agreed to a set of rights for the benefit of 

their citizens
 There is a vertical relationship between Duty bearers (Countries) 

and Right Holders (people)

Three main instruments:
1. Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948
2. International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1966
3. International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights, 1966
In addition, there are many specialised treaties governing groups 
(women, children, indigenous groups, disabled people, migrant 
workers) and special topics (torture, racial discrimination, enforced 
disappearances)



What various 
human rights 
are protected 

under 
international 
human rights 

law? 

 Right to life
 Right not to be tortured
 Right to health
 Right to privacy and family life
 Right to water and sanitation
 Right to food
 Right to an adequate standard of living
 Right to housing
 Freedom of movement
 Right to information
 Right to a remedy
 Right not to be displaced
 Right to a nationality (citizenship)



Rights 
continued…

 Right to equality and non-discrimination (based 
on race, religion, ethnicity, language, social 
status, sexual orientation, gender, place of birth)

 Right to a safe, clean, healthy and 
sustainable environment was recognised as 
a human right very recently by the UN 
Human Rights Council (Oct 2021)

 But even before that, people have used the 
human rights framework for damage caused by 
environmental issues (many examples from 
around the world)                    



Why should we 
apply a human 

rights approach?

 A human rights based approach gives a 
human face to the problem 
 It shows that there are real victims
 It is not an abstract issue 

• particularly relevant for climate change
 Victims of environmental damage can 

obtain relief
 It may influence future cases 
 Cross-fertilisation of cases filed in different 

HR bodies (e.g. regional HR institutions and 
treaty bodies)
 Can have implications beyond the case and 

may influence treaty negotiations



 Looking at far-reaching consequences of climate 
change, almost all human rights will be affected 
 Even if impact of Climate Change on human beings is 

obvious, it was not seen a human rights issue until 
recently
 In 2009, UN Human Rights Council adopted a 

resolution on Climate Change and Human Rights   
requested the UN Office of the High Commissioner for 
HR to prepare a report on the link 
 The report recognised that almost all rights could be 

affected by climate change, especially true for 
vulnerable groups 

 Recent IPCC report – because of the GHG emissions 
that we have already emitted, we have locked in certain 
consequences for the next 30 years.  Adaptation is key
 How we adapt a human rights based approach 

implications

Climate Change 
and Human 

Rights



Vulnerable 
groups, 

states and 
regions

 Some states/regions will be more affected by than 
others: small island states, low-lying states, Polar 
Regions, Africa, many parts of Asia
 Several groups may be more affected than others  - due 

to historic marginalisation, their vulnerability, cultural 
norms and subordination 
 women, indigenous groups) or because international law 

lacks a legal framework to govern them (“climate 
refugees”)

 Some may be forced to move because of Climate 
Change but some may be unable to move (“trapped 
populations”) due to poverty, disability, social issues
 Those who contributed least to the problem will be 

affected disproportionately – this raises justice issues
 Human rights law and climate justice provide a good 

framework to protect these groups



The Paris 
Agreement 

of 2015

‘Acknowledging that climate change is 
a common concern of humankind, 
Parties should, when taking action to 
address climate change, respect, 
promote and consider their respective 
obligations on human rights, the right 
to health, the rights of indigenous 
peoples, local communities, migrants, 
children, persons with disabilities and 
people in vulnerable situations and the 
right to development, as well as 
gender equality, empowerment of 
women and intergenerational equity.’



Adaptation 
measures 

(Art. 7)

 Recognise that adaptation is a global 
challenge
 Key component of response to climate 

change to protect people, livelihoods 
and eco-systems
 “Adaptation action should follow a 

country-driven, gender-responsive, 
participatory and fully transparent 
approach, taking into consideration 
vulnerable groups, communities and 
ecosystems” and should be guided by 
the best available science and as 
appropriate, traditional knowledge, 
knowledge of indigenous peoples and 
local knowledge systems….



Loss and 
Damage 
(Art. 8)

 Parties recognise the importance of 
averting, minimising and addressing loss 
and damage associated with adverse 
effects of climate change, including 
extreme weather events and slow onset 
events and the role of sustainable 
development in reducing the risk of loss 
and damage.
 Decisions taken at the conference 

established a taskforce to address 
displacement associated with climate 
change.
 Loss and damage has human rights 

implications
 Very important for indigenous communities, 

small island states, low-lying communities 
that are disproportionately affected by CC



Conclusion 

 Climate change is a complex problem and can often 
seem overwhelming
 Virtually everything we do contributes to it 
 Every country in the world, every sector of the 

economy is contributing 
 Fast approaching tipping points – no return possible
 Climate Change affects almost all protected rights
 In measures that states take on climate change, 

states must take a rights-based approach – mitigation, 
adaptation and loss and damage – to ensure that 
rights are not violated 
 There is an urgent call for action; the longer we wait, 

the harder the choices will become
 We have to start somewhere – we created this 

problem so we should try to solve it 
 Time for words is over. Now we must act.
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