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The connection between climate change and human 
rights is getting increasing attention. The premise 
is that climate change caused by human activity has 
negative impacts on the full enjoyment of human 
rights. Recognizing this, the United Nations Human 
Rights Council (UNHRC) appointed Dr Ian Fry as 
the first Special Rapporteur on the promotion and 
protection of human rights in the context of climate 
change, with his mandate beginning May 2022. 
The following are a few topical remarks, which are 
pertinent as the UAE prepares to host the 28th Session 
of the Conference of the Parties (COP) to the UNCCC 
in 2023, which will witness the participation of several 
civil society organizations. 

In 2008, the UNHRC adopted Resolution 7/23 on 
human rights and climate change. For the first time, 
a UN Resolution explicitly recognized that climate 
change has “implications for the full enjoyment of 
human rights.”

In its last resolution of 26 July 2021, the UNHRC noted 
“the urgent importance of continuing to address, as 
they relate to States’ human rights obligations, the 
adverse consequences of climate change for all…”

The most recent steps taken by the UNHRC have been:
• the adoption of Resolution 48/13 (18 October 

2021) on The Human Right to a Clean, Healthy and 
Sustainable Environment by 43 votes in favour and 
four abstentions (Russia, India, China, and Japan); 
and 

• the appointment in April 2022 of Dr Fry, a dual citizen 
of Tuvalu and Australia, as the Special Rapporteur.

Main Human Rights Treaty Bodies (HRTBs) also appear 
to be committed to systematically addressing relevant 
climate change considerations in their work. Analysis 
of the human rights implications of climate change, 
and associated State obligations, are increasing in 
sophistication, while their recommendations are 
becoming more concrete and specific.

In particular, the HRTBs have raised concerns about 
the implications for human rights of the extraction 
and export of fossil fuels and the associated carbon 
emissions. The HRTBs have also drawn attention 
to the other human rights occasioned by fossil fuel 
extractions, such as air, land and water pollution 
impacting the right to health and impact on access 
to land, livelihoods and cultural rights of local 
communities. Another emerging theme is the impact of 
climate change to the enjoyment of the right to water.

It is also worth mentioning that countries are further 
exploring the links between climate change and 
human rights. One notable example is Vanuatu which, 
in 2021, launched an international campaign to seek an 
advisory opinion of the International Court of Justice 
on climate change rights. It aims for the ICJ to weigh 
in on the rights on current and future generations to 
be protected from the impacts of climate change and 
to clarify the duties of large greenhouse gas emitters.

Importance of Resolutions 
 
1. There is a need to integrate environmental 

protection in general, and climate change in 
particular, in human rights law. This is linked 
to the increased demand of climate justice, 
whereby communities become rights-holders 
and governments become accountable as duty-
bearers. Building on an increasing amount of case 
law, States can arguably be held responsible for 
the negative impacts of their carbon emissions on 
human rights both within and outside their national 
borders.
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2. Human rights law is increasingly being considered 
in climate change law. An example is the Preamble 
of the 2015 Paris Agreement, which indicates that 
all States should, when taking action to address 
climate change, respect, promote and consider 
their respective obligations on human rights.

The need to frame States’ commitments to specific 
greenhouse gas emission reductions through a human 
rights lens is also confirmed by the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, which stated that climate 
change poses risks of the enjoyment of the human 
rights, such as the right to life, the right to adequate 
food and adequate housing, the right to heath and the 
right to water, and cultural rights.

While the Paris Agreement is relatively weak in terms 
of enforcement, and States can themselves determine 
the substance of their ‘nationally determined 
contributions’, human rights law has the potential 
to fill this gap for legal action to induce emissions 
reductions.
 
Strengthening Human Rights Framework
 
The combined force of the climate change crisis 
and COVID-19 pandemic has generated calls 
for strengthening the bases of the human rights 
framework so that it can address the limitations of 
the mainstream sustainable development discourse 
which has failed to live up to its promise. 

Human rights law now has the potential to act as a sort 
of “disruptive counterforce” and integrate elements 
that are at the margin, such as extra-territorial 
responsibilities of States and human rights duties of 
private sector actors.
  
Potential Recentring of Human Rights Principles 

On the occasion of the First Global Stocktake (GST) on 
the implementation of the Paris agreement, the GST 
is poised to be an important instrument to recentre 
human rights principles at the core of climate action. 
This could include the rights of Indigenous Peoples, 
public participation, gender equality, food security, 
intergenerational equity, the ecosystem integrity, 
and a just transition of the workforce towards 
environmentally sustainable economies and societies 
for all. 

In 2021, the preamble to the Glasgow work programme 
on Action for Climate Empowerment (ACE) also called 
on states to “respect, promote and consider” their 
obligations on human rights “when taking action to 
address climate change”. 

On 24 June 2022, state parties to the UNECE 
Convention on Access to Information, Public 
Participation in Decision Making and Access to Justice 
in environmental Matters (the Aarhus Convention), 
which includes 46 countries in the pan-European 
region plus the European Union itself, elected, by 

consensus, Michel Forst, a French national, as the 
world’s first Special Rapporteur on environmental 
defenders. This election marks an important step in 
advancing measures to uphold the universal right to 
a clean, healthy and sustainable environment, which 
was recognized by the Human Rights Council in 2021.

As part of the GST process, States already must 
answer a list of guiding questions and provide input 
on human-rights based climate action. Outputs will 
be considered at COP 28 in November 2023 and a 
draft decision for adoption by the Parties to the Paris 
Agreement will be prepared through Party-driven 
negotiations.
 
Recommendations

In light of the above, and as a member of the UN Human 
Rights Council for 2022-2024, the UAE could consider 
the following steps:

1. Utilize the UAE-based National Human Rights 
Institution to create a framework, and spread 
the culture and knowledge on human rights and 
climate change.

2. Support the Least Developed Countries and Small 
Island Developing States in their efforts to identify 
climate change rights and responsibilities.

3. Embrace, throughout the preparations to host COP 
28, a human rights-based approach in facilitating 
the negotiations by focusing on inclusive and 
meaningful participation of all parties and 
observers, in addition to prioritizing discussions 
on the resources required for countries and 
communities to adapt to the impact of climate 
change.


