International Issues News # 82 (November 2017):

Climate change and human rights
1. Introduction
Amnesty International has been working on the human rights impact of climate change for a number of years. The issue was first highlighted in 2009 when AI’s new strategic plan referred to the issue
. In the run-up to that year’s UN Copenhagen Summit, AI issued a petition calling for an international agreement to limit greenhouse gas emissions because of their negative effect on human rights. Since then, AI has joined various international coalitions and activities concerning climate change. Earlier this year, AI’s International Council Meeting (its highest governing body) decided that “the International Board shall ensure by the 2018 Global Assembly the delivery of a draft strategy to effectively safeguard human rights in the face of climate change and other environmental degradation”.
 Following this decision, a draft AI policy on climate change was issued for consultation in August; the consultation period closed at the end of October and the draft is now being revised. This newsletter summarises the draft policy
.
2. The likely impact of climate change
Climate change will affect several human rights that AI works on. These include the rights to housing, food, water, and ultimately the right to life. Furthermore, the effects of climate change are likely to be felt disproportionately by those who are more vulnerable, marginalised or subject to discrimination.  For example, about one billion people live in urban slums located on fragile hillsides, or next to rivers that are prone to flooding, or close to coasts that are at risk from rising sea levels. Global temperature increases could lead to hundreds of millions of these people losing their homes.

It is estimated that an additional 600 million people will face hunger by 2080 if dangerous levels of climate change are not prevented, and many more are likely to suffer poor nutrition leading to stunted growth and other poor health effects. The World Health Organisation (WHO) predicts that climate change is expected to cause 250,000 deaths per year between 2030 and 2050 due to malaria, malnutrition, diarrhoea and heat stress.

In addition, climate change also poses a threat to human life. In late 2013, Typhoon Yolanda caused huge destruction in the Philippines and killed at least 7,500 Filipinos, mostly in economically vulnerable communities. More such extreme weather events are expected as a result of climate change.
3. The role of AI

Given its limited resources and the large amount of work being done on climate change and human rights by others, AI is choosing only to become involved in areas of work that adds significant value to the work of other organisations. Based on the movement’s experience so far, there are three such areas. 
First, AI and its human rights messages reach members of the public who are not reached by environmental and development groups. Several of these groups, including Greenpeace, Action Aid, and CARE have strongly encouraged AI to act on climate change. Second, AI is well-placed to promote the use of national, regional and international accountability systems – AI has experience of working with UN treaty body mechanisms that many climate change NGOs do not have. 

Third, AI has experience of working on many issues that are relevant to the human rights aspects of climate change. These include the extra-territorial human rights obligations of states, protecting the rights of environmental human rights defenders, and legal standards on corporate accountability, migrants’ rights, gender and indigenous peoples. 

Overall, engaging with climate change is also important to AI’s growth goals. By keeping AI relevant to important global and local issues, it improves the movement’s ability to mobilize existing supporters, attract new supporters, and raise new funds. 
4. Draft policy outline

AI’s draft policy is based on the fact that states have three types of duty in international law. First, they must protect people’s rights from harm caused by climate change. Second, they must take measures to assist people in adapting to unavoidable effects of climate change. Third, states need to ensure that respecting, protecting and fulfilling human rights are central to the design and implementation of all their climate change policies.
To protect people from the foreseeable adverse effects of climate change, states need to reduce carbon emissions within the shortest possible time. To achieve this, states should adopt measures to reduce greenhouse gases that would keep the global temperature to no more than 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels. (This number was set by the UN’s December 2015 Paris Agreement on climate change.) Doing this requires states to take steps such as phasing out fossil fuels, introducing regulations to require industries to use energy-efficient technologies, and ensuring universal access to renewable energy within the shortest possible time. States should also avoid starting and new activities that cause excessive emissions, such as opening new coal-fired power stations, unless these are essential to secure livelihoods and all feasible alternatives have been investigated. 
Second, all states must assist people living within their country to adapt to the unavoidable effects of climate change. This is true regardless of who has caused those effects. Because of the global nature of climate change, states also have extra-territorial obligations such as cooperating with and assisting neighbouring states. This assistance extends to states contributing, within the limit of their capacities, to the funding of climate change initiatives in countries which would not be able to meet their targets without such help.
Third, the respect, protection and fulfilment of human rights should be central to all policies and measures aimed at addressing climate change. In particular, states must ensure that measures intended to protect people from the effects of climate change do not result in the unintended violation of other human rights; they should avoid using their response to climate change to justify violations of human rights; and they should ensure that climate change policies are used to reduce existing imbalances in terms of access to rights. 
For example, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the rights of Indigenous Peoples has noted that “proposed solutions to climate change can also seriously threaten Indigenous Peoples' lives and livelihoods. Renewable energy projects, biofuel crop farms, and REDD+ [efforts to reduce emissions from deforestation and forest degradation] projects are often initiated in Indigenous territories without the consent of those who live there.”
 
The draft policy also addresses issues such as the obligation of states to provide full information on climate change; facilitating public participation in debates about alternative means of reducing carbon emissions (e.g., fully involving those whose homes might be lost to a new reservoir for a hydro-electric plant); dealing with loss and damage arising from climate change;  the extraterritorial obligations (ETOs) of states; climate change and population displacement; the protection of Environment Human Rights Defenders; and gender-related dimensions of climate change.
Underpinning many of these issues is a need for strong defence of freedom of expression and association: this must extend to individuals who oppose projects designed to mitigate or adapt to climate change. Those who campaign for or against climate change policies should be protected from abuse, threats, or harassment by government or by non-state actors.
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Note on original documents

These articles are mainly based on internal AI documents from the Weekly Mailings sent out by the International Secretariat. AI sections vary in their practice with respect to making these available to members. If you are interested in finding the original document please investigate within your own Section but feel free to let us know if you are having problems. We can normally supply English-language versions of all documents referenced in these articles.
� See 2009 ICM Circular 8: draft integrated strategic plan (POL 50/001/2009)
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