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Protecting the Right to a Clean, Healthy and Sustainable
Environment Under Conditions of Compounded Risk

The Organisation Internationale pour les Pays les Moins Avancés / International Organisation
for the Least Developed Countries (OIPMA) welcomes the consideration by the Human
Rights Council of the High Commissioner’s report on the role of regional human rights
mechanisms in relation to the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment, submitted
pursuant to resolution 52/15 (A/HRC/61/35), as well as the reports of the Special Rapporteur
on the human right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment, submitted pursuant to
resolution 55/2 (A/HRC/61/47 and A/HRC/61/47/Add.1).

The recognition of the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment marks an
important normative development, increasingly affirmed in international and regional human
rights law, including through recent jurisprudence of the European Court of Human Rights.
However, for many Least Developed Countries (LDCs), the enjoyment of this right is
increasingly constrained by compounded and mutually reinforcing risks, including climate
change, poverty, inequality, limited institutional capacity and, in some contexts, fragility or
conflict. These conditions place growing strain on States’ ability to respect, protect and fulfil
a wide range of human rights that depend on environmental integrity, including the rights to
food, water, health, housing, livelihoods, education and self-determination.

Climate change is not a distant or abstract environmental concern in these contexts. Its
impacts directly undermine the conditions necessary for a clean, healthy and sustainable
environment. While climate impacts are global in nature, their human rights consequences
are profoundly unequal. LDCs have contributed least to global greenhouse gas emissions, yet
they are disproportionately exposed to climate hazards such as droughts, floods, sea-level
rise and extreme weather events. These hazards degrade ecosystems, reduce access to safe
water and arable land, and weaken the material and institutional foundations upon which
environmental rights depend. In this sense, climate change functions not only as an
environmental challenge, but as a systemic threat multiplier. It intensifies existing
vulnerabilities and constraints, and in contexts where governance systems are already
stretched, it can accelerate environmental degradation, undermine social cohesion and
heighten risks to human rights.

In 2025, OIPMA published a white paper entitled “Climate, Conflict and Resilience:
Understanding the Nexus in Least Developed Countries”, based on research conducted in a
sample of African LDCs. The research did not seek to establish linear or deterministic
causality between climate change and conflict. Rather, it examined how climate-related
stresses interact with pre-existing social, economic and governance pressures that shape
human rights outcomes over time. The findings underscore that climate impacts rarely
operate in isolation. Instead, they intensify resource scarcity, disrupt livelihoods, contribute
to displacement and migration, place additional strain on institutions with very limited
capacity, and in some contexts exacerbate or contribute to conflict.

From the perspective of the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment, this
interaction is particularly significant. When access to land, water or food becomes uncertain,
environmental degradation is no longer an abstract harm; it directly affects people’s ability
to live in dignity. Where governance systems are weak or overstretched, the capacity of the
State to regulate environmental harm, ensure equitable access to natural resources and
provide remedies is diminished. The cumulative effect is an increased risk of human rights
violations, particularly for those already facing marginalisation, including women, children,
indigenous peoples, displaced persons, pastoralist communities and those living in rural or
environmentally fragile areas.

Climate-related displacement deserves particular attention in this regard. In many LDCs,
environmental degradation and climate stress contribute to both internal displacement and
cross-border mobility, often through slow-onset processes rather than sudden disasters alone.
Loss of livelihoods, repeated environmental shocks and declining access to basic services
erode the conditions necessary for the enjoyment of environmental rights, compelling
individuals and families to move. These movements raise significant human rights concerns,
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including access to protection, services, legal status and livelihoods, and they often place
additional environmental and social pressure on host communities and neighbouring States.

At the same time, OIPMA’s research highlights an important corrective to dominant narratives of
vulnerability. Communities in climate-exposed and environmentally stressed contexts are not
merely recipients of harm. Across diverse settings, local actors are developing adaptive strategies
to protect ecosystems, manage environmental stress, reduce tensions and sustain livelihoods.
These include locally negotiated agreements on access to land and water during periods of
scarcity, community-led early warning systems that enable anticipatory action, and adaptive
agricultural practices designed to cope with flooding, drought or soil degradation. Such responses
demonstrate agency, innovation and resilience, often developed with limited external support.

Despite their effectiveness, these locally grounded responses rarely shape national or international
environmental policy frameworks. Too often, decision-making on environmental protection and
climate action remains distant from the realities faced by those living at the intersection of
environmental degradation and structural inequality. This disconnect has tangible consequences.
Policies and financing mechanisms designed without sufficient attention to local context may fail
to reach those most at risk, or may inadvertently exacerbate existing inequalities and
environmental pressures.

OIPMA therefore wishes to highlight four interrelated considerations for the Human Rights
Council in advancing the implementation of the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable
environment.

First, prevention must be recognised as a core component of States’ human rights obligations.
Where environmental risks are known and foreseeable, failure to act early constitutes a failure of
due diligence. Preventive action through ecosystem protection, climate adaptation and risk
reduction protects lives, preserves livelihoods and reduces displacement. Delayed action allows
avoidable environmental harm and associated human rights impacts to materialise.

Second, environmental and climate finance must be accessible to contexts where environmental
stress intersects with fragility. Many LDCs face significant barriers in accessing finance for
environmental protection and adaptation, particularly where governance capacity is limited or
insecurity is present. This gap directly undermines States’ ability to fulfil the right to a clean,
healthy and sustainable environment. Flexible, context-sensitive approaches that can operate in
fragile settings are therefore essential.

Third, greater coherence is needed between environmental protection, human rights, displacement
and peacebuilding agendas. Environmental degradation, competition over natural resources and
climate-related mobility increasingly shape human rights outcomes, yet policy responses remain
fragmented. In many LDCs, these issues are inseparable, and addressing them in isolation risks
undermining both environmental sustainability and human rights protection.

Fourth, participation and inclusion must be central to the realisation of environmental rights.
Meaningful participation of affected communities in environmental decision-making is a core
human rights requirement and a condition for effective and sustainable outcomes. This includes
recognising the leadership of local actors, women, youth and displaced persons, and ensuring that
environmental policies reflect lived realities.

Finally, OIPMA notes that the ability of LDCs to realise the right to a clean, healthy and
sustainable environment is shaped not only by domestic factors, but also by external structural
constraints, including limited fiscal space, debt burdens and, in some cases, external measures that
restrict access to finance, technology or markets. While addressed separately, these constraints
have direct implications for environmental protection and related human rights.

In conclusion, OIPMA encourages the Human Rights Council to advance a rights-based approach
to environmental protection that recognises the compounded risks facing Least Developed
Countries. The right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment cannot be realised where
climate stress, environmental degradation and institutional fragility reinforce one another. The
knowledge required to act already exists. What is needed is the political will to apply it where the
pressure is greatest.
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