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Abstract - Climate change is now being recognized  not 

just as an environmental crisis but a far-reaching human 

rights crisis that particularly affects vulnerable and 

marginalized communities. Its impacts which include 

food insecurity and forced displacement, as well as, health 

hazards and loss of livelihoods, widen the prevailing 

iniquities and socially compromise the fundamental 

privileges of life, health, water, housing, and dignity. The 

increasing acceptance of environmental justice as a 

human right is an indication of the convergence between 

the international environmental law and human rights 

framework in such areas as global instruments such as 

the UNFCCC, Paris Agreement, and the resolutions of 

the UN Human Rights Council, as well as in regional 

jurisprudence in the form of the African Charter, 

landmark cases such as Urgenda v Netherlands and 

SERAC v Nigeria. The paper is an exploration of 

conceptual and legal frameworks that reinvent climate 

change as a rights-based phenomenon, a discussion of 

constitutional, regional, and international strategies that 

attempt to hold states and corporations responsible. It also 

examines how Environmental Public Interest Litigation 

(EPIL) has transformed to develop accountability 

mechanisms through the improvement of access to justice 

in the various jurisdictions. Specific focus is placed on the 

unequal effects on Indigenous peoples, women and 

marginalized urban and rural communities, whose 

susceptibility is a reflection of the global crisis in climate 

justice. Although substantial gains have been achieved in 

connecting environmental protection with human rights, 

there are still some challenges that are difficult to 

overcome, including disjointed legal norms, territorial 

issues, poor enforcement, and political inertia. The paper 

closes by recommending on the need to empower rights-

based law, harmonization of international cooperation 

and participatory governance ensuring equitable 

protection and climate justice. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Climate change is not only developing into an 

environmental dilemma: it is also emerging as a 

human rights disaster that impacts the most 

vulnerable communities in the world. Climate change 

is disproportionately impacting marginalized groups, 

such as indigenous peoples and other minorities, and 

those who are economically disadvantaged. The 

effects of climate change and climate-related 

disruptions, such as food insecurity, extreme weather 

events, displacement and water scarcity, are 

disproportionately affecting marginalized 

populations. These impacts are compounding already 

existing inequalities and disadvantages, and 

undermining and restricting our most basic human 

rights. The literature surrounding this topic dives 

further into the intersectionality surrounding climate 

change and concludes the increasing understanding 

of environmental justice as a human right is due to 

the recognition that climate change threatens our 

rights recognized under domestic and international 

laws, including the rights to life, health, food, water 

and housing.1 

 

These urgent issues are emerging as growing 

awareness of climate change is raising the profile of 

global inequality due to wealthier states being 

disproportionately responsible for contributing to 

greenhouse gas emissions, while also escaping 

responsibility for the consequences that are largely 

borne, life-and-death risks, by poorer states. As 

vulnerable communities face existential threats and a 

justice gap where adequate redress mechanisms do 

not exist, they remain overly burdened with the harms 

of climate change. The disproportionate burden 

bearing of climate harms prompts a re-framing 

through a rights-based vehicle for climate 

governance that emphasizes the security and 

protection of vulnerable communities, as well as fair 

and equitable access to justice.2 On top of this, 

climate impacts are consequential and immediate, 

even necessitating better environmental law as tools 

for protecting human rights, enabling accountability, 

empowerment, and participatory governance.3 
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Recognizing climate change as a human rights issue 

is not arbitrary; it is rooted in the trajectory of 

international environmental law and the 

acknowledgment that human rights are intrinsically 

interrelated with environmental protection. The 1972 

Stockholm Declaration on the Human Environment 

and the 1987 Brundtland Report established that a 

healthy environment is vital to human integrity and 

well-being: the 1992 Rio Declaration established a 

focus on equity and sustainable development, arguing 

that environmental harm falls heavier on groups or 

individuals who are already marginalized. Since 

climate change began to appear on the international 

policy stage as a topic that transcended 

environmental issues such as rising sea levels, 

desertification, and severe weather events, it was 

increasingly understood as an issue that posed risks 

to the realization of rights, such as the right to life, 

health, food, safe drinking water, adequate housing, 

etc.4 While the 1992 UN Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC), the 1997 Kyoto 

Protocol, and the 2015 Paris Agreement were all 

global instruments enacted to address climate change, 

none fully recognized a universal rights framework 

for the protection of climate obligations and 

responsibilities. This gap was partially bridged when 

the UN Human Rights Council Resolution 7/23 

(2008) explicitly explained the risks that climate 

change poses to the protection and realization of 

human rights.5 

 

At the level of regional and domestic jurisprudence, 

important cases like Urgenda v Netherlands (2015) 

and petitions before the Inter-American Court of 

Human Rights had established state obligations to 

prevent climate harms to its citizens, with specific 

obligations to especially vulnerable groups, like 

Indigenous peoples, women, and populations in the 

Global South who have contributed less towards 

emissions yet are affected the most.6 This evolving 

history has shown that climate change has 

increasingly been transformed from an 

environmental concern to a justice and rights issue, 

indicating that established and emerging 

environmental law has a significant role to play in 

defending vulnerable communities at risk of climate 

impacts and ensuring accountability.7 

 

This article provides an analysis of climate change 

and human rights and highlights how environmental 

law can provide stronger protections for marginalized 

groups and promote climate justice. The article's 

main aim is to analyse the potential for legal 

instruments to reshape climate change as a rights and 

accountability issue, to examine the implications of 

this framing for affected populations and whether 

laws and litigation mechanisms are sufficient. The 

review incorporates a broad spectrum of legal 

instruments - such as constitutional law, regional 

human rights treaties, and creative forms of public 

interest litigation -to demonstrate an integrated 

perspective with potential for both advances and 

setbacks in this developing area. 

 

This article is structured thematically, which is 

important to avoid oversaturation, considering the 

human rights consequences of climate change first, 

primarily the much higher burden for vulnerable 

groups before evaluating environmental law as a 

potential tool for climate accountability not only with 

analysis of developing innovative forms of litigation 

and developing jurisprudence but also by assessing 

conceptual frameworks of environmental justice, 

with more weight on processes that incorporate both 

socio-ecological understandings and 

intergenerational equity, and also on the protection of 

Indigenous peoples and marginalized communities.8 

 

II. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Environmental justice as a human right unites social 

justice principles with environmental protection by 

stating that a safe, healthy, and sustainable 

environment is intrinsic to human dignity and 

equality, including those within the classic socio-

legal definition of human rights advocacy. 

Environmental justice means that an equitable 

distribution of environmental benefits and burdens 

should be guaranteed as no one group, particularly a 

marginalized or vulnerable group, should be 

subjected to environmental risks that others are able 

to benefit from.9 Environmental justice is a 

multidimensional concept. It involves but is not 

limited to: distributive justice, which indicates that 

proper environmental resources and risks should be 

ethically distributed and allocated above all, 

especially when accounting for climate changes with 

evidence suggesting the burden of climate change 

disproportionately impacts low-income and 

indigenous peoples;10 procedural justice, or equality, 

which demands that all voices are included through 

all stages of participation and are able to speak to an 

equal voice using an inclusive, participatory and 

transparent decision-making process within 

environmental governance;11 restorative justice, or 
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accountability, aims to hold those responsible legally 

and institutionally responsible and to seek reparation 

and remediation from future environmental harms; 

which can ultimately derive from employing 

mechanisms such as public interest litigation12 which 

requires a legal challenge; and recognitional justice, 

which informs recognition of identity, cultural 

values, traditional knowledge and respect for a 

historic or ongoing marginalization of a group is core 

aspect of being able to govern climate fairly.13 

Together, this holistic justice paradigm is a rights-

based approach to not only counter-acting 

environmental destruction but to resolve structural 

inequalities that reflects the universality and 

indivisibility of human rights waged by the backdrop 

of climate change. 

Incorporating elements of environmental justice into 

climate governance helps human rights in 

environmental context to be realized as it means not 

just making sure vulnerable peoples are not harmed, 

but actually that they are empowered to make the 

decisions, to see them to fruition in the form of policy, 

which will affect their lives and livelihoods. This is a 

substantial shift from focusing on environmental 

protection alone, as it is placing equity, participation, 

and accountability in legal and institutional process, 

necessarily making it a challenge to the normative 

exclusions which often come in the forms of silence 

in decision making among those marginalized.14  This 

justice-based framework creates the potential for 

policies to be designed in a transformative way that 

includes social inequities while addressing ecological 

sustainability, ultimately allowing for a more 

complete response to the climate crisis.15 

 

III. LEGAL FRAMEWORKS IN CLIMATE 

CHANGE AND HUMAN RIGHTS 

 

At the domestic level, numerous national 

constitutions as well as statutory frameworks 

expressly recognize the right to a healthy 

environment as a human right, with environmental 

justice being framed as a human rights issue. In 

Nigeria, for instance, Section 20 of the 1999 

Constitution (as amended) enjoins the State to protect 

and improve the environment and safeguard the air, 

water and land, yet, even though it contains these 

constitutional rights, it is not justiciable in Chapter 

II.16 In Nigeria, however, we have a number of 

statutory provisions that regulate environmental 

responsibility and accountability in the 

Environmental Impact Assessment Act (1992), as 

well as the National Environmental Standards and 

Regulations Enforcement Agency (NESREA) Act of 

2007. Judicial interpretation has also been important: 

in Gbemre v Shell Petroleum Development 

Company,17 the Federal High Court found that gas 

flaring breached citizens' rights to life and dignity 

contained in sections 33 and 34 respectively, 

indicating the connection of environmental harm and 

fundamental rights. This demonstrates how national 

laws and courts can act on environmental justice as a 

human rights issue.18 

 

In the regional context, the African Charter on 

Human and Peoples’ Rights (1981) expressly 

embraces environmental justice in its rights-specific 

framework. Article 24 provides that all peoples’ right 

to a "general satisfactory environment favorable to 

their development" which is among the earliest 

human rights instruments to codify environmental 

rights.19 The African Commission on Human and 

Peoples’ Rights has emphasized this provision in 

various landmark decisions, including Social and 

Economic Rights Action Center (SERAC) v Nigeria,20  

where the Commission ruled Nigeria to be in breach 

of Articles 16 (right to health),21 (right to freely 

dispose of wealth and resources),22 and  because of 

the environmental degradation in Ogoniland arising 

from oil exploitation.23 The Revised African 

Convention on the Conservation of Nature and 

Natural Resources (2003) also emphasizes 

sustainable use of resources as well as recognizing 

environmental protection as an obligation of member 

states. The presence of these regional provisions 

demonstrates how Africa has been able to promote a 

more holistic vision of human rights inclusive of 

environmental justice. 

 

At the international level, many legal regimes 

recognize the connection between environmental 

protection and human rights. Principle 1 of the 1972 

Stockholm Declaration first established that people 

have a right to “freedom, equality and adequate 

conditions of life in an environment of a quality that 

permits a life of dignity.”24 This principle was further 

cemented in Principle 10 of the 1992 Rio Declaration 

on Environment and Development, where equitable 

access to information, public participation and access 

to justice are characterized as minimum conditions of 

procedural environmental justice.25 The Paris 

Agreement (2015) under the UNFCCC emphasizes, 

in the Preamble, that actions to address climate 

change should respect human rights, including the 
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rights of vulnerable groups. Finally, the UN Human 

Rights Council Resolution 48/13 (2021) formally 

recognizes the right to a clean, healthy and 

sustainable environment as a universal and ultimate 

human right.26 These international frameworks thus 

provide a normative and legal regime that encourages 

the realization and integration of human rights into 

environmental governance, thereby orienting states 

to protect vulnerable communities from climate and 

ecologically-related harms. 

 

IV. LEGAL INNOVATIONS AND PUBLIC 

INTEREST LITIGATION 

 

Innovations in Environmental Public Interest 

Litigation (EPIL) have taken shape in a form that has 

great potential to reinvent the global approach to 

climate justice, effectively transforming the hold of 

environmental and human rights duties and 

obligations. Environmental litigation, prior to the 

introduction of EPIL, existed in a space where the 

standing was limited to cases of harm or injury.27 

Initiatives of EPIL now allow administers of the 

public interest standing mechanism to conceptually 

think of policy solutions holistically instead of as 

injuries and at the same time, allows citizens, civil 

society organizations, and communities, to act in the 

public interest to protect everyone's collective 

environmental right and as such, it binds 

governments and corporations to accountability for 

any form of environmental degradation or climate 

harms.28 In this way, courts are being utilized to 

enforce statutory duty compliance, and push for 

measures which must accommodate social justice by 

gaining structural equality in the climate response 

governing process. An example that illustrates this 

innovation, can be drawn from China’s public interest 

litigation model, which now has recognized EPIL, 

through the aligning of the new environmental 

protection law29 and in civil procedure law,30 which 

allows NGOs to bring public interest actions on 

behalf of formal membership organizations to protect 

the public interest. The implementation of the EPIL 

framework has brought an expansion of judicial 

oversight and fostered political willingness for 

accountability in the environment, with courts 

litigating all forms of environmental issues, such as 

air pollution, biodiversity and sustainable resource 

management, and ecological restoration.31 

 

Outside of China, similar patterns are evident in other 

jurisdictions - e.g. Urgenda Foundation v. State of the 

Netherlands (2015) in Europe compelled the 

government to adopt more ambitious emission 

reduction targets, and Leghari v Federation of 

Pakistan which framed climate change as a 

constitutional issue and rights approach. These 

developments under EPIL collectively demonstrate 

how litigation wants to prove through accountability, 

access to justice, and incorporating human rights into 

environmental law, can become a vibrant mechanism 

of climate governance.32 

 

Environmental Public Interest Litigation (EPIL)—

especially where litigation crosses jurisdictions—is 

increasingly being recognized as a way to enhance 

climate accountability beyond national borders and 

develop new ways to enforce climate-based 

obligations that are often not available in 

international law. In Europe, two significant cases—

Urgenda Foundation v. State of the Netherlands33 and 

Friends of the Irish Environment v Ireland,34 —have 

revealed how courts can use concepts of public trust, 

human rights, and state obligations to require 

governments to create stronger climate action plans 

based on the evidence presented in civil court. These 

two cases became ground-breaking precedents for 

affecting change not only within European law, but 

also for inspiring other jurisdictions to consider 

similar avenues for enhancement of climate 

accountability.35 Moreover, there is interest in 

transnational EPIL approaches, with actions such as 

the Preliminary Framework Agreement for a 

Transnational EPIL between and among participants 

in ASEAN to create uniform procedural norms across 

states and pathways for states to cooperate on the 

basis of consensus, while at the same time enabling 

communities to begin to act in or challenge non-

compliance with laws, treaties and good practices 

related to transboundary environmental harm in 

relation to the haze pollution and the degradation of 

shared freshwater resources.36 In creating new 

pathways for litigation based on widely accepted 

principles—public trust doctrine, public nuisance, 

and human rights—the courts benefitted from the 

inherently universal foundation of the principles 

upon which they were basing their decisions. The 

courts have created jurisprudence and norms that may 

prevent gaps arising between national laws and 

international ones, by obligating states to utilize their 

normative 

 

This evolution is emblematic of a larger global shift 

towards rights-based climate governance, drawing on 
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legal empowerment strategies to provide more access 

to justice and enhance the role of citizens, NGOs and 

communities as instruments of accountability for 

global climate justice Together, these developments 

demonstrate how cross-jurisdictional EPIL can act as 

a catalyst for more cohesive, inclusive, and 

enforceable global climate governance 

arrangements.37 

 

V. THE HUMAN RIGHTS IMPACTS OF 

CLIMATE CHANGE 

 

i. Direct Impacts on Fundamental Rights 

Climate change threatens basic human rights in direct 

and immediate ways, including the right to life, right 

to health, right to adequate housing, and right to 

human dignity. Importantly, vulnerable groups face 

greater risk in high climate exposure zones, and 

globally, various populations — experiencing 

extreme weather events, declining air and drinking 

water quality, and scarcity of resources — are having 

their basic life commitments impeded.38 Therefore, 

when considering the physical effects, it is entirely 

valid to argue that climate change violates 

fundamental rights as defined and envisioned in 

constitutions and international human rights 

treaties.39 In addition to physical health, further 

psychological and social repercussions result from 

these climate stressors. Communities primarily 

dependent on climate-sensitive sectors (e.g., 

agriculture) wade deeper into a mental health crisis 

defined by effects associated with climate change — 

anxiety, trauma, depression, and suicide.40 As mental 

health effects grow, patterns of domination and 

subordination become more obvious, and the chance 

for social justice becomes stymied. 

 

Examples from case studies provide strong evidence 

of human consequence. For example, women and 

children in the climate affected area, experience 

compounding intersectionalities of health risk from 

both environmental degradation and socio-cultural 

vulnerability due in part to lack of accessibility to 

resources and health-reaching care. Secondly, both 

ecological and economic stressors are straining the 

social fabric of the various impacted communities, 

which also establishes climate as a trigger for a 

cascade of human rights violations in reporting 

displacement, food insecurity, and loss of 

livelihood.41 

 

 

ii. Indirect Socio-Economic Consequences 

Alongside direct impacts, climate change elicits large 

scale socio-economic consequences that especially 

affect disadvantaged populations. One of the most 

recognizable outcomes of climate change is the 

increasing number of environmental refugees or 

displaced peoples found escaping from damaged or 

unsafe pockets of the earth. In this regard, there is an 

acknowledgment of the issue faced by these groups, 

however, it has yet to materialize into meaningful 

protections concerning their international legal 

status; these groups tend to lack protections as an 

issue of definitions and a lack of appropriate 

protections.42 

 

Gendered vulnerabilities comprise one of the most 

apparent facets of climate injustice. Women, for 

example, often face a higher burden of the 

socioeconomic and health consequences of climate 

change in comparison to men, who are exacerbated 

by other systemic levels of inequalities that provide 

unfair access to resources, structured decision-

making positions, and social power. Women's lack of 

interests and capacity to access climate changing 

could also exacerbate worsening consequences when 

the feminization of poverty or positioning as less than 

often complicate their position in the context of 

climate injustice.43 

 

Utilizing an intersectional perspective allows for a 

more holistic understanding of vulnerabilities related 

to climate injustices whereby marginalized status (for 

example, age, gender, ethnicity or socioeconomic 

status) are compounded ultimately exacerbating risks 

and limiting access to justice. For example, children, 

indigenous peoples, and older women frequently face 

additional layers of marginality with climate-related 

impacts and climate governance. Intersectionality is 

important because, in acknowledging these multiple 

forms of marginalization, we can begin to fully 

articulate the individual and multi-dimensional facets 

of climate vulnerability and develop a legal 

framework that responds accordingly.44 

 

iii. The Global Dimension of Vulnerability 

Climate change vulnerability demonstrates global 

inequality, often related to previous contributions to 

greenhouse gas emissions and levels of economic 

development. Developing and least developed 

countries experience the worst for climate impacts 

although their contributions to climate change are 

often negligible and reflect deep-rooted global 
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injustice. This historical disadvantage highlights the 

need for cooperative international mechanisms that 

will more equitably share adaptation resources as 

well as adaptation responsibilities.45 

 

Globally, socially and politically marginalized 

groups such as subsistence farmers in Africa and 

Indigenous peoples in Latin America, face 

heightened climate risk within the context of 

inequitable political, economic, and social 

conditions, which suppress their ability to resist 

climate change pressures.46 Regional case studies 

such as climate case law in Latin America highlight 

how human rights claims coincide with preservation 

of ecosystems, reflecting local situations of global 

climate injustice.47 

 

VI. CHALLENGES TO ADVANCING HUMAN 

RIGHTS THROUGH CLIMATE CHANGE 

 

Despite notional rights being claimed, affected 

communities experience an overwhelming set of 

obstacles to enjoying and enforcing those rights 

during climate stresses. Practical obstacles to access 

to justice include limited (or no) legal standing; lack 

of awareness and misunderstanding; bureaucratic 

inertia; political unwillingness; and throughout much 

of the world, the finance to seek justice is unavailable 

and legal infrastructure is weak. In addition the 

fragmentation of international law without a strong 

binding agreement to hold states and non-state actors 

accountable for climate harms to vulnerable peoples 

exacerbates this lack of access to legal remedy and 

enforceability.48 

 

The rift between obligation and enforcement is 

particularly problematic for poorer states, where 

many adaptation practices are an alternative to low-

emission development, and they rely on equity to 

spur effective adoption. Their adaptations are 

complicated by the desire from wealthier states to 

avoid fully acknowledging their historical emissions 

and assuming their responsibilities, requiring poorer 

states and communities to fall back on adaptation 

without support from stable, unpopular, and short-

sighted investors. Political, economic, and justice 

issues,and the unwillingness of states to accept 

liability for their omissions, are some of the mighty 

obstacles to utilizing human rights law for climate 

adaptation.49 

 

6.1 Jurisdictional and Enforcement Barriers 

 

The intersection between human rights law and 

environmental law in relation to climate change 

presents considerable jurisdictional challenges, given 

the issue of cross-border harm and the question of 

whether to apply laws extraterritorially.  Legal norms 

currently clarify little with regard to state obligations 

for emissions that were produced outside of 

sovereign territory but affected individuals in other 

countries. There are also limitations to enforcement 

capacity; enforcement is always weakest in the more 

vulnerable states already experiencing the worst 

consequences of climate change, creating continued 

gaps in accountability. Corporate responsibility is 

even less clear in the law and courts have frequently 

been unwilling to hold corporate entities, and most 

often multi-national companies, responsible.50 

 

These uncertainties create hurdles to addressing 

climate justice, as fragmented human rights 

frameworks and different levels of enforcement 

enables affected individuals to have little recourse. 

These limitations highlight a distinct need for strong 

and harmonized international legal instruments that 

can successfully overcome geographic and 

institutional barriers [28]. Weakness in observance 

and compliance mechanisms also contribute to the 

barriers, and there is also need for restructure.51 

 

6.2 Fragmentation of Legal Norms and Institutional 

Gaps 

 

The concurrence of climate law, environmental 

regulation, and human rights law can create 

normative fragmentation, which detracts from 

cohesive and coordinated governance responses. 

Overlapping duties and objectives with insufficient 

harmonization across legal regimes with no 

institutional mechanisms for coordination creates 

barriers that undermine accountability and creates 

difficulties for vulnerable groups claiming their 

rights. Fragmented responses and regimes diminish 

the scope of protections and responsibilities of 

enforcement authorities.52 Institutional factors 

undermine the ability of marginalized communities 

in particular to claim and then enforce their rights. 

Fragmentation necessitates the integration of 

environmental law and human rights law into legally 

coherent frameworks that promote coordinated 

actions across levels of governance.53 

 

6.3 Political Will and Global Inequities 
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Political inertia, and inequities at the global level, 

also exist to hinder the advancement of rights-based 

environmental governance. Developed nations are 

typically loath to acknowledge their past and ongoing 

responsibility for climate harms, blocking any 

potential advance for binding obligations (eg. scope, 

timelines) and fair climate finance. The chasm in 

funding access ties the hands of vulnerable nations to 

adapt and protect human rights, thereby perpetuating 

global injustices.54 These political challenges exist 

through arguments over responsibility, resource 

allocations, and normative expectations of how to 

address climate resilience, as reflections of higher 

positionality of power and resources and the broader 

dimensions of global governance. A commitment to 

greater political support of environmentally just 

policy is vital to reduce the gap between legal ideals 

and practice.55 

 

VII. PROTECTING VULNERABLE 

COMMUNITIES THROUGH 

ENVIRONMENTAL LAW 

 

7.1 Indigenous Peoples’ Rights and Climate Change 

 

Indigenous peoples, particularly in vulnerable 

ecosystems such as the Arctic, are facing severe 

threats to their livelihoods due to climate change. As 

their communities depend on fragile ecosystems, they 

are subject to disruptions from severe weather events 

and ecological degradation that inhibit subsistence, 

cultural practices and continue to undermine claims 

to property. Claims brought on behalf of these 

communities commonly rest on rights to land and 

natural resources and within environmental domains 

using instruments such as regional human rights 

instruments, the law of the sea, as a likely form of 

climate change litigation on behalf of them.56 

Participation and consultation rights are the legal 

basis for Indigenous peoples' claims, securing their 

right to recognition and respect for their governance 

arrangements and traditional knowledge. Found in 

different legal frameworks, the incorporation of 

environmental law and Indigenous rights laws can 

promote protective measures and increased capacity 

for adaptation from the effects of climate change to 

develop an inclusive approach to climate justice.57 

These goals also affirm broader instruments 

recognizing community participation and cultural 

continuity to environmental governance.58 

 

7.2 Social Inequality and Climate Justice in 

Developing Regions 

 

Social inequality in less developed regions, 

especially Africa, South Asia, and parts of the Middle 

East, intensifies the implications of climate change 

on human rights. Water scarcity problems, food 

security problems, and health problems 

disproportionately impact the poor, who justice 

through legislative and policy responses to climate 

change must specifically target. International 

cooperation and capacity building are essential given 

that many vulnerable countries do not have the ability 

to develop and implement climate-risk policies.59 In 

addressing underlying issues in development, 

environmental law offers potential steps in climate 

adaptation frameworks that account for human rights 

considerations and help align a state’s obligation to 

protect people with developmental priorities. 

International cooperation and financing mechanisms 

which reach the most vulnerable countries and close 

legal gaps will allow social equity to be at the center 

of sustainable development.60 Climate risk 

assessments of national responses, as was the case 

with Pakistan, consider legal gaps, but also the 

notions of capacity and how to build capacity to 

respond to climate change in a way that adheres to 

international law.61  

 

7.3 Urban and Marginalized Populations’ 

Environmental Rights 

 

Urban vulnerable populations face specialized 

environmental injustices resulting from prejudiced 

zoning, historical redlining policies, and socio-

economic exclusion. These elements' discriminatory 

practices densified hazardous industrial and polluting 

facilities near low-income and minority 

neighborhoods, subjecting residents to health risks 

and limiting their capacities to cope with a variety of 

climate hazards such as flooding and extreme heat. 

The space-based characteristics of environmental 

harm necessitate human rights-based frameworks 

that focus on procedural protections and community 

engagement to redress longstanding inequities.62 

Marginalized urban groups frequently suffer multiple 

layers of stress associated with unstable housing, 

inadequate infrastructure, and less access to legal 

means of redress. Being able to legally articulate the 

existence of a right to a healthy environment and 

social-economic rights provide opening to pursue 

corrective action through the courts and through 
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policy reform process. It is essential to enforce these 

frameworks to dismantle structural barriers and 

promote equitable responses for climate adaptation 

and urban sustainability.63 

 

VIII. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

In conclusion, climate change must be viewed not 

just as an environmental and developmental issue, 

but also as a human rights issue because of its 

significant implications for life, health, food, water, 

shelter, and dignity, especially for historically 

vulnerable and marginalized populations. Framing 

environmental justice as a human right offers 

societies an incredible opportunity to understand a 

pathway to eliminating inequality, and allowing 

affected communities to hold accountable and protect 

against the harms of climate change. Environmental 

law can offer society the institutional and legal 

apparatus to operationalize the idea of climate 

accountability; however, gaps in enforcement and the 

limitations of jurisdiction are still major barriers. The 

creative use of judicial innovation, environmental 

public interest litigation, and consensus-based 

governance mechanisms can offer significant 

deterrents to such challenges, highlighting the ability 

of rights-based approaches to climate governance. In 

the future, we must also prioritize the development of 

international collaboration, the connections between 

legal frameworks, the bias of the political and 

structural barriers to equitable solutions to climate 

variation; as well as intersectional and 

intergenerational justice to capture the ideas of 

climate actors and otherwise share the scope and 

meaning of climate change based policies, respecting 

the social and legal realities of vulnerable 

communities equitable scope, while enabling the idea 

of a just, sustainable and rights based international 

climate regime. 

 

A comprehensive framework for enhancing legal 

safeguards in climate governance requires a 

multifaceted approach anchored in human rights, 

enforcement capability, and cooperative transnational 

enforcement support. When human rights are 

incorporated into climate policy, it guarantees justice 

and accountability by embedding obligations for the 

protection of vulnerable populations while also 

improving participatory mechanisms empowering 

communities with access to information, 

consultation, and remedies to help legitimize the 

decision-making process. Comprehensive 

governance frameworks that recognize social and 

economic rights alongside environmental protections 

advance this holistic approach to climate justice 

through legislative and judicial support. Covering the 

enforcement and compliance mechanisms requires 

their own recognition of building institutional 

capacity, upholding an independent judiciary, 

improving accountability, and creating transparent 

monitoring systems. Civil society organizations 

should be considered a key contributor to oversight. 

Breaking down institutional fragmentation through 

harmonized coordination among agencies and levels 

of government, along with support related to 

capacity, will improve the responsiveness of the state 

and resilience. Next, because climate challenges have 

a transnational characteristic, it is critical to strive for 

innovation and cooperation at the international level; 

binding international treaties with observable 

obligations, and transnational litigation will help 

align approaches to climate governance. Rights-

based climate finance approaches through equitable 

resource sharing models as well as building 

obligations with the sustainable transition towards a 

greener economy approach life, can build standards 

that result in protection of the environment as well as 

socio-economic justice on a global and national scale. 
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