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MOTION FOR A EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT RESOLUTION

on the effects of climate change on human rights and the role of environmental 
defenders on this matter
(2020/2134(INI))

The European Parliament,

– having regard to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the relevant 
United Nations (UN) human rights treaties, conventions and instruments, in particular 
the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), adopted by the UN 
General Assembly on 13 September 2007, and the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 
European Union (the Charter), which specify that all human beings are entitled to the 
full enjoyment of their human rights and fundamental freedoms without discrimination,

– having regard to the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders of 1998,

– having regard to UN General Assembly resolution A/RES/53/144 of 8 March 1999, 
adopting the Declaration on human rights defenders,

– having regard to the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) adopted in Rio in 1992 
and signed by 168 countries, and to its resolution of 16 January 2020 on the 15th 
meeting of the Conference of Parties (COP15) to the Convention on Biological 
Diversity1,

– having regard to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, as adopted by the UN 
General Assembly on 25 September 2015, and to the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs),

– having regard to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC), which entered into force on 21 March 1994, to the Kyoto Protocol of 11 
December 1997, and to the Paris Agreement of 22 April 2016,

– having regard to UN Human Rights Council resolution 40/11 of 21 March 2019 
recognising the contribution of environmental human rights defenders to the enjoyment 
of human rights, environmental protection and sustainable development,

– having regard to reports 31/52 of 1 February 2016 and A/74/161 of 2019 of the UN 
Special Rapporteur on the issue of human rights obligations relating to enjoyment of a 
safe, clean, healthy and sustainable environment,

– having regard to UN Human Rights Council resolution 41/21 of 12 July 2019 on 
Human Rights and Climate,

– having regard to the UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) report of 10 December 
2015 on climate change and human rights, and UNEP’s definition of environmental 
human rights defenders, ‘who are environmental defenders’,

– having regard to the report by the UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and 

1 Texts adopted, P9_TA(2020)0015.
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Human Rights of 17 July 2019 on climate change and poverty,

– having regard to the 2019 special report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) on climate change, desertification, land degradation, sustainable land 
management, food security, and greenhouse gas fluxes in terrestrial ecosystems,

– having regard to the UN report of June 2020 entitled ‘Gender, Climate & Security: 
Sustaining Inclusive Peace on the Frontlines of Climate Change’, co-authored by the 
UNEP, UN Women, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) and the UN Department 
of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs (UNDPPA),

– having regard to the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights,

– having regard to Article 37 of the Charter, which commits the EU to integrating a high 
level of environmental protection and the improvement of the quality of the 
environment into its policies,

– having regard to the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), and in 
particular to Part Five thereof, entitled ‘The Union’s External Action’, and Titles I, II, 
III, IV and V thereunder,

– having regard to the Commission’s joint communication of 25 March 2020 entitled ‘EU 
Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy 2020-2024’ (JOIN(2020)0005),

– having regard to the Council conclusions of 15 May 2017 on Indigenous Peoples and 
the joint staff working document of 17 October 2016 entitled ‘Implementing EU 
External Policy on Indigenous Peoples’ (SWD(2016)0340), the Council conclusions of 
19 November 2018 on water diplomacy, of 17 June 2019 on EU action to strengthen 
rules-based multilateralism, and of 20 January 2020 on climate diplomacy,

– having regard to the EU’s human rights guidelines on safe drinking water and 
sanitation, adopted by the Council on 17 June 2019, and to its guidelines on human 
rights defenders,

– having regard to its previous resolutions on cases of breaches of human rights, 
democracy and the rule of law,

– having regard to its resolution of 13 September 2017 on corruption and human rights in 
third countries2,

– having regard to the European Environment Agency (EEA) report of 4 December 2019 
entitled ‘The European environment – state and outlook 2020: knowledge for transition 
to a sustainable Europe’,

– having regard to Implementing Principle 10 of the Rio Declaration on Environment and 
Development of 1992, which seeks to ensure that every individual has access to 
information, has the opportunity to participate in the decision-making process and is 
able to access justice in environmental matters, with the aim of safeguarding the right to 

2 OJ C 337, 20.9.2018, p. 82.
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a healthy and sustainable environment for present and future generations,

– having regard to the Commission communications of 20 June 2020 entitled ‘EU 
Biodiversity Strategy 2030 – bringing nature back into our lives’ (COM(2020)0380), of 
11 December 2019 on the European Green Deal (COM(2019)0640), and of 23 July 
2019 entitled ‘Stepping up EU Action to Protect and Restore the World’s Forests’ 
(COM(2019)0352),

– having regard to its resolution of 15 January 2020 on the European Green Deal3,

– having regard to the 2019 report of the UN Food and Agriculture Organization entitled 
‘The State of the World’s Biodiversity for Food and Agriculture’,

– having regard to the massive threat of loss of biodiversity described in the Global 
Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services of the Intergovernmental 
Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) of 31 May 
2019,

– having regard to its resolution of 3 July 2018 on violation of the rights of indigenous 
peoples in the world, including land grabbing4,

– having regard to its resolution of 17 April 2020 on EU coordinated action to combat the 
COVID-19 pandemic and its consequences5,

– having regard to Rule 54 of its Rules of Procedure,

– having regard to the opinions of the Committee on Development, the Committee on the 
Environment, Public Health and Food Safety and the Committee on Civil Liberties, 
Justice and Home Affairs,

– having regard to the report of the Committee on Foreign Affairs (A9-0039/2021),

A. whereas all persons, local communities and populations have the right to the full 
enjoyment of their human rights, as enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights;

B. whereas the impacts of climate change and continued environmental degradation on 
freshwater resources, ecosystems, and the livelihoods of communities are already 
negatively affecting the effective enjoyment of human rights, including the rights to life, 
food security, safe drinking water and sanitation, health, housing, self-determination, 
work and development, as outlined in UN Human Rights Council resolution 41/21; 
whereas, even if the international objective of limiting global warming to a 2 °C 
increase above pre-industrial levels is achieved, these impacts will intensify 
dramatically in the coming decades; whereas countries make different contributions to 
climate change and have common but differentiated responsibilities; whereas climate 
change poses an immediate and far-reaching threat to the people of the world, mainly to 
the world’s poor, who are especially vulnerable, as outlined in UN Human Rights 

3 Texts adopted, P9_TA(2020)0005.
4 OJ C 118, 8.4.2020, p. 15.
5 Texts adopted, P9_TA(2020)0054.
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Council resolution 7/23;

C. whereas the UN, along with other international organisations and experts, is calling for 
global recognition of the right to a healthy and safe environment as a universal right;

D. whereas addressing climate change raises issues of justice and equity, both at 
international and national level and between generations; whereas access to justice in 
environmental matters, access to information and public participation in decision-
making are enshrined under Implementing Principle 10 of the Rio Declaration on 
Environment and Development, the Aarhus Convention6 of 25 June 1998 and the 
Escazu Agreement7 of 4 March 2018;

E. whereas environmental degradation, climate change and unsustainable development 
constitute some of the most pressing and serious threats to the ability of present and 
future generations to enjoy multiple human rights; whereas parties to the UNFCCC have 
an obligation to take effective measures to mitigate climate change, enhance the 
adaptive capacity of vulnerable populations and prevent foreseeable loss of life;

F. whereas parties to the UNFCCC have obligations to gather and disseminate information 
about environmental impacts and to facilitate public participation in environmental 
decision-making;

G. whereas approaching climate change from a human rights perspective highlights the 
principles of universality and non-discrimination, emphasising that rights are guaranteed 
for all persons in the world, including vulnerable groups, without distinction of any 
kind, such as, race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or 
social origin, property, birth or other status;

H. whereas governments, societies and individuals have an ethical and inter-generational 
responsibility to be increasingly proactive in terms of policy and cooperation with the 
goal of agreeing on international standards in order to protect and preserve the planet for 
present and future generations, with a view to guaranteeing their full enjoyment of their 
human rights and mitigating the negative impacts of climate change;

I. whereas it is widely recognised that the human rights obligations and responsibilities of 
states and the private sector have specific implications in relation to climate change; 
whereas failure to protect the environment and those who defend it is contrary to the 
legally binding human rights obligations of states and could constitute a violation of 
certain rights, such as the right to a healthy environment or the right to life; whereas a 
growing number of business activities and operations in third countries result in serious 
human rights and environmental impacts;

J. whereas the Paris Agreement is the first international treaty to explicitly recognise the 
link between climate action and human rights, thus allowing the use of existing human 
rights-related legal instruments to urge states and private corporates to reduce 
emissions; whereas there are no concrete instruments within the Paris Agreement to 

6 United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) Convention on Access to Information, Public 
Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters, 25 June 1998.
7 Regional Agreement on Access to Information, Public Participation and Justice in Environmental Matters in 
Latin America and the Caribbean, 4 March 2018.
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hold state and corporate actors accountable for their impact on climate change and the 
exercise of human rights;

K. whereas the European Court of Human Rights has clearly established that various types 
of environmental degradation can result in violations of substantive human rights, such 
as the rights to life, private and family life, and the peaceful enjoyment of the home, and 
the prohibition of inhuman and degrading treatment;

L. whereas climate justice aims at addressing the climate crisis using human rights law to 
bridge the accountability gap in climate governance, by using climate change litigation 
to hold states and corporate actors to account and ensure that they are responsible for 
their actions in terms of the preservation of nature for its own sake and in order to allow 
a dignified and healthy life for present and future generations;

M. whereas several outstanding legal cases have established human rights violations and 
have paved the way towards accountability following failures or inaction by individuals, 
states and corporate actors in addressing the consequences of climate change;

N. whereas the intensified competition over natural resources led by private companies, at 
times with government complicity, has placed environmental defenders and indigenous 
communities seeking to protect their traditional lands at the forefront of environmental 
action and made them targets for persecution;

O. whereas the human rights consequences of climate change will be felt not only by the 
most vulnerable people, but by the whole of the world’s population; whereas the most 
vulnerable communities and countries that cause the least pollution and environmental 
destruction suffer the most from the direct consequences of climate change; whereas the 
figures for disease and premature death resulting from environmental pollution are 
already three times greater than those for AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria combined, 
threatening the right to life, a healthy environment and clean air; whereas natural 
disasters such as floods, tropical storms and long periods of drought are becoming 
increasingly frequent and are having damaging consequences for food security in the 
countries of the global south and for the enjoyment of many human rights;

P. whereas environmental justice is part of social justice and whereas climate change 
impacts are asymmetric and their adverse effects are destructive for present and future 
generations, especially in developing countries; whereas climate change intensely 
affects developing countries and exacerbates existing social and economic inequalities, 
causing vulnerable groups to suffer disproportionately from its adverse effects;

Q. whereas climate change is an increasingly important contributor to displacement and 
migration, both within nations and across international borders; whereas displacement is 
an imminent prospect for some communities, such as those living in areas threatened by 
desertification, those situated in the rapidly melting Arctic, low-lying coastal areas, and 
small islands or in other delicate ecosystems and at-risk territories; whereas since 2008, 
an average of 24 million people have been displaced by catastrophic weather disasters 
each year, largely within three of the most vulnerable regions — sub-Saharan Africa, 
South Asia and Latin America; whereas 80 % of people displaced by climate change are 
women, according to the UNDP; whereas the growing phenomenon of climate-induced 
displacement may pose a direct threat to human rights, culture and traditional 
knowledge for the population concerned and may have a significant impact on local 
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communities in the countries and territories where they come to settle;

R. whereas COVID-19 restrictions and lockdowns have reduced transparency and 
monitoring of human rights violations, and have intensified political intimidation and 
digital surveillance, while limiting access to justice and the abilities of environmental 
defenders, local actors, indigenous communities and others to effectively participate in 
decision-making processes; whereas lockdowns of indigenous communities and sanitary 
measures have limited their ability to patrol and protect their territories; whereas such 
restrictions should be backed by legitimate and democratic legislation; whereas the 
capacity of the international community to observe and investigate alleged violations 
has been considerably diminished due to the pandemic;

S. whereas the ability of people to adapt to climate change is linked to a large extend to 
their access to basic human rights and the health of the ecosystems they depend on for 
their livelihoods and wellbeing; whereas mitigation and adaptation measures, such as 
access to and use of natural resources, such as land, water and forests, and resettlement 
of people, may also have an adverse effect on the exercise of human rights; whereas 
developing countries and regions will bear an estimated 75-80 % of the costs of climate 
change, according the report of the UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and 
Human Rights of 17 July 2019 on climate change and poverty;

T. whereas climate change could reverse human development by reducing agricultural 
productivity, increasing food and water insecurity, increasing exposure to extreme 
natural disasters, causing the collapse of ecosystems and increasing health risks;

U. whereas according to the World Health Organization (WHO), climate change is 
expected to contribute to approximately 250 000 additional deaths per year, as of 2030, 
from malnutrition, malaria, diarrhoea and heat stress; whereas climate shocks, according 
to the World Food Programme, are one of the three main drivers of food insecurity 
worldwide; whereas in 2019, close to 750 million people – nearly one in ten people in 
the world – were exposed to severe levels of food insecurity;

V. whereas the climate crisis amplifies gender inequalities, as extreme weather events, 
natural disasters and long-term environmental degradation threaten homes, livelihoods 
and community social networks and infrastructure with disproportionate impacts on 
women and girls, which include increased unpaid care and domestic work of women, 
higher prevalence of gender-based violence and marginalisation of women’s education, 
participation and leadership;

W. whereas violence against environmental activists, in particular women, and defenders of 
environmental rights and their lawyers has become a well-documented trend, including 
through mass media and social media coverage; whereas women activists suffer from 
gender-specific forms of violence and intimidation which are a source of grave concern;

X. whereas environmental defenders are on the front line of climate action and 
accountability; whereas human rights bodies have increasingly drawn attention to the 
need to specifically protect environmental defenders; whereas the shrinking space for 
civil society is a global phenomenon that is disproportionally affecting human rights 
defenders who are working on environmental and land issues and who are often in rural 
and isolated areas with reduced access to protection mechanisms; whereas the vast 
majority of human rights abuses against human rights and environmental defenders are 
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committed in a climate of near total impunity; whereas support for and protection of 
human rights and environmental defenders are among the stated priorities of EU 
external action around the world and in its neighbourhood; whereas the Union must use 
all the instruments at its disposal in this regard;

Y. whereas in recent years, environmental defenders have been subjected to ever increasing 
incidences of killings, kidnappings, torture, gender-based violence, threats, harassment, 
intimidation, smear campaigns, criminalisation, judicial harassment, forced eviction and 
displacement;

Z. whereas the UN Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders has 
expressed concern for human rights defenders in all countries, as they are exposed to 
restrictions on freedom of movement, assembly, expression and association, and are 
targeted by false accusations, unfair trials, arbitrary arrest and detention, torture and 
execution;

AA. whereas the 2020 report of Global Witness reveals that 212 land and environmental 
activists were killed in 2019, a 30 % increase in comparison with 2018; whereas around 
40 % of these victims were indigenous people and traditional land owners and more 
than two thirds of the killings took place in Latin America;

AB. whereas indigenous peoples enjoy specific rights as regards the protection of the 
environment, lands and resources as enshrined in Article 7 of the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention of 1989; whereas Article 
29 of the UNDRIP of 2007 affirms that ‘indigenous peoples have the rights to the 
conservation and protection of the environment and the productive capacity of their 
lands or territories and resources’;

AC. whereas the Escazu Agreement is the first regional agreement on access to information, 
public participation and justice in environmental matters in Latin America and the 
Caribbean; whereas the Escazu Agreement, which has been open for ratification since 1 
September 2019, is the first treaty to establish the right to a healthy environment 
(Article 4); whereas the Escazu Agreement, which reiterates the importance of regional 
cooperation, may serve as inspiration for other regions facing similar challenges; 
whereas the Aarhus Convention establishes a number of rights of individuals and civil 
society organisations with regard to the environment, including access to environmental 
information, public participation in environmental decision-making and access to 
justice; whereas the parties to the Convention are required to make the necessary 
provisions to ensure that public authorities (at national, regional or local level) 
contribute to these rights, making them effective;

The impact of climate change on human rights

1. Stresses that the enjoyment, protection and promotion of human rights rooted in human 
dignity, and a healthy and sustainable planet are interdependent; calls on the EU and its 
Member States to act as a credible and reliable partner on the global stage through the 
adoption, strengthening and implementation of legislation aligned with a comprehensive 
human rights-based approach to climate action (HRBA), to guide policies and measures 
of climate change mitigation and adaptation and endure that they are adequate, 
sufficiently ambitious, non-discriminatory and compliant with fundamental human 
rights obligations; notes that principles and standards derived from international human 
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rights law should guide all policies and programming related to climate change, and at 
all stages of the process; call on the EU and its Member States to encourage non-EU 
states, companies and local government authorities to implement and adopt solutions 
and measures that will contribute to the protection of the environment and address the 
consequences of climate change;

2. Calls on the Union and its Member States to strengthen the linkage between human 
rights and the environment throughout their external action as well as to assist and 
support international, regional and local human rights mechanisms in addressing 
environmental challenges, notably the impact of climate change on the full enjoyment 
of human rights; calls on the Commission to ensure the integration of the issues of 
climate change and human rights within all relevant EU policies and to ensure the 
coherence of these policies; notes the importance of supporting activities that raise 
awareness of the consequences for human rights impacts of climate change, 
environmental degradation and biodiversity loss; calls on the Union, furthermore, to 
support and strengthen collaboration with third countries in order to integrate a human 
rights-based approach in environmental laws and policies;

3. Highlights the indispensability of human development opportunities for all; stresses the 
risks of human rights violations in international commodity supply chains for both 
conventional and ‘green tech’ renewable energy, such as child labour in cobalt mines 
catering to the global lithium-ion battery chain; calls on the Commission to take human 
rights implications into account when assessing the Union’s energy and transport 
technology pathways;

4. Stresses that water scarcity as one of the consequences of climate change is affecting 
many people around the world; calls for EU and its Member States to address water 
scarcity as a key priority of its legislative and policy agenda; notes that the 
mismanagement of land and natural resources is contributing to new conflicts and 
obstructing the peaceful resolution of existing ones; recalls that increasing competition 
over diminishing resources is on the rise and that it is further aggravated by 
environmental degradation, population growth and climate change;

5. Recalls the legal obligation to respect the right to a safe, clean, healthy and sustainable 
environment which is, among other things, a condition for sustainable economic 
activities which contribute to the well-being and livelihoods of individuals and 
communities; recalls that international human rights law provides legal remedies to 
redress the damage caused by climate change to individuals, indigenous communities 
and environmental human rights defenders, to implement measures to combat climate 
change and to hold states, businesses and individuals accountable for their actions 
which impact climate change and human rights; in this respect, calls on the EU to make 
the fight against impunity one of its key priorities by creating instruments which allow 
for the full, effective and sustained implementation of human rights and environmental 
laws and their enforcement;

6. Calls on the Commission to ensure that the concrete commitments on human rights, 
environment and climate change already established in the EU Action Plan on Human 
Rights and Democracy 2020-2024 are effectively implemented and monitored, and that 
a gender perspective is included in the plan’s implementation;
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7. Supports the mandate of the UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights and the 
Environment to push for global recognition of the right to live in a safe, clean, healthy 
and sustainable environment as a human right; calls on the Union and the Member 
States to support, at the next UN General Assembly, the global recognition of this right; 
considers that this recognition should serve as a catalyst for stronger environmental 
policies, improved law enforcement, public participation in environmental decision-
making, access to information and justice and better outcomes for people and planet;

8. Urges the Commission to continue to monitor the situation of human rights and climate 
change and to assess the progress in integrating and mainstreaming human rights into all 
aspects of climate action at domestic and international level in close cooperation with 
the UN Human Rights Council / UN High Commissioner on Human Rights; calls for 
the Union, in this regard, to take action to introduce the right to a safe and healthy 
environment in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU and to fully comply with 
Article 37 thereof; stresses, in this regard, the importance of close cooperation with 
states and all relevant institutional actors involved in ensuring the proper 
implementation of human rights and environmental provisions;

9. Stresses that all people should be granted the fundamental right to a safe, clean, healthy 
and sustainable environment and to a stable climate, without discrimination, and that 
this right must be delivered through ambitious policies and must be fully enforceable 
through the justice system at all levels;

10. Believes that integrating the human right to a healthy environment in key environmental 
agreements and processes is critical to a holistic response to COVID-19 that includes a 
reconceptualisation of the relationship between people and nature that will reduce risks 
and prevent future harm from environmental degradation;

11. Encourages the EU and its Member States to take a bold initiative with the active 
support of the EU Special Representative for Human Rights to fight impunity for the 
perpetrators of environmental crimes at global level and to pave the way within the 
International Criminal Court (ICC) towards new negotiations between the parties with a 
view to recognising ‘ecocide’ as an international crime under the Rome Statute; calls on 
the Commission and the Vice-President of the Commission / High Representative of the 
Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy (VP/HR) to establish a programme to 
build the capacity of national jurisdictions of Member States in these fields;

12. Calls for the Union and its Member States to regularly assess how the external 
dimension of the European Green Deal can best contribute to a holistic and human 
rights-based approach with regards to climate action and biodiversity loss; calls for the 
EU to leverage the broad range of external policies, tools and political and financial 
instruments at its disposal to implement the European Green Deal; calls for the EU to 
review its climate finance mechanisms and propose to amend them where appropriate, 
in order to ensure full respect for human rights and to establish strong safeguards for 
this purpose; calls for the establishment of climate focal points within the relevant 
services of the Commission and the European External Action Service (EEAS), whose 
tasks would include climate-proofing  all of the EU’s external dealings; calls for 
transparent and informative communication on these issues in EU development 
cooperation programmes with third countries;
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13. Calls for the gender perspective to be integrated into sustainable development policies 
and programmes to ensure that the rights of women and girls – including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights (SRHR) and necessary healthcare services –, the 
promotion of gender equality and climate justice are mainstreamed through strategy 
programmes;

14. Calls on the Commission to increase financial and technical assistance and capacity 
building activities to support third countries in the integration of human rights in their 
national climate actions and programmes and in complying with international 
environmental regulations in order to ensure that climate change objectives do not 
interfere with the exercise of human rights in those countries; notes the interinstitutional 
agreement reached on the Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation 
Instrument (NDICI), under which 30 % of the funding will support climate and 
environment objectives; insists that all activities of European Financial Institutions in 
third countries, notably the European Investment Bank and the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development, are consistent with the EU’s climate commitments 
and follow an HRBA; calls for the reinforcement and deepening of their respective 
complaint mechanisms8 for individuals or groups who believe their rights have been 
violated by such activities and that they may be eligible for remedy;

15. Strongly supports the integration of human rights in the Post-2020 Global Biodiversity 
Framework in line with the Commission’s recent communication entitled ‘EU 
Biodiversity Strategy 2030 – bringing nature back into our lives’; believes that in order 
to embed human rights in the post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework, new targets 
should address the recognition and implementation, nationally and globally, of the right 
to a clean, healthy, safe and sustainable environment;

16. Reiterates the importance of protecting the Arctic from climate change and the necessity 
of EU Arctic policy;

17. Acknowledges the impact of the nexus of climate change, environmental degradation 
and natural disasters as a driver of migration and climate-induced displacement and 
regrets the lack of human rights protection at international level for individuals who are 
suffering as a result; considers that such displacement should be addressed at 
international level; calls on the Commission and the Member States to cooperate on the 
development of an international framework for addressing climate-induced 
displacement and migration both at international forums and in the EU’s external action; 
encourages the Commission and the Member States to work together on increasing their 
support for resilience measures in regions prone to the detrimental effects of climate 
change and to support people who have been displaced due to climate change and who 
are no longer able to live in their places of residence; underlines that the UN Human 
Rights Committee has ruled that states must take into account the human rights impacts 
of the climate crisis in the country of origin when considering the deportation of asylum 
seekers; welcomes the inclusion of climate-induced migration and displacement in the 
Cancun Adaptation Framework;

18. Supports a human rights-based approach to migration governance in third countries and 
giving consideration to any human rights protection gaps in the context of migration; 

8 Independent Project Accountability Mechanism from the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
and the Complaints Mechanism of the European Investment Bank Group.
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recalls, in this context, existing tools for legal pathways and considers that such tools 
should be further established for persons in need of protection; supports the identification 
and promotion of good practices on human rights obligations and commitments that 
support and strengthen policymaking at EU and international levels on environmental 
protection;

19. Insists on fulfilling the rights of all individuals without any discrimination based on the 
place where they live or their social condition, notably of those most vulnerable to the 
negative impacts of climate change; stresses the importance of ensuring and facilitating 
public participation of such vulnerable groups in decisions that affect their livelihoods;

20. Recalls the fact that the inequality, violence and discrimination experienced by women 
are amplified by climate change; calls for the EU and its Member States to design and 
implement policies with a transversal gender perspective in the fields of trade, 
cooperation, climate and external action, promoting the empowerment and participation 
of women in the decision-making process and recognising the specific constraints faced 
by girls and women;

21. Calls on the Commission and the Member States to strengthen the role and capacity of 
regional human rights bodies and other mechanisms in addressing the nexus of climate 
change and human rights, promoting environmental rights and protecting environmental 
rights defenders; calls on the Commission, in particular, to initiate a programme in 
support of the Escazu Agreement, with the aim, inter alia, of assisting state parties in 
ratifying and implementing the Agreement, assisting civil society in engaging with the 
Agreement and contributing to its implementation, and providing support for the 
voluntary fund established under the Agreement;

COVID-19 response

22. Stresses that the global COVID-19 pandemic perfectly illustrates the impact of 
environmental degradation in creating the conditions for an increase of zoonosis with 
severe health, social, economic and political consequences; calls on the Commission 
and the Member States to commit to including environmental rights, and the defence of 
those who protect them, in any response to the COVID-19 pandemic; encourages the 
Member States and other stakeholders to take account of the Commission’s Global 
Monitor of COVID-19’s Impact on Democracy and Human Rights;

23. Expresses its deep concern that a global recession caused by the COVID-19 pandemic 
might lower, delay or shift states’ commitments in terms of international climate 
objectives and human rights standards; calls on the EU and its Member States to ensure 
that policies envisaged for the economic recovery will be fully in line with the 
promotion and the protection of human rights as enshrined in Article 21 of the Lisbon 
Treaty as well as with environmental protection and sustainable development;

24. Urges the VP/HR, the Commission and the Member States to advocate for an effective 
response to the COVID-19 crisis which fully takes into consideration the importance of 
respecting, protecting and fulfilling the right to a safe, clean, healthy and sustainable 
environment, as a bulwark to prevent future environmental and health crises which have 
the potential to put basic human rights at risk; calls on the Commission and the EEAS to 
increase their climate and environment ambition in the light of the COVID-19 crisis and 
to shape an ambitious strategic approach to climate diplomacy;
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25. Expresses concern that emergency and lockdown measures taken in response to 
COVID-19 may have been misused in several parts of the world by political authorities, 
security forces, and non-state armed groups to limit, intimidate and murder human 
rights defenders including environmental and land defenders; recalls, in this regard, how 
indigenous defenders have also been disproportionately vulnerable to COVID-19 as a 
result of weak health infrastructure in remote areas and government neglect;

26. Notes that the COVID-19 pandemic threatens the food security and nutrition of millions 
of people around the world, as global food supply chains have been affected, at a time 
when food security and food systems are already under strain due to climate change and 
natural disasters; highlights that the pandemic crisis could serve as a turning point for 
the rebalancing and transformation of food systems, making them more inclusive, 
sustainable and resilient;

Environmental human rights defenders and the role of indigenous populations

27. Recalls the obligation of states to protect environmental defenders and their families 
against harassment, intimidation and violence, as enshrined in human rights law, as well 
as to guarantee their fundamental freedoms, and their obligation to recognise the rights 
of indigenous peoples and local communities, and to acknowledge the contribution of 
their experience and knowledge to the fight against biodiversity loss and environmental 
degradation; underlines their specific role and expertise in land management and 
preservation and calls for increased cooperation with and inclusion of indigenous 
peoples as well as for efforts to strengthen their democratic participation in relevant 
decision-making processes, including those related to international climate diplomacy; 
welcomes the efforts of the Commission to support the participation of indigenous 
peoples through its specific support for several projects such as the Indigenous Peoples’ 
Centre for Documentation, Research and Information (DOCIP); encourages the 
Commission to continue to promote dialogue and collaboration between indigenous 
peoples and the European Union as well as with international forums, notably in relation 
to climate change;

28. Highlights the fact that while attacks and threats happen everywhere in the world, the 
UN Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders outlines that the 
situation is particularly dramatic in Latin America and Asia, where some international 
investors, companies and local governments ignore the legitimate concerns of 
populations; notes that in many cases, conflicts and violations take place within a 
context of economic inequality and social exclusion; denounces the judicial persecution 
and criminalisation of environmental activists in the Amazon region, where attacks, 
killings and persecution of environmental activists are on the rise; denounces the 
increased number of attacks against, and the persecution of environmental activists in 
Honduras and the recent killing of Guapinol environmental activists; notes that over the 
last three years, 578 killings of environmental, land and indigenous peoples’ rights 
defenders have been recorded; stresses that the Philippines is consistently top of the list 
of countries where it is most dangerous to be an environmental rights defender; 
reiterates its call on the Commission, given the seriousness of the human rights 
violations in the country and in the absence of any substantial improvement or 
willingness to cooperate on the part of the Philippines authorities, to initiate the 
procedure that could lead to the temporary withdrawal of preferences under the 
Generalised Scheme of Preferences Plus (GSP+);
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29. Recommends that EU Member States which have not yet done so, ratify ILO 
Convention 169 on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples;

30. Calls on the Commission to ensure that the EU does not support initiatives and projects 
that would lead to illegal land grabs, illegal logging and deforestation or other such 
damaging impacts on the environment; condemns any attempts to deregulate 
environmental and human rights protections in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and other crises;

31. Strongly condemns the increase in the number of murders, defamatory attacks, acts of 
persecution, criminalisation, imprisonment, harassment and intimidation against 
indigenous people and environmental human rights activists and land defenders 
worldwide and calls for those responsible to be held accountable;

32. Stresses that women environmental human rights defenders face additional challenges 
in their work, communities and homes as they are targeted for or exposed to gender-
specific threats and gender-specific violence; notes that women defenders are more at 
risk of being subjected to certain forms of violence and other violations, prejudice, 
exclusion, and repudiation than their male counterparts;

33. Calls for the EU and its Member States to support all human rights defenders, notably 
environmental rights defenders and their legal representatives, and to draw attention to 
their cases when necessary; is convinced that support for environmental rights defenders 
should be increased and that any reprisal or attack against them by corporate or state 
actors should be condemned by the EU through public statements and local actions 
when appropriate; reiterates its position on the need for the EEAS, the Commission and 
the Member States to invest in and strengthen specific gender-responsive accessible 
protection mechanisms and programmes for environmental rights defenders, including 
local and indigenous defenders, and to involve them in any investigations into 
violations;

34. Is deeply concerned by the steady deterioration in the situation of environmental 
defenders, whistleblowers, journalists and legal professionals specialising in the 
environment throughout the world; calls for the EU and its Member States to protect 
freedom of expression, media freedom and pluralism and the right to assembly, and to 
ensure the safety and protection of journalists and whistleblowers both in the EU and 
through its external relations; expresses its deep concern at the abuses, crimes and deadly 
attacks still being committed against journalists and media workers on account of their 
activities; points out that whistleblowing is a form of freedom of expression and 
information and plays a key role in exposing and preventing breaches of Union law and 
in strengthening democratic accountability and transparency; calls on the Commission, in 
this context, to monitor the transposition and guarantee the full application by the Member 
States of Directive (EU) 2019/1937 on the protection of persons who report breaches of 
Union law9; regards freedom of information as an important instrument for people who 
may be affected by the consequences of climate change to be properly informed at an 
early stage about the harmful effects of climate change and adaptation measures; demands 
respect for freedom of information;

9 OJ L 305, 26.11.2019, p. 17.
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35. Recognises that the actions undertaken by environmental defenders are essential as they 
search for, devise and disseminate viable solutions and mechanisms for prevention, 
resilience and adaptation to climate change to the people living in affected territories;

36. Calls on the Commission to pay specific attention to the differentiated protection needs 
of women human rights defenders, acknowledging their role as powerful agents of 
change, in particular for climate action; stresses, in this regard, the need to support 
capacity building and women’s role as educators and promoters of change and to ensure 
adequate financing for these organisations; recalls how often women community leaders 
and environmental activists are victims of repression and even murder, as in the case of 
the valiant activists nominated and shortlisted for the European Parliament’s Sakharov 
Prize for Freedom of Thought, namely Marielle Franco from Brazil, assassinated in 
2018, and Berta Cáceres from Honduras, assassinated in 2016;

37. Calls on the EU and its Member States to request and ensure that the right to free, prior 
and informed consent of indigenous peoples is respected, without coercion, in any 
agreement or development project that may affect the lands, territories or natural assets 
of indigenous peoples; stresses that the promotion of the rights of indigenous peoples 
and their traditional practices is important to achieving sustainable development, 
combating climate change and preserving and restoring biodiversity, whilst also 
assuring adequate safeguards;

38. Calls on the Commission and the Council to use all instruments at their disposal, along 
with the provisions concerning the implementation and enforcement of human rights in 
the framework of the Union’s foreign policy and Association Agreements, to effectively 
support and protect human and environmental rights defenders in the EU’s 
neighbourhood, as well as to encourage EU candidate countries to effectively converge 
with European values and standards;

39. Calls for the adoption of an annex to the EU Guidelines on Human Rights Defenders 
dedicated to the specific challenges and needs of environmental defenders and EU 
policy in this regard; stresses the importance of ensuring the continuation of the 
ProtectDefenders.eu project with increased levels of funding as well as of other existing 
EU tools for supporting human rights defenders;

40. Calls for the adoption of an EU list of priority countries in which the EEAS, the 
Commission and the Member States would step up their action in support of 
environmental rights defenders and engage with local authorities in introducing or 
improving protection mechanisms and specific legislation that defines environmental 
defenders, recognises their work and guarantees their protection; insists that this priority 
list should be prepared by the EEAS, in close consultation with stakeholders and with 
Parliament, and updated on an annual basis; also calls on the VP/HR to provide an 
annual public report on actions carried out in the priority countries, as well as on the 
protection of environmental defenders worldwide;

41. Urges the UN to assume a greater role in protecting global ecosystems and 
environmental defenders, in particular where climate change has a severe impact on 
indigenous and local communities; calls, therefore, for the EU to promote a UN-level 
initiative for international observers to monitor serious environmental damage, severe 
environmental crises or situations where environmental rights defenders are most at risk 
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and to engage with and assist the authorities in establishing a protective environment for 
these defenders;

42. Calls on the Commission and the Member States to promote, through policy dialogue, 
the adoption of national action plans that guarantee a safe and free environment for 
environmental defenders by integrating a wider perspective of collective protection, 
including political measures to legitimise communities and groups involved in the 
protection of the environment; calls on the Commission to address explicitly the human 
rights of indigenous peoples and local communities under forest law, governance and 
trade voluntary partnership agreements (FLEGT VPAs);

43. Recalls that, in accordance with the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, states 
must protect biodiversity defenders as human rights defenders; expresses its satisfaction 
at the design of international treaties such as the Escazu Agreement, which is a key 
instrument for Latin America and the Caribbean – the region with the most recorded 
killings of environmental human rights defenders;

UNFCCC, justice and accountability

44. Regrets the fact that, even if fully implemented by all states, current nationally 
determined contributions (NDCs) would lead to a disastrous global temperature rise of 
3 °C above pre-industrial levels, violating the Paris Agreement; warns that such a 
scenario would result in extreme climatic and environmental impacts and widespread 
adverse effects on human rights;

45. Welcomes the inclusion of human rights in the Preamble to the Paris Agreement and 
calls for effective measures to respect and promote human rights obligations when 
implementing the Agreement and taking climate action; regrets, however, that there are 
no concrete provisions to hold state and corporate actors accountable for human rights 
violations linked to climate change;

46. Urges the parties to the UNFCCC to continue increasing their mitigation and adaptation 
ambition in line with the objectives of the Paris Agreement and to integrate the human 
rights dimension in their NDCs and their adaptation communication; calls on the 
secretariat of the UNFCCC to develop guidelines on how to integrate human rights 
protections into NDCs and adaptation communication in collaboration with the UN 
High Commissioner on Human Rights; encourages the parties to revise intended 
nationally determined contributions (INDCs) and NDCs and to develop monitoring 
mechanisms for NDCs, with the full and effective participation of indigenous peoples;

47. Stresses the need to strengthen synergies across climate and human rights reporting 
obligations; considers that the guidelines on the transparency framework of the Paris 
Agreement (Article 13) should ask the parties to provide information concerning not 
only greenhouse gas emissions but also whether climate policies are implemented in 
line with other societal objectives and existing legal frameworks, and therefore to 
include information on good practices, including rights-based approaches to mitigation 
and adaptation measures, as well as support;

48. Urges the EU institutions to actively cooperate in the promotion of a human rights 
approach in the ongoing international climate negotiations, notably in the Sustainable 
Development Mechanism (SDM) and other guidelines for mechanisms under Article 
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6(4) of the Paris Agreement that ensure meaningful and informed participation of rights 
holders, adequate environmental and social safeguards, and independent redress 
mechanisms; stresses that the SDM should aim to finance projects that benefit those 
most vulnerable to the impacts of climate change and that projects financed under the 
SDM should undergo a human rights impact assessment, with only projects that have a 
positive impacts being eligible for registration;

49. Calls on the Commission to draft eligibility criteria for EU grants that would enable 
environmental NGOs, which may otherwise not be eligible for funding due to their size, 
to gain more inclusive access to funds;

50. Stresses that in order to ensure accountability for all actors, new mechanisms such as 
the SDM must integrate institutional safeguard policies and grievance mechanisms to 
guarantee the effective protection of rights;

51. Calls on the Secretariat of the UNFCCC to develop, together with the parties to the 
Convention, a common legal framework for climate justice;

52. Stresses that the global stocktake referred to in Article 14 of the Paris Agreement should 
be used to review progress towards the integration of human rights and other principles 
into climate action; notes that it should include opportunities for civil society and 
intergovernmental organisations to provide their input; considers that the 
implementation assessment of the Paris Agreement should help to identify good 
practices and barriers to its implementation, as well as to inform future NDCs and 
international cooperation;

53. Stresses that all effective rights-based climate actions should guarantee free, active, 
meaningful and informed participation; recommends that mitigation and adaptation 
plans should be publicly available, transparently financed and developed with affected 
and/or potentially affected groups, especially the most vulnerable;

54. Emphasises the fact that developing countries cannot deal with the effects of climate 
change by themselves and that they are often dependent on international assistance in 
relation to their crisis management capacity and their capacity to adapt to and anticipate 
the effects of climate change;

55. Underlines its view that human rights laws and institutions that are commonly used to 
bridge the governance accountability gap can by no means replace effective measures to 
prevent and redress harm caused by climate change; considers that National Human 
Rights Institutions (NHRIs) and civil society may play an effective role in national 
accountability and oversight mechanisms designed to ensure access to remedy for those 
who suffer human rights harms as a result of climate change;

56. Believes that the EU must play an active, strong and ambitious leadership role in the 
preparations for the 26th UN climate change conference (COP26), putting the inclusion 
of human rights principles at the heart of international climate change policymaking in 
order to avoid irreversible damage to current and future human development and 
generations;

57. Acknowledges the active role and involvement of civil society including non-
governmental organisations and environmental defenders in advocating for human 
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rights-based approaches to climate action and calls for the EU to support such activities; 
stresses the need to guarantee civil society participation in the transparency framework 
laid out in Article 13 of the Paris Agreement;

58. Notes the Commission’s proposal for a regulation on amending Regulation (EC) No 
1367/2006 (the so-called Aarhus Regulation), which should improve the 
implementation of the Aarhus Convention at EU level; further encourages the Member 
States to ensure adequate transposition of relevant EU legislative acts (e.g. Directive 
2011/92/EU) and international legally binding provisions (Aarhus Convention) into 
their legal orders in order to guarantee inclusive access to information, public 
participation in decision-making and access to justice in environmental matters;

59. Stresses that the actions of environmental activists are absolutely in keeping with the 
Sustainable Development Goals and that the systemic implementation of these goals 
should be pursued locally, nationally and internationally;

60. Recalls that Member States are required to regulate corporations to ensure that they do 
not cause human rights abuses and that private and corporate actors have the obligation 
to address the human rights implications of climate change, in line with the UN Guiding 
Principles on Business and Human Rights;

61. Encourages the Commission and the Member States to be active players in the design, 
establishment and promotion of safeguards and accountability processes within the 
internationally recognised bodies to ensure that the structural changes made in order to 
achieve the drastic cut in emissions by 2030, as provided for by climate policies, are 
designed, implemented and monitored in a manner that protects the rights of the people 
and communities affected, including the right to work and to promote fair and equitable 
working conditions; emphasises that the green transition should be fair and leave no-one 
behind;

62. Stresses the importance of corporate due diligence and sustainable and accountable 
corporate accountability as significant and indispensable means by which to prevent and 
protect against severe human rights and environmental violations; calls on the EU to 
support sustainable and accountable corporate governance as an important element of 
the European Green Deal; calls on the Member States to implement effective regulatory 
measures to identify, assess, prevent, cease, mitigate, monitor, communicate, account 
for, address and remediate potential and/or actual human rights abuses, and to hold 
businesses accountable when it comes to ensuring that they fulfil their due diligence 
obligations regarding the impact of climate change on human rights, in line with UN 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights;

63. Welcomes the Commission’s commitment to develop a legislative proposal on 
mandatory human rights and environmental corporate due diligence for companies 
throughout their supply chains; recommends that this legislative proposal should 
support and facilitate the development of common impact measuring methodologies for 
environmental and climate change impacts; stresses the importance of effective, 
meaningful and informed consultation and communication with all affected or 
potentially affected stakeholders, including environmental defenders; urges the EU to 
support and effectively engage in the ongoing negotiations for a UN binding treaty on 
business and human rights to regulate the activities of transnational corporations and 
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other business enterprises; considers that any such instrument must encourage corporate 
actors and investors to assume their responsibilities with regard to the human right to a 
healthy environment; considers that any such instrument must include solid 
environmental protection provisions and encourage corporate actors as well as financial 
institutions, but also regional investment or development institutions, to assume their 
responsibilities with regard to the human right to a healthy environment;

64. Underlines the importance of fighting corruption at global level as it harms the 
enjoyment of human rights and has specific negative repercussions for and 
disproportionately affects the most disadvantaged, marginalised and vulnerable groups 
in society, such as women, children, persons with disabilities, the elderly, the poor, 
indigenous people or people belonging to minorities, inter alia by barring them from 
equal access to natural resources, including land;

65. Calls on the Council and the EEAS to include corruption-related crimes among the acts 
punishable under the EU Global Human Rights Sanctions Regime, the so-called the 
European Magnitsky Act, and to ensure its swift adoption and implementation;

66. Believes that the current EU trade policy review should be an opportunity to redefine, 
promote and reinforce the protection of human rights in trade policy; stresses that the 
sustainable development chapters of future trade agreements must be covered by the 
dispute settlement mechanisms of these agreements;

°

° °

67. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council, the Commission, the 
Vice-President of the Commission / High Representative of the Union for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy, the EU Special Representative for Human Rights, the 
governments and parliaments of the Member States, the UN Security Council, the UN 
Secretary-General, the President of the 74th session of the UN General Assembly, the 
President of the UN Human Rights Council, the UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights and the EU Heads of Delegation.
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14.1.2021

OPINION OF THE COMMITTEE ON DEVELOPMENT

for the Committee on Foreign Affairs

on the effects of climate change on human rights and the role of environmental defenders on 
this matter
(2020/2134(INI))

Rapporteur for opinion: Miguel Urbán Crespo

SUGGESTIONS

The Committee on Development calls on the Committee on Foreign Affairs, as the committee 
responsible, to incorporate the following suggestions into its motion for a resolution:

A. whereas in recent years, environmental defenders have been subjected to ever increasing 
incidences of killings, kidnappings, torture, gender-based violence, threats, harassment, 
intimidation, smear campaigns, criminalisation, judicial harassment, forced eviction and 
displacement;

B. whereas the criminalisation of environmental defenders is routine in many countries and 
strategic lawsuits against them by public administrations direct resources, energy and 
focus away from defenders’ work and towards overcoming lengthy and often unfounded 
court proceedings;

C. whereas the economic crisis that is expected to result from the COVID-19 pandemic 
may push states to divert funds away from environment protection in order to stimulate 
short-term economic growth, which will result in the increased use of violence to force 
communities off their land and allow for its exploitation;

1. Stresses that developing countries, including Small Island Developing States (SIDS), 
are the most exposed to climate change, and that their human rights activists and 
environmental defenders, who are often members of indigenous or traditional 
communities, have to deal with multiple forms of violence, ranging from psychological 
and physical threats to restrictions on their liberty, judicial persecution and even 
assassination for defending their land, heritage and environment from the consequences 
of the exploitation of natural resources; recognises that the actions undertaken by 
environmental defenders are essential as they search for, devise and disseminate viable 
solutions and mechanisms for prevention, resilience and adaptation to climate change to 
the people living in affected territories;

2. Recalls that the continuing destruction and degradation of biodiversity will undermine 
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the enjoyment of a wide range of human rights; deplores the fact that states have utterly 
failed to meet the aim of reducing the rate of biodiversity loss; recalls that the harmful 
effects of ecosystem degradation are being borne disproportionately by the poor and are 
sometimes the principal factor causing poverty and social conflicts; reiterates the duty 
of states to effectively address the drivers of biodiversity loss, including by 
mainstreaming obligations for conservation and sustainable use of resources into 
broader development policies; emphasises, more broadly, that states have obligations 
not only to protect environmental defenders, but also to protect the ecosystems on which 
the human rights of so many people depend;

3. Stresses that the populations of developing countries are directly dependent on 
biodiversity for their food security, health security and economic security; deplores the 
fact that the degradation of biodiversity caused by climate change, and the resulting loss 
of resources, is increasing the vulnerability of those populations and is detrimental to 
their fundamental rights and their dignity;

4. Emphasises the fact that developing countries cannot deal with the effects of climate 
change by themselves and that they are often dependent on international assistance in 
relation to their crisis management capacity and their capacity to adapt to and anticipate 
the effects of climate change; recalls, in this connection, the commitment made by the 
signatory countries to the Paris Agreements to mobilise at least USD 100 billion per 
year to undertake climate change mitigation and adaptation activities in developing 
countries in order to strengthen the resilience of the residents affected;

5. Calls on the Union and its Member States to support, at the next UN General Assembly, 
the global recognition of the right to a safe, clean, healthy and sustainable environment;

6. Stresses the importance of the key role of environmental activists in protecting the 
fundamental rights and the dignity of those impacted by the effects of climate change; 
emphasises that they are vital in highlighting and protecting our public goods, and in 
particular indigenous and community heritage areas;

7. Notes that environmental activists often work in dangerous environments, where armed 
clashes, over-exploitation and poaching are rife, while environmental degradation and 
resource depletion merely heighten these tensions;

8. Expresses its deep concern at the increasing criminalisation and persecution of 
environmental activists in developing countries, who fall victim to attacks carried out by 
many perpetrators, such as armed groups and militias or private individuals, and 
intimidation by some governments and multinational companies that are, in some 
places, investing in projects which contribute to the exploitation of natural, non-
renewable resources, thus causing deforestation, loss of biodiversity and human rights 
violations, mostly affecting women, local communities and indigenous peoples; recalls, 
in this respect, that indigenous people play a vital role for the sustainable management 
of natural resources and the conservation of biodiversity; calls on the EU not to finance 
projects which could contribute to the eviction of indigenous peoples from their 
homelands; recommends that EU Member States which have not yet done so, ratify 
International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 169 on Indigenous and Tribal 
Peoples; in particular, calls the EU and its partner countries to recognise and protect 
indigenous peoples’ rights to customary ownership and control of their lands and natural 
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resources, as set out in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples and ILO Convention 169, and to comply with the principle of free, prior and 
informed consent by enabling collective registration of land; condemns any attempts to 
deregulate environmental and human rights protections in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic and other crises; expresses its concern at the situation of environmental 
defenders and whistle-blowers throughout the world; calls on the Commission to 
support environmental defenders across the world and to ensure an action plan against 
the increased violence used to force communities off their lands in the face of the 
COVID-19 pandemic;

9. Highlights that while attacks and threats happen everywhere in the world, the UN 
Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders outlines that it is 
particularly dramatic in Latin America and Asia, where some international investors, 
companies and local governments ignore the legitimate concerns of populations; notes 
that in many cases, conflicts and violations take place within a context of economic 
inequality and social exclusion; denounces the judicial persecution and criminalisation 
of environmental activists in the Amazon region, where attacks, killings and persecution 
of environmental activists are on the rise; denounces the increased number of attacks 
against, and the persecution of environmental activists in Honduras and the recent 
killing of Guapinol environmental activists; notes that over the last three years, 578 
killings of environmental, land and indigenous peoples’ rights defenders have been 
recorded; stresses that the Philippines is consistently top of the list of countries where it 
is most dangerous to be an environmental rights defender; reiterates its call on the 
Commission, given the seriousness of the human rights violations in the country and in 
the absence of any substantial improvement or willingness to cooperate on the part of 
the Philippines authorities, to initiate the procedure that could lead to the temporary 
withdrawal of preferences under the Generalised Scheme of Preferences Plus (GSP+);

10. Calls on the Commission to secure the independence of impact assessment studies prior 
to the conclusion of trade and cooperation agreements and the implementation of 
development projects, with a specific focus on measuring and preventing their effects 
on the rights of local populations; insists that impact assessments be conducted with the 
significant participation of civil society and local communities and that the findings be 
duly taken into account in economic agreements and development projects; calls on the 
Commission to reassess the execution of projects in the event of human rights 
violations;

11. Stresses that environmental defenders in developing countries play a vital role in 
protecting forests and ecosystems and that indigenous-managed lands have lower 
deforestation rates and better conservation outcomes than protection zones that exclude 
indigenous peoples;

12. Expresses its deep concern that climate change will lead to the destruction of habitable 
land, the withering of ecosystems and increased desertification in certain territories, 
especially in developing countries; believes that in the next few years the impact of 
climate change will force many to move as their land is no longer habitable, and as 
such, will create more environmental migrants from developing and 
developed countries; emphasises that, to that end and to ensure that human rights and 
dignity are preserved, international recognition of environmental refugee status needs to 
be considered; notes, in connection with this, that the 1951 Refugee Convention does 



PE655.925v03-00 24/46 RR\1226590EN.docx

EN

not cover the protection of persons displaced for environmental reasons; calls for 
common terminology to be clarified, both internationally and Europe-wide, regarding 
the conditions applicable to people moving as a result of climate change; draws 
attention, in this respect, to the landmark decision of the UN Human Rights Committee 
in the case o Teitiota v New Zealand, which recognised that people fleeing climate-
related and natural disasters have a valid claim for international protection under the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights; calls on the Commission and the 
Member States to take stock of this ruling as an incentive to clarify common 
terminology at the international and European level concerning the conditions of 
climate-induced migration and to take all the necessary measures to ensure full 
protection of climate-displaced persons under EU law and to provide an appropriate 
asylum system, as well as creating channels for safe and regular migration; calls on the 
EU and its Member States to develop and adopt, as part of the reform of the Union’s 
migration and asylum policy, appropriate measures such as mobility schemes, skilling 
and re-skilling for third-country workers coming from countries particularly affected by 
the adverse impacts of climate change; calls for the use of humanitarian visas and 
temporary protection for persons displaced by sudden-onset disasters and for the long-
term admission of persons coming from countries that are becoming or have become 
uninhabitable due to climate change;

13. Deems that the introduction of EU legislation on binding, harmonised and mandatory 
business due diligence can help improve the defence of human rights and compliance 
with environmental standards in the fight against impunity and climate change in 
developing countries and contribute to the implementation of the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals, the Paris Agreement and the objectives of the EU Green Deal; 
stresses that future legislation should take into account the specific needs and rights of 
women and vulnerable groups such as children and indigenous people; calls on the 
Commission to continue working towards the approval of the UN binding treaty for 
transnational corporations on human rights; in this connection, welcomes the 
Commission’s plan to draft a legislative proposal on this topic which ensures access to 
justice for victims of human rights violations and provides mechanisms for redress and 
accountability for the communities affected; highlights the important role of the private 
sector and investments in the fight against climate change; stresses the proven benefits 
for companies of having effective responsible business conduct practices in place; 
reiterates that EU investment and trade agreements should include binding and 
enforceable provisions to address climate change, deforestation, biodiversity loss and 
the protection of the rights of indigenous peoples and local communities, through an 
effective monitoring and enforcement mechanism; believes from a development 
perspective that EU trade policy review should redefine, promote and reinforce the 
protection of the environment and human rights; stresses that social, environmental and 
human rights due diligence duties should be enforced within new trade mechanisms 
such as free trade agreements, Economic Partnership Agreements, Generalised Schemes 
of Preferences and Investment Agreements;

14. Recalls that the negative consequences of climate change undermine a country’s 
development prospects, compounding already existing inequalities such as gender 
disparities; underlines that the impact of climate change is worse for more vulnerable 
people such as women and girls, and that 80 % of people displaced by climate change 
are women; welcomes the commitments made by Commission Vice-President Frans 
Timmermans to redress gender inequalities that are exacerbated by climate change; 
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urges the Commission to mainstream gender equality and climate justice in the 
formulation and implementation of all policies that have an impact on the situation of 
women and girls, and to promote the participation of indigenous women, women’s 
rights defenders and all marginalised gender communities within the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change framework;

15. Calls on the Commission to check carefully that the infrastructure and energy projects 
financed through the various development cooperation and external policy instruments, 
including through the European Investment Bank, uphold and do not jeopardise human 
rights, the Sustainable Development Goals, the objectives of the Paris agreement to 
combat climate change or the European Green Deal; stresses that the activities financed 
through development finance institutions without the consent or meaningful 
consultation of local communities and marginalised groups may cause threats for human 
rights and environmental defenders; calls, in this regard, for careful evaluation of 
whether the proposed projects have been formulated in consultation with indigenous 
communities and local populations and have included their experience and knowledge 
of local ecology, human rights and development needs; stresses that a number of 
environmental conflicts could be avoided by prior consultation with and active 
participation of local communities, indigenous peoples and environmental activists; 
more broadly, recalls that a rights-based approach should be operationalised and strictly 
applied and respected in all official development assistance funded projects, particularly 
regarding the rights of pastoralists and indigenous peoples, which implies the provision 
of effective complaint and redress mechanisms, in accordance with Commission 
Recommendation 2013/396/EU of 11 June 2013, notably in case climate actions violate 
their rights; calls on the Commission and Member States to increase support to 
developing countries in order to achieve durable solutions for environmentally displaced 
persons, including indigenous peoples, pastoralists and other rural populations whose 
traditional livelihoods have been destroyed by the adverse impacts of climate change, 
and to find new livelihoods which are better adapted to a changing climate;

16. Stresses that the actions of environmental activists are absolutely in keeping with the 
Sustainable Development Goals and that the systemic implementation of these goals 
should be pursued locally, nationally and internationally;

17. Invites the Commission to improve the framework for the protection of human rights 
defenders and environmental activists by enabling them to have a better awareness of 
their rights and the protective measures from which they may benefit, as well as to 
strengthen the network and improve connectivity between organisations engaged in the 
fight against climate change and biodiversity loss in developing countries and 
worldwide; urges states to recognise that defenders of biodiversity, which contributes to 
safe, clean, healthy and sustainable development, are also human rights defenders; to 
this end, calls on the EU and its Member States to examine the case for giving legal 
personality to nature, thereby strengthening the legal protection of the environment; 
calls on the Commission to pay specific attention to the differentiated protection needs 
of women human rights defenders, acknowledging their role as powerful agents of 
change, in particular for climate action; stresses, in this regard, the need to support 
capacity building and women’s role as educators and promoters of change and to ensure 
adequate financing for these organisations; recalls how often women community leaders 
and environmental activists are victims of repression and even murder, as in the case of 
the valiant activists nominated and shortlisted for the European Parliament’s Sakharov 
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Prize for Freedom of Thought, namely Marielle Franco from Brazil, assassinated in 
2018, and Berta Cáceres from Honduras, assassinated in 2016; calls on the Commission 
to demand effective investigations and to bring to justice those responsible for murders 
of environmental activists; points to the provisions of the Escazú agreement on 
international environmental law, particularly in relation to the interdependence between 
the environment and human rights and the need to protect environmental activists; 
encourages the Commission and the Member States to conclude similar agreements 
with other macro regions worldwide;

18. Calls on the Commission to envisage adequate support for local, regional and 
international networks for environmental defenders in order to facilitate their 
cooperation and enable them to step up their activities and contribution to protecting 
natural ecosystems; encourages the mobilisation of financial resources for 
environmental defenders in order for them to be able to invest in better equipment for 
more efficient observation of territories that are endangered by climate change, as well 
as the provision of support for the collection of scientific data and best practices, the 
development of environmental education programmes for adaptation to environmental 
changes, and development projects to improve environmental conditions and quality of 
life; urges partner countries to adopt measures to effectively engage indigenous peoples 
in climate change adaptation and mitigation measures and to provide, to this effect, 
technical and financial assistance that directly reaches indigenous peoples to support 
self-government, territorial control and management;

19. Calls for the European Union to support a regional approach in the response to the 
effects of climate change in developing countries in order to give decentralised local 
authorities, local civil society organisations and environmental activists a greater role in 
tackling the environmental, social and economic effects of climate change;

20. Calls on the Council and the European External Action service (EEAS) to strengthen 
the application of their guidelines on support for human rights defenders, to 
systematically take into consideration measures to protect human rights defenders and, 
in addition to reacting to specific situations, to develop a long-term strategy to protect 
human rights defenders as effectively as possible;

21. Urges the Commission to provide support for states to introduce protection mechanisms 
and legislation that would define environmental defenders, recognise their work and 
guarantee their protection;

22. Considers that the Council and the EEAS should present an annual report to the 
European Parliament on EU action on protecting human rights defenders;

23. Requests increased political and financial support for environmental rights defenders 
and systematically condemns reprisals against them;

24. Calls for the EU, in accordance with UN Human Rights Council resolution 40/11 of 21 
March 2019, to facilitate public awareness and participation in environmental decision-
making, including with civil society, women, children and young people, indigenous 
people, and rural and local communities, not limited to developing countries but 
globally.
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17.12.2020

OPINION OF THE COMMITTEE ON THE ENVIRONMENT, PUBLIC HEALTH AND 
FOOD SAFETY

for the Committee on Foreign Affairs

on the effects of climate change on human rights and the role of the environmental defenders 
on this matter
(2020/2134(INI))

Rapporteur for opinion: Pascal Canfin

SUGGESTIONS

The Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety calls on the Committee 
on Foreign Affairs, as the committee responsible, to incorporate the following suggestions 
into its motion for a resolution:

- having regard to the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union,

A. whereas all human beings are entitled to the full enjoyment of their human rights and 
fundamental freedoms without discrimination, as enshrined in the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights and the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union;

B. whereas climate change occurs globally, but has a greater impact on the countries and 
communities least responsible for global warming; whereas the impacts are greater on 
populations which are the most reliant on natural resources for their livelihoods and/or 
which have the least capacity to respond to natural hazards, such as droughts, landslides, 
floods and hurricanes; whereas those with fewer financial resources to adapt will be the 
ones which will be hit the hardest and will suffer the most from the impacts of climate 
change;

C. whereas growing awareness and concerns about the impacts of climate change and 
environmental degradation among the general population globally provide momentum 
for environmental activism in general and the proactive involvement of environmental 
defenders in particular;

D. whereas the international community, at the first UN conference on the environment in 
1972, endorsed the interdependent and reciprocal aspect between human rights and the 
environment, whereby a healthy environment is integral to fully enjoying a wide range 
of human rights; whereas the climate and environmental emergency, declared by the 
European Parliament in November last year, presents an additional challenge in this 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/afet
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/afet
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regard;

E. whereas human rights are closely linked to climate change as its devastating effects on 
the environment have a consequent impact on the full enjoyment of the rights to life, 
health, water, housing, food and the means of living; whereas also the European Court 
of Human Rights has clearly established that various types of environmental 
degradation can result in violations of substantive human rights, such as the right to life, 
to private and family life, the prohibition of inhuman and degrading treatment, and the 
peaceful enjoyment of the home;

F. whereas the Paris Agreement, in its preamble, acknowledges that climate change is a 
common concern of humankind and that Parties to the Agreement should, when taking 
action to address climate change, respect, promote and consider their respective 
obligations on human rights;

G. whereas the increasing global demand for access to natural resources often results in 
unsustainable exploitation of the natural and human environment, putting ordinary 
people at the frontline in protecting ecosystems, land, food, cultural heritage, 
communities and individuals against the impacts of climate change, and against the 
unsustainable extraction of raw materials, including fossil fuels, deforestation, illegal 
logging and land grabbing;

H. whereas an increasing occurrence of killings of environmental defenders around the 
world has been reported; whereas, in particular, the number of environmental defenders 
who have been murdered has quadrupled in the last ten years1, with the death rate rising 
on average to more than four activists killed every week in 20192; whereas the 
predominant share (90 %) of killings have been reported in Central and South America 
and Southeast Asia; whereas some of most biodiverse places in the world are located in 
those regions;

I. whereas, according to a European Environmental Bureau case study3, harassment of 
environmental defenders is present also in the EU with 13 reported incidents in 2018 
and, according to the report, there are some Member States that have ‘non-existent 
legislation surrounding harassment of environmental defenders and many states 
considered themselves to be ignorant with regards the sanctioning of harassment’;

J. whereas in March 2019 the United Nations Human Rights Council adopted Resolution 
A/HRC/40/L.22/Rev.1 ‘recognizing the contribution of environmental human rights 
defenders to the enjoyment of human rights, environmental protection and sustainable 
development’;

K. whereas the vulnerability of environmental defenders is further aggravated by the lack 
of efficient rule-of-law mechanisms leading to impunity of the offenders;

L. whereas the impacts of climate change are experienced differently by women and men; 
whereas women are under-represented in environment and climate change decision-
making institutions; whereas there are gender differences in the effects of climate 

1 https://eeb.org/library/the-harassment-of-environmental-defenders-in-the-european-union-a-case-study-report/
2 https://www.globalwitness.org/documents/19938/Defending_Tomorrow_EN_high_res_-_July_2020.pdf
3 https://eeb.org/library/the-harassment-of-environmental-defenders-in-the-european-union-a-case-study-report/

https://eeb.org/library/the-harassment-of-environmental-defenders-in-the-european-union-a-case-study-report/
https://www.globalwitness.org/documents/19938/Defending_Tomorrow_EN_high_res_-_July_2020.pdf
https://eeb.org/library/the-harassment-of-environmental-defenders-in-the-european-union-a-case-study-report/
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change as well as in adaptation and mitigation strategies; whereas women are more 
vulnerable and face higher risks and burdens for various reasons, ranging from unequal 
access to resources, education, job opportunities and land rights, to social and cultural 
norms and roles and their diverse intersectional experiences;

M. whereas the negative consequences of climate change undermine countries’ 
development prospects and deepen already existing gender disparities that result from 
numerous socio-economic, institutional, cultural and political determinants;

N. whereas the Aarhus Convention obliges states to protect those who exercise their 
environmental rights from any harassment, penalisation or persecution;

O. whereas citizens of industrialised countries can emit over one hundred times more CO2 
than those of the least developed countries; whereas this requires carbon budgeting to 
secure a just division of the remaining carbon budget;

P. whereas climate change could lead to conflicts and could threat our global security, 
especially in regions where States are fragile and not ruled democratically; whereas 
environmental change can also drive conflicts over land or resources, which in turn can 
lead to the displacement of people; whereas the situation for people who have been 
internally displaced due to environmental reasons and for climate refugees is worst for 
more vulnerable groups such as women and girls, who are exposed to violations of their 
basic rights and are often victims of human trafficking and sexual exploitation;

Q. whereas no emergency should ever be used to erode democratic institutions or to 
undermine fundamental rights; whereas all measures should always be adopted through 
a democratic process;

1. Considers that climate change threatens the enjoyment of a range of human rights, 
including those to life, water and sanitation, food, health, housing, self-determination, 
culture and development; stresses that climate change has dramatic consequences for 
human rights in developing countries; highlights that democracy, which protects human 
rights and fundamental freedoms, is the only form of government compatible with 
sustainable development and effective environmental and climate protection; points out 
that corruption and lack of transparency risk undermining environmental protection and 
climate action; highlights the need for good and structured cooperation with local 
authorities, the private sector and civil society;

2. Underlines that there is strong evidence that the impact on health of climate-sensitive 
conditions, such as malnutrition, and the incidence of infectious diseases varies 
according to gender; notes with concern the high female mortality rate in disaster 
situations; calls for the gender perspective to be integrated into sustainable development 
policies and programmes to ensure that the rights of women and girls - including sexual 
and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) and necessary healthcare services -, the 
promotion of gender equality and climate justice are mainstreamed through strategy 
programmes;

3. Expresses concern about the violations of the human rights of local communities 
stemming from the phenomenon of ‘land grabbing’ fueled, inter alia, by private 
speculative interests, including those related to EU-based companies, and by the 
inaction of State authorities and international actors; calls on the Commission, the 
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Member States and corporations in this regard to abide by and promote the United 
Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights and the OECD Due 
Diligence Guidance for Responsible Business Conduct, in order to prevent, reduce and 
remedy harm to the environment and biodiversity by conducting meaningful and 
inclusive consultations with local communities, environmental defenders and all 
affected stakeholders in relation to their business activities; welcomes the Commission’s 
plans to propose due diligence and corporate accountability legislation at EU level, 
noting that several countries already have such legislation in place; calls for greater 
international support for indigenous land rights, which would contribute to limiting 
global warming;

4. Insists on a joined-up approach to the implementation of the Paris Agreement and the 
2030 Sustainable Development Agenda in internal and external policies and with the 
utmost regard for human rights;

5. Highlights the indispensability of human development opportunities for all; stresses the 
risks of human rights violations in international commodity supply chains for both 
conventional as well as green-tech and renewable energy, such as child labour in cobalt 
mines catering to the global lithium-ion battery chain; calls on the Commission to take 
human rights implications into account when assessing Union energy and transport 
technology pathways;

6. Stresses the importance of the concept of ‘climate justice’ when taking action to address 
climate change; calls for an active EU climate diplomacy that incorporates a rights-
based approach; believes that women and girls are disproportionately affected by 
climate change, reflecting the fact that they are more likely to be marginalised and 
disadvantaged in many countries; stresses the importance of gender empowerment and 
the role of women as safeguards of the environment in the Global South and is 
particularly concerned by the sexual and gender-based violence against female human 
rights defenders;

7. Recalls the ‘Do No Harm’ principle under the European Green Deal, and urges the 
Commission to rapidly ensure that existing and future trade and investment agreements 
and regulations are fully consistent with international human rights provisions and 
environmental and climate goals, in particular the Paris Agreement and the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development;

8. Stresses that it is important to integrate climate change adaptation and mitigation deeper 
into national sustainable development strategies, linking disaster risk reduction, disaster 
risk management and climate change adaptation strategies, and to consider including 
human rights dimensions in existing tools;

9. Sees the principle of climate neutrality agreed in the Paris Agreement as an excellent 
opportunity for the qualitative development of both industrialised countries and 
countries in the Global South in the sense of an approximation of global living 
conditions;

10. Urges the Member States not to scale down their national levels of environmental 
protection standards as an economic recovery response to the current COVID-19 or 
other future crises; reiterates in this regard that sustainability as a fundamental condition 
for the enjoyment of all human rights without any form of discrimination should be the 
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essential approach in policy-making in order to ensure that the public interest is 
safeguarded as well as the social, environmental and economic well-being of affected 
local communities;

11. Stresses that the EU must be ready for climate-induced displacement and recognise the 
need for adequate measures to be taken to protect the human rights of populations 
threatened by the effects of climate change;

12. Underlines that environmental decision-making must be based on, and fully allow for, 
civic engagement based on the three pillars of access to information, public 
participation and access to justice; calls in this regard for the adoption of international 
instruments to strengthen these fundamental principles;

13. Emphasises that the EU should promote the involvement of multiple stakeholders, 
particularly social organisations, local authorities and the private sector, in order to 
address the challenge of environmentally induced migration in a comprehensive and 
sustainable way that protects human rights;

14. Recalls that humanity as a whole and the European Union have crossed four of the nine 
planetary boundaries, which places a particular responsibility on the Union and its 
Member States to reduce its ecological impact in order to return to respecting those 
boundaries;

15. Is alarmed by the massive human-induced destruction of the Amazon rainforest; 
highlights the role of environmental defenders in protecting the Amazon rainforest and 
strongly condemns the increasing violence against Amazon forest protectors and 
indigenous communities; is alarmed that harassment of and attacks on environmental 
defenders are also increasing in Europe; deplores the murders in 2019 of two forest 
rangers combating illegal logging in Romania and other attacks on forest workers in 
Romania in recent years; calls on the Commission and the Member States to act 
resolutely to combat this increase and to make sure that criminal investigations and 
prosecutions regarding crimes against environmental defenders are conducted in a 
legally secure manner by ensuring the provision of effective judicial remedies;

16. Calls on the Commission to include mandatory, legally enforceable environmental 
standards in future international trade agreements that will halt deforestation and will 
ensure respect for human rights;

17. Recalls that the UN Environment Global Report on Environmental Rule of Law found 
that despite a 38-fold increase in environmental laws put in place since 1972, failure to 
fully implement and enforce these laws is one of the greatest challenges to mitigating 
climate change, reducing pollution and preventing widespread species and habitat loss; 
underlines that a strengthening of the environmental rule of law both in the EU and in 
the rest of the world must be a priority; notes the Commission’s proposal for a 
regulation on amending Regulation (EC) No 1367/2006 (the so-called Aarhus 
Regulation), which should improve the implementation of the Aarhus Convention at EU 
level; further encourages the Member States to ensure adequate transposition of relevant 
EU legislative acts (e.g. Directive 2011/92/EU) and international legally binding 
provisions (Aarhus Convention) into their legal orders in order to guarantee inclusive 
access to information, public participation in decision-making and access to justice in 
environmental matters;
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18. Acknowledges that civil society organisations are essential actors in the field of 
advocacy, awareness raising and education pertaining to the impacts of climate change 
and environmental degradation; recognises furthermore their role as valuable informal 
agents of EU climate external action; calls on the Commission to support the 
development of local networks in cooperation with local or global NGOs, in order to 
help those in immediate danger, and to receive information about the situation on the 
ground; calls on the Commission to draft eligibility criteria for EU grants that would 
enable environmental NGOs, which may otherwise not be eligible for funding due to 
their size, to gain more inclusive access to funds; urges the Member States to condemn 
any kind of stigmatisation related to the work of environmental NGOs and persons 
active in climate and environmental advocacy; calls on the Commission to propose an 
EU strategy to support environmental defenders at EU level and across the world, 
giving consideration, inter alia, to the possibility of setting up a rapid response 
mechanism;

19. Calls on the Union and the Member States to support, at the next UN General 
Assembly, the global recognition of the right to a healthy environment; urges 
furthermore the State Parties at COP26 to fully integrate human rights and the social 
and environmental principles reaffirmed in the preamble of the Paris Agreement, as part 
of the so-called Paris Agreement Rulebook;

20. Welcomes the landmark decision of the UN Human Rights Committee in the case of 
Teitiota v. New Zealand recognising that people fleeing climate-related and natural 
disasters have a valid claim for international protection under the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights;

21. Believes that integrating the human right to a healthy environment in key environmental 
agreements and processes is critical to a holistic response to COVID-19 that includes a 
reconceptualisation of the relationship between people and nature that will reduce risks 
and prevent future harm from environmental degradation;

22. Expresses its concern that indigenous people, including children, persons belonging to 
minorities and rural and marginalised communities, are subjected to extensive and 
systematic discrimination and persecution worldwide, with arbitrary arrests, forced 
displacements, land-grabbing acts and violations of indigenous rights by large 
corporations, especially agribusiness and oil, gas and mining corporations;

23. Reiterates that environmental journalists and lawyers are also under threat; underlines 
that ten environmental journalists were killed in the last five years while 53 violations of 
the rights of the press were registered; is alarmed by the situation of Steven Donziger, 
the lawyer for the Lago Agrio plaintiffs from Ecuador;

24. Urges the Member States to take all measures necessary to ensure the rights, protection 
and safety of all persons, including environmental human rights defenders, who 
exercise, inter alia, the rights to freedom of opinion, expression, peaceful assembly and 
association, online and offline, which are essential for the promotion and protection of 
human rights and the protection and conservation of the environment.
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OPINION OF THE COMMITTEE ON CIVIL LIBERTIES, JUSTICE AND HOME 
AFFAIRS

for the Committee on Foreign Affairs

on the effects of climate change on human rights and the role of environmental defenders on 
this matter
(2020/2134(INI))

Rapporteur for opinion: Lena Düpont

SUGGESTIONS

The Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs calls on the Committee on 
Foreign Affairs, as the committee responsible, to incorporate the following suggestions into 
its motion for a resolution:

A. whereas the Union is founded on the values of respect for freedom, democracy, 
equality, the rule of law and human rights, including the rights of persons belonging to 
minorities; whereas these values are common to the Member States in a society in 
which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality between 
women and men prevail; whereas these values should also guide the EU’s external 
action; 

B. whereas studies have shown that climate change and environmental degradation will 
increasingly threaten the basic human rights of vulnerable people, such as the rights to 
life, water, food, sanitation, healthcare, private and family life and education and the 
right not to be subjected to inhuman and degrading treatment; whereas a clean and 
healthy environment is fundamental to human life; whereas the number of people 
displaced by the impact of the climate crisis is increasing; whereas the EU must 
continue to step up its fight against climate change and its protection of the environment 
under the obligations stemming from the Treaties and the Charter of Fundamental 
Rights through ambitious and comprehensive policies based on human rights at home 
and in close cooperation with international partners, and promote greater coordination 
and exchange of information between the Member States; whereas the 2018 Special 
Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) revealed some 
alarming findings and recommended that changes be made;

C. whereas in recent years, environmental defenders have been subjected to ever increasing 
incidences of killings, kidnappings, torture, gender-based violence, threats, harassment, 
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intimidation, smear campaigns, criminalisation, judicial harassment, forced eviction and 
displacement; whereas in 2019 alone1, over 300 environmental and rights defenders 
around the world were killed for their work, 40 % of whom were working on land 
rights, indigenous peoples’ rights and environmental rights; whereas land, 
environmental and indigenous peoples’ rights remained the most dangerous sector of 
human rights defence owing to a combination of the exploitation of natural resources 
and corruption, weak governance and systemic poverty; whereas female defenders, who 
are often unable to own land or participate in decision-making processes, face 
systematic and structural discrimination and violence and are at particular risk; whereas 
under international and EU law, any person fleeing persecution is entitled to 
international protection, including environmental human rights defenders;

D. whereas the UN General Assembly adopted a declaration on human rights defenders in 
1999; whereas this declaration affirms that states should take all necessary measures to 
ensure the protection by the competent authorities of everyone, individually and in 
association with others, against any violence, threats, retaliation, de facto or de jure 
adverse discrimination, pressure or any other arbitrary action as a consequence of his or 
her legitimate exercise of the rights2 referred to in that declaration;

E. whereas according to the 2018 Framework Principles on Human Rights and the 
Environment of the UN Special Rapporteur on the Environment as regards states’ 
obligations under human rights law concerning the enjoyment of a safe, clean, healthy 
and sustainable environment, states must ‘monitor and effectively enforce compliance 
with the standards by preventing, investigating, punishing and redressing violations of 
the standards by private actors as well as governmental authorities’ (Framework 
Principle 12)3;

F. whereas in a 2019 resolution, the UN Human Rights Council recognised the positive, 
important and legitimate role played by human rights defenders in the promotion and 
protection of human rights and expressed deep concerns that human rights defenders 
working in environmental matters are among the human rights defenders most exposed 
and at risk4;

G. whereas the negative impacts of climate change are disproportionately borne by people 
and communities already in disadvantageous situations owing to geography, poverty, 
age, disability or cultural or ethnic background, who have historically contributed the 
least to greenhouse gas emissions; whereas the specific nature of indigenous peoples 
and their local communities can make them especially vulnerable, as they can be located 
in incredibly isolated areas;

H. whereas business enterprises should respect human rights in accordance with the UN 

1 Front Line Defenders, Global Analysis 2019.
2 https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Defenders/Declaration/declaration.pdf
3 https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Environment/SREnvironment/FrameworkPrinciplesUserFriendlyVer
sion.pdf
4 Resolution of 21 March 2019 recognising the contribution of environmental human rights defenders to the 
enjoyment of human rights, environmental protection and sustainable development, 
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3804641?ln=en

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Defenders/Declaration/declaration.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Environment/SREnvironment/FrameworkPrinciplesUserFriendlyVersion.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Environment/SREnvironment/FrameworkPrinciplesUserFriendlyVersion.pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3804641?ln=en
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Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights5; 

I. whereas the economic crisis that is expected to result from the pandemic may push 
states to shift focus away from the environment in order to stimulate short-term 
economic growth;

1. Acknowledges the inextricable link between environmental change and human rights; 
acknowledges the crucial role of human rights defenders and their legal representatives; 
deplores the increasing number of killings and violent acts against environmental 
human rights defenders, including gender-based violence, threats, harassment, 
intimidation, smear campaigns, criminalisation, judicial harassment, forced eviction and 
displacement; highlights, in particular, the work done by women environmental 
defenders and condemns the risks they face;

2. Reiterates that the obligation of states to protect their citizens’ rights is clearly laid 
down in international law; calls on the Commission and the Member States to protect 
the rights of environmental human rights defenders in the EU and worldwide, to take 
specific measures to protect freedom of expression and media freedom and pluralism in 
the context of environmental rights, and to ensure the safety and protection of 
journalists; 

3. Calls for immediate action against the harassment, intimidation, violent attacks against 
and imprisonment of environmental defenders, including gender-based violence, and 
calls for a rapid response to protect environmental defenders from any kind of 
harassment, persecution or violence; therefore urges countries to guarantee the 
protection of environmental defenders by adopting laws and holistic protection 
measures, including by launching investigations into and ensuring accountability for 
any attacks and threats against them; calls for increased financial support for 
environmental rights defenders; acknowledges the multiple and intersecting forms of 
violence and discrimination faced by women environmental human rights defenders, 
including sexual and gender-based violence; urges countries to adopt effective measures 
to protect women defenders and to consider integrating a gender perspective into their 
efforts to investigate threats and attacks against human rights defenders;

4. Calls for the EU to take steps, in accordance with the aforementioned UN Human 
Rights Council resolution, to facilitate public awareness and participation in 
environmental decision-making, including for civil society, women, children, young 
people, indigenous peoples, and rural and local communities, not only in developing 
countries but worldwide;

5. Is deeply concerned by the steady deterioration in the situation of environmental 
defenders, whistleblowers, journalists and legal professionals specialising in the 
environment throughout the world; calls for the EU and its Member States to protect 
freedom of expression, media freedom and pluralism and the right to assembly, and to 
ensure the safety and protection of journalists and whistleblowers both in the EU and 
through its external relations; expresses its deep concern at the abuses, crimes and 
deadly attacks still being committed against journalists and media workers on account 
of their activities; points out that whistleblowing is a form of freedom of expression and 

5 https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf 

https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
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information and plays a key role in exposing and preventing breaches of Union law and 
in strengthening democratic accountability and transparency; calls on the Commission, 
in this context, to monitor the transposition and guarantee the full application by the 
Member States of Directive (EU) 2019/1937 on the protection of persons who report 
breaches of Union law6; regards freedom of information as an important instrument for 
people who may be affected by the consequences of climate change to be properly 
informed at an early stage about the harmful effects of climate change and adaptation 
measures; demands respect for freedom of information;

6. Supports the Commission’s efforts to strengthen democracy, the rule of law and human 
rights in its external action, with particular regard to the climate, given the need for the 
EU to play a key role in promoting the protection of human rights and to devise and 
boost initiatives to combat organised crime, illegal land grabs and deforestation, as these 
are essential components to ensure the protection of environmental human rights 
defenders; strongly supports the work regarding the development of stable institutions, 
enforceable justice, better access to legal remedies for the victims of human rights 
abuses as a result of climate change and for environmental human rights defenders, as 
well as the promotion of human rights and good governance;

7. Expresses its deep concern at the increasing criminalisation and persecution of 
environmental activists in developing countries as a consequence of the exploitation of 
natural resources, thereby contributing to deforestation, loss of biodiversity7 and human 
rights violations, which mostly affect indigenous peoples; calls on the Commission to 
ensure that the EU does not support initiatives and projects that would lead to illegal 
land grabs, illegal logging and deforestation or other such damaging impacts on the 
environment; condemns any attempts to deregulate environmental and human rights 
protections in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and other crises; calls on the 
Commission to support environmental defenders across the world; underlines that the 
security of environmental human rights defenders is inherently linked to the security of 
the communities they defend; calls on the Commission to evaluate the input of 
indigenous communities into proposed projects and how their experience and 
knowledge of local ecology was taken into account; 

8. Welcomes the Commission’s commitment to adopt a legislative proposal on EU-wide 
due diligence requirements for businesses and highlights the specific needs and rights of 
women and vulnerable groups such as children and indigenous peoples; stresses that this 
should include creating avenues for accountability and judicial redress; stresses the 
importance of revising and strengthening the EU’s legislative framework on 
environmental liability and access to justice in environmental matters, following a 
thorough impact assessment;

9. Reiterates its position that all relevant EU policies, instruments and tools, including 
trade agreements, as well as development aid and visa policies, must always be based on 
the highest EU and international environmental and human rights standards and should 
be premised on respect for democracy, the rule of law, human rights, fundamental 
freedoms and human dignity, as well as equality and solidarity and the principles of 

6 OJ L 305, 26.11.2019, p. 17.
7 Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), workshop report 
on biodiversity and pandemics, https://ipbes.net/pandemics 

https://ipbes.net/pandemics
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good governance; believes that this cooperation in seeking to eliminate intimidation, 
repression and violence against indigenous peoples and environmental defenders should 
result in a reduction or suspension of external aid and support without affecting 
humanitarian aid and without harming final beneficiaries; stresses, in this context, the 
importance of accountability for guaranteeing that funds are not used for projects that 
harm the environment or human rights; encourages EU delegations in third countries to 
liaise with the representatives of indigenous peoples and environmental defenders and 
to support them through appropriate measures; supports the right to a safe, clean, 
healthy and sustainable environment and the work of human rights defenders, their 
protection and the development of an environment that enables them to carry out their 
activities;

10. Calls for the EU and its Member States to consider the rights of indigenous peoples in 
climate policies and to provide special financial and technical assistance to implement 
support programmes for those most vulnerable to the consequences of climate change or 
as a result of climate-induced displacement, such as indigenous peoples, refugees, and 
displaced people in host communities as well as environmental defenders; takes note of 
the decision of the UN Human Rights Committee in the case of Teitiota v. New 
Zealand8; 

11. Supports a human rights-based approach to migration governance in third countries and 
giving consideration to any human rights protection gaps in the context of migration; 
recalls, in this context, existing tools for legal pathways and considers that such tools 
should be further established for persons in need of protection; highlights the need to 
strengthen the capacity of states and cooperation and permanent dialogue with civil 
society organisations, including those representing indigenous peoples and other 
persons in vulnerable situations, and UN partners in implementing this approach; 
supports the identification and promotion of good practices on human rights obligations 
and commitments that support and strengthen policymaking at EU and international 
levels on environmental protection;

12. Takes the view that climate change will force more and more people to migrate; recalls 
that the negative consequences of climate change undermine national development 
prospects, compounding prevailing inequalities such as gender disparities; underlines 
that the impact of climate change is worse for more vulnerable people such as women 
and girls; welcomes the commitments made by Vice-President Timmermans to redress 
gender inequalities exacerbated by climate change; calls for the EU and its Member 
States to consider the particular situation of women and girls and to identify gender-
specific discrimination and vulnerabilities, addressing good practices where women act 
as agents of change in safeguarding the environment to sustainable ends; calls for 
further collaboration with international partners to order to integrate the infringement of 
human rights caused by environmental degradation into environmental policies and to 
take climate action based on human rights; recognises the invaluable work carried out 
by human rights defenders in protecting and promoting human rights and fundamental 
values; calls for the EU to address the climate crisis as a human rights crisis and to 
implement effective measures to fight climate change and lead the way to safeguard the 

8 https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CCPR/C/127/D/2728/2
016&Lang=en 

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CCPR/C/127/D/2728/2016&Lang=en
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CCPR/C/127/D/2728/2016&Lang=en
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rights of future generations.
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