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Right to a healthy 
environment

Over 150 countries have legally recognized the 
human right to a healthy environment



Right to a healthy 
environment

• UN Special rapporteurs on human rights and 
the environment (John Knox (2012-2018); 
David Boyd (2018-now))

• Several reports from Special Rapporteurs 
(climate change, clean air, children’s rights, 
biodiversity…)

• Report 2018:  Framework principles on 
human rights and the environment





Right to a healthy 
environment

UN Human Rights Council: recognized the right 
to a healthy environment (resolution 8 October 
2021)





Right to a 
healthy 
environment 
in court



Human Rights 
Committee

Human Rights Committee (International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights), Portillo 
Cáceres v. Paraguay, 9 August 2019:

Paraguay was found responsible for failing to 
protect individuals from severe environmental 
contamination by use of illegal chemicals by 
large scale farms



Inter-American Court of 
Human Rights

Advisory opinion of Inter-American Court of 
Human Rights, 7 February 2018:

Court affirmed the existence of a right to live in 
a healthy environment

Right to a healthy environment is an 
autonomous right, different from 
environmental implications of other rights 
(right to life, right to health…)



European Court of 
Human Rights

The right to a healthy environment has been 
indirectly invoked under the European 
Convention on Human Rights through the right 
to life (Art. 2 ECHR) and the right to respect for 
private and family life and home (Art. 8 ECHR)



Human 
health and 
climate
change





Dutch Supreme Court

Urgenda Case: Supreme Court confirms a 
violation of human rights (violation of articles 2 
and 8 ECHR)
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Recognition of 
human health 
and 
biodiversity in 
biodiversity law













Recognition of 
human health 
and 
biodiversity in 
human rights
law











Duties on human rights and biodiversity
1. Address biodiversity and habitat loss and prevent their negative impacts on human rights.

2. Guarantee equality and non-discrimination.

3. Protect the rights of indigenous peoples.

4. Protect environmental human rights defenders.

5. Ensure equity in actions to address biodiversity loss and in the use of the benefits of biodiversity.

6. Ensure meaningful and informed participation, including inland and resource governance.

7. Ensure accountability and effective remedy for human rights harms caused by biodiversity and habitat 
loss.

8. Protect against business-related human rights harms from biodiversity loss.

9. Ensure regional and international cooperation.

10. Effectively mobilize adequate resources to prevent human rights harms caused by biodiversity loss.

11. Guarantee that everyone enjoys the benefits of science and its applications.

12. Ensure education with respect for nature.

13. Respect and protect nature for all its values.
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health and 
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European Court of 
Human Rights

Can you invoke human rights violation because of 
biodiversity loss (e.g. deforestation, or destruction 
of local wetland for infrastructure works)? 

European Court of Human Rights, Kyrtatos v. 
Greece (2003): 

“even assuming that the environment has been 
severely damaged by the urban development of 
the area, the applicants have not brought forward 
any convincing arguments showing that the 
alleged damage to the birds and other protected 
species living in the swamp was of such a nature 
as to directly affect their own rights under Article 
8 § 1 of the Convention.” (emphasis added)



ECtHR, Kyrtatos v. Greece (2003)
“It might have been otherwise if, for instance, the 
environmental deterioration complained of had consisted in 
the destruction of a forest area in the vicinity of the applicants’ 
house, a situation which could have affected more directly the 
applicants’ own well-being.” (emphasis added)



Inter-American Court of 
Human Rights

IACtHR: “as an autonomous right, the right to a 
healthy environment (…) protects the 
components of the environment, such as 
forests, rivers and seas, as legal interests in 
themselves, even in the absence of the 
certainty or evidence of a risk to individuals. 
This means that it protects nature and the 
environment, not only because of the benefits 
they provide to humanity or the effects that 
their degradation may have on other human 
rights, such as health, life or personal integrity, 
but because of their importance to the other 
living organisms with which we share the 
planet that also merit protection in their own 
right” (emphasis added)
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Need for a stronger
legal link between
human health and 
biodiversity

• Explicit recognition of a human right to a healthy, biodiverse environment in a 
binding law

• Integrate the link between a human right to a healthy environment and biodiversity 
in decision-making: addressing problems at source (e.g. tackling wildlife trade; non-
deterioration clauses…)

• Strategic biodiversity litigation, using violation of human rights because of 
biodiversity loss as an argument
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