International Journal Of Engineering Research And Development
e- ISSN: 2278-067X, p-ISSN. 2278-800X, www.ijerd.com
Volume 20, Issue 12 (December, 2024), PP 232-241

Human Rights, Climate Justice, and Environmental Law:
Bridging International Legal Standards for Social Equity

Precious Oluwaseun Okedele!, Onoriode Reginald Aziza?, Portia Oduro’,

Akinwale Omowumi Ishola *
! Independent Researcher, New Jersey, USA
2 Independent Researcher, Lagos Nigeria
3 Energy Law Center, Paul M. Hebert Law Center, Louisiana State University, USA
4 Department of Sustainability, Eastern Illinois University Charleston Illinois, USA
Corresponding author: pokedele@gmail.com

Abstract: This paper explores the intersections of human rights, climate justice, and environmental law, examining
how international legal frameworks can be harmonized to address social equity in the context of climate change.
The growing impacts of climate change disproportionately affect marginalized and vulnerable populations,
underscoring the need for a unified approach that integrates human rights principles into environmental
governance. The study reviews existing international treaties, such as the Paris Agreement, and human rights
conventions, evaluating their potential to promote climate justice by safeguarding the rights of affected
communities. It highlights the role of environmental law in enforcing legal accountability for environmental harm
and addresses how these frameworks can mitigate socio-economic inequalities exacerbated by environmental
degradation. Through case studies and analysis, the paper advocates for the development of legal standards that
prioritize social equity, emphasizing that climate resilience and sustainable development are inextricably linked
to human rights protection. Ultimately, the study argues that bridging human rights with environmental law can
offer a robust foundation for advancing climate justice, promoting social equity, and protecting future generations.
Keywords: Human rights, climate justice, environmental law, social equity, Paris Agreement.

I Introduction

The contemporary global landscape is marked by intersecting crises of environmental degradation, social
inequity, and a rapidly changing climate. These issues have moved from the periphery of policy discourse to
become urgent global priorities, compelling nations, institutions, and individuals to seek frameworks that address
not only the environmental impact but also the human consequences of ecological harm [1]. In recent years, the
intertwined fields of human rights, climate justice, and environmental law have emerged as critical domains for
addressing these intertwined crises. The confluence of these fields highlights an essential recognition: that the
effects of environmental harm and climate change disproportionately burden the most vulnerable communities,
raising urgent questions about justice, equity, and responsibility [2]. Human rights—fundamental entitlements
necessary for a life of dignity—are increasingly threatened by environmental issues. For instance, access to clean
water, a healthy environment, and sustainable livelihoods are recognized not only as environmental concerns but
as intrinsic human rights [3]-[7]. When environmental degradation disrupts these basic rights, affected
communities are deprived of essential life conditions, leading to social destabilization and deepening inequities
[8]. Climate justice addresses this imbalance by focusing on the ethical dimensions of climate change impacts,
emphasizing that marginalized populations often bear the brunt of climate-related harms while contributing the
least to global emissions [9]. This disparity calls for a justice-based approach, where policies prioritize not only
reducing emissions but also protecting vulnerable communities [10].

In this context, environmental law serves as an essential mechanism to enforce standards, promote
accountability, and protect both natural ecosystems and human rights [11]. However, traditional environmental
laws, often focused solely on ecological preservation, are evolving to encompass a more holistic view that includes
human rights protections [12]. This shift acknowledges that a healthy environment is foundational to the
realization of basic human rights [13]. At the same time, the framework of international human rights law is being
increasingly adapted to address climate-related issues, with legal principles now recognizing the climate as a key
component of a human rights-centered approach to sustainable development [14].

Bridging these three fields—human rights, climate justice, and environmental law—requires a new
approach to international legal standards. It demands harmonized regulations that not only enforce environmental
protections but also integrate social equity as a core principle [15]-[18]. This integrated framework envisions laws
that protect the environment as a public good, safeguard the rights of vulnerable communities, and ensure that the
global response to climate change is grounded in principles of justice. Achieving this balance is challenging yet
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crucial, as fragmented or isolated efforts risk perpetuating inequalities and failing to address the root causes of
climate injustice [19].

This study explores how international legal standards can be strengthened to bridge these fields and
establish a foundation for social equity in environmental governance. It examines the evolution of human rights
laws in the context of climate change, the role of environmental law in safeguarding communities, and the ways
in which climate justice movements are reshaping international legal priorities. Through this interdisciplinary
approach, the research aims to highlight pathways for transforming global standards, fostering an equitable
response to climate challenges, and ultimately advancing a world where both the environment and human rights
are universally protected.

1.2 Literature review

The intersection of human rights, climate justice, and environmental law has emerged as a crucial area
in international law, especially as climate change continues to threaten fundamental human rights and
environmental stability [20]. This literature review explores how these domains converge to address the social
equity challenges posed by climate impacts. It synthesizes the evolving discourse on the role of international legal
standards in advocating for both environmental preservation and social justice [22].

1.2.1. The Interlinkage of Human Rights and Environmental Law

1.2.1.1. Environmental Protection as a Human Right Scholars argue that environmental protection is intrinsic
to the realization of human rights, particularly the rights to health, life, and development. Early advocates, such
as [23], stressed that environmental degradation directly impacts individuals’ quality of life and disproportionately
affects vulnerable communities. The United Nations Human Rights Council has recognized that a healthy
environment is crucial for fulfilling human rights, framing environmental protection as essential rather than
incidental to human rights [24]

1.2.1.2. Legal Precedents and Emerging Frameworks International legal frameworks, including the Stockholm
Declaration (1972) and the Rio Declaration (1992), were among the first to link human rights with environmental
protection explicitly [25]-[28]. According to [29], these documents paved the way for subsequent legal instruments
that emphasize state responsibility to protect the environment. The Paris Agreement (2015) further solidified this
relationship by embedding human rights considerations into climate action frameworks, requiring that climate
mitigation and adaptation efforts respect human rights [30]-[35].

1.2.2. Climate Justice and Social Equity

1.2.2.1. Defining Climate Justice Climate justice emphasizes fair and equitable treatment of all individuals
regarding the causes and effects of climate change [36]. It recognizes the disproportionate impact of climate
change on low-income and marginalized communities. [37] highlight that climate justice involves both procedural
equity—ensuring marginalized voices are represented in decision-making—and distributive equity, meaning that
the burdens and benefits of climate policies are equitably distributed.

1.2.2.2. Vulnerable Populations and Climate Impacts Vulnerable populations in the Global South are
particularly susceptible to climate-induced displacement, food insecurity, and health risks [38]. Scholars like [39]
have argued that climate justice frameworks should focus on recognizing the rights of these populations and
ensuring they have access to resources to adapt to changing environments. In this sense, climate justice is closely
linked to social equity, with advocates calling for legal structures that protect and empower affected communities
[40]-[44].

1.2.3. International Legal Standards and Environmental Law

1.2.3.1. The Evolution of International Environmental Law International environmental law has historically
focused on issues such as transboundary pollution and biodiversity conservation. However, scholars like [45] note
a shift toward a more comprehensive approach that includes sustainable development and climate change
mitigation as core principles. Instruments like the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) underscore the need for states to cooperate on
environmental issues with a human rights-based approach [46].

1.2.3.2. Enforcement Challenges Despite the proliferation of environmental treaties, enforcement remains a
significant challenge. Many agreements lack binding obligations, and compliance is often voluntary, as argued by
[47]. The gap between legal commitments and actual implementation often undermines the effectiveness of
international environmental law, particularly when it comes to protecting vulnerable communities from the
adverse effects of climate change [48]-[53].

1.2.4. Bridging Human Rights, Climate Justice, and Environmental Law

1.2.4.1. Integrating Human Rights into Climate and Environmental Policies Legal scholars advocate for a
human rights-based approach to environmental law, emphasizing the need for policies that prioritize the rights
and needs of affected communities. As [55] argues, integrating human rights standards into environmental law
can ensure that climate policies do not exacerbate existing social inequalities. The Right to a Healthy Environment,
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recently recognized by the United Nations General Assembly (2022), is seen as a step towards operationalizing
this integration at the global level [56].

1.2.4.2. Mechanisms for Accountability and Social Equity Holding states accountable for climate impacts and
enforcing social equity measures remains complex. According to [57], one promising avenue involves using
human rights tribunals and environmental courts to address climate injustices. Climate litigation, where
individuals and communities sue governments and corporations for failing to act on climate change, has grown in
recent years, providing a legal channel for addressing social inequities and demanding stronger environmental
protections [58].

1.2.5. Case Studies in Climate Justice and Environmental Law

1.2.5.1. The Role of International Courts and Tribunals International courts and tribunals have increasingly
adjudicated cases at the intersection of human rights and environmental protection [59]. The Inter-American Court
of Human Rights, for instance, recognized the rights of indigenous communities affected by environmental
degradation in cases like Saramaka People v. Suriname (2007). Such cases exemplify the potential of human
rights law to address environmental harms, serving as precedents for future climate justice litigation [60].
1.2.5.2. National-Level Legal Innovations Countries like the Netherlands have demonstrated innovative
approaches by holding governments accountable through domestic courts. In Urgenda Foundation verse. State of
the Netherlands (2015), the Dutch court mandated the government to reduce greenhouse gas emissions based on
human rights grounds [61]. This case illustrates how national legal systems can contribute to global climate justice
and set a precedent for linking environmental protection with social equity [62]. The intersection of human rights,
climate justice, and environmental law is crucial for addressing the complex challenges posed by climate change
[63]. While international legal standards have evolved to incorporate these principles, gaps remain, particularly
in enforcement and accountability. Bridging these domains is essential for achieving social equity in climate
action, as it ensures that vulnerable populations are protected and that climate policies address both environmental
and social justice concerns [64]-[68].

The literature reveals a growing consensus that international law must integrate human rights protections more
robustly within climate and environmental frameworks. Moving forward, the success of this integration will likely
depend on enhanced legal mechanisms, strong institutional support, and active engagement from civil society and
vulnerable communities themselves.

1. Methodology
2.1. Research Design and Approach
This study employs a qualitative research design to analyze legal documents, treaties, case law, and
scholarly literature on human rights, climate justice, and environmental law [69]. A comparative legal analysis is
used to examine various international legal frameworks and their approaches to integrating human rights and
environmental law for social equity. This design is supported by critical discourse analysis to explore the
underlying socio-political and ethical implications within the legal texts [70].

2.2. Data Collection Methods

a. Primary Sources: International Legal Documents

. United Nations Conventions: Documents from the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC), the Paris Agreement, and the United Nations Human Rights Council will be used to
understand the foundational legal frameworks for climate justice and human rights [71]-[76].

. Treaties and Protocols: Analysis of the Kyoto Protocol, Stockholm Declaration, and other key
environmental and human rights treaties.
. Case Law: Examination of international and regional court cases, such as those from the International

Court of Justice (ICJ) and the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR), that have addressed the intersection of
human rights and environmental issues [77].
b. Secondary Sources: Scholarly and Policy Literature

. A systematic review of academic literature from law journals, environmental studies, and human rights
publications will be conducted.
. Policy reports and white papers from major organizations like the UN, World Health Organization, and

NGOs focused on human rights and environmental justice will provide practical insights into current
implementation challenges [78].

2.3. Comparative Legal Analysis

. This section will compare how different international legal systems (e.g., UN, European Union, African
Union) interpret and enforce the connections between human rights, environmental law, and climate justice [79].
. Comparative case studies will highlight diverse regional approaches, such as Europe’s Green Deal

framework versus the African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights [80].
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2.4. Analytical Framework
a. Legal Interpretation Analysis

. Using textual analysis, the study will dissect key terminology (e.g., “climate justice,” “environmental
human rights”) and interpret how different legal instruments define these terms [81].
. Doctrinal analysis will focus on understanding how principles like the precautionary principle,

sustainable development, and the polluter-pays principle are applied across international law and human rights
law.

b. Theoretical Framework: Climate Justice Theory and Human Rights Law

. Climate Justice Theory: Using this framework, the research will assess how environmental harms
disproportionately affect marginalized communities, providing a basis for integrating equity into environmental
law [82].

. Human Rights Theory: By analyzing human rights as a universal baseline, the research will evaluate
how international law frames access to a healthy environment as a fundamental right [83].

2.5. Data Analysis Methods

a. Thematic Analysis

. Using thematic coding, the study will categorize recurrent themes across documents, such as
“environmental protection,” “social equity,” and “legal obligations.” NVivo or similar qualitative analysis
software may be used to manage and code themes systematically.

b. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)

. CDA will allow for a deeper understanding of the socio-political narratives within legal texts and policy
documents, examining how power dynamics and equity concerns are addressed (or neglected) in climate and
environmental policies [84].

2.6. Case Study Methodology

. Case Selection: Specific case studies, such as the Urgenda Foundation v. State of the Netherlands, will
be chosen to illustrate how international law can enforce climate obligations based on human rights [85]-[89].
. Analysis of Impact: Each case will be examined to determine its legal impact, its influence on climate

justice, and its significance for advancing human rights within environmental law.

2.7. Stakeholder Analysis

. Conduct interviews or focus groups with stakeholders, including environmental law scholars, policy
experts, and human rights advocates, to gain insights into the practical challenges of enforcing climate justice
[90].

. Analyze how stakeholders perceive the integration of human rights within climate policies and any
perceived barriers to achieving social equity through international law.

2.8. Limitations and Ethical Considerations

. Limitations: Recognize potential limitations, such as the inherent biases in legal interpretation and the
variability in enforcement mechanisms across jurisdictions.
. Ethical Considerations: Ensure the ethical handling of all stakeholder input, particularly in cases where

human rights violations are discussed. Transparency and respect for cultural sensitivities are paramount when
analyzing regional policies.
2.9. Validation of Findings

. Triangulation: To enhance the reliability of findings, data from primary sources (e.g., treaties) will be
cross-validated with scholarly interpretations and stakeholder feedback.
. Peer Review: Findings will be reviewed by legal and environmental experts to confirm the validity and

relevance of the conclusions drawn.

Summarize the findings in terms of bridging gaps between international legal standards and social equity goals.

. Provide policy recommendations on how international institutions can strengthen the integration of
human rights and climate justice, with actionable steps for law reform and implementation at a national and global
level.

This methodology offers a rigorous, interdisciplinary approach to exploring how international legal standards in
human rights, environmental law, and climate justice can support social equity. By combining legal analysis with
theoretical frameworks and stakeholder perspectives, the study aims to produce nuanced insights and actionable
recommendations for advancing climate justice globally.

1. Results and discussion
3.1. Analysis of International Human Rights Frameworks in Relation to Climate Justice
The analysis reveals that, although international human rights frameworks (such as the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the International Covenant
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights) set essential standards for protecting individual rights, they often lack
explicit provisions addressing environmental issues or climate justice. Notably, while rights to health, life, and a
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clean environment are implied, climate change-related rights are largely absent from these foundational
documents [91].

For instance, the study finds that while the right to a healthy environment is acknowledged by an increasing
number of UN resolutions and treaties, only a few countries have codified this right in their constitutions, and
fewer have enforced it effectively. This gap underscores the pressing need for a robust integration of climate
justice into human rights frameworks [93]. The findings also highlight that, without specific international
obligations that link human rights with environmental protections, marginalized communities remain vulnerable
to climate injustices. This situation suggests that aligning environmental law with human rights is crucial for
effectively addressing the disproportionate impact of climate change on these communities [94].

3.2. Existing Environmental Laws and Their Role in Promoting Climate Justice

The review of environmental laws (e.g., the Paris Agreement, United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC), and national environmental protection laws) shows a promising but fragmented
approach to achieving climate justice [95]. The Paris Agreement, while groundbreaking, is limited by its non-
binding commitments and the lack of enforcement mechanisms for countries failing to meet their climate targets.
Additionally, despite the Global Stocktake under the UNFCCC, disparities in ambition and action between
developed and developing countries create significant challenges for the equitable application of climate policies
[96].

Environmental laws are thus limited by both structural and political factors, which affect their capacity
to enforce climate justice. For instance, while the UNFCCC calls for differentiated responsibilities, developed
countries have been slow to fulfill their climate finance commitments, impeding the ability of vulnerable nations
to adapt to climate impacts [97]. This disparity not only weakens global progress toward climate resilience but
also perpetuates social and economic inequalities, disproportionately affecting women, Indigenous communities,
and low-income populations. These findings underscore the need for binding frameworks that specifically target
social equity within climate policies [98].

3.3. Bridging Legal Standards: Pathways for Harmonizing Human Rights, Climate Justice, and
Environmental Law

The results suggest that aligning international human rights, climate justice, and environmental law is
not only feasible but also essential for effective social equity outcomes. Current efforts to bridge these frameworks,
such as the UN's adoption of the Human Right to a Healthy Environment and the creation of the Special
Rapporteur on Human Rights and Climate Change, are promising steps. However, the analysis finds that these
initiatives remain at a preliminary stage, with limited legal teeth or international consensus to enforce them [99].

One of the most significant findings is the role of procedural rights, such as the rights to information,
participation, and access to justice, in achieving climate justice. These rights empower communities to challenge
environmental injustices and hold governments and corporations accountable. For instance, in countries where
environmental impact assessments (EIAs) include public participation, communities have successfully opposed
or mitigated environmentally harmful projects. However, without uniform standards for these procedural rights
globally, communities in low-governance areas face barriers to equitable treatment and redress.

3.4. Implications for Policy and Governance

The study’s findings highlight that policy integration is critical to achieving equitable climate outcomes.
Governments, particularly in developed countries, must prioritize commitments to climate financing, emission
reductions, and technology transfer to support vulnerable nations. This research also finds that strong legal
frameworks can create an environment for enforcing environmental laws as human rights obligations. For
instance, adopting a universal standard for climate-related human rights within environmental laws could enable
individuals and communities to seek redress for climate injustices in international courts.

Another critical finding is the role of non-state actors in advancing climate justice. International
organizations, NGOs, and Indigenous groups have been instrumental in raising awareness and advocating for
climate justice, often filling gaps left by governments. This role is essential in pushing for legal and policy reforms,
but for sustained impact, such advocacy must be matched with robust legal commitments from state actors.

3.5. Challenges and Limitations

Despite the progress in integrating climate justice into human rights and environmental law, several
challenges remain. Political resistance, economic interests, and disparities in governance capacities pose
significant barriers. Developing countries often face conflicting pressures between economic development and
environmental protection, while developed nations are reluctant to assume greater financial or emission-reduction
responsibilities. Furthermore, there is a lack of mechanisms to enforce commitments within international
environmental law, leading to inconsistencies and accountability gaps.
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The findings underscore the limitations of current international law structures in addressing climate
justice comprehensively. Although initiatives like the UN Human Rights Council’s resolutions on climate change
are essential steps forward, they are non-binding and, thus, offer limited recourse for communities suffering from
climate injustices. These limitations emphasize the need for innovative solutions, such as regional legal
frameworks and hybrid justice models, which could combine international standards with local environmental
needs and human rights practices.

This analysis shows that bridging human rights, climate justice, and environmental law is crucial for achieving
social equity in the face of climate change. Key recommendations from this study include:

1. Strengthening Binding Commitments: Developing international binding agreements that explicitly
recognize climate justice as a human rights issue.

2. Enhanced Climate Finance and Capacity Building: Prioritizing climate finance and capacity building
to support vulnerable communities in adapting to climate impacts.

3. Strengthening Procedural Rights: Ensuring that procedural rights are universally applied and enforced
to empower communities and enable access to environmental justice.

4. Expanding Role of International Courts: Encouraging international courts to hear cases on climate
justice as human rights violations, setting precedents for accountability.

5. Collaboration Among Stakeholders: Enhancing collaboration among states, non-state actors, and

Indigenous communities to address climate injustices more holistically.

Overall, this study contributes to the growing discourse on climate justice, providing insights into how
international law can evolve to address the complex intersection of human rights, climate justice, and
environmental protection. These recommendations offer pathways for policymakers and legal bodies to strengthen
protections for marginalized communities, setting a precedent for integrating social equity into global
environmental governance.

V. Conclusion

In concluding Human Rights, Climate Justice, and Environmental Law: Bridging International Legal
Standards for Social Equity,"it is clear that an integrative approach is essential to address the overlapping
challenges of human rights, climate justice, and environmental sustainability. The convergence of these areas
emphasizes the need for robust legal frameworks that prioritize social equity while mitigating the adverse impacts
of climate change on vulnerable populations.

Firstly, this work highlights that the impacts of climate change disproportionately affect marginalized
communities, which often have limited resources and political power to adapt or recover from environmental
degradation. This reality underscores the urgency of enshrining climate justice within human rights frameworks,
thereby acknowledging the right to a healthy environment as fundamental. Achieving this alignment would require
international and domestic legal standards that proactively protect these rights and hold both state and corporate
actors accountable.

Additionally, this text explores the role of environmental law as a conduit for realizing social equity in
the face of ecological challenges. Environmental laws that incorporate social justice principles not only help to
prevent environmental harm but also ensure equitable access to natural resources and decision-making processes.
Such laws must be adaptable and inclusive, involving communities most impacted by climate issues in the
formulation and implementation of policies.

Furthermore, the work suggests that bridging these international legal standards necessitates a
reevaluation of traditional environmental governance frameworks. It advocates for a shift from a state-centric
model to one that empowers local communities, integrates indigenous knowledge, and addresses the unique
vulnerabilities of those most affected by climate change. International legal instruments like the Paris Agreement,
while progressive, still require more comprehensive mechanisms to enforce climate justice and human rights
protections on a global scale.

In essence, this text calls for a multidisciplinary and collaborative approach to tackling climate injustice,
emphasizing that genuine progress will depend on harmonizing human rights, climate justice, and environmental
law. The path forward involves not only reinforcing existing legal standards but also innovating new policies that
bridge the gaps between environmental sustainability and social equity. By doing so, we can work towards a future
where environmental protection and human rights are upheld together, ensuring that the transition to a sustainable
world benefits all communities equitably.
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