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A young girl sits on a jerry can, as her mother fills up another with water, near 

the town of Jowhar, Somalia. The area around Jowhar has experienced large 

amounts of flooding, completely blocking off the town from main roads and 

forcing thousands to flee their homes and seek shelter on higher ground.  



In a report released earlier this year, 

Philip Alston, the UN Special Rapporteur 

on extreme poverty and human rights, 

declared: “Climate change threatens the future 

of human rights and risks undoing the last 50 

years of progress in development, global health 

and poverty reduction.” 

His sobering report shows that, even in 

a best-case scenario, climate change will 

continue to have a devastating impact on the 

human rights of those who live in poverty, 

with millions facing forced migration, food 

insecurity, disease or death. Those who have 

contributed least to global carbon emissions 

are usually those on the front line, suffering the 

worst effects of climate change while being the 

least able to protect themselves. 

“We risk a ‘climate apartheid’ scenario, 

where the wealthy pay to escape overheating, 

hunger and conflict while the rest of the world 

is left to suffer,” said Alston.

Climate change and human rights are 

issues that sit high on the agenda of any 

business that operates sustainably. The 

notion that they are closely linked is not new 

– back in 2010, Mary Robinson, former UN 

High Commissioner for Human Rights and 

founder of the Mary Robinson Foundation 

for Climate Justice, described climate change 

as “the biggest human rights issue of the 21st 

century”. Five years later, the Paris Agreement 

on climate change made explicit reference to 

the coalescence of climate change and human 

rights, calling on governments to “respect, 

promote and consider their respective 

obligations on human rights.”

However, while there is now universal 

recognition that climate change and human 

rights are connected, this is not yet reflected in 

legislation. “The UK prides itself on fairly good 

climate change regulation, which is good,” says 

Climate change, a human rights issue
Climate change and human rights can no longer be approached as separate issues. With every 

passing year, the consequences of our changing climate threaten a widening range of fundamental 

human rights. And with regulation lagging behind, companies are taking the initiative to address the 

interlinked nature of these issues

Above: Children are forced to wear masks due to the toxic 
smoke from peat land fires in Palangka Raya, Central 
Kalimantan (Aulia Erlangga/CIFOR)  



Paul Simpson, CEO of global environmental 

disclosure platform CDP. “But I don’t see the 

government linking it with human rights.” 

And while the Modern Slavery Act in the UK 

has effectively forced companies to go public 

on their performance (or lack of performance) 

in the human rights space, it is not an over-

arching piece of legislation either.  

Simpson says that, in terms of mitigation, 

climate change is fairly simple, as it involves 

evaluating greenhouse gas emissions. 

Evaluating human rights, on the other hand, 

can be far more complicated. 

“There are fundamental human rights and 

then there are different norms in different 

countries and regions, one has to be sensitive 

about that,”  he says. 

In places like Europe, the legal framework 

makes it straightforward for companies to fulfil 

key human rights obligations, such as no forced 

labour or no child labour. Things become 

more problematic when operating in countries 

where the existing legislation is not particularly 

protective of individual workers’ rights.

Leading companies are often ahead of 

governments in their response to both issues. 

“Some 650 companies have committed to a 

science-based target of 2ºC or 1.5ºC when only 

three governments in the world have an NDC of 

1.5ºC,” says Simpson. “And in terms of human 

rights, many leading businesses are treating 

humans in a better way than the law.”  

Multinational company L’Oréal has 

integrated the previously separate strands of 

climate change and human rights within its 

corporate business model. The company’s 

umbrella concept of ‘Sharing beauty with 

all’ has six key commitments for 2020, 

incorporating both issues and cascading down 

to specific, measurable targets.

“We are continually monitoring progress,” 

explains Geoff Skingsley, Chairman of L’Oréal 

UKI.  Each L’Oreal brand is charged with 

improving its environmental footprint with 

every launch it makes and the company ensures 

that its employees have their basic human 

rights protected – in Pakistan, for example, 

L’Oreal workers have virtually the same internal 

benefits that they have in the UK. 

Aside from legislation, there are a number of 

external factors that drive companies to address 

climate change and human rights issues. 

Reputation is a key consideration, with pressure 

from the expectations of consumers and 

other stakeholders growing. Young people are 

mobilising as never before, with a groundswell 

of global activism changing the way in which the 

young think about companies. 

And, of course, risk is a significant driver - 

we are seeing evidence of this already in the 

US, where a number of states and cities have 

launched lawsuits against Exxon Mobil. CDP’s 

Simpson says more of these cases will come. 

“Mark Carney firmly believes there is liability 

risk for big companies when it comes to climate 

Above: Burmese migrant workers at a sewing factory in Mae 
Sot province. Long working hours and poor rates of pay 
mean most only manage to survive from day to day  
(UN Women/Piyavit Thongsa-Ard)

Ultimately, the best 
businesses will not wait 
for regulation but will 
instead strive to lead 
progress on human 
rights and climate action



change,” says Simpson. Those suffering from a 

lack of climate justice will seek compensation 

from those they believe are responsible. 

Simpson recently travelled to the Bahamas, 

where he saw first-hand the suffering of those 

living there. “People are angry,” he says. “Their 

islands have been destroyed, their lives have 

been destroyed. They want compensation and, 

quite frankly, retribution.” 

And large companies should be wary: 

CDP analysis shows that 100 of the world’s 

largest companies are responsible for 71% 

of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions. 

“Those businesses have a real liability risk,” 

says Simpson. “I’m not saying it will ever be 

realised, but when the Governor of the Bank 

of England starts to talk about this, it’s really 

changing the dynamics.” 

Rae Lindsay, Partner at international law 

firm Clifford Chance, points out there is 

a distinction between accountability and 

liability for things that have happened in  

the past – for example, if behaviour was lawful 

and consistent with government policy at  

the time. 

“Certainly, recognising the impacts is 

a driver for corporate behaviour and due 

diligence going forward,” she says. “But 

it’s difficult to see what the actual legal 

responsibilities of companies are with respect 

to specific impacts. A lot of human rights 

impacts that are going to occur may not 

actually be linked to something that company 

has done.” 

Lindsay acknowledges that if a company 

is creating impacts through mitigating or 

adapting its business to deal with climate 

issues, it has a responsibility to address 

them. “What’s more problematic is if you 

are operating within communities that are 

impacted by the mitigation and adaptation 

strategies of governments or other 

businesses,” she says. But even if companies 

can navigate the legal minefield and avoid 

liability, reputational damage still remains  

a risk.

Ultimately, the best businesses will not wait 

for regulation but will instead strive to lead 

progress on human rights and climate action. 

L’Oreal’s Geoff Skingsley believes that to 

achieve this, a combination of CEO conviction 

and employee engagement is essential. 

“Innovation will follow if those two 

things are in place,” he says. “If you have 

commitment from the top, then that will 

move resources within the organisation.” n 

  

 

Mark Carney, Governor of the Bank of England, making his 
famous ’Tragedy of the Horizon’ speech at Lloyd’s of London 
on 29 September 2015, in which he said “once climate 
change becomes a defining issue for financial stability, it 
may already be too late.” (Bank of England)

Below: Les Cayes, Haiti, in the aftermath of Hurricane 
Matthew, the category 4 storm that made landfall in the 
country on 4 October 2016 (UN Photo/Logan Abassi)




