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  Right to Health* 

The International Student and Youth Movement for the United Nations (ISMUN), in 
cooperation with International-Lawyers.Org (INTLawyers), submit this written Statement 
to the 23rd Regular Session of the Human Rights Council on the topic of the human right to 
health. 

The Statement recounts the threat to human health posed by climate change and some of the 
international action that has or has not been taken to address this matter, including action by 
the Human Rights Council. Finally, it calls on the Council to take stronger action to 
encourage States to protect all peoples human right to health from the impacts of climate 
change by, primarily but not exclusively, creating the post of a Special Rapporteur on 
human rights and climate change and encouraging the World Health Organization’s (WHO) 
World Health Assembly to take specific action committing the WHO to implementation of 
the rights-based approach to health. 

  Background  

The threat to human rights caused by climate change is widely recognized. The 2007 
Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change1 indicated the urgent need to 
take action to limit the emissions of anthropogenic gases into the atmosphere and the UN 
Human Rights Council has repeatedly recognized the serious threat posed by climate 
change to the human rights of people everywhere.2  

In no insignificant part this is a threat to the human right to health. The Atlas of Health and 
Climate published jointly by the World Meteorological Organization and the World Health 
Organization states that  

Human health is profoundly affected by weather and climate. Extreme weather events kill 
tens of thousands of people every year and undermine the physical and psychological health 
of millions. Droughts directly affect nutrition and the incidence of diseases associated with 
malnutrition. Floods and cyclones can trigger outbreaks of infectious diseases and damage 
hospitals and other health infrastructure, overwhelming health services just when they are 
needed most.3   

Climate change could be the biggest global health threat of the 21st century, according to 
the WHO.4 Effects of climate change on health will be felt by most populations in the next 
decades and put the lives and wellbeing of billions of people at increased risk. However, it 
will be the poorest and most vulnerable populations that will suffer the worst effects of 
climate change. An average global temperature of more than 1.5°C will cause serious 

  
 * The International Lawyers.Org., an NGO without consultative status, also shares the views expressed 

in this statement.   

 1 The Report consists of three main volumes under the umbrella title Climate Change 2007, all 
available from Cambridge University Press and all published in 2007, namely, IPCC, Climate Change 
2007 - The Physical Science Basis Contribution of Working Group I to the Fourth Assessment Report 
of the IPCC; Climate Change 2007 - Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability Contribution of Working 
Group II to the Fourth Assessment Report of the IPCC; Climate Change 2007 - Mitigation of Climate 
Change Contribution of Working Group III to the Fourth Assessment Report of the IPCC. 

 2 HRC Res. 18/22 (7 October 2011), HRC Res. 10/4 (25 March 2009) and HRC Res. 7/23 (28 March 
2008). 

 3 World Health Organization and World Meteorological Organization, Atlas of Health and Climate 4 
(2012). 
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interference with the human rights of tens of millions of sub-Saharan Africans during the 
rest of the 21st Century. 

There are numerous pathways, both direct and indirect, through which global health will be 
affected by climate change, such as changing patterns of disease. There will be greater 
geographic spread of a whole range of diseases, like dengue fever and malaria, which have 
already started to move to areas, which were never affected before, as a direct result of 
climate change.5 This is the case for malaria, which, for example, in Kenya has spread to 
low-laying humid areas, to highlands, exposing an increased number of people to the 
disease. This endangers an additional 9 million people to the disease.6 

Furthermore, natural phenomena such as heat waves, which can appear to be relatively 
benign, can have devastating effects as we saw in 2003 in Europe. It is estimated the 
approximately 70 000 people died7 as a result of the aforementioned heath wave. The 
victims were for the most part the most vulnerable members of society, such as the elderly, 
infants, homeless people and the chronically ill. It is known that as temperatures climb, the 
frequency and intensity of heat waves increases correspondingly8, thus endangering 
thousands of people.  

However, it is likely that water and food security will have the severest effects on health. 
This is largely because crops and crop yields are highly sensitive to temperature 
fluctuations, which will result in hunger, malnutrition and famines.  A 2009 study estimated 
that crop production could decrease by 12% in Sub Saharan Africa in the coming 50 years.9 
Such predictions could have catastrophic effects on local populations, not only in the form 
of famine, but also in the form of wars and conflicts over scarce resources and mass 
migrations, which will have international ramifications.  

Moreover, those living in vulnerable shelters and human settlements will likely suffer the 
effects of climate change and extreme climatic events. The increase in extreme weather 
events, which we have witnessed over the last two decades, especially in low-laying coastal 
areas has terrible effects on people living in human settlements. According to the World 
Health Organizations, “[b]ecause climate change is associated with more extreme 
precipitation events and rising sea-levels, cities will also experience more severe and more 
frequent flooding. Urbanization creates flood-prone conditions by covering the ground with 
pavement and buildings, and by building urban drains, causing runoff water to move more 
rapidly into rivers than under natural conditions. The urban poor build houses of weak, 
inadequate materials, often against hillsides that are subject to landslides during heavy 
rains.” 

An advocacy and public health movement is needed urgently to bring together 
governments, international agencies, non-governmental organizations, communities, and 
academics from all disciplines and from all areas of the world to adapt to the effects of 
climate change on health.  

  

 5 Chaves, L.F., et al, “Climate Change and Highland Malaria: Fresh Air for a Hot Debate,” 85(1) The 
Quarterly Review of Biology 27 (2010). 

 6 "Kenya Malaria Fact Sheet." Kenya Malaria Fact Sheet. <http://www.kemri.org/index.php/help-
desk/search/diseases-a-conditions/29-malaria/113-kenya-malaria-fact-sheet> Web. 01 May 2013. 

 7 Comptes Rendus Biologies 331 (2): 171–178. "Death toll exceeded 70,000 in Europe during the 
summer of 2003".  Robine, Jean-Marie; Siu Lan K. Cheung, Sophie Le Roy, Herman Van Oyen, 
Clare Griffiths, Jean-Pierre Michel, François Richard Herrmann, 2008. Web. 30 Apr. 2013. 

 8 United States Environmental Protection Agency, <http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/impacts-
adaptation/health.html>. Web. 30 Apr 2013.  

 9 Keane, Jodie, Sheila Page, and Jane Kennan. “Climate Change, Agriculture and Aid for Trade.” 
ICTSD-IPC Platform on Climate Change, Agriculture and Trade 2009. 0. 
<http://ictsd.org/downloads/2009/10/draft-ictsd-ipc-paper.pdf>. Web. 30 Apr 2013 
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The best available sciences repeatedly shows that we are unleashing a train of natural 
events which we will not be able to control and which will have catastrophic effects on the 
world population. The facts are widely established by numerous institutions and scientists. 
Increasingly the dialogue between those negotiating climate change treaties is about the 
well being of the planet and the individual, as a key driver for addressing climate change.  

This is why having a “rights based approach” to health is so important and would have 
significant positive effects. A HRBA to health recognizes that every human being is 
endowed with human rights. More specifically, a human rights based approach to health 
would reframe basic needs as health rights, meaning, becoming healthy and remaining so is 
regarded not merely as a medical, technical or economic problem, but as a question of 
social justice and concrete government obligations. This includes more attention to the 
needs and rights of the most vulnerable without discrimination.   

  Lack of necessary action 

At the moment the international processes to act to protect the right to health of persons 
from the threat posed by climate change are not functioning effectively. There is no 
agreement to take the action that is necessary to mitigate deterioration of the atmosphere 
that will lead to serious health problems. The new Green Climate Fund does not envision a 
window for health at the moment. Even the already existing Adaptation Fund is not 
functioning effectively. While health is now prominent on the post-2015 development 
agenda, it is in vague terms that neither reflects the need to take resources requirements into 
account nor that there is a human right to health. The Human Rights Council can contribute 
to remedying each of these deficiencies by taking action on both health and climate change. 
Sometimes this will require joint action, such as calling on the Special Rapporteur on the 
right to the highest attainable standard of mental and physical health to update this 
mandate’s work on the right to health and climate change and to engage with States to draw 
their attention to the threats to health that are posed by climate change and the needs for 
appropriate action to address these threats. Additional action, such as appointing a Special 
Rapporteur on human rights and climate change is another type of action that can address 
the ‘health threats’ that so many people are facing.  

  Call for action on the human right to health 

More needs to be done to highlight the importance of the human right to health and to 
protect it. As climate change likely poses the greatest threat to human rights of so many 
people in the rest of this century, it is an appropriate issue on which to focus attention. The 
Human Rights Council is recommended to: 

• Create the post of Special Rapporteur on human rights and climate change; 

• Encourage the WHO’s World Health Assembly to take specific action committing 
the WHO to implementation of the rights-based approach to health. 

• Encourage WHO and its Member States to promote the creation of a window for 
health financing in the Green Climate Fund. 

• Encourage States to ensure that the right to health is adequately recognized, 
including the duties to cooperate and provide financial resources where needed, in 
the post-2015 development agenda.  

• Request the Special Rapporteur on the right to the highest attainable standard of 
mental and physical health to update this mandates work on climate change and the 
human right to health. 

    


