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STATEMENT OF THE NEW YORK CITY BAR ASSOCIATION
SUPPORT FOR THE FORMAL RECOGNITION BY THE UNITED NATIONS OF THE
HUMAN RIGHT TO A HEALTHY ENVIRONMENT

The New York City Bar Association expresses its support for the work of the current and
former United Nations Special Rapporteurs on human rights and the environment which has laid
the groundwork for and recommended that the United Nations formally recognize the human right
to a safe, clean, healthy and sustainable environment (more simply, the right to a healthy
environment)1, and encourages the Human Rights Council and the United Nations General
Assembly to take actions towards formal recognition of this essential human right.
The recognition of this right is imperative in an era where the harrowing effects of human
activities on the natural world are increasingly palpable as a result of climate change and air, water
and land pollution. Worldwide, air pollution alone causes seven million premature deaths
annually, including 600,000 children under the age of five.2 In the United States, more than
100,000 people die each year from air pollution related illnesses. 3 At least 75% of global food
crop types rely on animal pollination, and pollinator loss is placing $235 to $577 billion of annual
global crop output at risk.4 A staggering 40% of the global population lacks access to clean and
safe drinking water,5 and more than 80% of global wastewater is discharged back into the
environment untreated.6
Climate and weather-related disasters account for the forced
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displacement of an average of 22.5 million people each year. 7 No one will be spared from the
effects of this multidimensional environmental crisis, and the most vulnerable will continue to be
hit the hardest. As communities from New York to Alaska to the Marshall Islands find themselves
literally underwater from rising seas, extended storm seasons are making cities uninhabitable, loss
of biodiversity and entire ecosystems are placing food security at risk, and desertification is
exacerbating famine and resource wars, it has become clear that a healthy environment is the sine
qua non for the exercise of other human rights.
Of pressing concern, the current coronavirus pandemic is greatly exacerbated by
environmental conditions. During all infectious disease outbreaks, including this one, the World
Health Organization emphasizes that safe water, sanitation, and hygienic conditions are essential
to protect human health.8 However, 780 million people worldwide do not have access to an
improved water source and an estimated 2.5 billion people lack access to improved sanitation
(more than 35% of the world’s population).9 Further, new studies indicate air pollution may
increase the severity of COVID-19.10 Already vulnerable groups, who frequently bear the brunt
of environmental injustices and suffer their consequences, are affected the most by the pandemic.
The right to a healthy environment continues to develop at international, regional and
national levels, both as an implicit and explicit right along three major paths. Through the process
of “greening” human rights, treaty bodies, regional tribunals, special rapporteurs, and other
international human rights bodies have elaborated on the fundamental importance of a healthy
environment for the full enjoyment of other human rights, such as the rights to life, health, food,
water, and sanitation.11 Another critical development is the recognition of the right to a healthy
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environment at the national and regional levels. 12 Last but not least, the inclusion of procedural
rights in environmental treaties is used to advance the rights to public participation in
environmental decision-making, and access to environmental information and justice. 13 The time
has come for the United Nations to acknowledge and amplify existing global efforts, and to
explicitly advance the right to a healthy environment. A United Nations General Assembly
resolution would advance this important notion that each and every human being has the right to
live in an environment that creates a foundation for a dignified and fulfilling life.
Environmental degradation is a human rights issue. Recognition by the United Nations of
the human right to a healthy environment will have a measurable impact on everything from
curbing emissions to preserving ecosystems to protecting human health.
ABOUT THE ASSOCIATION
The New York City Bar Association (the “City Bar” or the “Association”) is an
independent, non-governmental organization with more than 25,000 members including lawyers,
judges, law professors, law students and government officials from the United States and over 50
countries. Founded in 1870, the Association has a long history of dedication to promoting the rule
of law, reform of the law and access to justice in support of a fair society. The International
Environmental Law Committee monitors, reports on, and responds to legal developments in the
field of International Environmental Law. The African Affairs Committee investigates and reports
on legal and policy developments in Africa. The Inter-American Affairs Committee provides a
forum for members of the Association interested in investigating, engaging in and contributing to
legal, political, economic and social issues affecting international affairs in the Western
Hemisphere. The International Human Rights Committee focuses on strengthening the rule of law
across the globe and promoting adherence to international human rights law, and has a long history
of promotion of human rights standards both inside and outside of the United States. The United
Nations Committee monitors developments at the United Nations and related agencies, advocates
for the promotion of the rule of law within the United Nations, and aids committees in addressing
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United Nations-related issues. And the Business and Human Rights Working Group was
established to examine the intersection between business practices and human rights.
HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE HUMAN RIGHT TO THE ENVIRONMENT
At the international level, the concept of a human right to a healthy environment did not
begin to take hold until well after the adoption of the International Bill of Rights: the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights; the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights; and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. This is attributed to lack of
awareness at the time of adoption of these central human rights documents of the scale of
environmental challenges facing humanity. 14 The modern environmental movement that brought
to light environmental concerns from the perspective of environmental quality and ecology, as
opposed to efficient development and use of material resources, began to take shape later. Indeed,
Rachel Carson, the American marine biologist and writer who helped initiate the ecology
movement with her 1962 book Silent Spring, has been credited as the first advocate for a human
right to a healthy environment, urging the United States to adopt the right soon before she died of
cancer in the early 1960s.15
The first formal international recognition of links between human rights and a healthy
environment originated from the Stockholm Declaration adopted at the United Nations Conference
on the Human Environment in 1972. Principle 1 of this declaration states: “Man has a fundamental
right to freedom, equality and adequate conditions of life, in an environment of a quality that
permits a life of dignity and well-being, and he bears a solemn responsibility to protect and
improve the environment for present and future generations.” The United Nations General
Assembly reaffirmed this approach in 1990 further stating that “a better and healthier environment
can contribute to the full enjoyment of rights by all” and recognizing that “all individuals are
entitled to live in an environment adequate for their health and well-being.”16 Since the Stockholm
Declaration, the right to a healthy environment has gained a broad legal and public recognition at
the national and regional levels. Portugal and Spain became the first two countries to formally
include the right in their constitutions, in 1976 and 1978 respectively. Today, more than 80 percent
of Member States of the United Nations (156 out of 193) legally recognize the right to a safe,
clean, healthy and sustainable environment.17
In 2012, the Human Rights Council appointed the first Independent Expert (and, in 2015,
the first Special Rapporteur) under a mandate to examine human rights obligations related to the
enjoyment of a healthy environment, and to identify and promote best practices on the use of
human rights obligations and commitments to inform, support and strengthen environmental
policymaking. The initial holder of the mandate, John H. Knox, developed a series of reports that
emphasized the interdependency of human rights and the environment; mapped the human rights
obligations relating to the environment in more detail; identified good practices in the use of these
14
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obligations, including, specifically, in the areas of climate change and human rights, biodiversity
and human rights, and children’s rights and the environment; and provided recommendations on
the implementation of the human rights obligations relating to the environment. 18 This work
concluded with the development of 16 framework principles that set out basic obligations of the
States under human rights law as they relate to the enjoyment of a healthy environment. 19
In 2018, Knox and his successor David R. Boyd (appointed in 2018) presented their joint
Special Rapporteur’s report to the General Assembly in October 2018, and formally recommended
that the United Nations recognize the human right to a healthy environment. 20 Importantly, the
report emphasized that, as demonstrated by the Special Rapporteur’s work, “the human right to a
healthy environment is not an empty vessel waiting to be filled; on the contrary, its content has
already been exhaustively discussed, debated, defined and clarified over the past 45 years. ”21
Special Rapporteur Boyd is gathering a coalition of supportive States with the goal of
calling on the Human Rights Council and the United Nations General Assembly to pass formal
resolutions recognizing the human right to a healthy environment in the fall of 2020. In parallel,
he continues his work on developing the substantive elements of the right which include: clean air,
a safe climate, access to safe water and adequate sanitation, healthy and sustainably produced food,
non-toxic environments in which to live, work, study and play, and healthy biodiversity and
ecosystems.22
ADOPTION OF THE RESOLUTION RECOGNIZING THE HUMAN RIGHT TO A
HEALTHY ENVIRONMENT WOULD HAVE TANGIBLE BENEFITS
A. Establishing a unified international foundation for the environmental rule of law
There has never been a more appropriate time for the United Nations to recognize the
human right to a healthy environment. The past several years have demonstrated that the current
18
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existing patchwork of environmental laws, regulations, and treaties is insufficient to adequately
slow climate change or mitigate its most disastrous consequences. 23 More is needed, on the local,
national and international level. While recognition of a human right to a healthy environment is
no panacea, it would create a necessary foundation for the further development of legal, political,
and ethical frameworks for the protection of the environment and related human rights. This is
not merely speculative. Indeed, the positive impacts resulting from the United Nations’ adoption
of other human rights, such as the rights to water and sanitation,24 as well as the effects of different
nation states adopting the right to a healthy environment in their national constitutions, are
evident.25
B. Delivering a strong impetus for the national enactment of the human right to a
healthy environment and further development of existing environmental
frameworks
While itself good practice that would complement and reinforce existing regional and
national norms and jurisprudence, the broader effects of the United Nations recognizing a human
right to a healthy environment would be myriad.26 The international recognition will serve as a
strong impetus to countries that have yet to enact the right in their national laws. Further, as the
Special Rapporteur’s findings show,27 when the right has been adopted on the national level, it has
been followed by strengthened environmental laws, policies and regulations, which focused not
only on substantive elements of environmental rights, but also on the procedural elements thereof,
including the public’s access to environmental information, the democratization of environmental
decision-making, and environmental justice initiatives. Legislatures have also subsequently
screened other new laws and regulations to ensure they do not infringe on the right to a healthy
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environment. Further, recognition of the right will lead to improved implementation of
environmental laws and regulations, and better enforcement outcomes.
These positive consequences contribute to improved environmental quality, increased
international cooperation, and faster progress towards emission targets. The recognition of the
human right to a healthy environment creates a sturdy floor for environmental protection,
supporting stronger environmental laws and preventing rollbacks to existing protections. In the
United States, where the right to a healthy environment is not recognized on the federal level, the
importance of this floor has been laid bare by the rollback of environmental regulations occurring
with alarming speed in recent years. 28 Despite undisputed recognition that poor environmental
conditions have serious consequences on human health, these rollbacks continue to devalue the
environment while we experience the negative impacts that existing environmental conditions are
having on the current COVID-19 public health crisis.29
C. Increasing public awareness and involvement in environmental issues
The benefits of the United Nations recognizing the right would not be confined to the
realms of legislation and enforcement. Recognition of the right to a healthy environment serves
to raise public awareness about environmental issues, increasing environmental education , and
public involvement. This will lead to increased accountability for those who attempt to flout or
weaken environmental protections, and also serve to give greater visibility to environmental
injustices. Emphasizing that the right to a healthy environment is an inalienable human right also
gives increased credibility and validation to all of the individuals and communities seeking to
preserve vulnerable ecosystems and protect the health of their communities. This is particularly
important for those environmental defenders on the front lines, who have been targeted with
alarming levels of violence and criminalization--it has been estimated that over three are murdered
per week.30 Adopting the right to a healthy environment would also be a formal recognition of the
interconnection between environmental laws and human health. The COVID-19 pandemic has
demonstrated the horrendous health consequences of long-term exposure to airborne pollutants, as
well as the enormous economic consequences that can follow.

As of May 2020, “more than 60 environmental rules and regulations [have been] officially reversed, revoked or
otherwise rolled back,” with 34 additional rollbacks in progress. The rollbacks include everything from weakening
limits on carbon dioxide emission to many other rules governing clean air, water and toxic chemicals. See, e.g.,
Nadja Popovich, Livia Albeck-Ripka, and Kendra Pierre-Louis, “The Trump Administration Is Reversing 100
Environmental Rules. Here’s the Full List,” NY Times (May 20, 2020),
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/climate/trump-environment-rollbacks.html (last updated July 15, 2020).
For an updated Regulatory Rollback Tracker, see Regulatory Rollback Tracker,
https://eelp.law.harvard.edu/regulatory-rollback-tracker/.
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D. Linking Business and Human Rights framework to environmental impacts
The international recognition of the right to a healthy environment will create a strong basis
for this right to be protected and respected within the framework of the United Nations Guiding
Principles on Business and Human Rights. 31 This should lead to better protections and remedies
against harmful environmental impacts caused by businesses, particularly as environmental
exploitation is frequently at its worst in states where the rule of law is weakest.
E. Articulating the importance of the right to a healthy environment for achieving
the Sustainable Development Goals
As an internationally recognized human right, the importance of the right to a healthy
environment will be elevated and more easily articulated and advanced in other international
forums. This articulation will also contribute to the discussion around the United Nation’s 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development and facilitate the realization of the Sustainable Development
Goals.
UN RECOGNITION OF THE HUMAN RIGHT TO A HEALTHY ENVIRONMENT IS
IMPORTANT FOR THE SUPPORT AND ADVANCEMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL
PROTECTION AT THE FEDERAL LEVEL, IN NEW YORK STATE AND NEW YORK
CITY
The United States has human rights obligations relating to the enjoyment of a healthy
environment, as set forth in Special Rapporteur Knox’s framework principles, despite the lack of
recognition of the right to a healthy environment at the federal level. However, these obligations
remain purely declaratory against the backdrop of the “pre-ecological” nature of the United States
Constitution, which makes no provisions for environmental concerns, 32 lack of support from the
courts in advancing environmental rights,33 and the absence of an enforcement framework at the
international level. Federal statutes, regulations, and the Environmental Protection Agency have
not proven to be reliable legal guarantors for environmental protection, as evidenced by the
aforementioned environmental rollbacks. In this context, developing a robust international
framework is important in advancing the enforcement of human rights obligations relating to the
enjoyment of a safe, clean, healthy and sustainable environment. Formal legal recognition of the
human right to a healthy environment by the United Nations would form a basis for such a
framework.
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United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, HR/PUB/11/04 (2011),
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Further, the impact of the United Nations’ adoption of a human right to a healthy
environment will be felt in New York State and New York City. In 2019, the New York State
legislature passed the Green Amendment (S.2072/A.2064), a proposed amendment to the New
York State Constitution that would guarantee that “each person shall have the right to clean air
and water, and a healthful environment.” In order for the State Constitution to be amended, the
legislation must be passed again in the 2021 legislative session, and then pass a statewide voter
referendum. Recognition of the right by the United Nations General Assembly will further
strengthen the basis for inclusion of the human right to a healthy environment in the New York
State Constitution.34 This, in turn, would have all of the benefits enumerated above.
New York City, for its part, has already committed to the principles of international
agreements, and in pledging to do its part to keep global temperatures from rising more than 1.5
degrees Celsius in line with the Paris Agreement, the City has highlighted the Agreement’s human
rights imperatives.35 In June 2019, the City Council passed a resolution declaring a climate
emergency and calling for an immediate emergency mobilization to restore a safe climate, which
recognized, among other things, that “[p]eople around the world have a fundamental human right
to clean, healthy and adequate air, water, land, food, education, healthcare, and shelter.” 36
Recognition of the right by the United Nations General Assembly would further bolster the City’s
position, and contribute to increased awareness of the right within New York City’s communities
and businesses.
CONCLUSION
This statement supports the Special Rapporteur’s recommendation to recognize the human
right to a healthy environment and emphasizes that the international recognition of the human right
to a healthy environment will create a unified foundation at the international level for advancing
the environmental rule of law and environmental justice globally, regionally and nationally. T he
New York City Bar Association further calls for:
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the Human Rights Council and United Nations General Assembly to adopt, before the
end of 2020, resolutions recognizing the human right to a healthy environment;



the United States Permanent Representative to the United Nations to work towards
enabling the United Nations General Assembly to adopt a resolution recognizing the
human right to a healthy environment; and



the American Bar Association and other state bar associations to (i) express their
support for the recognition by the United Nations General Assembly of the human right
to a healthy environment and (ii) urge their legislatures to consider Green amendments
to states constitutions that would guarantee each person the right to clean air and water
and a healthful environment.
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