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Preface

Human rights and the environment are inherently interdependent and play an integral role in achieving sustainable 
development objectives. Each human being depends on ecosystems and the services they provide, such as food, 
water, disease management, climate regulation, spiritual fulfillment, and aesthetic enjoyment. At the same time, 
efforts to promote environmental sustainability can only be effective if they occur in the context of conducive legal 
frameworks, and are greatly informed by the exercise of certain human rights, such as the rights to information, 
public participation in decision-making and access to justice. 

The linkages between human rights and the environment are multi-dimensional and reciprocal and advancing 
goals in either field has the potential to promote the achievement of goals in the other. A significant number of 
court cases, national constitutions and legislation, and international instruments have acknowledged the close 
linkages between these fields, and this is an important step towards an organic and coherent consideration of 
human rights and the environment in national and international frameworks.

The synergies between human rights and the environment have been increasing dramatically through recent 
developments. The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the United Nations Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) have strengthened their collaboration in this field. In 2012, a Joint 
Report on Human Rights and the Environment was released by OHCHR and UNEP during the United Nations 
Conference on Sustainable Development. In the same year, the United Nations Human Rights Council established, 
as part of its special procedures, an Independent Expert on human rights obligations relating to the enjoyment of 
a safe, clean, healthy and sustainable environment and appointed Professor John Knox to this position. 

UNEP and OHCHR have then undertaken to jointly work on the identification and dissemination of good practices 
in this field, which will among other things support the fulfillment of the Independent Expert’s mandate, which 
includes the identification, promotion and dissemination of good practices that relate to the use of human rights 
obligations and commitments to inform, support and strengthen environmental policy making, especially in the 
area of environmental protection.

As part of UNEP’s efforts to promote environmental sustainability and in the context of its collaboration with 
OHCHR and the Independent Expert, this compendium provides a comprehensive compilation of legal instruments 
respectively on human rights and the environment at the international and regional levels, as well as jurisprudence 
of international and regional judicial and semi-judicial bodies related to the relationship between human rights and 
the environment. The compendium aims to serve as reference material for legal professionals and policy makers 
both in the fields of environment and human rights, and to increase awareness and knowledge of the practical 
applications of the linkage between these two areas.
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