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Office of the High Commissioner 
for Human Rights
G e n e v a
Information from the Government of Ukraine

in response to the request of the United Nations Human Rights Council Special Rapporteur in the Field of Cultural Rights on the impact of climate change on culture, protection of cultural property and cultural rights

Negative impacts of climate change on culture and cultural rights

1. What negative impacts of climate change on culture, heritage and the enjoyment of cultural rights by all have been documented in your context? Are particular groups, such as women, persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples, rural persons or peasants, and youth or future generations, as well as cultural practitioners being impacted in specific and disproportionate ways? What efforts are being undertaken to inventory and monitor such impacts?

In terms of negative effects of climate change on global warming and based on the research and monitoring conducted by the specialized scientific institutions, we can note the following.

According to research by the Institute of Geological Sciences of the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine (IGS), the groundwater level in Ukraine is unstable and depends directly on climatic conditions, in particular on climate warming, solar activity, soil freezing. As a consequence of this, the development of non-uniform deformations in the foundations of the architectural objects, the appearance of the cracks on sites, building tilts and landslides have been observed. Rising groundwater levels increase the seismic activity, which is a dangerous factor for resistance of structures of the wooden architectural sites.

Climate change is accompanied by an increase in the frequency of atmospheric phenomena such as extreme rainfall, snowfall, hurricanes and rapid weather changes. The temperature and humidity rise has a negative impact not only on the buildings themselves, but also on the monumental painting and exhibits.

Due to the gradual destruction of green spaces, compacting of urban development and climate warming, the formation of heat islands and surface overheating is observed and evidenced by space imagery. This forces the physical and chemical processes that accelerate the aging and destruction of monuments.

The main factors for increasing the surface temperature in the cities are compacted urban constructions, changes in the geometry of the city, reduction of green spaces, replacement of the natural surface of the soil with artificial impermeable materials.

All of this can lead to the destruction of cultural heritage sites. 2019 was the most anomalous year so far in terms of weather conditions and was characterized by a large number of extreme marks ​​related to global warming.

2. Are cultural sites or resources which are critical to participation in cultural life identified as being threatened due to climate change and if so, how? What processes are used to analyse the risk of harm or inaccessibility to these areas and resources? Are records being kept about these risks and impacts?

In Ukraine, individual researches are periodically carried out in this area. For example, the Center for Environmental Initiatives Ecoaction, funded by the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA) through the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (SSNC), conducted a framework research entitled “Water is close. Climate change in Ukraine” to demonstrate the possible consequences of rising sea levels due to climate change for Ukraine. The results of the research showed that historic and cultural heritage, such as the Ancient City of Tauric Chersonese, included in the UNESCO World Heritage List, may be in the floodplain forecast area.

3. Please provide examples of specific natural resources, local sites used for cultural practices or seasonal patterns that influence the ability to participate in diverse aspects of cultural life that may be subject to volatility due to climate change. Consider also diffuse geographical features or resources that may be at risk and are definitive or influential in the practice and development of culture on either a collective or individual basis.

Increasing threat of catastrophic floods in the Carpathians has affected the Ancient and Primeval Beech Forests of the Carpathians, included in the UNESCO World Heritage List and characterized by an extreme diversity of flora and fauna.

Large-scale fires are a serious problem in the historical and ethnographic land of the Ukrainian Polissia. Due to the rather warm winter of 2019/2020 and the lack of spring rain in the Ukrainian Polissia in 2020, fires have already destroyed more than 2 thousand hectares of forest, dozens of locations, caused the mass extinction of wild animals and the resettlement of residents of several villages.

Other negative effects of global warming in Ukraine include flooding of coastal territories, increase in the frequency and duration of droughts, drying up of rivers and water reservoirs. All of these factors cause instability and adversely affect the ability of the population to participate in various aspects of the cultural life and to develop cultural traditions of the region of their permanent residence.

Positive potential of culture and cultural rights to enhance responses to climate change

4. What are ways in which culture and cultural resources, such as traditional knowledge, are being used to mitigate and/or adapt in the face of climate change? Where available, please share examples of best practices for applying traditional knowledge and cultural practices, such as those of indigenous peoples, peasants and fisher people, including traditional fire management and agricultural techniques that should be considered in developing mitigation and adaptation responses. What is being done to inventory and preserve such cultural resources that could be useful to addressing climate change?

Ukraine's cultural institutions have taken on the role of helping and/or adapting tools needed to face the climate change and have become a platform for eco-education and support for community-based environmental initiatives. Many libraries have opened spaces to collect hazardous waste (such as batteries) and recyclable materials (paper, plastic bottle lids, etc.). Cultural institutions are actively involved in initiative aimed at greening their communities and promoting responsible treatment of natural resources. Several museums have held thematic exhibitions and interactive seminars on climate change, such as the exhibition in the Ivano-Frankivsk Local History Museum “Plus 1°C. Climate change in the language of cartoonists of Ukraine and Sweden” or an interactive seminar on “Climate Change and Our Mountains”.
In terms of these measures taken by cultural institutions, the issue of climate change plays a role of a multiplier for the expansion of knowledge on a number of environmental problems with a potential to create negative effects on traditional culture and cultural heritage.
5. What are the diverse legal frameworks, trends and practices at the national and international levels that promote intervention from across the cultural ecosystem, including by cultural rights defenders and cultural practitioners, as well as women, persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples, rural people and peasants, and youth, in addressing disparate impacts and influencing decisions around climate change mitigation and adaptation? What are the challenges to such inclusivity and how are they being addressed?

There is no particular legal framework in Ukraine that would determine the involvement of different actors in the cultural ecosystem or in influencing decisions on climate change mitigation and adaptation. However, eco-activists, librarians and cultural heritage activists are engaging in global trends and practices in the form of rallies and discussions on climate change adaptation and mitigation.

6. What opportunities are available for people to publicly engage in cultural life in ways that demonstrate contemporary cultural shifts in response to climate change? Are there currently visible signs of cultural change underway? What factors might impede such practice of cultural life?

Ukraine, unlike some other territories in the world, is at the initial stage of exposure to the constant, rather than periodic, effects of global climate change. Accordingly, the situation in Ukraine is not characterized by the presence of established contemporary cultural shifts or visible signs of cultural changes in response to climate change. At the same time, ideas about the need to digitize cultural heritage monuments are increasingly emerging to prevent the probability of complete loss of information about cultural heritage objects.

7. In what capacities do experts from across the field of culture and climate interact and exchange knowledge at the national or international levels? For example, are experts from various cultural fields involved in relevant climate change policy? Are climate change experts engaging with the cultural sectors, and if so how?

Ukraine has ratified a number of regulations on various aspects of global climate change, including the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Paris Agreement to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change,  2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Among the national initiatives worth highlighting are the Concept of Implementation of the State Policy on Climate Change for the Period until 2030 and corresponding Action Plan for Implementation of the Concept. However, none of these documents address the problem of the negative impact of climate change on culture, cultural traditions, cultural heritage and cultural human rights. Accordingly, the practice of involvement of experts from different cultural fields in the formulation and implementation of appropriate climate change policies is not yet established currently, and there is no direct cooperation between climate change experts and representatives of the cultural sectors.

Instead, special events are periodically organized at the activist level where cultural and climate change experts can interact and share knowledge (for example, annual non-commercial international climate forum Power Shift, annual All-Ukrainian Climate March, various seminars and roundtables, etc.).
Measures taken and recommendations

8. Are affected persons and groups being consulted and enabled to participate in discussions related to climate policy and climate action?

Consultations on minimizing the impact of global warming and its various threats on heritage sites are regularly held with leading institutions of the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine. Discussions related to climate policy and action are regularly addressed at roundtables and scientific conferences. All stakeholders, including affected persons and groups, are invited to participate in discussions related to climate policy and activities on climate change, as well as discuss draft legislation on climate issues.

9. Are cultural rights defenders who are working on climate-related harms to culture and cultural rights facing specific challenges in their work, and are they at particular risk of threats, harassment and human rights violations? If so, how should these human rights defenders be better protected and supported?

Specific challenges faced by cultural rights defenders who are working on climate-related impact on culture and cultural rights include the absence of consistent support on behalf of local governments or local executive authorities as well as lack of legal acts that directly address the impact of climate change on culture, the realization of cultural rights (including access to cultural objects of national minorities), and the preservation of cultural heritage.

At the same time, there have been no specific cases of harassment or violations of human rights against cultural rights defenders reported. 

10. Has your country adopted specific regulations or measure to address the negative impacts of climate change on culture and cultural rights? If so, please specify the content of such regulation and measures. Is a human rights approach taken to these questions?

There are no normative legal acts in Ukraine's legislation which directly take into account the impact of climate change on culture, the realization of cultural rights (including access to cultural objects of national minorities), and the preservation of cultural heritage.

At the same time, it is necessary to mention the following acts of the legislation of Ukraine, which are indirectly related to the mentioned issues:

1. The Law of Ukraine “On Environmental Impact Assessment”;

2. The Law of Ukraine “On Strategic Environmental Assessment”;

3. Basic Principles (strategy) of the State Environmental Policy of Ukraine until 2030, approved by the Law of Ukraine of February 28, 2019 No. 2697-VIII.

Ukraine's national system of implementation of Sustainable Development Goals provides a basis for further planning of Ukraine's development and overcoming imbalances existing in the economic, social and environmental spheres.

11. Are the impacts of climate policy and climate action on culture, cultural rights and human rights more broadly being assessed? What should be undertaken in future in this regard?

As of now, the process of assessment of the impact of climate change on culture and cultural rights in Ukraine has not yet been undertaken. 

12. What opportunities or mechanisms, if any, for remedies and redress are being made available to respond effectively to the harm to culture and cultural rights caused by the climate crisis?

Ukraine's authorities at different levels take measures to prevent rising groundwater levels, namely by:

- replacement of worn-out communications;

- snow removal outside the territory of the historical sites;

- waterproofing of basements and foundations;

- enlargement of lawns and green spaces;

- complex repairs and restoration works.

13. What national, regional and international initiatives are being undertaken to address the intersections of climate change, culture and cultural rights? How effective have such initiatives been, what primary challenges have they faced, and what additional efforts should be suggested in this regard?

Cultural institutions implement projects funded by regional councils on the basis of co-financing with local budgets. These are random initiatives that are not of strategic importance. At national and international level, initiatives are largely implemented by NGOs in partnership with cultural institutions. For example, Ukrainian libraries are joining the worldwide Green Libraries movement. Within the framework of this movement libraries are introducing elements of environmental management based on world standards, sharing successful examples of sustainable use of libraries, and carry out educational work. Ukraine recognizes the need of development of mechanisms to support such initiatives and of paying special attention to preventing climate change issues that may affect the realization of cultural rights of the population.

14. What recommendations should be made to States and other stakeholders concerning these topics?

We suggest considering following recommendations concerning impacts of climate change on culture and cultural rights:

- to approve the global agenda until 2030 to minimize the negative impact of climate change on culture, cultural heritage and cultural rights;

- to develop national plans to minimize the negative impact of climate change on culture, cultural heritage and cultural rights;

- to develop procedures and methods for monitoring and assessing the negative impact of climate change on culture, cultural heritage and cultural rights;

- to take into account the possible impact of climate change on culture, cultural heritage and cultural rights when developing national and regional strategies, development plans, etc.
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