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Call for inputs: Access to information on climate change and human rights




Felm wishes to express our gratitude to engage in dialogue with the Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of human rights in the context of climate change to the United Nations General Assembly 79th session.

We wish to raise attention to the following issues:

1. What kind of information should be collected and shared to identify and prevent negative impacts on human rights arising from climate change and climate change response measures? What kind of information can be particularly challenging to access and why?  
Vulnerability assessments are critical and should be fully participatory and transparent, gender-responsive, non-discriminatory, take into account the vulnerable groups and be based on best available science, including traditional and local knowledge systems. Such vulnerability assessments are critical to help identify and empower the rights-holders and identify and capacitate the duty-bearers.  
Effective participation of the rights-holders, among others indigenous people, women and girls in all their diversity, persons living with disabilities, youth, older persons, migrants, refugees, internally displaced, undocumented and stateless is crucial to ensure that all policies and frameworks are created and informed by diversity of minds. It is also important in ensuring ownership and sustainability of policies and frameworks. Effective participation should be supported by timely access to information at every stage. 
 
Therefore, any policy process should include measures to build the capabilities and capacities of people to claim their human rights and to hold those responsible to account in the processes. This means ensuring that the public, including those who are the most vulnerable, know their rights and how they are being addressed, how decisions are made and by whom, and the mechanisms that will enable them to seek redress in cases of violations. Education awareness should strengthen the capacity of the public, including those most vulnerable, to respond effectively to the adverse impacts of climate change. This also means building the capacity of the public to understand the adverse impacts of climate change, to participate in decision-making and where necessary, to seek remedies for the violation of their rights. 
 
The effectiveness of public participation is in enabling the early involvement of all members of the public, especially the most vulnerable to climate change. This in turn means availing drafts and all relevant information and allowing the public ample opportunity, means and time to comment. It is also crucial to ensure that the most vulnerable groups are fairly represented and are given adequate opportunity to express their views and have those views included in the final decisions with clear justifications, where necessary. This means that there must also be measures in place to eliminate inequalities in participation that are based among others on age, gender, seniority, ethnicity, political affiliations, disability, minority, and vulnerability. 
 
2. Are existing approaches to collect, share and monitor information on climate change and human rights sufficient for the public to assess the magnitude of actual and potential negative impacts on their human rights, and the adequacy of States’ responses to these risks? How can these approaches be improved? 
The existing approaches to collect, share and monitor climate and human rights information is not at all sufficient. This is particularly the case of the marginalised and vulnerable communities in the rural areas. These communities lack information about human rights in general and even more so in relation to climate change. Information of national climate policies and information of whether or not human rights issues have been taken into account when drafting these policies is largely not accessible to the communities who, however, feel the impacts of climate change the most. Thus, the duty-bearers need to ensure that the rights-holders have access to all relevant information, in a language they understand. Access to information, the right to know and freedom of information are basic human rights.
3. Are there undue barriers to obtain access to information on human rights and climate change that is up to date? (eg, language and technical accessibility, use of technology, grounds for non-disclosure, other?) 
The main reasons that prevent access to climate change information in the context of human rights are (but not limited to):  
A. Needs-based vs. human rights based: Large part of climate adaptation and resilience-building interventions are still designed based on needs of local communities rather than based on human rights. The communities often are not aware of their rights related to climate change, so they face limitations in holding the duty-bearers accountable. 
B. Language: The climate policies are written in a theoretical language which is not easily understood by persons outside the climate and human rights space. Documents are drawn in official languages of the countries and therefore not necessarily understood by members of different ethnic and language groups.  
C. Lack of participation: The information collected is not done in an inclusive manner to include all different groups of rights-holders such as indigenous people, women and girls in all their diversity, persons with disabilities, youth, older persons, migrants, refugees, internally displaced, undocumented and stateless.
D. Accessibility: Information must be accessible to all, for example providing it in sigh-language and braille. Many rural communities lack access to electricity and/or network to be able to access information online. Information must be shared in a physically accessible place where everyone is able to join.  
E. Data collection challenges: Data and other input is often collected through questionnaires or written format. This is, however, not necessarily the best way to collect information in communities that are used to information being passed orally. Public hearings, sessions for sharing information and data collection must be accessible also to those who are not comfortable or capable of filling in formats and questionnaires.


4. Are there examples in which international cooperation effectively supported public access to information on climate change and human rights? What are the challenges in implementing UNFCCC Articles 4 (public access to information) and 6 (public awareness), and Paris Agreement Article 12 (public access to information), and other international instruments and processes that can support/contribute to international cooperation on access to information on climate change and human rights? 
Felm is funding a project implemented by the Ecumenical Disability Advocacy Network (EDAN) which focuses on the rights of people with disabilities. Under this project the civil society organisations in Rwanda and Burundi advocated on different levels for the rights of women and girls with disabilities. In June 2023, with the approval of the Ministry of Emergency Management and the Ministry of Environment, National Union of Disability Organisations of Rwanda (NUDOR) developed a post disaster needs assessment tool for persons with disabilities (data collection tool). This was in response to the landslide and floods experienced in several parts of Rwanda in May 2023. The tool was piloted in November 2023 and will be used to collect information on the humanitarian needs of persons with disabilities during disasters. This will provide evidence on the needs of persons with disabilities in disaster to inform the government, duty-bearers and humanitarian actors on how to respond to humanitarian needs of persons with disabilities during disasters.  
National Dialogues on climate change and disability were held both in Rwanda and Burundi. After national-level duty-bearers (representing Ministry of Environment, Ministry of Finance and Economic Planning, Ministry of Defence, Ministry of Justice and Ministry of Emergency Management in Ruanda and Ministry of Environment, National parliament and Directorate of water resources and sanitation in Burundi) learned about climate change challenges women and girls with disabilities face, they explored ways on how to integrate disability inclusion in their work. 
In Rwanda, after successful advocacy, the Ministry of Environment appointed a disability focal point, who can influence on the level of inclusion of policies and programmes at the ministry. In Rwanda, the ministry of Finance and Economic Planning has invited NUDOR to send representatives to different sector working groups at the district level. In Burundi, women and girls with disabilities are now able have representation at the National Committee implementing Nationally Determined Contributions. The National Platform for disaster risk reduction has included spaces for women and girls with disabilities to participate in the Provincial Environment Protection Committees. Also UNDP Burundi office has invited a focus group for persons with disabilities to make a contribution to the 2024-2027 UNDP Burundi Country programme. 
6. What are the impacts on human rights of inadequate access to information from public authorities and/or business? Are there concrete examples of, or specific challenges in, collecting and sharing information on disproportionate levels of actual and potential harm from climate change and climate change response measures (disaggregated data on Indigenous Peoples, women, children, local communities, persons with disabilities, older persons, persons living in extreme poverty, others)? 
Impacts of inadequate access to information on human rights are severe. Communities that are vulnerable to climate change are not able to claim their rights, hold duty-bearers accountable for their decisions or demand for remedies. This easily leads to severe human rights abuses and ignorance.
People living in areas most affect by climate change often have indigenous knowledge that can help to develop and harness effective strategies for adaptation and resilience. Vulnerable people’s knowledge and needs should be acknowledged in the local and national adaptation responses, eg. in Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) or in National Adaptation Plans (NAPs). If local knowledge is ignored, the risk of maladaptation or inappropriate responses increases which also jeopardizes the sustainability of the responses.
Vulnerable communities have understanding of local climate change impacts and what needs to be done, but they have the least resources and capacity to respond strategically. They often have very little to say in national decision making, may not always be well-represented by community networks and by civil society organisations, and generally remain poorly served by national governments.

Sources for the input:  
Act Alliance: Consultancy Report for Act Alliance Research on a Rights-based Approach to Climate Change Programming: Case of Adaptation in Africa 
International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED): https://www.iied.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/migrate/17328IIED.pdf
Ecumenical Disability Advocates Network (EDAN): Her Resilience Enabled, Annual Report 2023) 
 
Contacts: 
Ruusa Gawaza, Climate Advisor, ruusa.gawaza@felm.org 
Roosa Rantala, Human Rights and Advocacy Advisor, roosa.rantala@felm.org
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