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1. Who are EHRDs? 
 

According to Mr. Michael Frost, UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights 
defenders2, supported by John Knox, UN Special Rapporteur on the human rights 
obligations relating to the enjoyment of a safe, clean, healthy and sustainable 
environment, “environmental human rights defenders” (EHRDs), to individuals and groups 
who, in their personal or professional capacity, strive to protect and promote human 
rights relating to the environment. As stated by the Special Rapporteur, they come from 
many different backgrounds and work in different ways. Some are lawyers or journalists, 
but many are ordinary people living in remote villages, forests or mountains, who may not 
even be aware that they are reacting as environmental human rights defenders”3 . 
 
In many cases EHRDs are representatives of indigenous and tribal peoples as well as local 
communities whose lands and ways of life are threatened by large projects such as dams, 
logging, mining or oil extraction. What they all have in common is that they work to 
protect the environment on which a vast range of human rights depend. We cannot fully 
enjoy our rights, including our rights to life, health, food, water, and housing, in a 
degraded or unhealthy environment. Ideally, all EHRDs should be able to exercise their 
human rights to freedom of expression and association, to information, to participation in 
decision-making, and to effective remedies in order to help to protect the environment -
and the rights that depend upon it - from unsustainable exploitation.  
 

2. The link between human rights and the environment 
 
Like other human rights defenders, environmental defenders are entitled to the rights and 
protections set out in the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, including the rights 
to freedom of expression, assembly and association, and the right to an effective remedy 
for violations.  
 
In this way, the relationship between human rights and the environment should be a 
virtuous circle: the exercise of human rights helps to protect the environment, and a 
healthy environment helps to ensure the full enjoyment of human rights. The reality too 
often falls far short of this ideal. In many countries, EHRDs face a high risk of violence and 
even death. On average, every week more than three EHRDs are killed somewhere in the 
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world. Countless more are threatened and harassed. The sheer scale of this problem 
demands effective action.  
 

3. Challenges facing EHRDs:  
 
Unfortunately, while EHRDs face many of the same challenges – and should enjoy the 
same rights - as other human rights defenders, they have tended to receive far less 
attention. Because the rights they seek to protect are less well understood in international 
and domestic law, their defense of those rights may sometimes seem to fall between 
categories. 
 
The final factor contributing to the vulnerable situation of EHRDs is the failure of many 
governments to comply with the rule of law themselves or to enforce it against others. 
This failure tends to take at least three forms: 

• The direct involvement by State officials or representatives in violence against 
EHRDs. 
• The failure of governments to investigate and punish. 
harassment and violence directed against EHRDs; and, 
• The adoption and implementation of laws that restrict civic space. 

 
According to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Vienna Declaration and 
Programme of Action, the International Covenants on Human Rights, every State has an 
obligation to provide for a safe and enabling environment in which individuals, groups and 
organs of society that work on human rights and environmental issues can operate free 
from threats, hindrance and insecurity4. The problem appears to be worsening in large 
part because “competition for access to natural resources is intensifying against a 
backdrop of extreme global inequality,” while “more and more ordinary people are finding 
themselves on the frontline of the battle to defend their environment from corporate or 
State abuse, and from unsustainable exploitation.” The problem is particularly acute for 
those who belong to indigenous peoples and marginalized groups that are closely 
dependent on the natural environment for subsistence and the maintenance of traditional 
cultural activities. 
  
Because environmental harm interferes with the enjoyment of human rights, those who 
work to protect against such harm are working to promote and protect human rights as 
well,   whether or not they initially see themselves as human rights defenders. The Human 
Rights Council has recognized that they play an important role in “the promotion and 
protection of human rights as they relate to the enjoyment of a safe, clean, healthy and 
sustainable environment,” and that environmental and land defenders are among the 
human rights defenders most at risk. 
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4. The imperative of protecting EHRDs 
  
Environmental defenders have the right to be protected in their work. The Human Rights 
Council has called on States to “promote a safe and enabling environment in which 
individuals, groups and organs of society, including those working on human rights and 
environmental issues, including biodiversity, can operate free from threats, hindrance and 
insecurity5.” 
  
In the Latin American and Caribbean region, the Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights (IACHR) has acknowledged the invaluable role defenders of the land and the 
environment play in helping to build a solid democratic society and to promote 
sustainable development in the countries of the region. The IACHR further urges the 
Member States of the Organization of American States (OAS) to adopt urgent measures to 
recognize and protect the work of these defenders. 

The IACHR has drawn attention on the growing number of socio-environmental conflicts 
and the failure to adopt and implement effective measures to recognize and protect 
those who defend and promote the right to territory, a clean environment and to other 
rights associated with access to land. As a consequence, these defenders are at higher 
risk of murder, assault, threats or processes of criminalization for the causes they defend 
or for the substance of their demands. The Commission voiced its concern over the use 
of criminal law against indigenous, Afro-descendant, campesino and community leaders, 
as well as against defenders associated with the protection of the land, natural resources 
and  

the environment, in retaliation for their opposition to extractive activities and for 
decrying the negative impact that said projects have on the ecological balance, human 
health, community relationships or on the enjoyment of other rights6.  

The Special Rapporteurs on the situation of human rights defenders have express in detail 
what States must do to revert this situation, including:  
 

(1) adopting and implementing laws that protect human rights defenders in 
accordance with international human rights law; 
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(2) ensuring prompt and independent investigation of all violations of the rights of 
human rights defenders, prosecuting alleged perpetrators, and providing for 
effective remedies; 

(3) establishing and supporting strong national human rights institutions; 
(4) setting up protection programmes for human rights defenders; and 
(5) publicly recognizing the valuable role of human rights defenders. 

  
  



 

Environmental human rights defenders: Relevant documents 
 
General Assembly Resolutions  
- A/RES/70/161, Human rights defenders in the context of the Declaration on the Right and 

Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Promote and Protect Universally 
Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms: http://undocs.org/A/RES/70/161 

- A/RES/68/181, Promotion of the Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, 
Groups and Organs of Society to Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights 
and Fundamental Freedoms: protecting women human rights defenders:  
http://undocs.org/A/RES/68/181  

- A/RES/66/164, Promotion of the Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, 
Groups and Organs of Society to Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights 
and Fundamental Freedoms: http://undocs.org/A/RES/66/164  

- A/RES/53/144, Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs 
of Society to Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental 
Freedoms: http://undocs.org/en/A/RES/53/144  

 
Human Rights Council Resolutions 
- A/HRC/32/L.29, Civil society space: http://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/32/L.29  
- A/HRC/RES/31/32, Protecting human rights defenders, whether individuals, groups or organs 

of society, addressing economic, social and cultural rights: 
http://undocs.org/A/HRC/RES/31/32  

- A/HRC/RES/22/6, Protection of human rights defenders: 
http://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/RES/22/6  

- A/HRC/RES/13/13, Protection of human rights defenders: 
http://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/RES/13/13  

 
Reports 
- Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders, Michel Forst, on 

the work of human rights defenders in the field of business and human, A/72/170: 
http://undocs.org/A/72/170  

- Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders, Michel Forst, on 
the situation of environmental human rights defenders, A/71/281: 
http://undocs.org/A/71/281 ; Accessible version: www.protecting-
defenders.org/sites/protecting-defenders.org/files/environmentaldefenders.pdf  

 
Other supporting documents 
- Comments to the Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and 

Organs of Society to Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms. Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(2016) [only in Spanish]: 
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Defenders/ComentDeclDDH_WEB.pdf  

- Human Rights Defenders: Protecting the Right to Defend Human Rights. Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights: 
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FactSheet29sp.pdf  

- Poster, Declaration on defenders: https://www.protecting-
defenders.org/pdf.js/web/viewer.html?file=https%3A//www.protecting-
defenders.org/sites/protecting-defenders.org/files/A3-ANGLAIS-WEB_1.pdf 
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