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Obligations of States in respect of Climate Change 
 

Summary of the Advisory Opinion of 23 July 2025 

Chronology of the procedure (paras. 1-36) 

 The Court first recalls that on 12 April 2023, the Secretary-General of the United Nations 
officially communicated to the Court the decision taken by the General Assembly of the 
United Nations (hereinafter the “General Assembly”) to submit to it the questions set forth in its 
resolution 77/276 adopted on 29 March 2023. 

 The resolution reads as follows: 

 “The General Assembly, 

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 Decides, in accordance with Article 96 of the Charter of the United Nations, to 
request the International Court of Justice, pursuant to Article 65 of the Statute of the 
Court, to render an advisory opinion on the following question: 

  ‘Having particular regard to the Charter of the United Nations, the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Paris Agreement, the 
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, the duty of due 
diligence, the rights recognized in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, the principle of prevention of significant harm to the environment 
and the duty to protect and preserve the marine environment, 

(a) What are the obligations of States under international law to ensure the 
protection of the climate system and other parts of the environment 
from anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases for States and for 
present and future generations? 

(b) What are the legal consequences under these obligations for States 
where they, by their acts and omissions, have caused significant harm 

http://www.icj-cij.org/
https://twitter.com/cij_icj
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC28oiS6IwkVvWL7kLH1-QPg
https://www.linkedin.com/company/international-court-of-justice
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to the climate system and other parts of the environment, with respect 
to: 

 (i) States, including, in particular, small island developing States, 
which due to their geographical circumstances and level of 
development, are injured or specially affected by or are 
particularly vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change? 

 (ii) Peoples and individuals of the present and future generations 
affected by the adverse effects of climate change?’” 

I. JURISDICTION AND DISCRETION (PARAS. 37-49) 

 The Court first addresses the question of whether it has jurisdiction to give the advisory 
opinion requested. It notes that, in accordance with the requirement in Article 96 of the Charter and 
Article 65 of its Statute, it must satisfy itself that the question on which it is requested to give its 
opinion is a “legal question”. It considers that the two questions put to it by the General Assembly 
are legal questions and therefore that it has jurisdiction in the matter. It is also of the view that there 
is no compelling reason for it to decline to give the opinion requested by the General Assembly. 

II. GENERAL CONTEXT AND SCIENTIFIC ASPECTS (PARAS. 50-87) 

 The Court then turns to the context in which resolution 77/276 was adopted, as well as to the 
relevant scientific background. It notes in this respect that the consequences of climate change are 
severe and far-reaching; they affect both natural ecosystems and human populations. Rising 
temperatures are causing the melting of ice sheets and glaciers, leading to sea level rise and 
threatening coastal communities with unprecedented flooding. Extreme weather events, such as 
hurricanes, droughts and heatwaves, are becoming more frequent and intense, devastating 
agriculture, displacing populations and exacerbating water shortages. Furthermore, the disruption of 
natural habitats is pushing certain species toward extinction and leading to irreversible loss of 
biodiversity. Human life and health are also at risk, with an increased incidence of heat-related 
illnesses and the spread of climate-related diseases. These consequences underscore the urgent and 
existential threat posed by climate change. In examining these consequences, the Court relies 
primarily on the reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (hereinafter the “IPCC”), 
which participants agree constitute the best available science on the causes, nature and consequences 
of climate change. It further observes that the adverse effects of climate change on the climate system 
have been acknowledged by the United Nations, including the United Nations Environment 
Programme, and its specialized agencies, such as the World Meteorological Organization, the World 
Health Organization and the International Maritime Organization. 

 The IPCC has concluded with “very high confidence” that risks and projected adverse impacts 
and related loss and damage from climate change will escalate with every increment of global 
warming. It adds that these risks, projected adverse impacts and related loss and damage are “higher 
for global warming of 1.5°C than at present, and even higher at 2°C”. 

III. SCOPE AND MEANING OF THE QUESTIONS POSED BY  
THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY (PARAS. 88-111) 

 As the Court has previously stated, it has the power to interpret the questions put to it for an 
advisory opinion. If questions put to the Court are ambiguous or vague, the Court may clarify them 
before giving an opinion. In the present instance, the Court considers that there is no need for it to 
reformulate the questions submitted to it. However, since diverging views have been expressed as to 
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the scope and meaning of the questions, the Court will examine the questions put to it in order to 
ascertain the precise meaning and scope to be attached to the words and expressions used therein. 

A. Scope of the General Assembly’s request (paras. 93-97) 

 In formulating its reply to the questions, the Court must frame the material, territorial and 
temporal scope of its inquiry. 

 With regard to its material scope, the Court observes that question (a) posed by the General 
Assembly asks the Court to set forth the legal obligations of States under international law to “ensure 
the protection of the climate system and other parts of the environment from anthropogenic emissions 
of greenhouse gases”. Question (b) asks the Court to address the legal consequences under these 
obligations for the “acts and omissions” of States where they have caused significant harm to the 
climate system and other parts of the environment. In the Court’s view, the two questions are 
interrelated and require the Court to identify the obligations of States in respect of activities that 
adversely affect the climate system, as well as the legal consequences arising from the breach of 
these obligations. In this regard, the Court is further of the view that the relevant conduct for the 
purposes of these advisory proceedings is not limited to conduct that, itself, directly results in 
emissions of greenhouse gases (hereinafter “GHGs”), but rather comprises all actions or omissions 
of States which result in the climate system and other parts of the environment being adversely 
affected by anthropogenic GHG emissions. 

 Turning to the territorial scope of the request, it follows from the Court’s conclusions on the 
material scope of the questions put to it that the General Assembly did not intend to impose any 
territorial limits to the Court’s inquiry. The references in the preamble to the request to the protection 
of the global climate lead it to conclude that it is requested by the General Assembly to formulate its 
reply not in respect of any particular territory or regions, but in global terms, especially since GHG 
emissions are unequivocally caused by human activities, which are not territorially limited. 

 With regard to the temporal scope of the request, the Court observes that while these temporal 
issues may be particularly relevant for an in concreto assessment of the responsibility of States for 
breaches of obligations pertaining to the protection of the climate system, the present opinion is not 
concerned with the invocation and determination of the responsibility of individual States or groups 
of States. Rather, the present opinion considers the legal obligations of all States under question (a) 
and identifies the relevant legal régime applicable to legal consequences arising under those legal 
obligations in reply to question (b). 

B. Meaning and scope of question (a) (paras. 98-100) 

 Turning to the scope of question (a), the Court observes that it is requested by the General 
Assembly to identify “the obligations of States under international law to ensure the protection of 
the climate system and other parts of the environment”. In the Court’s view, the unqualified reference 
to obligations “under international law” indicates the intention of the General Assembly to seek the 
Court’s opinion on the obligations incumbent upon States under the entire corpus of international 
law. This interpretation of the scope of the first question is confirmed by the chapeau to the questions, 
which requests the Court, when formulating its reply, to have “particular regard” to certain legal 
instruments, and rules and principles of international law. 

C. Meaning and scope of question (b) (paras. 101-111) 

 The Court then turns to question (b), and considers that the meaning and scope of the question 
rests on the interpretation of the following terms: 
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1. “Under these obligations” 

 At the outset, the Court observes that question (b) is connected with question (a). It considers 
that the use of the phrase “under these obligations” contained in question (b) means that the legal 
consequences to be determined by the Court are those arising from the various obligations under 
international law which the Court is called upon to identify under question (a). 

2. “Legal consequences” 

 With regard to the term “legal consequences” contained in question (b), the Court observes 
that, in general, legal consequences are identified and addressed through the application of the 
secondary rules of international law concerning the responsibility of States for internationally 
wrongful acts. In this context, the Court considers that it is only called upon, first, to establish the 
applicable legal framework of State responsibility in respect of States that have breached their 
obligations to protect the climate system, and, second, to outline in general terms the legal 
consequences flowing therefrom. In doing so, the Court does not prejudge the merits of any future 
claims that may be brought in relation to the subject-matter of the present proceedings before courts 
or tribunals. 

3. Legal consequences “for States” and with respect to States that are “specially affected” or 
“are particularly vulnerable” 

 The term “for States” contained in question (b) (i) refers to States that, by their actions or 
omissions, may have adversely affected the climate system and other parts of the environment 
through GHG emissions. The Court recalls that it is not called upon to determine the responsibility 
of any State or group of States under international law, generally or in any specific instance. 

 As for legal consequences with respect to certain categories of States that are “specially 
affected” or “are particularly vulnerable”, the Court notes that the application of the rules on State 
responsibility under customary international law does not differ depending on the category or status 
of an injured State. Thus, “specially affected” States or States that are “particularly vulnerable” are 
in principle entitled to the same remedies as other injured States. The Court recognizes, however, 
that certain States, in particular small island developing States, have faced and are likely to face 
greater levels of climate change-related harm owing to their geographical circumstances and level of 
development. A unique situation faced by small island States and low-lying coastal States was 
addressed by many participants that raised concerns over issues of sea level rise. However, in the 
Court’s view, these matters do not fall within the scope of question (b). Rather, they are governed by 
the relevant primary rules of international law, in particular rules concerning maritime zones and 
entitlements and statehood. Accordingly, these matters will be addressed in the Court’s consideration 
of the relevant obligations of States under question (a). 

4. Legal consequences with respect to “peoples and individuals” 

 The Court observes that question (b) (ii) enquires about the legal consequences “with respect 
to . . . [p]eoples and individuals of the present and future generations affected by the adverse effects 
of climate change”. The Court considers that whether individuals are entitled to invoke a State’s 
responsibility for failure to comply with obligations identified under question (a) depends not on the 
general rules on State responsibility, but on the specific treaties and other legal instruments that create 
procedural and substantive rights and obligations governing the relationship between the States and 
individuals concerned. 
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IV. QUESTION (A) PUT TO THE COURT: OBLIGATIONS OF STATES  
IN RESPECT OF CLIMATE CHANGE (PARAS. 112-404) 

A. Applicable law (paras. 113-173) 

 In its request, the General Assembly invites the Court to have “particular regard to” 

“the Charter of the United Nations, the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Paris Agreement, the 
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, the duty of due diligence, the rights 
recognized in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the principle of prevention 
of significant harm to the environment and the duty to protect and preserve the marine 
environment”. 

 The phrase “particular regard to”, while indicating that a wide range of international legal rules 
and principles are potentially relevant, does not mean that the General Assembly requests the Court 
to address every rule of international law, including the obligations contained therein, in respect of 
climate change. The Court therefore identifies the most directly relevant applicable law governing 
the questions of which it has been seised. 

1. Charter of the United Nations 

 The Charter of the United Nations, which is a pillar of contemporary international law, 
requires States, inter alia, to act in accordance with certain principles, including when addressing 
problems of common concern, such as climate change. Accordingly, the Charter forms part of the 
most directly relevant applicable law. 

2. Climate change treaties 

 The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (hereinafter the “UNFCCC”), 
which entered into force on 21 March 1994, the Kyoto Protocol, which entered into force on 
16 February 2005, and the Paris Agreement, which entered into force on 4 November 2016, 
complement each other and are the principal legal instruments regulating the international response 
to the global problem of climate change. The Framework Convention establishes the ultimate 
objective, namely to stabilize GHG concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent 
dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system, as well as the basic principles and 
general obligations of States in respect of climate change. The Kyoto Protocol and the Paris 
Agreement, for their part, translate these basic principles and general obligations into a set of more 
specific interrelated obligations. The Court considers that the lack of agreement on a further 
commitment period under the Kyoto Protocol after the adoption of the Paris Agreement does not 
mean that the Kyoto Protocol has been terminated. The Kyoto Protocol therefore remains part of the 
applicable law. 

 The Court thus concludes that the three climate change treaties, namely the UNFCCC, the 
Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement, form part of the most directly relevant applicable law. 

3. United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

 The request from the General Assembly includes the United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (hereinafter “UNCLOS”) among the sources to which the Court is asked to have “particular 
regard”. In the view of the Court, UNCLOS also forms part of the most directly relevant applicable 
law. 
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4. Other environmental treaties 

 The Court then determines the other environmental treaties which form part of the most 
directly relevant applicable law, namely the Vienna Convention for the Protection of the Ozone Layer 
(hereinafter the “Ozone Layer Convention”), the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the 
Ozone Layer (hereinafter the “Montreal Protocol”), the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(hereinafter the “Biodiversity Convention”), and the United Nations Convention to Combat 
Desertification in those Countries Experiencing Serious Drought and/or Desertification, particularly 
in Africa (hereinafter the “Desertification Convention”). 

 The Court is aware that there are many other treaties which are relevant for the efforts of the 
international community of States to address the global problem of climate change. However, the 
Court confines itself to examining the most directly relevant applicable law regarding climate 
change. 

5. Customary international law 

(a) Duty to prevent significant harm to the environment 

 In its Advisory Opinion on the Legality of the Threat or Use of Nuclear Weapons, the Court 
recognized that the duty to prevent significant harm to the environment is not confined to instances 
of direct cross-border harm and that it applies to global environmental concerns. Therefore, this duty 
also applies with respect to the climate system and other parts of the environment. 

 The duty to prevent significant harm to the environment is an obligation to act with due 
diligence. The determination of what is required by due diligence ultimately “calls for an assessment 
in concreto” of what is reasonable under the specific circumstances in which a State finds itself. This 
does not exclude the identification of a required standard of conduct at a general level, depending on 
the overall character of the risk to the part of the environment in question. This is particularly apposite 
with respect to climate change because the specific character of the risk of significant harm to the 
climate system is indisputably established. 

 Under these circumstances, the Court recognizes that the standard of due diligence for 
preventing significant harm to the climate system is stringent. Moreover, due diligence entails not 
only the adoption of appropriate rules and measures, but also a certain level of vigilance in their 
enforcement and the exercise of administrative control. As concerns climate change, a heightened 
degree of vigilance and prevention is required. 

 The Court concludes that the duty of States to prevent significant environmental harm applies 
in the context of climate change and that this duty forms part of the most directly relevant applicable 
law. 

(b) Duty to co-operate for the protection of the environment 

 The duty to co-operate lies at the core of the Charter of the United Nations. This obligation 
has been spelled out in the “Declaration on Principles of International Law concerning Friendly 
Relations and Co-operation among States in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations” of 
24 October 1970. The Court has held that “the adoption by States of this text affords an indication of 
their opinio juris as to customary international law”. That observation also applies to the duty to 
co-operate in so far as it finds expression in many binding and non-binding instruments relating 
specifically to the environment. In view of the related practice of States, the Court considers that the 
duty of States to co-operate for the protection of the environment is a rule whose customary character 
has been established. This duty to co-operate is intrinsically linked to the duty to prevent significant 
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harm to the environment, because unco-ordinated individual efforts by States may not lead to a 
meaningful result. 

 For these reasons, the Court considers that the duty to co-operate for the protection of the 
environment forms part of customary international law and can also serve as a guiding principle for 
the interpretation of other rules. It forms part of the most directly relevant applicable law. 

6. International human rights law 

 The Court considers that the core human rights treaties, including the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, adopted in 1966, and the human rights recognized under customary international law form 
part of the most directly relevant applicable law. 

7. Other principles 

 Given its continuous and uncontested universal recognition, the Court considers that the 
principle of sustainable development, which concerns the “need to reconcile economic development 
with protection of the environment”, guides the interpretation of certain treaties and the 
determination of rules of customary international law, including the duty to prevent significant harm 
to the environment and the duty to co-operate for the protection of the environment. 

 The Court is of the view that the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and 
respective capabilities, which reflects the need to distribute equitably the burdens of the obligations 
in respect of climate change, taking into account, inter alia, States’ historical and current 
contributions to cumulative GHG emissions, and their different current capabilities and national 
circumstances, is a manifestation of the principle of equity and guides the interpretation of 
obligations under international environmental law beyond its express articulation in different treaties. 
The principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities does not 
establish new obligations but is relevant for the interpretation of treaties and the determination of 
rules of customary law relating to the environment. 

 The Court considers that the function of equity as a legal principle that is not to displace the 
law or to exceed its limits but to derive an equitable solution as appropriate from the applicable law 
is the same in the context of the obligations in respect of climate change, including those contained 
in the UNFCCC and the Paris Agreement. 

 In the Court’s view, intergenerational equity, as an expression of the idea that present 
generations are trustees of humanity tasked with preserving dignified living conditions and 
transmitting them to future generations, is a manifestation of equity in the general sense and thus 
shares its legal significance as a guide for the interpretation of applicable rules. 

 The Court observes that where there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full 
scientific certainty should not be used as a reason for postponing cost-effective measures to prevent 
environmental degradation. It is of the view that the measures under the climate treaties must be 
taken with these considerations in mind. 

 The Court does not consider that the “polluter pays” principle, whereby “the polluter should, 
in principle, bear the cost of pollution”, is part of the applicable law for the purposes of this Advisory 
Opinion. This does not, however, preclude the possibility that forms of strict liability for hazardous 
acts and other kinds of acts that are not wrongful under international law are developing. 

 For these reasons the Court concludes that the principles of sustainable development, common 
but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, equity, intergenerational equity and the 
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precautionary approach or principle are applicable as guiding principles for the interpretation and 
application of the most directly relevant legal rules. 

8. Question of lex specialis 

 The Court then turns to the question of whether any of the rules thus identified are excluded 
by virtue of the interpretative principle of lex specialis. This question concerns the relationship 
between the climate change treaties and other rules of international law. 

 The Court notes at the outset that it is a generally recognized principle that, when several rules 
bear on a single issue, they should, to the extent possible, be interpreted so as to give rise to a single 
set of compatible obligations. 

 The principle of lex specialis is a maxim of interpretation that is used for determining which 
of several potentially applicable rules is to prevail or whether the rules simply coexist. It is generally 
accepted that, in some cases, a specific rule, or a specific set of rules, takes precedence over more 
general or less focused rules, while in other cases the specific rule should be seen as an elaboration 
of one or more general rules, the latter continuing to play an interpretative role in the background. 
The application of the lex specialis principle depends on the circumstances of each case. 

 The International Law Commission (hereinafter the “ILC”) has explained that for the lex 
specialis principle to apply it is not enough that the same subject matter is dealt with by two 
provisions; there must be some actual inconsistency between them, or else a discernible intention 
that one provision is to exclude the other. The Court cannot find any actual inconsistency between 
the provisions of the climate change treaties and other rules and principles of international law that 
may be relevant for the response to question (a). On the contrary, the preambles of the UNFCCC and 
the Paris Agreement themselves contain references to other rules and principles. Nor can the Court 
identify a discernible intention of the parties to the climate change treaties generally to displace other 
possibly applicable rules or principles. There is, in particular, no indication that these instruments 
are meant to apply while simultaneously excluding general customary international law or other 
treaty rules on the protection of the environment. Moreover, States parties to the climate change 
treaties were aware of their normative context and could have expressed a possible intention to 
displace other rules and principles had they so wished. 

 For these reasons, the Court considers that the argument according to which the climate change 
treaties constitute the only relevant applicable law cannot be upheld and finds that the principle of 
lex specialis does not lead to a general exclusion by the climate change treaties of other rules of 
international law. 

9. Conclusion 

 For the reasons given above, the Court is of the view that the most directly relevant applicable 
law consists of the Charter of the United Nations, the UNFCCC, the Kyoto Protocol, the Paris 
Agreement, UNCLOS, the ozone layer treaties, the Biodiversity Convention, the Desertification 
Convention, the customary duty to prevent significant harm to the environment and the duty to 
co-operate for the protection of the environment, and international human rights law, as well as 
certain guiding principles for the interpretation of various applicable rules and principles (sustainable 
development, common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, equity, 
intergenerational equity, and the precautionary approach or principle). 
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B. Obligations of States under the climate change  
treaty framework (paras. 174-270) 

1. General overview of the climate change treaties 

 The Court then turns to the obligations of States under the climate change treaty framework, 
which comprises three legally binding instruments concluded by States to address the problem of 
climate change caused by anthropogenic GHG emissions, namely the UNFCCC, the Kyoto Protocol 
and the Paris Agreement. The Court examines these treaties and certain relevant decisions of 
governing bodies thereunder, in order to identify and clarify the main obligations of States 
concerning the protection of the climate system and other parts of the environment from 
anthropogenic GHG emissions. 

 In the process of interpretation, the Court takes into consideration the rules, principles, 
mechanisms and institutions established under the climate change treaties in order to identify and 
clarify the obligations of the parties. In this context, the key principles that permeate all three climate 
change treaties are those contained in Article 3 of the UNFCCC. These guiding principles are 
common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, the precautionary approach or 
principle, sustainable development, equity and intergenerational equity. The Court recalls that, while 
these principles do not constitute stand-alone obligations within the climate change treaty framework, 
they guide the interpretation of the treaty obligations. In addition to these principles, the Court notes 
that under the climate change treaties, the duty to co-operate, identified above as an obligation under 
customary international law, also serves as a guiding principle. 

 In interpreting their obligations under the climate change treaties, States also need to have 
recourse to the relevant decisions of the governing bodies of these treaties, which are the Conference 
of the Parties (hereinafter the “COP”) of the UNFCCC, the COP serving as the meeting of the Parties 
(hereinafter the “CMA”) to the Kyoto Protocol and the CMA to the Paris Agreement. The Court 
observes that in certain circumstances the decisions of these bodies have certain legal effects. First, 
when the treaty so provides, the decisions of COPs may create legally binding obligations for the 
parties. Second, decisions of these bodies may constitute subsequent agreements under Article 31, 
paragraph 3 (a), of the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, in so far as such decisions express 
agreement in substance between the parties regarding the interpretation of the relevant treaty, and 
thus are to be taken into account as means of interpreting the climate change treaties. 

2. Relationship between the UNFCCC, the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement 

 In the view of the Court, there is no incompatibility between the three climate change treaties. 
On the contrary, they are mutually supportive, with the Kyoto Protocol and Paris Agreement 
providing greater specification to the general obligations contained in the UNFCCC. Indeed, the 
UNFCCC being a “framework convention”, and in view of the general character of the obligations 
contained therein, the subsequent decisions by the parties — including decisions adopting protocols 
and agreements under the UNFCCC — are intended to interpret or give substance to obligations in 
the UNFCCC. Notwithstanding these observations, should there appear to be conflicts between the 
treaties, the Court is of the view that these should be resolved by applying the rules of treaty 
interpretation. 

3. Obligations of States under the UNFCCC 

 The Court goes on to examine the obligations of parties under the UNFCCC and observes that 
the UNFCCC provides a general framework for addressing the problem of climate change caused by 
anthropogenic GHG emissions. In this connection, the UNFCCC addresses the full range of GHGs, 
with the exception of those already controlled by the Montreal Protocol. 
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 The Court recalls that the “ultimate objective” of the UNFCCC, as set out in Article 2, is to 
achieve “stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would 
prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system”, and to ensure that “[s]uch a 
level [is] achieved within a time frame sufficient to allow ecosystems to adapt naturally to climate 
change, to ensure that food production is not threatened and to enable economic development to 
proceed in a sustainable manner”. In the Court’s view, this provision sets the objective “in the light 
of which the other [t]reaty provisions are to be interpreted and applied”. In pursuit of its “ultimate 
objective”, Article 3 of the UNFCCC calls on the parties to take into account principles such as 
common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, the specific needs and special 
circumstances of developing country parties, sustainable development and co-operation, and 
precautionary measures in their implementation of the Framework Convention. 

 A key feature of the Framework Convention is the distinction it draws between “developed 
country Parties” and “developing country Parties”, which are subject to differing obligations. The 
Framework Convention accomplishes this by providing for specific additional obligations on certain 
developed country parties and other parties listed in Annex I (hereinafter “Annex I parties”). 

(a) Mitigation obligations under the UNFCCC 

 The main obligations under the Framework Convention concerning mitigation are to be found 
in Article 4. The Court observes that certain obligations under Article 4, paragraph 1, such as those 
to develop, update, publish and make available national inventories of anthropogenic GHG emissions 
and removals by sinks, and to formulate and publish national programmes, and the obligation to 
communicate information to the COP, are obligations of result. Other obligations under Article 4, 
paragraph 1, are obligations of conduct because they do not require parties to bring about a particular 
result but rather require parties to use their best efforts to achieve certain results relating to mitigation. 
The obligation to co-operate in the development and diffusion of technologies and practices that 
control, reduce or prevent anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases is an example of such an 
obligation. In the Court’s view, the legal obligations under Article 4, paragraph 1, are interconnected 
obligations of conduct and result. 

 The Court then turns to Article 4, paragraph 2, of the Framework Convention, which sets out 
commitments for Annex I parties. It observes that the said provision sets forth a number of distinct 
but interrelated obligations. First, Article 4, paragraph 2, provides that each Annex I party “shall 
adopt” national policies and take corresponding measures on the mitigation of climate change, by 
limiting its anthropogenic GHG emissions and protecting and enhancing its GHG sinks and 
reservoirs. Second, Annex I parties are obliged to periodically communicate detailed information on 
such policies and measures, as well as on their resulting projected anthropogenic emissions with the 
aim of returning to their 1990 levels. Third, there is an obligation on Annex I parties to co-ordinate 
as appropriate with other such parties, relevant economic and administrative instruments developed 
to achieve the objective of the Convention. Finally, the Annex I parties are obliged to identify and 
periodically review their own policies and practices which lead to greater levels of anthropogenic 
GHG emissions. 

 Having identified the mitigation obligations of all parties (see Article 4, paragraph 1) and the 
mitigation obligations of Annex I parties (see Article 4, paragraph 2), the Court finds it necessary to 
recall that all obligations identified above are legally binding upon the parties to which they pertain, 
regardless of whether the obligation in question is one of result or one of conduct. It notes in this 
respect that the distinction between these two types of obligations is not necessarily a strict one and 
that both may result in the responsibility of a State for breach of the relevant obligation. 
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(b) Adaptation obligations under the UNFCCC 

 The Court observes that adapting to the adverse effects of climate change is, along with 
mitigation, a major area of action for parties under the Framework Convention. Several provisions 
of the Framework Convention refer to obligations relating to adaptation. These provisions are legally 
binding in nature. The same is true of the obligation incumbent upon all parties to formulate, 
implement, publish and regularly update national and, where appropriate, regional programmes 
containing measures to facilitate adequate adaptation to climate change (Article 4, paragraph 1 (b)). 

 Article 4, paragraph 4, of the UNFCCC also provides that developed country parties and other 
parties included in Annex II, which comprise a subset of parties contained in Annex I, “shall” assist 
the developing country parties that are particularly vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change 
in meeting the costs of adaptation to those adverse effects. This is a legally binding obligation on all 
parties that are listed in Annex II. 

 The Court further observes that funding, insurance and the transfer of technology are three 
adaptation measures identified in Article 4, paragraph 8. Article 4, paragraph 9, further requires that 
“Parties shall take full account of the specific needs and special situations of the least developed 
countries in their actions with regard to funding and transfer of technology”. The Court considers 
that the phrases used in these provisions have the effect of giving parties some discretion in the 
implementation of their commitments under Article 4. However, this discretion does not detract from 
their character as legally binding obligations. 

(c) Obligations of co-operation and assistance under the UNFCCC 

 The Court considers that international co-operation is indispensable in the field of climate 
change, and that the customary duty to co-operate for the protection of the environment is reflected 
in several provisions of the climate change treaties, including the UNFCCC. The duty to co-operate 
is an obligation of conduct, the fulfilment of which is assessed against a standard of due diligence. 

4. Obligations of States under the Kyoto Protocol 

 The Court then considers the Kyoto Protocol to the UNFCCC. It notes that the absence of a 
new commitment period after 2020 does not deprive that instrument of its legal effect and that its 
provisions may still serve as, inter alia, (i) interpretative aids for the identification of obligations 
under the climate change treaty framework and (ii) substantive provisions to assess the compliance 
of Annex I parties listed in Annex B of the Protocol with applicable emission reduction targets during 
the relevant commitment period. Thus, non-compliance with emission reduction commitments by a 
State may constitute an internationally wrongful act. 

5. Obligations of States parties under the Paris Agreement 

 The Court turns next to the obligations of States parties to the Paris Agreement. As a general 
matter, the Court notes that while the Paris Agreement provides for limiting the global average 
temperature increase to well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels as a goal and 1.5°C as an 
additional effort, 1.5°C has become the scientifically based consensus target under the Paris 
Agreement. In the Court’s view, the decisions of the CMAs express the agreement in substance 
between the parties regarding the interpretation of Article 2 of the Paris Agreement, and thus 
constitute subsequent agreements in relation to the interpretation of the Paris Agreement within the 
meaning of Article 31, paragraph 3 (a), of the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties. 
Accordingly, the Court considers the 1.5°C threshold to be the parties’ agreed primary temperature 
goal for limiting the global average temperature increase under the Paris Agreement. The Court adds 
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that this interpretation is consistent with Article 4, paragraph 1, of the Paris Agreement, which 
requires that mitigation measures be based on the “best available science”. 

 The Court considers that the Framework Convention’s overall objective constitutes the object 
and purpose of the Paris Agreement, with the temperature goal providing a means for achieving this 
object and purpose. 

 The Court notes that although there are several references to the principle of common but 
differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities in the Paris Agreement, indicating the key 
role that the principle plays in the interpretation of its provisions, this principle has been formulated 
differently in the Agreement through the addition of the phrase “in the light of different national 
circumstances”. In the view of the Court, the additional phrase does not change the core of the 
principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities; rather, it adds 
nuance to the principle by recognizing that the status of a State as developed or developing is not 
static but depends on an assessment of the current circumstances of the State concerned. 

 The Court also notes that the Paris Agreement contains several obligations of conduct and 
obligations of result which are mutually supportive. As observed earlier, with regard to obligations 
of conduct under the customary duty to prevent significant harm to the environment, parties are 
required to act with due diligence. Thus, the compliance of parties with their obligations of conduct 
under the Paris Agreement is assessed on the basis of whether the party in question exercised due 
diligence and employed best efforts by using all the means at its disposal in the performance of those 
obligations. 

(a) Mitigation obligations under the Paris Agreement 

 The Court recalls that mitigation involves human intervention to reduce emissions or enhance 
carbon sinks. It notes that the mitigation obligations of States parties under the Paris Agreement are 
set out in Article 4. 

 To achieve its objectives, the Paris Agreement establishes obligations concerning nationally 
determined contributions (hereinafter “NDCs”) whereby parties outline and communicate their 
climate actions. 

 In accordance with Article 4, paragraph 2, of the Paris Agreement, each party must prepare, 
communicate and maintain successive NDCs that it intends to achieve. Parties are required to pursue 
domestic mitigation measures, with the aim of achieving the objectives of such contributions. These 
two sentences in Article 4, paragraph 2, establish legally binding obligations upon States. 

 The Court observes that the obligation to prepare, communicate and maintain successive 
NDCs is procedural in nature and an obligation of result. Another obligation of result is found in 
Article 4, paragraph 9, of the Paris Agreement, which provides that each party must communicate a 
nationally determined contribution every five years. Similarly, Article 4, paragraph 13, provides that 
parties must account for their nationally determined contributions, and Article 4, paragraph 12, 
requires that parties register them. 

 Given these obligations of result, the failure to prepare, communicate and maintain successive 
NDCs, to account for them and to register them would constitute a breach of the above-mentioned 
obligations. The mere formal preparation, communication and maintenance of successive NDCs is 
not sufficient to comply with the obligations under Article 4. 

 The Court then turns to the question whether the content of the NDCs is left to the discretion 
of each party under the scheme of the Paris Agreement. The answer to this question depends on the 
interpretation of Article 4, which is to be undertaken in good faith, on the basis of the ordinary 
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meaning of the terms in that Article, in their context and in light of the object and purpose of the 
Paris Agreement. Paragraph 3 of that provision sets out certain expectations and standards that apply 
to parties in preparing their NDCs. First, that “[e]ach Party’s successive nationally determined 
contribution will represent a progression” beyond that party’s current NDCs means that a party’s 
NDCs must become more demanding over time. Second, a party’s NDCs must reflect “its highest 
possible ambition”. In the Court’s view, when interpreted in its context and in light of its object and 
purpose and the customary obligation to prevent significant harm to the environment, Article 4, 
paragraph 3, reveals that the content of a party’s NDCs must, in fulfilment of its obligations under 
the Paris Agreement, be capable of making an adequate contribution to the achievement of the 
temperature goal. 

 The Court recalls that the standard of due diligence varies depending on a range of factors. In 
the current context, because of the seriousness of the threat posed by climate change, the standard of 
due diligence to be applied in preparing the NDCs is stringent. This means that each party has to do 
its utmost to ensure that the NDCs it puts forward represent its highest possible ambition in order to 
realize the objectives of the Agreement. 

 The obligation to prepare and communicate NDCs capable of realizing the objectives of the 
Agreement applies to all parties to the Paris Agreement. However, consistent with the varying 
character of due diligence and the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and 
respective capabilities, the standard to be applied when assessing the NDCs of different parties will 
vary depending, inter alia, on historical contributions to cumulative GHG emissions, and the level 
of development and national circumstances of the party in question. This is confirmed by the Paris 
Agreement. 

 In light of the foregoing, the Court concludes that, rather than being entirely discretionary, 
NDCs must satisfy certain standards under the Paris Agreement. All NDCs prepared, communicated 
and maintained by parties under the Paris Agreement must, when taken together, be capable of 
realizing the objectives of the Agreement which are set out in Article 2. 

 The Court turns next to the obligation contained in the second sentence of Article 4, 
paragraph 2, which provides that “Parties shall pursue domestic mitigation measures, with the aim 
of achieving the objectives of” their successive NDCs. This obligation is substantive in nature and 
creates individual obligations for each party. Moreover, the obligation to pursue domestic mitigation 
measures is an obligation of conduct and not an obligation of result. Thus, compliance with that 
obligation is to be assessed on the basis of whether the parties exercised due diligence in their efforts 
and in deploying appropriate means to take domestic mitigation measures, including in relation to 
activities carried out by private actors. The Court considers that the standard of due diligence 
attaching to the obligation to pursue domestic mitigation measures is stringent on account of the fact 
that the best available science indicates that the risks and projected adverse impacts and related losses 
and damages from climate change escalate with every increment of global warming. 

(b) Adaptation obligations under the Paris Agreement 

 The Court finds that specific obligations pertaining to adaptation are contained in Article 7, 
paragraph 9, of the Paris Agreement, which provides that “[e]ach Party shall, as appropriate, engage 
in adaptation planning processes and the implementation of actions, including the development or 
enhancement of relevant plans, policies and/or contributions”. 

 The Court considers that the fulfilment of adaptation obligations of parties is to be assessed 
against a standard of due diligence. It is therefore incumbent upon parties to enact appropriate 
measures (examples of which are provided in Article 7, paragraph 9) that are capable of enhancing 
adaptive capacity, strengthening resilience and reducing vulnerability to climate change. In this 
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connection, parties must use their best efforts, in line with the best available science, with a view to 
achieving the aforementioned objectives. 

 Finally, the Court observes that the adaptation obligations under the Paris Agreement 
complement the mitigation obligations in preventing and reducing the harmful consequences of 
climate change. 

(c) Obligations of co-operation, including financial assistance, technology transfer and 
capacity-building under the Paris Agreement 

 The Court notes that the Paris Agreement establishes obligations of co-operation with respect 
to specific issue areas, such as adaptation, and loss and damage. As observed earlier in respect of the 
obligation to co-operate under the UNFCCC, such obligations exist for States both under 
conventional international law, including Articles 7, 9 and 12 of the Paris Agreement, and customary 
international law. These coexisting obligations inform each other and, in the present instance, the 
Court considers that the customary duty to co-operate for the protection of the environment reinforces 
the treaty-based co-operation obligations under the Paris Agreement. 

 The Court notes that States are free to select the means of co-operating, as long as such means 
are consistent with the obligations of good faith and due diligence. The Court considers, however, 
that the principal forms of co-operation prescribed by the Paris Agreement are financial assistance, 
technology transfers and capacity-building. 

* 

 For all these reasons, the Court considers that the climate change treaties establish stringent 
obligations upon States to ensure the protection of the climate system and other parts of the 
environment from anthropogenic GHG emissions. 

C. Obligations of States under customary international law  
relating to climate change (paras. 271-315) 

1. Duty to prevent significant harm to the environment 

 The customary duty to prevent transboundary environmental harm, which requires States to 
“use all the means at [their] disposal in order to avoid activities which take place in [their] territory, 
or in any area under [their] jurisdiction, causing significant damage to the environment of another 
State”, also applies to the climate system, which is an integral and vitally important part of the 
environment and which must be protected for present and future generations. The main elements of 
the obligation of prevention in the context of protection of the climate system are (a) the 
environmental harm to be prevented and (b) due diligence as the required standard of conduct. 

(a) Risk of significant harm to the environment, including to the climate system 

 For the duty to prevent to arise, there must be a risk of significant harm to the environment. 
Whether an activity constitutes a risk of significant harm depends on both the probability or 
foreseeability of the occurrence of harm and its severity or magnitude and should therefore be 
determined by, among other factors, an assessment of the risk and level of harm combined. The Court 
is of the view that a risk of significant harm may also be present in situations where significant harm 
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to the environment is caused by the cumulative effect of different acts undertaken by various States 
and by private actors subject to their respective jurisdiction or control. 

 The determination of “significant harm to the climate system and other parts of the 
environment” must take into account the best available science. The question whether any specific 
harm, or risk of harm, to a State constitutes a relevant adverse effect of climate change must be 
assessed in concreto in each individual situation. 

 Accordingly, the Court considers that the diffuse and multifaceted nature of various forms of 
conduct which contribute to anthropogenic climate change does not preclude the application of the 
duty to prevent significant harm to the climate system and other parts of the environment. This duty 
arises as a result of the general risk of significant harm to which States contribute, in markedly 
different ways, through the activities undertaken within their jurisdiction or control. 

(b) Due diligence as the required standard of conduct 

 The Court reaffirms that States must fulfil their duty to prevent significant harm to the 
environment by acting with due diligence. The following elements are particularly relevant when it 
comes to determining what due diligence requires from a State in a particular situation, including in 
the context of climate change: (i) appropriate rules and measures, which include, but are not limited 
to, regulatory mitigation mechanisms that are designed to achieve the deep, rapid and sustained 
reductions of GHG emissions that are necessary for the prevention of significant harm to the climate 
system; (ii) the availability of scientific and technological information and the need to acquire and 
analyse such information; (iii) current standards which may arise from binding and non-binding 
norms, but may also be reflected in certain decisions of the COPs to the climate change treaties and 
in recommended technical norms and practices, as appropriate; (iv) the principle of common but 
differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, it being understood that “the degree of care 
expected of a State with a well-developed economy and human and material resources and with 
highly evolved systems and structures of governance is different from States which are not so well 
placed” but which are nevertheless obliged to take all the means at their disposal to protect the climate 
system in accordance with their capabilities and available resources; (v) scientific information 
regarding the probability and the seriousness of possible harm, it being understood that States should 
also not refrain from or delay taking actions of prevention in the face of scientific uncertainty; (vi) the 
assessment by States of the risks and impact of proposed activities contributing to GHG emissions 
to be undertaken within their jurisdiction or control, on the basis of the best available science; and 
(vii) States’ notification of and consultation in good faith with other States where planned activities 
within their jurisdiction or control create a risk of significant harm or significantly affect collective 
efforts to address harm to the climate system, such as the implementation of policy changes in 
relation to the exploitation of resources linked to GHG emissions. 

2. Duty to co-operate 

 The Court recalls that the duty of States to co-operate for the protection of the environment 
has a customary character. It emphasizes the importance of co-operation in the context of a resource 
shared by a limited number of States. This observation applies even more to the climate system, 
which is a resource shared by all States. Co-operation between States is the very foundation of 
meaningful international efforts with respect to climate change. 

 The Court recognizes that the duty to co-operate leaves States some discretion in determining 
the means for regulating their GHG emissions. However, this discretion cannot serve as an excuse 
for States to refrain from co-operating with the required level of due diligence or to present their 
effort as an entirely voluntary contribution which cannot be subjected to scrutiny. 
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3. Relationship between obligations arising from treaties and from customary international 
law relating to climate change 

 The Court recalls that treaty rules and rules of customary international law, as norms belonging 
to two sources of international law, retain a separate existence. However, when several norms bear 
on a single issue they should, to the extent possible, be interpreted so as to give rise to a single set of 
compatible obligations. 

 The climate change treaties establish standards that may enable or facilitate the identification 
and application of the diligence that is due in specific instances. The Court also considers that the 
obligations arising from the climate change treaties, as interpreted herein, and State practice in 
implementing them inform the general customary obligations, just as the general customary 
obligations provide guidance for the interpretation of the climate change treaties. 

 As it is difficult to determine in the abstract the extent to which the climate change treaties and 
their implementation practice influence the proper understanding of the relevant customary 
obligations and their application, the Court considers that, at the present stage, compliance in full 
and in good faith by a State with the climate change treaties, as interpreted by the Court, suggests 
that this State substantially complies with the general customary duties to prevent significant 
environmental harm and to co-operate. This does not mean, however, that the customary obligations 
would be fulfilled simply by States complying with their obligations under the climate change 
treaties. While the treaties and customary international law inform each other, they establish 
independent obligations that do not necessarily overlap. 

 It follows from the above that the customary obligations of any State which is not a party to 
one or more of the climate change treaties at present find expression, at least in part, in the general 
practice of States which is in accordance with their obligations under the climate change treaties, as 
interpreted in the Opinion. Customary obligations are the same for all States and exist independently 
regardless of whether a State is a party to the climate change treaties. On this basis, the Court 
considers that it is possible that a non-party State which co-operates with the community of States 
parties to the three climate change treaties in a way that is equivalent to that of a State party, may, in 
certain instances, be considered to fulfil its customary obligations through practice that comports 
with the required conduct of States under the climate change treaties. However, if a non-party State 
does not co-operate in such a way, it has the full burden of demonstrating that its policies and 
practices are in conformity with its customary obligations. 

D. Obligations of States under other  
environmental treaties (paras. 316-335) 

 The Court then considers the relevant obligations in the Ozone Layer Convention, the 
Montreal Protocol, the Biodiversity Convention and the Desertification Convention. It is of the view 
that the obligations in question contribute to the protection of the climate system and other parts of 
the environment. 

* 

 The Court considers that the examined environmental treaties, the climate change treaties and 
the relevant obligations under customary international law inform each other. States parties must 
therefore take their obligations under these environmental treaties into account when implementing 
their obligations under the climate change treaties and under customary international law, just as they 
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must take their obligations under the climate change treaties and under customary international law 
into account when implementing their obligations under these environmental treaties. 

E. Obligations of States under the law of the sea  
and related issues (paras. 336-368) 

1. Obligations of States under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

 The Court is of the view that anthropogenic GHG emissions may be characterized as pollution 
of the marine environment within the meaning of UNCLOS. It therefore considers that Part XII of 
UNCLOS on the protection of the marine environment is applicable in the context of anthropogenic 
GHG emissions and is thus relevant to answering question (a) before the Court in the present 
advisory proceedings. On this basis, the Court considers the most relevant obligations of States under 
UNCLOS to ensure the protection of the climate system. 

 The Court observes that the obligation under Article 192 of UNCLOS consists of a positive 
obligation to take measures to protect and preserve the marine environment and a negative obligation 
not to degrade it. 

 It further notes that States parties have an obligation under Article 194, paragraph 1, of 
UNCLOS to take all necessary measures to reduce and control pollution, with the ultimate aim of 
preventing its occurrence altogether, although they are not required to ensure an immediate cessation 
of marine pollution caused by anthropogenic GHG emissions. 

 In the view of the Court, the standard of due diligence required of States in implementing all 
measures necessary to prevent, reduce and control marine pollution is stringent. These may include 
legislative measures, administrative procedures, and enforcement mechanisms necessary to regulate 
the activities concerned. The Court considers that what constitutes a “necessary measure” within the 
meaning of Article 194, paragraph 1, of UNCLOS should be assessed according to objective criteria, 
taking into account the best available science, international rules and standards relating to climate 
change, and the available means and capabilities of the States concerned. 

 With regard to Article 194, paragraph 2, of UNCLOS, the Court considers that the term 
“activities” referred to in that provision encompasses activities which produce GHG emissions. The 
standard of due diligence to be applied when complying with the obligation under that paragraph is 
stringent. 

 As concerns the obligation to co-operate under Article 197 of UNCLOS, the Court is of the 
view that it is an obligation of conduct which requires States to act with due diligence. It considers 
that this obligation is of a continuing nature and that it requires States parties, inter alia, to make 
ongoing efforts to formulate and elaborate rules, standards and recommended practices and 
procedures. Moreover, the Court agrees with the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea that 
Article 197 does not exhaust the obligation to co-operate under Section 2 of Part XII of UNCLOS. 
In the view of the Court, States are also required to co-operate under Articles 200 and 201 of the 
Convention to promote studies, undertake research programmes, encourage the exchange of 
information and data, and to establish appropriate scientific criteria for regulations. 

 As for Article 206 of UNCLOS, the Court considers that, in the context of climate change and 
in view of the impact of anthropogenic GHG emissions on the marine environment, that provision 
requires States parties, as far as practicable, to conduct an environmental impact assessment 
(hereinafter “EIA”) when there are reasonable grounds for believing that planned activities under 
their jurisdiction or control which emit GHGs may cause substantial pollution or significant and 
harmful changes to the marine environment. This obligation also extends to activities with an impact 
on areas beyond national jurisdiction. 
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 The Court considers that UNCLOS, the climate change treaties and other relevant 
environmental treaties, as well as the relevant obligations under customary international law, inform 
each other. States parties must therefore take their obligations under UNCLOS into account when 
implementing their obligations under the climate change treaties and other relevant environmental 
treaties and under customary international law, just as they must take their obligations under the 
climate change treaties and other relevant environmental treaties and under customary international 
law into account when implementing their obligations under UNCLOS. 

2. Obligations of States in relation to sea level rise and related issues 

 The Court notes that many participants voiced strong concerns about sea level rise and its 
implications, especially for the stability of maritime zones. They contend that sea level rise should 
not have the effect of diminishing the maritime entitlements of States. They argue that existing 
baselines, maritime entitlements, maritime delimitations and statehood should be preserved, 
notwithstanding the physical effects of sea level rise, including coastal recession. They further 
contend that the complete submergence of their territory should not deprive them of their maritime 
entitlements. 

 The Court considers that the provisions of UNCLOS do not require States parties, in the 
context of physical changes resulting from climate-change related sea level rise, to update their charts 
or lists of geographical co-ordinates that show the baselines and outer limit lines of their maritime 
zones once they have been duly established in conformity with the Convention. For this reason, States 
parties to UNCLOS are under no obligation to update such charts or lists of geographical 
co-ordinates. 

 The Court also notes that several participants argued that sea level rise also poses a significant 
threat to the territorial integrity and thus to the very statehood of small island States. In the view of 
the Court, once a State is established, the disappearance of one of its constituent elements would not 
necessarily entail the loss of its statehood. 

3. Other relevant instruments 

 The Court recalls that for the purposes of the present Advisory Opinion, it is not called upon 
to address all treaties that may be relevant for the protection of the climate system. In this regard, 
while not seeking to draw up an exhaustive list of treaties relevant to climate change, the Court 
emphasizes that its examination of the obligations of States under UNCLOS is without prejudice to 
the applicability of other sources of obligations, be they universal, regional or bilateral, which may 
apply to the States parties to relevant instruments. 

F. Obligations of States under international  
human rights law (paras. 369-404) 

1. Adverse effects of climate change on the enjoyment of human rights 

 The Court is thus of the view that the adverse effects of climate change, including, inter alia, 
the impact on the health and livelihoods of individuals through events such as sea level rise, drought, 
desertification and natural disasters, may significantly impair the enjoyment of certain human rights, 
in particular, the right to life, the right to health, the right to an adequate standard of living, which 
encompasses access to food, water and housing, the right to privacy, family and home, and the rights 
of women, children and indigenous peoples. 
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2. Right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment 

 The Court is of the view that a clean, healthy and sustainable environment is a precondition 
for the enjoyment of many human rights, such as the right to life, the right to health and the right to 
an adequate standard of living, including access to water, food and housing. The right to a clean, 
healthy and sustainable environment results from the interdependence between human rights and the 
protection of the environment. Consequently, in so far as States parties to human rights treaties are 
required to guarantee the effective enjoyment of such rights, it is difficult to see how these obligations 
can be fulfilled without at the same time ensuring the protection of the right to a clean, healthy and 
sustainable environment as a human right. The Court thus concludes that, under international law, 
the human right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment is essential for the enjoyment of 
other human rights. 

3. Territorial scope of human rights treaties 

 The Court considers that the question of the territorial scope of universal human rights treaties 
must be addressed in light of each instrument’s specific provisions. It recalls that it has previously 
recognized the applicability of human rights treaties when a State exercises jurisdiction outside its 
territory. 

* 

 Taking into account the adverse effects of climate change on the enjoyment of human rights, 
the Court considers that the full enjoyment of human rights cannot be ensured without the protection 
of the climate system and other parts of the environment. In order to guarantee the effective 
enjoyment of human rights, States must take measures to protect the climate system and other parts 
of the environment. These measures may include, inter alia, taking mitigation and adaptation 
measures, with due account given to the protection of human rights, the adoption of standards and 
legislation, and the regulation of the activities of private actors. Under international human rights 
law, States are required to take necessary measures in this regard. 

 The Court is of the view that international human rights law, the climate change treaties and 
other relevant environmental treaties, as well as the relevant obligations under customary 
international law, inform each other. States must therefore take their obligations under international 
human rights law into account when implementing their obligations under the climate change treaties 
and other relevant environmental treaties and under customary international law, just as they must 
take their obligations under the climate change treaties and other relevant environmental treaties and 
under customary international law into account when implementing their human rights obligations. 

V. QUESTION (B) PUT TO THE COURT: LEGAL CONSEQUENCES ARISING FROM STATES’ ACTS 
AND OMISSIONS THAT CAUSE SIGNIFICANT HARM TO THE CLIMATE SYSTEM  

AND OTHER PARTS OF THE ENVIRONMENT (PARAS. 405-455) 

 The Court then turns to question (b). As observed earlier, the Court considers that this question 
concerns the legal consequences arising for States that have breached any of the obligations identified 
in relation to question (a). As the Court has noted above, the term “legal consequences” in 
question (b) is to be understood as referring to the legal consequences arising from internationally 
wrongful acts of States, which are to be ascertained on the basis of the primary rules and the 
customary rules on State responsibility. 
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A. Applicable law (paras. 407-420) 

 The Court considers that the obligations to which question (b) applies are the obligations 
provided for under the various treaties, in particular the climate change treaties, and rules of 
customary international law considered under question (a). The rules on State responsibility under 
customary international law are also applicable to the determination of legal consequences for States 
that, by their actions or omissions, have breached those obligations. 

 With regard to primary obligations under the climate change treaty framework, the Court 
observes that in the absence of special rules to the contrary, the responsibility of a party may be 
engaged under the rules on State responsibility if there is any breach of the obligations identified in 
question (a). 

 With regard to obligations under customary international law, the Court observes that the most 
significant primary obligation for States in relation to climate change is the obligation to prevent 
significant harm to the climate system and other parts of the environment, which applies to all States, 
including those that are not parties to one or more of the climate change treaties. Under this 
obligation, as well as under other obligations of conduct identified under question (a), a State does 
not incur responsibility simply because the desired result is not achieved; rather, responsibility is 
incurred if the State fails to take all measures which were within its power to prevent the significant 
harm. In this connection, the notion of due diligence, which calls for an assessment in concreto, is 
the relevant standard for determining compliance. Thus, a State that does not exercise due diligence 
in the performance of its primary obligation to prevent significant harm to the environment, including 
to the climate system, commits an internationally wrongful act entailing its responsibility. 

 With regard to the question of applicability of the rules on State responsibility under 
question (b), the Court notes that those rules “do not vary with the nature of the wrongful act in 
question in the absence of a clearly expressed lex specialis”. It follows that the rules on State 
responsibility under general international law do not apply where and to the extent that the conditions 
for the existence of an internationally wrongful act or the content or implementation of the 
international responsibility of a State are governed by special rules of international law. In order for 
the lex specialis maxim to apply, there must be “some actual inconsistency . . . or else a discernible 
intention that one provision is to exclude the other”. Whether States derogated from the general rules 
on State responsibility by agreeing on special rules is a matter of interpretation for each supposedly 
special régime. Therefore, the Court considers that a discernible intention to establish lex specialis, 
varying or excluding the application of the general rules on State responsibility, must be found in the 
climate change treaty framework itself. 

 Participants submitted two main arguments for the proposition that the climate change treaty 
framework constitutes lex specialis in respect of State responsibility. The first concerns the 
procedural mechanisms contained in Articles 8 and 15 of the Paris Agreement, which relate to “loss 
and damage” and “compliance”, respectively. The second concerns Article 14 of the UNFCCC, 
which establishes a dispute settlement mechanism under that treaty and which has been incorporated 
into both the Kyoto Protocol (Article 19) and the Paris Agreement (Article 24). The Court examines 
each of these mechanisms in order to ascertain whether they constitute lex specialis. 

 The Court observes that Article 8 of the Paris Agreement encourages parties to adopt a co-
operative and facilitative approach with respect to loss and damage associated with the adverse 
effects of climate change, including recourse to the mechanism established under that provision. The 
provision does not, however, address issues of liability or compensation of parties for such loss and 
damage, since the expression “as appropriate, on a cooperative and facilitative basis” emphasizes 
co-operation rather than compensation or liability. Accordingly, the Court does not find in Article 8 
of the Paris Agreement any clearly expressed lex specialis that would exclude the application of the 
general rules on State responsibility. 
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 Turning to Article 15 of the Paris Agreement, the Court observes that paragraph 1 of that 
Article establishes the Paris Agreement Implementation and Compliance Committee (PAICC), 
which has the power to facilitate implementation of and promote compliance with the Agreement. 
However, the Court observes that this compliance mechanism does not have the power to settle 
disputes or provide for remedies, and that it therefore does not have the capacity to determine State 
responsibility. Accordingly, the Court does not find in Article 15 of the Paris Agreement any clearly 
expressed lex specialis that would exclude the application of the general rules on State responsibility. 

 The Court, therefore, finds that the text, context, and object and purpose of the climate change 
treaties do not support the proposition that the parties intended to exclude the general rules on State 
responsibility. 

B. Determination of State responsibility in the  
climate change context (paras. 421-443) 

 The Court recalls that climate change is a highly complex and multifaceted phenomenon 
involving possible responsibilities for multiple States over long periods of time. The unprecedented 
nature and scale of harm resulting from climate change give rise to particular issues in relation to the 
application of the customary rules on State responsibility. That is so because concentrations of GHG 
emissions are not produced by a single activity or group of activities identifiable or associated with 
a certain State or States. Moreover, it is the collective and aggregate effects of GHGs, anthropogenic 
as well as from natural sources, that cause damage to the climate system. Among the issues raised 
by the special features of climate change to the application of the customary rules on State 
responsibility are questions relating to attribution and causation, because, under the rules on State 
responsibility, only an action or omission attributable to a State can give rise to international 
responsibility. Furthermore, in cases where reparation is claimed, it must be shown that the damage 
for which reparation is claimed has been factually and legally caused by a State. The Court also 
observes that the issue of the temporal scope of the international obligations of States pertaining to 
the protection of the climate system from anthropogenic GHG emissions, and the related issue of 
breach of those obligations, comprise elements of an in concreto assessment for the determination of 
State responsibility, which is beyond the scope of this Advisory Opinion. 

1. Questions relating to attribution 

 In considering the alleged difficulties in attributing actions or omissions to a State, the Court 
emphasizes at the outset that attribution is to be based on criteria determined by international law. In 
the Court’s view, the well-established rule of international law that the conduct of any organ of a 
State must be regarded as an act of that State is applicable in the context of climate change. Failure 
of a State to take appropriate action to protect the climate system from GHG emissions — including 
through fossil fuel production, fossil fuel consumption, the granting of fossil fuel exploration licences 
or the provision of fossil fuel subsidies — may constitute an internationally wrongful act which is 
attributable to that State. The Court also emphasizes that the internationally wrongful act in question 
is not the emission of GHGs per se, but the breach of conventional and customary obligations 
identified under question (a) pertaining to the protection of the climate system from significant harm 
resulting from anthropogenic emissions of such gases. 

 In relation to private actors, the Court observes that the obligations it has identified under 
question (a) include the obligation of States to regulate the activities of private actors as a matter of 
due diligence. Therefore, attribution in this context involves attaching to a State its own actions or 
omissions that constitute a failure to exercise regulatory due diligence. In such circumstances, the 
question of attributing the conduct of private actors to a State does not arise. The legal standard to 
assess compliance with the obligation to regulate, as well as the nature of the actions or omissions 
that lead to attribution, has been set out by the Court in several cases. Thus, a State may be responsible 
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where, for example, it has failed to exercise due diligence by not taking the necessary regulatory and 
legislative measures to limit the quantity of emissions caused by private actors under its jurisdiction. 

 The Court further notes that some participants submitted that it is difficult to invoke 
responsibility in the context of climate change given that the wrongful conduct is cumulative in 
nature, involving different States over a period of time, and involving a plurality of States that cause 
injury to a plurality of injured States. In this respect, the Court observes that while climate change is 
caused by cumulative GHG emissions, it is scientifically possible to determine each State’s total 
contribution to global emissions, taking into account both historical and current emissions. 

 The Court acknowledges that the fact that multiple States have contributed to climate change 
may indeed increase the difficulty of determining whether and to what extent an individual State’s 
breach of an obligation identified in question (a) has caused significant harm to the climate system. 
However, the Court considers that, in principle, the rules on State responsibility under customary 
international law are capable of addressing a situation in which there exists a plurality of injured or 
responsible States. 

 Therefore, in the climate change context, the Court considers that each injured State may 
separately invoke the responsibility of every State which has committed an internationally wrongful 
act resulting in damage to the climate system and other parts of the environment. And where several 
States are responsible for the same internationally wrongful act, the responsibility of each State may 
be invoked in relation to that act. 

2. Questions relating to causation 

 The Court begins by observing that causation of damage is not a requirement for the 
determination of responsibility as such. Causation or causality is a legal concept that plays a role in 
determining reparation. Since reparation implies the existence of damage, causation must be 
established between the wrongful act of a State — or group of States — and particular damage 
suffered by the injured State or, in the case of a breach of obligations under international human 
rights law, by the injured individuals. 

 Causation of harm was raised by many participants, with some arguing that causation is 
impossible to establish in the present context due to the diffuse nature of climate change. Other 
participants submitted that causation between a wrongful act and damage should be presumed in the 
context of climate change. The Court finds neither of these positions convincing. As it has previously 
observed, the fact that the damage was the result of concurrent causes is not sufficient to exempt a 
State from any obligation to make reparation. At the same time, causation cannot be presumed and 
is a necessary element for reparation to be accorded. 

 The existing legal standard for establishing causation, which has been developed in the 
jurisprudence of the Court, is capable of being applied to the establishment of causation between the 
internationally wrongful act of non-compliance with States’ obligations to protect the climate system 
from harm caused by anthropogenic GHG emissions and the damage suffered by States as a result 
of such a wrongful act. This standard requires the existence of a sufficiently direct and certain causal 
nexus between the wrongful act and the injury suffered by the applicant. The Court is of the view 
that the standard of “a sufficiently direct and certain causal nexus” between an alleged wrongful 
action or omission and the alleged damage is flexible enough to address the challenges arising in 
respect of the phenomenon of climate change. 

 In terms of the operation of this legal standard in the climate change context, the Court 
observes that causation involves two distinct elements. First, whether a given climatic event or trend 
can be attributed to anthropogenic climate change; and second, to what extent damage caused by 
climate change can be attributed to a particular State or group of States. While the second element 
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must be established in concreto in respect of specific claims brought by States in respect of damage, 
in many cases the first element may be addressed by recourse to science. 

 In light of the foregoing, the Court concludes that while the causal link between the wrongful 
actions or omissions of a State and the harm arising from climate change is more tenuous than in the 
case of local sources of pollution, this does not mean that the identification of a causal link is 
impossible in the climate change context; it merely means that the causal link must be established in 
each case through an in concreto assessment while taking into account the aforementioned elements 
outlined by the Court. 

3. Erga omnes character of the underlying obligations 

 The Court now turns to the question whether the character of certain obligations identified 
under question (a) results in any special legal consequences for States. 

 In the present context, the Court considers that all States have a common interest in the 
protection of global environmental commons like the atmosphere and the high seas. Consequently, 
States’ obligations pertaining to the protection of the climate system and other parts of the 
environment from anthropogenic GHG emissions, in particular the obligation to prevent significant 
transboundary harm under customary international law, are obligations erga omnes. In the treaty 
context, the Court recalls that the UNFCCC and Paris Agreement acknowledge that climate change 
is “a common concern of humankind”, requiring “a global response”. They seek to protect the 
essential interest of all States in the safeguarding of the climate system, which benefits the 
international community as a whole. As such, the Court considers that the obligations of States under 
these treaties are obligations erga omnes partes. As a result, all States parties have a legal interest in 
the protection of the main mitigation obligations set forth in the climate change treaties and may 
invoke the responsibility of other States for failing to fulfil them. The Court adds that responsibility 
for breaches of obligations erga omnes, such as climate change mitigation obligations, may be 
invoked by any State when such obligations arise under customary international law. When such 
obligations arise under the climate change treaties, all parties to the treaty may invoke such 
responsibility, since every party is deemed to have a legal interest in the protection of these 
obligations. 

C. Legal consequences arising from wrongful acts (paras. 444-455) 

 The Court recalls that it is well established that every internationally wrongful act of a State 
entails the international responsibility of that State. In the present context, the internationally 
wrongful act may range from breaches of treaty obligations, such as the procedural obligation of a 
State to prepare, communicate or implement NDCs under Article 4 of the Paris Agreement, to 
breaches of obligations under customary international law, such as the failure of a State to regulate 
emissions of GHGs under its duty to exercise due diligence to prevent significant harm, or its failure 
to conduct EIAs. 

 The Court cannot, in the context of these advisory proceedings, specify precisely what 
consequences are entailed by the commission of an internationally wrongful act of breaching 
obligations to protect the climate system from the anthropogenic GHG emissions, since such 
consequences depend on the specific breach in question and on the nature of the particular harm. As 
a general observation, the Court notes that breaches of States’ obligations under question (a) may 
give rise to the entire panoply of legal consequences provided for under the law of State 
responsibility. These include obligations of cessation and non-repetition, which are consequences 
that apply irrespective of the existence of harm, as well as the consequences requiring full reparation, 
including restitution, compensation and/or satisfaction. The Court also notes that breaches of States’ 
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obligations do not affect the continued duty of the responsible State to perform the obligation 
breached. 

1. Duty of performance 

 The breach by a State of its international obligations does not extinguish its underlying duty 
of performance. States have a continuing duty to perform their obligations despite their breaches 
thereof. 

2. Duty of cessation and guarantees of non-repetition 

 Under customary international law, a State responsible for an internationally wrongful act is 
under an obligation to cease that act if it is continuing and if the breached obligation is still in force. 
In this context, the Court is of the view that the obligation to put an end to the wrongful act may 
require a State to revoke all administrative, legislative and other measures that constitute an 
internationally wrongful act of that State. The duty of cessation may also require States to employ 
all means at their disposal to reduce their GHG emissions and take other measures in a manner, and 
to the extent, that ensures compliance with their obligations. Additionally, in appropriate 
circumstances, a responsible State could be required to offer appropriate assurances and guarantees 
of non-repetition. 

3. Duty to make reparation 

 Article 31 of the ILC Articles on State Responsibility provides that a responsible State is under 
an obligation to make full reparation for the damage caused by the internationally wrongful act. 
Reparation must “wipe out all the consequences of the illegal act and reestablish the situation which 
would, in all probability, have existed if that act had not been committed”. “[F]ull reparation” can be 
achieved by restitution, compensation, satisfaction or a combination thereof. The appropriate nature 
and quantum of reparations cannot be assessed in the abstract and depends on the circumstances of 
a particular case. 

 The Court observes that the remedy of restitution, which involves the re-establishment of the 
situation that existed before the wrongful act was committed, may prove difficult or unfeasible in the 
case of environmental harm, since such harm is often not easily reversible. Nonetheless, the Court 
considers that, in the circumstances of climate change caused by emissions of GHGs, restitution may 
take the form of reconstructing damaged or destroyed infrastructure, and restoring ecosystems and 
biodiversity. Whether or not these special forms of restitution are appropriate as reparation for 
damage suffered by States in relation to climate change is to be determined on a case by-case basis. 
Such determinations cannot be made in the abstract. 

 In the event that restitution should prove to be materially impossible, responsible States have 
an obligation to compensate. The Court is not requested in this Advisory Opinion to indicate 
reparation for specific States or to identify such States individually, nor to proceed to the 
quantification of compensation to be paid by specific States or a plurality of States. However, the 
Court considers that it is within the scope of this Opinion, in the context of setting out the applicable 
legal framework for State responsibility, to consider whether compensation could be owed for 
significant harm caused by climate change, if a sufficiently direct and certain causal nexus can be 
shown between the wrongful acts of one or more States and the resulting harm. 
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 Where there is uncertainty with respect to the exact extent of the damage caused, compensation 
in the form of a global sum, within the range of possibilities indicated by the evidence and taking 
into account equitable considerations, may be awarded on an exceptional basis. In the climate change 
context, reparations in the form of compensation may be difficult to calculate, as there is usually a 
degree of uncertainty with respect to the exact extent of the damage caused. 

 Whether satisfaction is warranted for a violation by a State or States of obligations regarding 
the emission of GHGs, and what form that satisfaction could take, will depend on the nature and 
circumstances of the breach. It is possible for satisfaction to take the form of expressions of regret, 
formal apologies, public acknowledgments or statements, or education of the society about climate 
change. 

* 

 Before concluding, the Court recalls that it has been suggested that these advisory proceedings 
are unlike any that have previously come before the Court. At the same time, as the Court concluded 
earlier, the questions put to it by the General Assembly are legal ones, and the Court, as a court of 
law, can do no more than address the questions put to it through and within the limits of its judicial 
function; this is the Court’s assigned role in the international legal order. However, the questions 
posed by the General Assembly represent more than a legal problem: they concern an existential 
problem of planetary proportions that imperils all forms of life and the very health of our planet. 
International law, whose authority has been invoked by the General Assembly, has an important but 
ultimately limited role in resolving this problem. A complete solution to this daunting, and 
self-inflicted, problem requires the contribution of all fields of human knowledge, whether law, 
science, economics or any other. Above all, a lasting and satisfactory solution requires human will 
and wisdom — at the individual, social and political levels — to change our habits, comforts and 
current way of life in order to secure a future for ourselves and those who are yet to come. Through 
this Opinion, the Court participates in the activities of the United Nations and the international 
community represented in that body, with the hope that its conclusions will allow the law to inform 
and guide social and political action to address the ongoing climate crisis. 

* 

 The full text of the operative part (para. 457) of the Advisory Opinion reads as follows: 

 For these reasons, 

 THE COURT, 

 (1) Unanimously, 

 Finds that it has jurisdiction to give the advisory opinion requested; 

 (2) Unanimously, 

 Decides to comply with the request for an advisory opinion; 
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 (3) As regards question (a) put by the General Assembly: 

 A. Unanimously, 

 Is of the opinion that the climate change treaties set forth binding obligations for States parties 
to ensure the protection of the climate system and other parts of the environment from anthropogenic 
greenhouse gas emissions. These obligations include the following: 

(a) States parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change have an 
obligation to adopt measures with a view to contributing to the mitigation of greenhouse gas 
emissions and adapting to climate change; 

(b) States parties listed in Annex I to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
have additional obligations to take the lead in combating climate change by limiting their 
greenhouse gas emissions and enhancing their greenhouse gas sinks and reservoirs; 

(c) States parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change have a duty to 
co-operate with each other in order to achieve the underlying objective of the Convention; 

(d) States parties to the Kyoto Protocol must comply with applicable provisions of the Protocol; 

(e) States parties to the Paris Agreement have an obligation to act with due diligence in taking 
measures in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibilities and respective 
capabilities capable of making an adequate contribution to achieving the temperature goal set out 
in the Agreement; 

(f) States parties to the Paris Agreement have an obligation to prepare, communicate and maintain 
successive and progressive nationally determined contributions which, inter alia, when taken 
together, are capable of achieving the temperature goal of limiting global warming to 1.5°C 
above pre-industrial levels; 

(g) States parties to the Paris Agreement have an obligation to pursue measures which are capable 
of achieving the objectives set out in their successive nationally determined contributions; and 

(h) States parties to the Paris Agreement have obligations of adaptation and co-operation, including 
through technology and financial transfers, which must be performed in good faith; 

 B. Unanimously, 

 Is of the opinion that customary international law sets forth obligations for States to ensure the 
protection of the climate system and other parts of the environment from anthropogenic greenhouse 
gas emissions. These obligations include the following: 

(a) States have a duty to prevent significant harm to the environment by acting with due diligence 
and to use all means at their disposal to prevent activities carried out within their jurisdiction or 
control from causing significant harm to the climate system and other parts of the environment, 
in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities; 

(b) States have a duty to co-operate with each other in good faith to prevent significant harm to the 
climate system and other parts of the environment, which requires sustained and continuous 
forms of co-operation by States when taking measures to prevent such harm; 
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 C. Unanimously, 

 Is of the opinion that States parties to the Vienna Convention for the Protection of the Ozone 
Layer and to the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer and its Kigali 
Amendment, the Convention on Biological Diversity and the United Nations Convention to Combat 
Desertification in Those Countries Experiencing Serious Drought and/or Desertification, Particularly 
in Africa, have obligations under these treaties to ensure the protection of the climate system and 
other parts of the environment from anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions; 

 D. Unanimously, 

 Is of the opinion that States parties to the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
have an obligation to adopt measures to protect and preserve the marine environment, including from 
the adverse effects of climate change and to co-operate in good faith; 

 E. Unanimously, 

 Is of the opinion that States have obligations under international human rights law to respect 
and ensure the effective enjoyment of human rights by taking necessary measures to protect the 
climate system and other parts of the environment; 

 (4) As regards question (b) put by the General Assembly: 

 Unanimously, 

 Is of the opinion that a breach by a State of any obligations identified in response to 
question (a) constitutes an internationally wrongful act entailing the responsibility of that State. The 
responsible State is under a continuing duty to perform the obligation breached. The legal 
consequences resulting from the commission of an internationally wrongful act may include the 
obligations of: 

(a) cessation of the wrongful actions or omissions, if they are continuing; 

(b) providing assurances and guarantees of non-repetition of wrongful actions or omissions, if 
circumstances so require; and 

(c) full reparation to injured States in the form of restitution, compensation and satisfaction, provided 
that the general conditions of the law of State responsibility are met, including that a sufficiently 
direct and certain causal nexus can be shown between the wrongful act and injury. 

* 

 Vice-President SEBUTINDE appends a separate opinion to the Advisory Opinion of the Court; 
Judge TOMKA appends a declaration to the Advisory Opinion of the Court; Judges YUSUF, XUE and 
BHANDARI append separate opinions to the Advisory Opinion of the Court; Judges BHANDARI and 
CLEVELAND append a joint declaration to the Advisory Opinion of the Court; Judge NOLTE appends 
a declaration to the Advisory Opinion of the Court; Judge CHARLESWORTH appends a separate 
opinion to the Advisory Opinion of the Court; Judges CHARLESWORTH, BRANT, CLEVELAND and 
AURESCU append a joint declaration to the Advisory Opinion of the Court; Judge CLEVELAND  
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appends a declaration to the Advisory Opinion of the Court; Judge AURESCU appends a separate 
opinion to the Advisory Opinion of the Court; Judge TLADI appends a declaration to the Advisory 
Opinion of the Court. 

 
___________



Annex to Summary 2025/4 

Separate opinion of Vice-President Sebutinde 

 Vice-President Sebutinde is of the view that the Advisory Opinion does not go far enough in 
interpreting the full scope of the two questions put to it by the General Assembly and that 
consequently, the answers to questions (a) and (b) are not comprehensive or succinct. In answering 
questions (a) and (b) the Advisory Opinion glosses over the legal implications of climate change for 
present and future generations, and for least developed and small island States, which due to their 
geographical circumstances and level of development are injured or specially affected by or 
particularly vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change. Climate justice requires a recognition 
that there is an imbalance between the small group of major polluters and most States, including least 
developed and small island States, whose greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are negligible. States 
have an obligation to preserve the climate system and to ensure a sustainable and equitable world for 
communities whose habitat and way of life is adversely affected by the effects of climate change and 
for current and future inhabitants. In her opinion, the Court takes an overly cautious approach 
regarding the adverse effects of climate-related sea level rise on statehood and the right to self-
determination. The principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities 
(CBDR-RC), which aims to ensure fairness in how the burden of climate action is shared between 
developed and developing countries, should have been explored more comprehensively in the 
Advisory Opinion. Matters relating to the determination of State responsibility such as attribution 
and causation should be reserved for contentious proceedings and are beyond the scope of the 
General Assembly’s request. 

Declaration of Judge Tomka 

 In his declaration, Judge Tomka expresses agreement with the Court’s overall conclusions on 
the global challenge posed by climate change and the importance of international co-operation 
through treaties such as the UNFCCC and the Paris Agreement. However, he raises concerns about 
the Court’s treatment of customary international law, particularly regarding the continuity of 
statehood in the context of sea-level rise. 

 Judge Tomka notes that the Court’s brief statement suggesting that the disappearance of a 
State’s territory would not necessarily entail the loss of statehood stands in some tension with the 
customary criteria of statehood, which have traditionally required a defined territory. While 
acknowledging the growing number of States — particularly small island developing States — that 
have advanced arguments in favour of continued statehood in such circumstances, he cautions that 
these developments likely do not yet amount to a settled rule of customary international law. He 
notes emerging legal views and practice, and recognizes the normative momentum behind these 
efforts. In his view, the Court’s brief and unelaborated pronouncement was premature and 
unnecessary in light of this ongoing dialogue; the matter is properly one for States to address, acting 
in a co-operative spirit. Given that the General Assembly had not explicitly requested an opinion on 
statehood, he concludes that the Court should have refrained from addressing the issue. Once 
however the Court had decided, sua sponte, to address the matter, it should have provided a more 
thorough and reasoned analysis. 

Separate opinion of Judge Yusuf 

 1. Judge Yusuf expresses his disappointment with what he considers to be an excessively 
formalistic approach of the Court in the formulation of the Advisory Opinion. He is of the view that 
the questions of the General Assembly, particularly question (b), deserved more concrete and 
tangible replies based on the realities of climate change, as well as the fundamental concerns and 
objectives underlying the request. 
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 2. For Judge Yusuf, the Court misinterpreted question (b) and avoided engaging with the 
distinction it made between those States that, through their actions and omissions, have caused 
significant harm to the climate system and other States, including small island developing States, that 
are injured or specially impacted by the adverse effects of climate change.  

 3. In Judge Yusuf’s opinion, the Court, by avoiding to address in legal terms, the disparities 
identified by science in the contributions of States to greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and in the 
injuries suffered by those States specially affected by climate change, failed to rise to the occasion 
and to provide the international community with the legal tools necessary for combating climate 
change in an equitable manner for all States. The profound disparities between States in their 
historical and current contributions to climate change are not only based on scientific results but also 
find clear recognition in contemporary international law through the concept of common but 
differentiated responsibilities.  

 4. Judge Yusuf regrets the fact that the Court missed an opportunity to clarify for all States 
and, in particular, for those who have most suffered from the adverse effects of climate change, in a 
clear and tangible manner, the legal consequences of the failure of gross GHG-emitting States to take 
appropriate action to protect the climate system from such emissions. By adopting an excessively 
formalistic approach, the Court has opted for a proposition reminiscent of the famous remarks of 
Anatole France that “[t]he law, in its majestic equality, forbids the rich as well as the poor to sleep 
under bridges, to beg in the streets, and to steal bread”. 

 5. Judge Yusuf considers that the Court should have analysed the possibility for small island 
developing States and the least developed countries, as injured and specially affected States, to 
invoke Article 42 of the International Law Commission Articles on Responsibility of States for 
Internationally Wrongful Acts for the breach by gross GHG-emitting States of their international 
legal obligations in failing, for example, to regulate adequately fossil fuel production, fossil fuel 
consumption and the granting of subsidies or exploration licences for fossil fuels. 

 6. Lastly, Judge Yusuf addresses the failure of the Court to take into account the régime of 
international liability for injuries arising out of conduct not prohibited by international law, which 
plays a complementary role when considering legal consequences for States’ acts or omissions in 
relation to climate change. In his view, it was incumbent upon the Court to recognize the 
insufficiency of the régime of State responsibility for internationally wrongful acts, as was noted by 
the International Law Commission and in the Stockholm Declaration, and to leave the door open 
rather than closed for the development of international law in addressing this critical question of 
protection of the climate system and other parts of the environment, and in safeguarding the interests 
of those States and peoples which are particularly affected by climate change. 

Separate opinion of Judge Xue 

 1. In reply to the questions put to it by the General Assembly, Judge Xue considers that the 
Court should have seized this opportunity to give a full account of the imperatives of the underlying 
principles set forth in Article 3 of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) in the global response to climate change, in particular, the principle of sustainable 
development and the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and respective 
capabilities (hereinafter “the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities”). She regrets 
that the Court only gives them a nominal effect without analysing in which way these principles 
guide the interpretation and application of the climate change treaties. 
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 2. Judge Xue notes that it is generally agreed among States that the International Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) reports provide the best available science on the causes, nature and 
consequences of climate change. The IPCC reports confirm that human influence on the climate 
system is now an established fact.  

 3. Judge Xue recaps some scientific findings presented by the IPCC. It is now scientifically 
proven that anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions (hereinafter “GHG emissions”), mainly caused 
by fossil fuel combustion, industrial processes, unsustainable agricultural practice and other land 
uses, and deforestation, have led to global warming, which has significant impacts on humankind 
and the planet. Their cumulative and adverse effects may have existed for decades or even centuries 
in the climate system. Moreover, the level of GHG emissions varies greatly among regions, 
corresponding to the level of industrial development. Developed countries have contributed 
significantly to the total amount of global GHG emissions, while the contributions from least 
developed countries and small island developing States are minimal. However, the effects and 
impacts of climate change are experienced in markedly different ways among them. International 
co-operation, including financial assistance and transfer of technology from developed countries, is 
essential for the developing countries to tackle the threat of climate change in the context of their 
socio-economic development and efforts towards poverty eradication.  

 4. With regard to the role of the principle of sustainable development in the global response to 
climate change, Judge Xue is of the view that reduction of GHG emissions for the protection of 
climate system essentially concerns the question of development. To reduce GHG emissions, States 
need to shift their reliance on fossil fuels, reconsider their approach to industrialization, change their 
unsustainable agricultural practice, and readjust their consumption patterns. The impact of such shifts 
and changes is profound and far-reaching across all sectors of the economy and social development. 
Judge Xue notes that the interdependence between the vulnerability of human populations and that 
of ecosystems, underscored by the IPCC, in a way exacerbates the conflicting interests between 
development and environment in the context of climate change, as human rights protection hinges 
on both dimensions. Therefore, to promote human rights, socio-economic development must be 
pursued on a sustainable basis without causing significant damage to the environment. 

 5. Judge Xue recalls that serious considerations of the relationship between environment and 
development at the international level took place at the first World Conference on the Human 
Environment held in Stockholm in 1972. The Stockholm Declaration adopted 26 principles, which 
recognized, among others, that economic and social development is essential for ensuring a 
favourable living and working environment for man and for creating conditions on earth that are 
necessary for the improvement of the quality of life (Principle 8). Principle 21, while taking care of 
the concern of the developing countries to maintain their sovereignty over their natural resources for 
national development, evolves to be one of the most important principles of international 
environmental law — the principle of prevention of transboundary harm to the environment. In the 
ensuing years, numerous important documents on environment and development were adopted, 
among which the report of the World Commission on Environment and Development (commonly 
known as “Brundtland Commission Report”) entitled “Our Common Future” is perhaps the most 
influential one. In proposing long-term environmental strategies for achieving sustainable 
development, the report suggested that States should not focus merely on the environmental problems 
in question, but also on their relations with various socio-economic areas, such as food security, 
population, energy, industry, urban development and biodiversity, thus bringing diverse dimensions 
into the environmental strategies.  

 6. Judge Xue notes that the 1992 Rio Conference on Environment and Development provides 
a turning point for the principle of sustainable development in international law. The UNFCCC, in a 
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legal form, fully reflects the integral approach suggested by the Brundtland Commission Report for 
the global action against the adverse effects of climate change. According to Article 3 of the 
UNFCCC, global action against climate change must reflect both intergenerational equity as well as 
intragenerational equity. For intergenerational equity, it means that the current development model 
must shift to one that meets the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own. That is to say, States parties, in taking mitigation measures, 
should be guided by the principle of sustainable development. For intragenerational equity, 
Judge Xue points out that one of the crucial issues for the world development is the persistent gap 
between developed and developing States. Climate change has aggravated the inequality between the 
rich and the poor and severely constrained the ability of the developing countries, in particular least 
developed countries and small island developing States, to pursue sustainable development goals and 
to eradicate poverty.  

 7. Referring to Article 3, paragraph 4 of the UNFCCC, Judge Xue states that this provision 
reaffirms the right to development, but such right must be exercised on a sustainable basis. In this 
regard, two conditions are required. First, climate policies and measures must be appropriate for the 
specific national conditions of each State, and second, sustainable economic development will 
strengthen the capabilities of a State to adopt measures to address climate change. At the world level, 
the ultimate goal for the global action against climate change is to promote through international 
co-operation a supportive and open international economic system that would lead to sustainable 
economic growth and development in all States, in particular the developing countries (Article 3, 
paragraph 5, of the UNFCCC). She observes that several provisions under Article 4 reflect the 
principle of sustainable development.  

 8. Judge Xue notes that at the turn of the twenty-first century, a series of United Nations 
initiatives were launched to address global development challenges, which exerted great impact on 
the transformation of the development patterns and enriched the substantive elements of the principle 
of sustainable development. What should be mentioned is the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development with 17 goals to achieve, including poverty, inequality, climate change and 
environmental degradation. This agenda links global mitigation efforts against climate change with 
global sustainable development process.  

 9. Judge Xue points out that the principle of sustainable development also permeates the 
substantive provisions of the Paris Agreement. The two substantive articles of the Paris Agreement, 
namely, Articles 2 and 4, provide that the global response to climate change, including the efforts to 
achieve the long-term temperature goal set out therein, must be carried out on the basis of equity and 
in the context of sustainable development and efforts to eradicate poverty. That is to say, as a matter 
of principle, mitigation and adaptation measures must take various economic, social and 
environmental interests into account so that such measures will be integrated into sustainable 
development and enhance the efforts towards poverty eradication.  

 10. Judge Xue refers to the due diligence standard emphasized by the Court. In her opinion, 
such standard must be applied together with substantive obligations. In the context of climate change, 
domestic mitigation measures provide the means by which the objectives of the nationally 
determined contributions can be realized. Such measures must therefore be pursued in accordance 
with other obligations under the Agreement and must be done, as required under Article 4, 
paragraph 1, in the context of sustainable development and efforts to eradicate poverty. As is noted 
above, mitigation is not solely about temperature control. It concerns, first and foremost, human 
activities and the capabilities of States to manage such activities in light of their specific national 
circumstances. In which way and to what extent the duty of due diligence is considered discharged 
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in a State’s pursuit of domestic mitigation measures must be assessed with other considerations. That 
is where the principle of sustainable development comes into play.  

 11. As an example, Judge Xue refers to Article 3 of the Paris Agreement. She notes that this 
article informs that the essential elements for determining national ambition in emission reductions 
are embraced in Articles 4, 7, 9, 10, 11 and 13. These articles relate to mitigation, adaptation, 
provision of climate finance, technological co-operation, capacity building and transparency. A 
careful perusal of these articles reveals that the essential issue with the content of the nationally 
determined contributions is not about how diligently a State party should act in preparing the content 
of their nationally determined contributions, but on what basis their nationally determined 
contributions could reflect their highest possible ambition. Among various criteria, sustainability is 
a frequent reference with regard to mitigation and adaptation measures.  

 12. In short, Judge Xue considers that the principle of sustainable development is fully 
embraced in the climate change treaty régime. As a global agenda, a synergy of the global response 
to climate change and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals should be pursued. Much 
to her regret, this imperative is missing in the Advisory Opinion.  

 13. In regard to the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities, Judge Xue 
considers that the principle plays a crucial role in addressing the development gap between the 
developed and developing countries, which poses an inherent obstacle to the global response to 
climate change. 

 14. Judge Xue makes two observations on the Advisory Opinion in respect of the principle of 
common but differentiated responsibilities. First, she does not share the Court’s analysis of the 
current state of affairs. In the Court’s view, since the 1992 Rio Conference, developing States have 
progressed considerably in their development. Some of them now contribute significantly to global 
GHG emissions and possess the capacity in meaningful mitigation and adaptation efforts (see 
paragraph 150 of the Advisory Opinion). Judge Xue considers that this analysis is misleading and 
confusing. It distorts the foundational structure of the treaty régime on climate change.  

 15. Judge Xue’s second observation concerns the additional phrase “in the light of different 
national circumstances” to the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities in the Paris 
Agreement. She does not agree with the view expressed in the Advisory Opinion that this new phrase 
adds nuance to the principle by recognizing that the status of a State as developed or developing is 
not static, which suggests that the matter depends on an assessment of the current circumstances of 
the State concerned (see paragraph 226 of the Advisory Opinion). Judge Xue considers that the 
distinction between developed and developing countries reflects the level of development of States. 
While the status of a State as developed or developing may indeed be changed by its social and 
economic advancement indexes, individual changes of States in their social and economic 
development do not negate the distinction between developed and developing countries that underlies 
the legal structure of the climate change treaty régime.  

 16. Judge Xue points out that the classification of development levels of States is subject to a 
range of economic, social, human and institutional development indicators or indexes, which are set 
out by institutions such as the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund or the World Bank. 
This distinction has significant implications for the development planning, policymaking, 
international aid and global development agenda. For those fast-growing economies, so long as they 
are classified as developing countries, their obligations under the climate change treaties should 
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remain the same, notwithstanding their development progress. More importantly, the principle of 
common but differentiated responsibilities, as a manifestation of equity, reflects certain policy 
considerations for the global action against climate change. Given the largest share of historical and 
current global GHG emissions originated in developed countries and the financial resources and 
technological capabilities these States command, it would not be fair and just to impose the same 
obligations on developed and developing States alike. As in many other areas, the distinction serves 
as a basis for international co-operation. 

 17. Judge Xue further notes that the dilemma between GHG emission reduction targets and 
development needs exists generally among developing countries but is particularly acute for least 
developed countries and small island developing States. The reason why the UNFCCC places so 
much emphasis on the specific needs and special circumstances of developing countries, especially 
those that are particularly vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change and those that would 
have to bear a disproportionate or abnormal burden under the Convention, is that without 
international co-operation from developed States, including finance and transfer of technology, those 
developing countries will not be able to deal with the dilemma between the need to adapt to the 
adverse effects of climate change and the need for poverty eradication and development. 

 18. On climate justice, Judge Xue underscores that climate change is a contemporary issue of 
development in international law but has its roots in the past. With increasing environmental 
standards, manufacturing industries in the developed countries gradually moved abroad, mostly to 
developing countries where environmental protection was weak. That tendency intensified during 
the economic globalization process since the 1990s. She refers to the IPCC reports that cheap labour 
costs and cheap raw materials have led to a net emission transfer and outsourcing of carbon-intensive 
production from developed to developing economies via global trade. Although net emissions 
transferred between developing and developed countries have declined since 2006, it is mainly 
because of the improving carbon intensity of traded products rather than a decline in trade volume, 
not to mention that developing economies’ emission intensity still tends to be higher than that of 
developed economies due to less efficient technologies and a carbon-intensive fuel mix. In Judge 
Xue’s view, it would not be in conformity with the principle of equity if this transfer of GHG 
emissions between developed and developing countries is not duly taken into account.  

 19. With respect to the dire situation of small island developing States and least developed 
countries, Judge Xue urges that to achieve climate justice, the specific needs and circumstances of 
these vulnerable groups of States and peoples must be addressed in accordance with the principle of 
common but differentiated responsibilities. She regrets that this point is not sufficiently addressed in 
the relevant part of the Advisory Opinion, particularly when question (b) is considered. Rules of 
State responsibility for transboundary environment damage may answer some of the problems but 
clearly are not sufficient to address the concern of small island developing States; sea-level rise 
constitutes one important aspect of their concern, but not all. She is of the view that the Advisory 
Opinion fails to point out that, for peoples and individuals of the present and future generations 
affected by the adverse effects of climate change, the ultimate solution to guarantee them a clean, 
healthy and sustainable climate lies in a supportive and open international economic system that 
would lead to sustainable economic growth and development in all States based on international 
co-operation between developed and developing States. 

 20. In conclusion, Judge Xue states that the underlying principles set forth in the UNFCCC 
are the cornerstones of the climate change treaty régime. Any departure from them will undermine 
international co-operation in the global action against climate change. 
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Separate opinion of Judge Bhandari 

 In his separate opinion, Judge Bhandari underscores the existential urgency of the climate 
crisis and calls for a more rigorous treatment of certain legal principles in the Court’s Advisory 
Opinion. He expresses concern over the Court’s cursory engagement with the “polluter pays” 
principle, arguing that its limited treatment undercuts a key mechanism of accountability in 
international environmental law. In his view, the principle’s normative grounding, including the 
rationale for strict liability, should have featured more prominently. Judge Bhandari also highlights 
ambiguity surrounding the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment, noting that, while 
the Opinion references this right, it fails to clarify its status under customary international law or its 
normative content. 

 Judge Bhandari further observes that the Court’s treatment of legal consequences could have 
been approached with greater specificity. He argues that the Court should have identified concrete 
examples of cessation and restitution, such as the phasing out of fossil fuel-intensive practices, 
restoration of damaged ecosystems and recognition of maritime entitlements of States affected by 
sea-level rise. He advocates for equitable remedies including compensation guided by fairness and 
the establishment of claims commissions and a dedicated United Nations fund to address climate 
harms. In addition, he suggests that more tangible forms of satisfaction should have been addressed. 
While recognizing the Opinion’s importance as a legal milestone, he stresses that it should be seen 
as a starting-point, not a final word, on international climate responsibility. 

Joint declaration of Judges Bhandari and Cleveland 

 Judges Bhandari and Cleveland observe that fossil fuel emissions contribute overwhelmingly 
to climate change, and that measures to phase out fossil fuel dependence and transition to clean 
energy necessarily are key to States’ obligations to limit global warming to the 1.5°C Paris 
Agreement temperature goal and to fulfil their customary obligations. 

 They agree with the Court that the international obligations of States with respect to protection 
of the climate system and other parts of the environment fully encompass activities relating to the 
production and licensing of, and subsidies for, fossil fuels. They also agree with the Court’s 
conclusion that a State’s failure to take appropriate action to protect the climate system from 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions — including with respect to fossil fuel production, the granting of 
fossil fuel exploration licences and the provision of fossil fuel subsidies — may constitute an 
internationally wrongful act. 

 They elaborate further on these obligations of States to protect the climate system and other 
parts of the environment with respect to the production and licensing of fossil fuels and subsidies. 

 Judges Bhandari and Cleveland agree with the Court’s observation that the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has recognized that patterns of fossil fuel production have 
“unequivocally” contributed to global warming, that projected emissions from existing fossil fuel 
infrastructures alone already exceed the carbon budget for limiting warming to 1.5°C, and that 
“[d]eep, rapid, and sustained reductions in greenhouse gas emissions” are essential to keep global 
warming within the Paris Agreement’s 1.5°C temperature goal. Despite this, States continue to 
support, finance and expand fossil fuel production, even though such policies are irreconcilable with 
their global climate commitments. Subsidies also undermine efforts to reduce fossil fuel production 
and consumption by suppressing prices and making fossil fuels artificially competitive. 

 The Judges discuss specific obligations of States regarding production, licensing and subsidies 
with respect to, inter alia, environmental risk assessments and the preparation and implementation 
of nationally determined contributions (NDCs), while respecting States’ common but differentiated 
responsibilities and respective capabilities. 
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 The Judges consider that the customary international law obligation to take substantive and 
procedural measures to prevent significant harm to the climate system necessarily extend to fossil 
fuel production, consumption and infrastructure. With respect to procedural obligations, they agree 
with the Court’s observation that environmental impact assessments must include climate-specific 
effects, including “cumulative” and “possible downstream effects”. The Judges note that fossil fuels 
are produced to be burned. In order to fulfil their obligations under Articles 2 and 4 of the Paris 
Agreement as well as the stringent due diligence obligations under customary international law, 
States accordingly must account, in their assessments of environmental risk, for the increased 
concentration of GHGs in the atmosphere that will foreseeably result from, inter alia, production, 
licensing and subsidy activities. This principle has been confirmed by national and regional courts. 

 Further, Judges Bhandari and Cleveland consider that Articles 2 and 4 of the Paris Agreement 
require that NDCs address all fossil fuel production, licensing and subsidy activities in a manner 
consistent with achieving the 1.5°C temperature goal. Thus, the stringent due diligence obligations 
to implement such NDCs and to prevent significant transboundary harm require States to adopt and 
enforce regulations consistent with reducing global dependence on fossil fuels, including by phasing 
out production and use of fossil fuels and subsidies and transitioning away from fossil fuels, inter 
alia, by taking account of downstream consequences and regulating in a manner that does not 
undermine global co-operation. 

 In light of the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and respective 
capabilities, the Judges point out that States with greater resources and technical capabilities are 
obligated to transition away from fossil fuel production and dependency with deeper and faster 
targets than developing States with lesser capabilities. The climate change treaties also require States 
with greater capabilities to provide financial and technological assistance to help those with lesser 
capabilities transition away from fossil fuel production and other forms of fossil fuel dependency 
and towards clean energy production. In this regard, the Judges note that COP 28 called for the 
phasing out of fossil fuel subsidies “that do not address energy poverty or just transitions”. 

 However, the Judges emphasize that the obligations to transition away from fossil fuel 
dependency apply to all States, and the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and 
respective capabilities does not exempt any State from measures that are necessary, consistent with 
their capabilities and national circumstances, to fulfil the objectives of the climate change treaties 
and stringent due diligence obligations. 

 In sum, as the Advisory Opinion recognizes, the legal obligations of States with respect to the 
protection of the climate system and other parts of the environment require States to take full 
responsibility for, and to aggressively redress, the contributions of production, licensing and 
subsidies of fossil fuels to the destruction of the climate system. 

 The Judges conclude by emphasizing the requirement of a fundamental transformation of our 
habits, comforts and way of life to safeguard the future of humanity. They note that while the Court’s 
role is to provide legal clarity, the primary responsibility to act rests with States and the private actors 
subject to their jurisdiction, who must re-evaluate and reform their policies to achieve the 
transformative change essential for the preservation of our shared future. 

Declaration of Judge Nolte 

 Judge Nolte appends a declaration to the Advisory Opinion to elaborate on two points: the 
relationship between the climate change treaties and corresponding customary obligations, and 
certain issues concerning legal consequences. 

 Regarding the first point, Judge Nolte takes the view that the climate change treaties and their 
implementation confirm and influence the content of the general customary rules and give substance 
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to them. Judge Nolte stresses that this is not an application of the lex specialis principle. Rather, he 
considers that the obligations contained in the universally ratified climate change treaties and their 
implementation practice express what States generally consider to be adequate to fulfil their less 
determinate customary obligations. Judge Nolte affirms the Court’s recognition that, at present, the 
full and bona fide compliance by a State with its obligations under the climate change treaties 
“suggests” that this State is substantially complying with, i.e. is presumed to be fulfilling, its 
customary duty to prevent significant harm to the environment. This is a way to achieve a harmonious 
interpretation of, and to maintain a proper relationship between treaties and customary international 
law. He considers that the presumption is a qualified one and leaves room for nuance and complexity. 

 With regard to the second point, Judge Nolte is of the view that addressing legal consequences 
only in a general manner risks creating false expectations, at least with respect to possible claims for 
compensation. He believes that the Court should have acknowledged that international law, unlike 
several domestic legal systems, does not currently contain a general customary rule establishing strict 
liability for certain lawful acts. In his opinion, such an acknowledgment would not have precluded 
the future development of such a rule. 

 Judge Nolte then expresses his view that  while the Court has correctly identified that 
anthropogenic climate change is caused by a plurality of acts  for compensation to be owed under 
the customary rules on State responsibility, a harm must flow from a wrongful act or a plurality of 
wrongful acts. While natural science may be able to identify with a high degree of precision the 
contributions of each State to the balance of anthropogenic greenhouse (GHG) emissions in the 
atmosphere, it cannot determine wrongfulness. Judge Nolte further emphasizes that because an 
obligation of conduct is not an obligation of result, a State’s breach of the obligation of prevention 
cannot easily be translated into a given quantity of emissions for the purpose of determining 
compensation. 

 Judge Nolte also considers certain intertemporal matters. He takes the view that, while the 
obligation to prevent significant harm to the environment was first recognized in the 1940s, it could 
not have applied to GHG emissions until the emergence of a general understanding and recognition 
of the risks associated with such emissions in the second half of the 1980s. This limits the amount of 
emissions that could be the consequence of wrongful acts. In the Judge’s view, the Court should have 
addressed questions of intertemporal law.  

 Judge Nolte concludes that much depends on how the Advisory Opinion will be understood. 
He expresses his hope that the Opinion will reinforce the commitment of States to tackling climate 
change through legally framed forms of political and administrative co-operation, with respect to 
which litigation should play only a complementary role. 

Separate opinion of Judge Charlesworth 

 Judge Charlesworth has joined Judges Brant, Cleveland and Aurescu in a joint declaration 
concerning the relationship between States’ obligations under customary international law and the 
climate change treaties. She also writes separately to address the application of the precautionary 
principle to States’ climate change obligations and to elaborate on States’ climate change-related 
obligations under international human rights law in the context of the right to a clean and healthy 
environment and climate vulnerable groups. 

 Judge Charlesworth notes that the Advisory Opinion does not fully explore the relationship 
between the precautionary principle and the principle of prevention. She explains that the two 
principles complement each other, with the precautionary principle retaining a distinct scope of 
application. 
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 Judge Charlesworth also discusses the content of the right to a clean and healthy environment. 
She welcomes the Advisory Opinion’s confirmation of States’ climate change obligations under 
human rights law and highlights the procedural dimensions of this finding. 

 She also draws attention to the position of climate vulnerable groups, such as Indigenous 
peoples, women, children and people with disability. She illustrates the harmful effects of climate 
change on these vulnerable groups by reference to the written and oral submissions of participants in 
the advisory proceedings. She concludes that States have particular human rights obligations towards 
vulnerable groups, notably through the application of the principles of equality and 
non-discrimination. 

Joint declaration of Judges Charlesworth, Brant, Cleveland and Aurescu 

 Judges Charlesworth, Brant, Cleveland and Aurescu wish to clarify the Court’s reasoning on 
the relationship between States’ obligations under the climate change treaties and under customary 
international law. 

 The Judges agree with the Court’s decision to reject the argument of some participants that the 
climate change treaties constitute lex specialis in their relation to other sources of international law, 
and they believe that the Court’s findings on the relationship between the climate change treaties and 
other sources of international law should be interpreted in this light. 

 The Judges endorse the view that the relevant obligations under customary international law 
and the climate change treaties retain a separate existence and maintain their own scope of 
application. This follows from the Court’s jurisprudence as well as the relevant rules on the 
relationship between the two sources both under general international law and climate change law. 

 The Judges emphasize that States’ compliance with their climate change obligations under 
customary international law cannot be determined by simply assessing those States’ implementation 
of the climate change treaties. These treaties are not proxies for assessing compliance with the rules 
of customary international law. 

Declaration of Judge Cleveland 

 1. Judge Cleveland observes that existing international law imposes stringent obligations on 
States regarding protection of the climate system, including with respect to the production, licensing 
and subsidization of fossil fuels, as discussed in her joint declaration with Judge Bhandari. She writes 
separately to elaborate on the obligations of States with respect to carbon sinks and reservoirs, harms 
to the climate system resulting from armed conflicts, and the relationship between international 
investment law and climate obligations. 

 2. International law recognizes the crucial role of carbon sinks and reservoirs, such as forests, 
wetlands and the ocean, in climate mitigation. Judge Cleveland underscores, among others, that the 
Paris Agreement requires States parties to fulfil the 1.5°C temperature goal by achieving a balance 
between greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and removals by carbon sinks and reservoirs. Indeed, 
protection and enhancement of carbon sinks and reservoirs is central to States’ obligations in 
combating climate change under the climate change treaties, other environmental treaties and the 
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, as well as States’ customary international law 
obligations to prevent significant harm to the environment and to co-operate in such efforts. 

 3. With respect to all of these obligations, States with greater capabilities and those that are 
major contributors to global warming have a responsibility to assist less-resourced States, including 
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in the preservation of carbon sinks and reservoirs. Judge Cleveland agrees with the Court’s 
conclusion that breaches of obligations with respect to carbon sinks and reservoirs would give rise 
to legal consequences under the law of State responsibility, including the duty of cessation. 

 4. Judge Cleveland then addresses two other rules of international law that the Advisory 
Opinion recognizes as relevant to climate change: international humanitarian law and international 
investment law. With respect to the former, she highlights the significant damage to the environment 
caused by armed conflicts and other military activities — both with respect to GHG emissions and 
the destruction of carbon sinks — and observes that the obligations of States to assess, report on, and 
mitigate harms to the climate system must include these impacts. This includes accounting for such 
harms in national inventories under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
and in the preparation and implementation of nationally determined contributions under the Paris 
Agreement. The stringent customary international law obligations to prevent harm to the 
environment and to co-operate also require States to take into account harms resulting from armed 
conflicts and other military activities. 

 5. Turning to international investment law, Judge Cleveland notes that the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change has observed that international investment agreements may lead to 
“regulatory chill”, which may lead to countries refraining from or delaying the adoption of mitigation 
policies. Judge Cleveland considers that the interpretation of investment instruments must be 
informed by States’ obligations in respect of climate change under international law, including the 
stringent due diligence standard to which States are bound in implementing such obligations. 

Separate opinion of Judge Aurescu 

 In his separate opinion Judge Aurescu addresses two main topics: sea-level rise and the right 
to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment. 

 He welcomes the finding by the Court that the United Nations Convention on the Law of the 
Sea (UNCLOS) does not require States parties to update their lists of geographical co-ordinates or 
charts that show the baselines and outer limits of their maritime zones in the context of physical 
changes produced by sea-level rise. However, in his view, the reasoning of the Court on which this 
finding was based could have been more comprehensive, including, especially, the principle of legal 
stability, security, certainty and predictability, which applies to all aspects related to sea-level rise, 
including fixed baselines, continuity of statehood and non-applicability of rebus sic stantibus to 
existing maritime delimitations. The Judge also regrets that the Court failed to recognize that the 
“fixed baselines” in the context of sea-level rise has become part of the customary international law. 
In that respect, he provides comprehensive arguments regarding the widespread, representative and 
consistent practice of over 100 States in the form of statements and submissions in the 
United Nations framework, domestic legislation, regional and cross-regional declarations, as well as 
the existence of opinio juris, since such elements of State practice also indicate that these States 
perceive the fixed baselines to be the expression of an obligation under international law. 
Judge Aurescu also points out that the Court missed an opportunity to clarify that the concept of 
rebus sic stantibus does not apply to existing maritime delimitations in the context of sea-level rise. 
He also believes that the Court should have chosen better wording when addressing the continuity of 
statehood. The Judge believes that the disappearance of one (or more) of the initial constituent 
elements does not only not affect the existing statehood but also does not involve the loss of 
membership of the United Nations and of other international organizations. Also, Judge Aurescu 
considers that the Court’s reasoning as to the obligation to co-operate in addressing sea-level rise is 
incomplete as it does not take into account the principle of legal stability, security, certainty and 
predictability; at the same time, the “equitable solutions”, which the implementation of the duty to 
co-operate must bring, should be understood as having as sole purpose the protection of the existing 
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rights of the States and of their populations affected by the negative effects of sea-level rise. Finally 
on this topic, it is regrettable that, in relation to the obligation of non-refoulement under international 
human rights law, the Court did not acknowledge that it also includes positive obligations to take 
proactive measures to prevent refoulement and to ensure that other rights are respected during the 
individuals’ stay in the State’s territory. 

 In relation to the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment, Judge Aurescu agrees 
with the Court’s findings, while, however, he finds them incomplete. According to him, this right 
has become a norm of customary international law. Its customary nature is affirmed in the 
submissions of States before the Court. As examples of State practice, Judge Aurescu refers inter alia 
to the Stockholm and Rio Declarations, the Sharm el-Sheikh report of the Conference of the Parties 
of the UNFCCC serving as meeting of the parties to the Paris Agreement, the resolutions of the 
Human Rights Council and the General Assembly, the participation of States to a multitude of 
international treaties, as well as the provisions of a large number of national constitutions and 
domestic legislation. Regarding the existence of opinio juris, he invokes the language employed in 
national constitutions and legislative instruments as well as the provisions of international treaties 
that recognize this right in expressly normative terms. The Judge also refers to the voting pattern of 
General Assembly resolution 76/300 recognizing the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable 
environment as a human right, adopted with 161 votes in favour, none against, and only 
8 abstentions, thus further reinforcing the normative character of the mentioned practice. Finally, 
Judge Aurescu invokes that the jurisprudence of the international courts confirms the customary law 
character of the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment. 

 
___________ 
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Abstract
This analysis departs from doctrinal exegesis of the International Court of 
Justice’s Advisory Opinion on climate change to reflect, from the cockpit 
of the process that produced it, on how impact was conceived throughout the 
campaign, the drafting of the request, and the conduct of the proceedings. 
It explains that a central strategic objective was not simply to secure a 
symbolically powerful statement of law, but to trigger legal tipping points 
within domestic systems. Four such tipping points were given close 
consideration: the individualization of the relevant conduct; the integration 
of cumulative and downstream effects into project-level assessment of new 
fossil fuel developments; the clarification of adaptation obligations and their 
distributive implications; and the harnessing of human rights law as a 
vehicle for domestic remedies, including claims concerned with reparation.
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1. Introduction
The Advisory Opinion rendered by the International Court of Justice (ICJ) on the Obligations 
of States in respect of Climate Change is remarkable in many ways.1 It is a unanimous opinion; it 

1 Obligations of States in respect of Climate Change, Advisory opinion (23 July 2025), ICJ General List No. 187 
(Obligations of States in respect of Climate Change).
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was requested by the UN General Assembly through a resolution adopted by consensus;2 and 
it followed proceedings with an unprecedented level of participation.3 It is also a thorough, 
well-reasoned, and far-reaching opinion, not because it goes beyond stating the law as it cur
rently stands but because, in the geopolitical context in which it was rendered, it would have 
been unsurprising if the opinion had covered far less ground.

Much of the commentary has understandably focused on what the Court said.4 Our inten
tion in this brief contribution is to depart somewhat from this approach and, instead, share 
some insights from the cockpit of the process that led to the request and the pleadings. 
Specifically, we would like to address the fundamental question of the impact of the 
Advisory Opinion, as it was considered when designing the strategy, drafting the question, de
veloping the pleadings, and coordinating the work of like-minded constituencies. As we argued 
elsewhere, advisory opinion initiatives are not only about obtaining an answer to a legal ques
tion; they are also about preparing the ground for legal change.5 In the climate context, that 
objective was conceived not only in relation to negotiations or UN practice, but also, and per
haps especially, in relation to domestic legislative, administrative, and judicial processes.

There are many ways to think about the Advisory Opinion’s effects. One can focus on the 
UN General Assembly’s follow-up, on climate negotiations, or on transnational mobiliza
tion. Here, we focus on domestic practice. More specifically, we focus on areas where au
thoritative clarification of international law could be reasonably expected to activate 
dense bodies of existing domestic law and institutional practice. These areas may be 
understood as legal tipping points: domains of domestic law in which a relatively modest 
shift in the framing of legal obligations can generate disproportionately large downstream 
effects through ordinary decision-making. In this sense, a legal tipping point is a specific 
institutional manifestation of what the literature on social tipping points describes as a 
small intervention or shift capable of triggering nonlinear, self-reinforcing and potentially 
cascading change.6 The point at which such a tipping process becomes legally visible is not 
a single dramatic event, but the moment when a clarified proposition of international law be
gins to be reproduced across ordinary processes of legislative, administrative, and judicial 
practice. Four such legal tipping points warrant particular scrutiny here: the individualization 
of the relevant conduct; the integration of cumulative and downstream climate effects into 
project-level assessment of new fossil fuel developments; the clarification of adaptation obli
gations and their distributive implications; and the use of human rights law to structure domes
tic remedies, including claims concerned with reparation.

2 UN General Assembly Resolution 77/276: Request for an advisory opinion of the International Court of 
Justice on the obligations of States in respect of climate change, 29 March 2023 (the Request).

3 Obligations of States in respect of Climate Change (Request for Advisory Opinion). Conclusion of the public 
hearings held from 2 to 13 December 2024, 13 December 2024, ICJ Press release No. 2024/81 (96 States 
and 11 international organizations presented oral statements during the hearing).

4 See, among many others, Ginevra Le Moli, ‘The ICJ Advisory on States Obligations and Climate Change’ 
(2026 forthcoming) 35 RECIEL, part of a special issue on the Advisory Opinion with contribution, in alphabet
ical order, by Sandrine Maljean-Dubois, Jacqueline Peel, Lavanya Rajamani, Harro van Asselt, Jorge 
E. Viñuales, and Margaretha Wewerinke-Singh, among others. For (brief and more detailed) overall assess
ments, see Margaretha Wewerinke-Singh and Jorge E. Viñuales, ‘The ICJ Reframes the Conduct Responsible 
for Climate Change Through the Prism of Internationally Wrongful Acts’, EJIL Talk (4 August 2025), and 
Caroline Foster, ‘The 2025 International Court of Justice Advisory Opinion on Obligations of States in respect 
of Climate Change’ (2025) 74 International and Comparative Law Quarterly 775.

5 Margaretha Wewerinke-Singh, Jorge E. Viñuales, and Julian Aguon, ‘The Role of Advocates in the 
Conception of Advisory Opinion Requests’ (2023) 117 AJIL Unbound 277, 277–80.

6 For the broader literature on social tipping points and tipping processes, see Manjana Milkoreit and 
others, ‘Defining Tipping Points for Social-Ecological Systems Scholarship—An Interdisciplinary Literature 
Review’ (2018) 13 Environmental Research Letters 033005; Ilona M. Otto and others, ‘Social Tipping 
Dynamics for Stabilizing Earth’s Climate by 2050’ (2020) 117 Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences 2354; Ricarda Winkelmann and others, ‘Social Tipping Processes Towards Climate Action: A 
Conceptual Framework’ (2022) 192 Ecological Economics 107242.
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2. Influencing domestic practice
A core objective of the request was to equip domestic actors with an authoritative statement 
of what international law already requires and thereby to disentangle questions of legal ob
ligation from arguments of political convenience. The point was not to have the Court dictate 
domestic policy choices. It was to clarify the outer legal parameters within which those 
choices must be made. In practice, this meant identifying areas where many legal systems 
already possessed operative doctrines—environmental impact assessment, administrative 
review, rights protection, tort, public finance, insurance regulation, and corporate 
disclosure—but where climate claims still faced a recurring objection: that the underlying 
international law position was too indeterminate to sustain decisive action.

That focus on domestic practice also helps explain why the architecture of the request mat
tered so much. The Advisory Opinion was not conceived as an isolated symbolic intervention. 
The expectation was that, if the Court clarified certain questions in an appropriately concrete 
way, domestic institutions would be better equipped to overcome areas of alleged or genuine 
ambiguity. Ministries would have the tools to reassess permitting practices. Legislatures would 
better understand the legal requirements concerning the regulation of fossil fuels and the al
location of adaptation costs. Courts would be better placed to interpret statutes, constitutional 
guarantees, and private-law standards of care in light of clarified international obligations.

Four areas where clarification seemed particularly relevant were the individualization of 
the conduct at stake (Section 3); the nature and scope of the impacts to be included in assess
ment and approval processes (Section 4); the legal implications of adaptation obligations 
(Section 5); and the implications of human rights obligations (Section 6). These four areas, 
alongside others, could be reasonably expected to reinforce each other, albeit with a differ
ent focus. The individualization of the ‘relevant conduct’, as that notion was developed in 
Vanuatu’s pleadings and later taken up by the Court, constituted the baseline. On that basis, 
from a prospective standpoint, it was important first for the Court to clarify the full scope of 
the assessment required for new upstream fossil fuel developments, and the obligation of 
States to adopt adaptation measures. It was equally important for the Court to clarify 
whether climate policy and litigation were confined to a ‘forward-looking’ frame that ex
cludes matters of reparation or, conversely, whether international law provides a basis for 
a retrospective climate justice lens, both in relation to the costs of adaptation measures 
and to redress for climate harm. This selection was not meant to be exhaustive.

These four areas were singled out because, throughout the design of the request and the 
development of the pleadings, they repeatedly combined four features: each rested on dense 
pre-existing bodies of domestic law; each turned on a point of international law clarification 
that was portable across jurisdictions; each bore directly on routine legislative, administra
tive, or judicial decision-making; and each had the potential to unlock both prospective 
and retrospective forms of accountability. Other areas could certainly have been chosen— 
including, for example, corporate disclosure, financial supervision, insurance regulation, 
public procurement, or subsidy control—but these four had the clearest potential to demon
strate how the Advisory Opinion could reshape ordinary domestic practice.

3. Individualization of the relevant conduct
A central strategic question concerned the identification of the conduct responsible for cli
mate change. From a legal standpoint, that issue was foundational. If the relevant conduct 
is framed narrowly as the direct emission of greenhouse gases, important dimensions of 
the conduct at the roots of such emissions would escape consideration: fossil fuel production 
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by States with relatively smaller domestic emissions; subsidization and licensing decisions 
that enable future emissions; and consumption patterns embedded in global value chains. 
More fundamentally, emissions or even contributions to the problem are highly unequal 
both historically and in the present time. The level at which the actual conduct unfolds 
can also be identified, analytically, in different ways, including by reference to a group of 
States (identified regionally or through other criteria), a State, subnational governments, pri
vate companies, or even consumers as participants to the transaction targeted by the 
polluter-pays principle. The question was therefore how to formulate a text that captured 
the actual conduct that causes climate change while remaining viable in the detailed nego
tiations that would take place in the General Assembly.7

The compromise eventually reflected in Resolution 77/276 described the ‘relevant conduct’ 
in three specific parts, two of which attracted most of the attention [in Questions (a) and (b) of 
the operative part], whereas the third (in preambular Paragraph 5, in fine) provided the key to 
move from one [Question (a)] to the other [Question (b)]. To recall, Question (a) put to the 
Court refers to ‘anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases’.8 This expression is deliberately 
broad, covering any emissions as long as they are anthropogenic. The latter term brings the 
characterization a step closer to reality, by referring—according to the IPCC glossary—to emis
sions from ‘human activities’, including ‘the burning of fossil fuels, deforestation, land use and 
land use changes (LULUC), livestock production, fertilisation, waste management, and indus
trial processes’.9 Thus, although the term used is that of emissions, a wide range of base activ
ities are encompassed by the terms anthropogenic. The conduct was further specified in 
preambular Paragraph 5, in fine, which refers to ‘the conduct of States over time in relation 
to activities that contribute to climate change and its adverse effects’. Such activities are clear
ly not confined to those that directly emit greenhouse gases; they encompass any activity from 
any actor that ‘contribute[s]’ to climate change and its impacts under State jurisdiction, 
whether now or in the past (‘over time’). This characterization of the relevant conduct provides 
the bridge between the characterization in Question (a) and that in Question (b), which is the 
beating heart of the request: ‘States where they, by their acts and omissions, have caused sig
nificant harm to the climate system and other parts of the environment’.10 The question is 
therefore about the ‘acts and omissions’ of States, although they cover acts and omissions 
‘in relation to activities that contribute’ to climate change.11 The set of ‘acts and omissions’ 
is further characterized by a certain degree, namely the causing of ‘significant harm’ to the cli
mate system, as part of the broader environment.12

7 See Wewerinke-Singh, Viñuales, and Aguon (n 5) 279–80.
8 UN General Assembly Resolution 77/276: Request for an advisory opinion of the International Court of 

Justice on the obligations of States in respect of climate change, 29 March 2023. Operative paragraph, 
Question (a).

9 IPCC Glossary <https://apps.ipcc.ch/glossary/> (accessed 18 May 2026).
10 Res. 77/276 (n 9), operative paragraph, Question (b).
11 ibid, preamble, para. 5.
12 ibid, the operative part requested the Court to render an advisory opinion on the following question: 

‘Having particular regard to the Charter of the United Nations; the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights; the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change; the Paris Agreement; the United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea; the duty of due diligence; the rights recognized in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights; 
the principle of prevention of significant harm to the environment; and the duty to protect and preserve the 
marine environment, (i) what are the obligations of States under international law to ensure the protection 
of the climate system and other parts of the environment from anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases 
for States and for present and future generations and (ii) what are the legal consequences under these obliga
tions for States where they, by their acts and omissions, have caused significant harm to the climate system and 
other parts of the environment, with respect to (a) States, including, in particular, small island developing 
States, which, due to their geographical circumstances and level of development, are injured or specially af
fected by or are particularly vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change and (b) peoples and individuals 
of the present and future generations affected by the adverse effects of climate change?’
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In Vanuatu’s written pleadings, the overall characterization of the ‘relevant conduct’ 
under the parameters of the text of the request was summarized as follows:13

acts and omissions of individual States – and of a specific group thereof – that have resulted 
over time in a level of anthropogenic GHG emissions from activities within their jurisdiction 
or control which have interfered with the climate system and other parts of the environment 
to an extent which amounts to at least significant harm to the latter, whether or not the an
thropogenic GHG emissions of a given State over time are the only or the main cause of cli
mate change, and whether or not they are the only or the main cause of the specific harm 
suffered by another State, people or individual.

The Court adopted this architecture. It held that the ‘relevant conduct’ is not limited to con
duct that itself directly results in emissions, but includes ‘all actions or omissions of States’ 
that result in the climate system and other parts of the environment being adversely affected 
by anthropogenic emissions. The material scope of the inquiry, the Court added, encom
passes the ‘full range of human activities’ contributing to climate change, ‘including both 
consumption and production activities’.14 Later, in addressing breach, the Court made the 
point even more concrete: depending on the circumstances, fossil fuel production and con
sumption, the granting of fossil fuel exploration licences, and the provision of fossil fuel sub
sidies may constitute an internationally wrongful act.15

This clarification provides domestic courts and regulators with an authoritative basis for 
moving beyond a narrow tailpipe conception of climate responsibility. The legally relevant 
conduct includes the licensing, subsidizing, authorizing, and failing to regulate activities 
that foreseeably generate climate harm.

4. Assessment of new upstream fossil fuel developments
One important area in need of clarification concerned the approval of new upstream fossil 
fuel projects. International law16—as well as the overwhelming majority of domestic 
legal systems17—requires the conduct of an environmental impact assessment as part 
of the process of approval of certain projects, including, under ordinary conditions, 
new upstream fossil fuel ventures. Yet, under international law, the specific content of 
the assessment is left to domestic law.18 That leaves significant room for interpretation. 
In the climate context, the practical question is whether project assessment may be con
fined to direct operational emissions, or whether it must take into account the cumulative 
and downstream effects of a project—including, in the case of upstream oil, gas, or coal 
developments, the emissions generated when the extracted fuel is ultimately processed 
and burned.

13 Written Statement of Vanuatu, 21 March 2024, available at <https://www.icj-cij.org/sites/default/ 
files/case-related/187/187-20240321-wri-06-00-en.pdf> [4] and [157].

14 Obligations of States in respect of Climate Change (n 1) [94].
15 ibid [427].
16 See Pulp Mills on the River Uruguay (Argentina v Uruguay), Judgment, ICJ Reports 2010, p. 14 (Pulp Mills), 

[204]. The Court confirmed this view in Certain Activities Carried Out by Nicaragua in the Border Area (Costa Rica 
v Nicaragua) and Construction of a Road in Costa Rica along the San Juan River (Nicaragua v Costa Rica), 
Judgment, ICJ Reports 2015 (II) (Costa Rica/Nicaragua), para. 104; Dispute over the Status and Use of the 
Waters of the Silala (Chile v Bolivia), Judgment of 1 December 2022, General List No 162, [83], [113]-[115]; 
Obligations of States in respect of Climate Change, (n 1) [297].

17 See Neil Craik, ‘The Assessment of Environmental Impact’, in Emma Lees and Jorge E. Vinuales (eds), The 
Oxford Handbook of Comparative Environmental Law (OUP 2019) 876–900.

18 See Pulp Mills (n 17) [205] (‘it is for each State to determine in its domestic legislation or in the author
ization process for the project, the specific content of the environmental impact assessment required in each 
case’); Obligations of States in respect of Climate Change (n 1) [298].
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As the advisory proceedings before the ICJ unfolded, the case law of some influential ju
risdictions confirmed that the assessment of the emissions of a given entity must go beyond 
those arising directly from its operations (often called ‘Scope 1’ emissions) to include also 
those embedded in its consumption (‘embedded’ emissions, under some frameworks called 
‘Scope 2’ emissions, mainly for electricity)19 and even those arising from the burning (by 
others) of the fossil fuels extracted and sold by that entity (so-called ‘Scope 3’ emissions).20

This line of reasoning resonated strongly with the broader conception of relevant conduct 
advanced in Vanuatu’s pleadings, and it was sharpened further in response to a question 
from Judge Cleveland concerning the obligations of fossil fuel-producing States. In its writ
ten reply, Vanuatu and the Melanesian Spearhead Group expressly connected the responsi
bility of major fossil fuel producers to developments in carbon accounting concerning 
so-called Scope 3 emissions.21

The Court’s opinion provided a significant additional layer of authority. After restating 
that the content of an environmental assessment depends on the circumstances of the 
case, it held that climate-related risk assessment may appropriately combine general proce
dures with project-level assessment, and that such general procedures do not exclude ‘spe
cific climate-related effects’ being assessed as part of environmental impact assessments 
for individual activities, ‘eg for the purpose of assessing their possible downstream effects’.22

The Court added that all States should provide for and conduct EIAs in respect of particularly 
significant proposed activities contributing to greenhouse gas emissions, on the basis of the 
‘best available science’.23

Read together with the Court’s broad characterization of relevant conduct and its express 
reference to fossil fuel production, licensing, and subsidies, this holding can shape domestic 
permitting practices. It considerably strengthens the argument that, for new upstream fossil 
fuel projects, the climate consequences to be assessed cannot stop at the project fence-line. 
That matters because the inclusion of downstream combustion emissions can radically alter 
the legal and economic appraisal of a project. In a world where governments continue to plan 
fossil fuel production far in excess of levels compatible with 1.5 °C, project-level review be
comes an important pathway through which international climate obligations may be trans
lated into ordinary administrative law.24 What may look like a technical adjustment to EIA 
methodology could therefore function as a legal tipping point.

5. Specification of adaptation requirements and ripple effects
A third area of interest concerned adaptation. Before the Advisory Opinion, adaptation ob
ligations under the Paris Agreement were often described in language that obscured their le
gal character. Article 7 contains a mixture of contextual provisions, exhortatory language, 

19 Case of Verein Klimaseniorinnen Schweiz and others v Switzerland, ECtHR Application no. 53600/20, 
Judgment of the Grand Chamber (9 April 2024) (Klimaseniorinnen), [280].

20 R (Finch) v Surrey County Council and others [2024] UKSC 20, [79].
21 Written reply of Vanuatu and the Melanesian Spearhead Group to the questions put by Judges Cleveland, 

Tladi, Aurescu, and Charlesworth at the end of the hearing held on 13 December 2024 (20 December 2024) 
[2]-[5].

22 Obligations of States in respect of Climate Change (n 1) [298].
23 ibid [298] (emphasis added).
24 Production Gap Report 2023: Phasing down or phasing upTop fossil fuel producers plan even more extraction 

despite climate promises (November 2023), 5 (‘While 17 of the 20 countries profiled have pledged to achieve net- 
zero emissions, and many have launched initiatives to reduce emissions from fossil fuel production activities, 
most continue to promote, subsidize, support, and plan on the expansion of fossil fuel production. None have 
committed to reduce coal, oil, and gas production in line with limiting warming to 1.5 °C.’); Production Gap 
Report (September 2025) (‘Governments, in aggregate, still plan to produce far more fossil fuels than would 
be consistent with achieving the goals of the Paris Agreement. Projected 2030 production exceeds levels 
aligned with limiting warming to 1.5 °C by more than 120%’).
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and more concrete obligations, and the dominant emphasis in both scholarship and litigation 
has tended to remain on mitigation.25 Yet, from the standpoint of climate-vulnerable States 
and communities, adaptation is not ancillary. It structures urgent questions of infrastructure, 
land-use planning, public health, disaster preparedness, relocation, and finance. If adapta
tion is clearly framed as a legal requirement, even possibly a justiciable one (ie a requirement 
that may be invoked by an individual before a court of law if it has not been complied with), 
that may entail a range of ripple (legal) effects. Prospectively, such effects would include as a 
minimum the requirements to assess adaptation needs and to adopt the requisite measures. 
Retrospectively, failure to adopt such measures may lead to liability, both of States and a 
range of other actors (whether public or private). In addition, the very need to prospectively 
adapt to circumstances retrospectively attributable to identifiable entities may lead to the 
adoption of legal regimes allocating adaptation costs (eg higher insurance premiums or 
the costs of State measures) to entities having displayed the ‘relevant conduct’. Here again, 
the key issue, in addition to the characterization of the relevant conduct, was the clarifica
tion of the legal requirements relating to adaptation. The Court addressed this issue with sig
nificant detail in Paragraphs 255–259 of its opinion.

Prospectively, the Court distinguished between provisions that ‘provide context’ without 
‘creat[ing] any standards or legally binding obligations’, mainly Article 7, Paragraphs 2, 4, 5, 
and 6, and ‘specific obligations pertaining to adaptation’, mainly Article 7, Paragraph 9.26

According to the Court, the latter requires States parties to the Paris Agreement to exercise 
due diligence, that is their ‘best efforts, in line with the best available science, with a view to 
achieving’ adaptation objectives. State parties have a ‘legally binding obligation’ under 
Article 7(9) to the Paris Agreement to ‘engage in adaptation planning processes and the im
plementation of actions’.27 The Court noted that, although no particular action is individu
alized as required, the text of the provision illustrates the types of actions that may be 
sufficient to meet the requirements of Article 7(9). Although the Court does not say so ex
pressly, it can be inferred from these pronouncements that a State’s failure to adopt such 
measures may constitute an internationally wrongful act. The broader proposition that fail
ures to take preventive measures can ground legal responsibility is well established in human 
rights jurisprudence,28 and is increasingly surfacing in domestic climate litigation focused 
on adaptation failures. Indeed, at least 80 so-called ‘failure-to-adapt’ cases have been iden
tified across jurisdictions.29 The financial implications of such cases may become an import
ant lever of ripple effects, particularly when failure by a corporate entity to adapt its 
processes to the increasing pressures of climate change may impact its business model and 
profitability (eg additional exposure for insurance companies and disruption for utilities). 
Such risks are at the heart of ESG (environment, social, and governance) disclosures, and 
due to their financial materiality, they remain so even in the scaled-back versions of ESG 
frameworks. A clear recognition of the obligation to adapt was therefore important, due 
to its relevance for the strengthening of the regulatory and market expectation that compan
ies will indeed adapt. In addition, such a clear recognition strengthens the legal basis to 

25 See Lavanya Rajamani, ‘The Paris Agreement: Interplay Between Hard, Soft and Non-Obligations’ (2015) 
28 JEL 337, 347.

26 Obligations of States in respect of Climate Change (n 1) [255].
27 ibid (n 1) [256], quoting Article 7(9) of the Paris Agreement.
28 Budayeva and others v Russia, ECtHR Applications No. 15339/02, 21166/02, 20058/02, 11673/02 and 

15343/02, Judgment (29 September 2008), [128]-[37]; Özel and others v Turkey, ECtHR Application Nos. 
14350/05, 15245/05, and 16051/05, Judgment (17 November 2015), paras. 170-5; UN Human Rights 
Committee, Views adopted by the Committee under article 5 (4) of the Optional Protocol, concerning communication 
No. 3624/2019: Daniel Billy et al. v Australia, CCPR/C/135/D/3624/2019, 22 September 2022, [8.3].

29 See Joana Setzer and Catherine Higham, Global Trends in Climate Change Litigation: 2025 Snapshot (LSE/ 
Grantham Institute/Sabin Center) 38.
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require States to take adaptation action. Of note, the fact that such action may be costly—all 
the more so that mitigation action remains insufficient—may entail retrospective ripple ef
fects, as States seek to recover the cost of adaptation action.

That leads to the retrospective standpoint. The Court did not discuss matters of liability 
in the section of the Advisory Opinion relating to adaptation. But it did acknowledge the 
possibility for States to adopt (in addition to sector-specific treaties) national legislation 
in certain sectors introducing the principle of strict liability as part of the polluter-pays 
principle.30 In practice, the question of strict liability in relation to the cost of climate 
change adaptation has become a vividly debated issue, particularly in the context of so- 
called ‘climate superfund statutes’ enacted or under consideration at the subnational level 
in the USA31 or, more recently, compensation for the rise of insurance premiums.32 It is too 
early to say whether this initial experimentation signals a trend, but it clearly suggests that 
adaptation requirements—and the associated costs—were an important area in need of 
clarification.

6. Harnessing human rights obligations
Human rights formed a fourth strategic area, not only because they express the human stakes 
of the climate crisis, but because they offer some of the most effective domestic pathways for 
translating international law into remedies. Rights-based climate litigation had already de
veloped significantly before the Advisory Opinion, but the legal premise of many such cases 
was still frequently contested: that climate change falls within the scope of existing human 
rights obligations; that failures to regulate climate-harming activities can violate those obli
gations; and that the resulting harm can ground both prospective relief and reparation for 
harm already caused. Vanuatu’s written comments sought to consolidate a wide body of 
UN treaty-body, regional, and domestic practice on precisely those points.33

The Court adopted that broad orientation. It held that the adverse effects of climate change 
‘may impair the effective enjoyment of human rights’, expressly engaging with recent re
gional and domestic jurisprudence.34 It then went further by recognizing that a clean, 
healthy, and sustainable environment is ‘a precondition for the enjoyment of many human 
rights’ and is ‘essential for the enjoyment of other human rights’.35 This is not merely rhet
orical. It inserts climate protection into the ordinary grammar of rights protection: positive 
obligations, vulnerability analysis, access to courts, justification of interferences, and remed
ial consequences. And human rights protection—under both treaty and customary law— 
operates at the international but also, importantly, at the domestic level, although not 
through a single juridical pathway: depending on the legal system, human rights norms 
may have direct effect or be directly applicable or instead operate through constitutional 
guarantees, legislative incorporation, and interpretation consistent with international 
obligations.36

30 Obligations of States in respect of Climate Change (n 1) [160].
31 See Kristina McKean, ‘The Pending Fate of Climate Superfund Statutes’, Georgetown Environmental Law 

Review Blog (29 January 2026).
32 Dharna Noor, ‘These US States Want Polluters to Pay for the Rising Insurance Costs of Climate Disasters’, 

The Guardian (8 February 2026).
33 Written comments of Vanuatu, 15 August 2024, available at <https://www.icj-cij.org/sites/default/ 

files/case-related/187/187-20240815-wri-11-00-en.pdf> [117]-[128].
34 Obligations of States in respect of Climate Change (n 1) [373].
35 Obligations of States in respect of Climate Change (n 1) [386] and [393].
36 ibid [386] and [393]; Human Rights Committee, ‘General Comment No 31 [80]: The Nature of the 

General Legal Obligation Imposed on States Parties to the Covenant’ (26 May 2004) UN Doc CCPR/C/21/ 
Rev.1/Add.13, [13] and [15]; Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Human 
Rights Indicators: A Guide to Measurement and Implementation (United Nations 2012) 77.
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The Advisory Opinion is also significant because it links human rights to reparation in un
usually direct terms. In its discussion of legal consequences, the Court stated that damage 
must be demonstrated by the injured State or, in the case of a breach of obligations under 
international human rights law, by injured individuals. It then reaffirmed the general obli
gation of full reparation, by restitution, compensation, satisfaction, or a combination there
of.37 That clarification does not resolve all causal and evidentiary questions that climate 
claims raise, but it is premised on the rejection of the idea that climate law is confined to 
a wholly forward-looking register in which past harm and individual injury remain legally 
mute and carry no reparation consequences.

For domestic law, the latter point matters in at least three ways. First, it strengthens public 
law and constitutional litigation aimed at compelling governments to align mitigation and 
adaptation measures with rights-based standards, as illustrated by such cases as Leghari,38

Urgenda,39 and KlimaSeniorinnen. Second, it reinforces the use of human rights norms as in
terpretative standards in administrative law and statutory review, including in cases challen
ging fossil fuel approvals or inadequate adaptation plans. Third, it lends support to 
private-law pathways—especially tort and related civil-liability regimes—in which human 
rights help to identify protected interests, inform standards of care, and make visible the in
dividualized dimensions of climate harm. The point is not that the Advisory Opinion sudden
ly solves the design of domestic climate reparation regimes. It is that it legitimizes their 
juridical architecture. Rights-based loss and damage arguments are no longer easily dis
missed as external to the applicable law on climate change or to the range of tort and civil 
law liability theories relating to climate change; they now stand within their centre.

7. Concluding observations
From inside the campaign and legal strategy process, the expected impact of an ambitious 
advisory opinion could not be confined to symbolism; however, important symbolism may 
be in a case of this scale. Nor was it confined to what the Advisory Opinion might mean 
for the climate regime or for the institutional practice of the United Nations. A central con
sideration was to secure the clarification of existing law that could assist domestic institu
tions and be translated into ordinary legislative, administrative, and judicial action.

That helps explain why certain questions loomed so large in the drafting and pleading 
strategy. The individualization of the relevant conduct was crucial because domestic law op
erates through attributable acts and omissions. The clarification of project-level assessment 
was key because permitting systems are everyday gateways through which fossil fuel expan
sion is either enabled or constrained. The clarification of adaptation obligations was also 
important because it turns a field long treated as programmatic into one of reviewable legal 
duty, with significant implications for finance and cost allocation. And the harnessing of 
human rights was fundamental because it connects climate change to some of the ordinary 
remedial frameworks available in domestic law.

The Advisory Opinion itself does not bind parties like a judgment in a contentious case. 
But it states, with unusual clarity and with the full authority of a unanimous opinion, 
what the Court regards as the international law in force. Its most significant effects may 
therefore emerge incrementally: in an EIA that must now consider downstream effects; in 

37 Obligations of States in respect of Climate Change (n 1) [449]-[450].
38 Ashgar Leghari v Federation of Pakistan (Lahore High Court, WP No 25501/2015, judgment of 4 

September 2015).
39 Urgenda Foundation v State of the Netherlands, Supreme Court of the Netherlands, 20 December 2019, 

ECLI:NL:HR:2019:2006.
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an adaptation plan that is now a requirement and whose costs may increasingly become the 
subject of domestic allocation and recovery mechanisms; in a rights-based claim where the 
applicability of human rights law to climate harm, and the availability in principle of repar
ation for injured peoples and individuals, has now been authoritatively confirmed by the 
World Court; or in modernized tort claims shaped by customary international law, including 
human rights. The incremental changes brought by these and other potentialities may, if and 
when they reach a certain threshold of acceptance, tip existing domestic frameworks in the 
direction signalled by the advisory opinion. The sign that such a threshold has been crossed 
will not be a single spectacular ruling, but repetition across ordinary sites of legal decision- 
making. Fundamental change does not always come from fundamental reform; knocking a 
first domino may go a long way.
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