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The Vanuatu government is seeking an advisory opinion from the

International Court of Justice on the legal responsibility of countries to act
on climate change. This will provide clarity on loss and damage finance and
could catalyse powerful legal tools that hold polluters accountable. Human
rights can be a valuable framing for calling attention to and addressing loss
and damage, but there remains limited scholarship so far. Here we explore
how climate change is impinging on the rights of Ni-Vanuatu and what can be
doneinresponse. Our findings show that loss and damage to fundamental
rightsis already occurring and will worsen, undermining the right to alife
of dignity. The future loss and damage fund, and other initiatives, should
integrate ahuman rights restoration package thatincludes recording

and safeguarding Indigenous knowledge, promoting cultural continuity,
restoring the socio-ecological system, building back better and investing

ineducation.

Climate change has been labelled ‘the human rights challenge of the
twenty-first century”. Since the 2005 Inuit petition put before the
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, the links between cli-
mate change and human rights have increasingly received attention,
highlighting the importance of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, among others, in responding to the climate crisis. All coun-
tries have ratified at least one of the nine core international human
rights treaties, and most have ratified several, implying an interna-
tional obligation to prevent the foreseeable adverse effects of climate
change and ensure that those affected by it have access to appropriate
remedies and means of adaptation? Bringing a human rights lens to
climate change is new in that it seeks to shift the focus and attention
onto theindividual experiences of those sufferingitsimpacts®. Sucha
lens provides ‘acompelling reason why each of us should bear our fair
share of the costs of mitigation and adaptation—namely, if we don’t,
we will be contributing to the violation of someone’s human rights™.
A human rights lens is particularly valuable in framing, call-
ing attention to, and addressing loss and damage, despite limited

scholarship in this field so far (see an exception in ref. 1) and limited
application thus far in addressing loss and damage*. Although not
asilver bullet, international law, especially human rights law, can
provide a strong normative framework to guide policymakers and
implementersinloss and damage actions, refocus the political narra-
tive on the fundamental rights of individuals that must be protected
through climate action, and amplify the voices and interests of those
who are oftensidelined*”". Bridging the loss and damage regime with
international law helps emphasize how climate change and loss and
damage policy do not exist inisolation from the obligations that coun-
tries already have under existing international and regional human
rights treaties®. It can also provide judicial recourse, and its basic
principlesand guidelines can provide the relevant normative founda-
tions for liability and compensation mechanisms under the climate
regime'’, shifting the burden of addressing loss and damage, which
was historically placed disproportionately on developing countries
that have contributed little to climate change®. At the national level,
human rights impact assessments can inform national and sectoral
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policy planning and budgeting, ensuring that climate policies align
with affected peoples’ needs and rights, and that effective redress is
established with transparency and accountability’.

This dialogue is particularly relevant now after the historic deci-
sionat the 2022 United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP27) to
establish and operationalize aglobal loss and damage fund. A dedicated
funding structure and fund will be established, withatransitional com-
mittee set up in March 2023 to developinstitutional arrangements and
governance, define the funding arrangements and sources of funding,
and ensure coordination with existing funding arrangements'. This
follows multiple proposals since 1991 by Vanuatu as founding chair of
the Alliance of SmallIsland States for similar types of funding arrange-
ments, which have been repeatedly rejected”. Human rights law can
provide a normative framework to assist the transitional committee
in its work and for countries to design funding arrangements and
long-term plans to avert, minimize, and address loss and damage in
ways that protect the rights of individuals.

The COP27 decision on establishing the fund complements and
offers support to the case raised by Vanuatu for consideration by
the International Court of Justice (IC)), the principal legal organ of
the United Nations (UN). Over the last 4 years, the government of
Vanuatu (anation with good claim to be one of the most at-risk nations
globally to environmental hazards'>'*) has built a global coalition of
more than 132 countries seeking an advisory opinion from the ICJ on
how climate change affects the rights of individuals from present and
future generations, and what the legal responsibilities of countries are
to protect against harm, loss and damage®. Inlate March 2023, the UN
adopted thelandmark resolution by the Vanuatu government for the
ICJ advisory opinion and the court process is underway to deliver an
opinion on climate change and the legal consequences countries face.
This ‘could setalegal precedent that may be used inany court—apoten-
tially powerful tool for the growing number of plaintiffs using legal
levers to try and hold big polluters (and big countries) to account™.
Itiscritical that, in this process, frontline communities, such as those
in the Pacific Islands region, are not portrayed as ‘victims’ or ‘proof”
of climate change but ‘as real people with dignity and dreams for the
future®. In this way, we acknowledge the rich, varied and extensive
practices and knowledge of Pacific Islanders that have been used to
face variability for centuries, which is critical for ongoing adaptive
capacity and resilience” ™.

In support of the Vanuatu government’s ICJ strategic litigation
process and to support the work of the transitional committee in the
designoftheloss and damage fund, we present the findings of research
undertaken from June to October 2022 with 118 participants across
Vanuatu (Methods). The study aimed to explore how climate change
is affecting people’s fundamental human rights and identify tangible
ways to address the loss and damage to these rights.

Climate change is impinging on people’s human
rights

Participants shared their personal experiences witha changing climate,
whichranged fromslow-onset changes, such assealevelrise, saltwater
intrusion, longer dry periods and increasing temperatures, to extreme
weather events, such as more intense cyclones, heavy downpours and
flooding. The extent to which climate change impacts have affected
everyday lives over the last year yielded amean of 3.94 (using ascale of 1
(meaning not at all) to 5 (meaning very high)). The majority of partici-
pantsselected ‘high’ (39.8%) or ‘very high’ (30.6%), with 23.5% selecting
‘medium’, only 5.1% selecting ‘little’ and 1% selecting ‘not at all’.

Loss and damage to human rights from these changes in slow-
onset processes and extreme events have had, and will continue to
have, interrelated and diverse effects on people’s everyday lives.
Impacts are affecting the availability of food and water, health, indi-
vidual property and communal infrastructure (for example, roads
in particular), income sources and, in some cases as an option of last

resort, the ability to remain on homelands. One participant explained
how ‘the futureisjustunpredictable... I think the future will be like this,
justunexpected’ (participant number 11). Direct and indirectimpacts
related to these changes and events are impinging on people’s right
to lives of dignity.

To gain adeeper understanding of how climate change impinges
on and causes loss and damage to people’s human rights, key human
rights declarations and covenants were analysed and articles with
relevance for climate change were identified and grouped. From this,
nine thematic groupings were created, and participants considered
‘how much’ (using a scale of 1 (for not at all) to 5 (for very high)) and
‘how’ each of these groupings have been affected by the impacts of
climate change (Fig.1).

The most severe impacts are on Ni-Vanuatu’s rights to a healthy
environment and ability to own, use, develop and control lands, fol-
lowed closely by high impacts on rights to property and communal
assets, standard of living, and family and social cohesion. As partici-
pants expressed: ‘Our low-lying areas are always flooded during heavy
rains—our land is not fertile any more due to topsoil wash down by
heavy rain’ (participant number 60), and ‘l am more concerned about
sea level rise which is washing away our land, which our forefathers
have inherited over many generations and with it being washed away,
itmeansour family’s access to equitable land for gardeningis limited’
(participant number 48). Pacific Islanders have deep connections to
land, which is the foundation of culture, livelihoods and identity®°, and
itisthis foundationthatis considered to be the most severely affected
human right due to the impacts of climate change.

The impingements of climate change on people’s human rights
are having cascading implications on numerous other interconnected
human rights and can transcend across generations. Examples of such
implications include climate-induced losses of traditional medicines
thatimpact on ways of being, health, human life and well-being. Flood-
ing of low-lying areas not only impacts infrastructure and precious
cultural heritage such as gravesites but also causes salinization of
freshwater tables that thenimpinge on potable water—another critical
human need or right. Furthermore, increases in ocean temperatures
and ocean acidification induces reef degradation, increased coral
bleaching and outbreaks of crown-of-thorns starfish (all intercon-
nected); these effects cascadeinto fishing resources being diminished
and marine wildlife losses. This then presents challenges to ways of
being, traditional and cultural food sources, and people’s diet, nega-
tively impacting human health.

One poignant example, worth exploring at length here, is of cas-
cadingimpacts caused by the destruction of the yam, atraditional root
crop and staple food widely used in Vanuatu and elsewhere in the Pacific
Islands region. One participant from Ambrym explained how yamis the
‘main commodity of value for exchange’ and that the ‘rituals, rites, and
customs of the yam... are the main social fabric that holds our kinship,
tribe and communities, and society, together’ (participant number
61). The deterioration and physical loss of the yam due to increased
climate variability and extreme weather has impinged on humanrights
onmultiple fronts, violating Vanuatu’s social fabric, culture and tradi-
tions, agency, identities and food security:

The yams are significant in our culture. Its harvest is marked
by special cultural rituals and ceremonies, but the climate had
affected the harvest sessions whichresulted inabig delay in har-
vestand that makes people lose their normal cultural rhythmand
ritual... The cultural ways of planting are not adaptive to these
fast changes caused by the climate whichis now leadingtoaloss
of cultural practices and knowledge. This is a cultural right that
can never be recovered and re-built if we lose it due to climate
change. No financial means can recover those non-economic
losses, which are our heritage and dignity. And climate change
is taking these rights away from us. (participant number 59)
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Local environment (that is, land,

sea, rivers, forests, biodiversity, and

the ability of people to own, use, develop
and control their lands) (n = 53 responses);
UNDRIP (Articles 2, 26.1 and 29.1)%°

7.5% Mean = 3.62

‘Land and sea have been affected’ (participant 31)

‘We are experiencing coral bleaching in some
areas and communities. This has [a] huge impact
on coastal fisheries and livelihood([s]. If we have
Category 3-5 cyclones every year, it puts a heavy

burden on our ecosystem to rejuvenate to its
original capacity to be able to provide us with the

services we depend on for survival’
(participant 61)

‘Loss of biodiversity and ecosystem([s] is
becoming [a] major threat to human livelihood
because we have that strong connection to
nature or environment as an organism in a food
chain’ (participant 76)

Family and social cohesion

(that is, to have a family, as the natural

and fundamental group unit of society, and
the bonds and bridges that bind
community life) (n = 54 responses);

UDHR (Article 16)*°, ICCPR (Articles 23.1 and

23.2)* and ICESCR (Article 10.1)*?

9.3% Mean = 3.43

‘Because of climate change, our community
protocols have no longer been followed and all
our families are falling apart’ (participant 57)

‘All examples are linked, again weather patterns
and poor productivity for crops in Vanuatu,
draining out most male to work abroad and it
does affect family’ (participant 64)

‘Traditional landmarks that have been culturally
significant for generations can be affected, lost
or displaced by severe weather events and
cause disputes over land ownership and
property boundaries’ (participant 72)

o

Property and communal assets

(that is, individual property, such as

homes and boats, and communal assets,
such as wells, bores, nakamals and schools)
(n = 56 responses); UDHR (Article 17)*°

71% Mean = 3.55

‘In our village, our house was destroyed by
cyclones. When heavy winds blow, it blows
branches to the roofs and also to the water
source, wells, tanks. This cause[s] our house
to [be] damaged and our water source was
contaminated. Heavy rains cause our
animals to die’ (participant 23)

‘We have nakamals that are destroyed by the
rains and roads even in our capital Port Vila.
And those rains are not normal’ (participant 59)

‘On Ifira which is serviced daily by a 30-minute
boat ride which is home to my mother, the wharf
was damaged during the cyclone and since then

has not been repaired’ (participant 82)

Cultural life, traditions, customs

and traditional knowledge (that is,
spiritual and religious traditions, traditional
medicines and the ability to pass these

down through generations) (n = 55 responses);

UDHR (Article 27)*°, ICESCR (Article 27)*? and
UNDRIP (Articles 81, 114, 1211, 1311, 24.1 and 31.1)*

9.1% Mean = 3.25

‘Most of our weaving materials have been
damaged... and we no longer practice our cultural
practices’ (participant 57)

‘Medicinal plants are becoming more difficult to
find due to plants [being] destroyed by cyclones’
(participant 71)

‘Before climate change it was easier to teach
children about how to predict weather... however
it has become harder to do so with unpredictable
weather patterns meaning that cultural/traditional

practices and knowledge sometimes lose their
value because people can no longer rely on such
knowledge’ (participant 73)

Standard of living (that is, access

to food and water, education, reliable
income and work, means of subsistence,
social and health services, and physical
and mental health) (n = 56 responses);

UDHR (Articles 23-26)°°, ICCPR (Article
1.2)*', ICESCR (Articles 1.2, 6.1, 111, 11.2,
12.1and 13.1)*2 and UNDRIP (Articles 14.2,

211 and 24.2)*°

12.5% 35.7%
3.6% Mean = 3.48

‘Shifts in crop seasonality have affected access
to local food for me and my family. We rely on
processed food for meals. Non-communicable
disease has been a result of health problems
we face at home’ (participant 19)

‘Rainfall disturb[s] me to go to school. Since |
walk to school every day, when there is rain, |
did not go to school since water runs on roads
like rivers and busses do not like to service at
our streets since the roads have lots of holes
[caused] by heavy rain’ (participant 23)

N
Freedom, peace and security =Z

(that is, to live as a distinct people and
not be subjected to any act of
violence or harm) (n = 51 responses);

UDHR (Article 3)%°, ICCPR (Article 6.1)*'
and UNDRIP (Articles 7.1 and 7.2)*°

Mean = 3.06

‘Food security and peace are affected due to
climate change... People are losing their freedom
and fundamental rights. During Cyclones Pam and

Harold, the schools were destroyed, and our

children missed classes for two years. Our
neighbour friends can’t have access to clean
drinking water as their boreholes are
contaminated by salt-water intrusion due to
sea-level rise’ (participant 59)

‘We are not safe anymore’ (participant 61)

‘I believe freedom and peace are affected by the
thoughts of the future, especially the impacts
of climate change on our next generations. Life
will be very costly and dangerous’ (participant 64)

m
)

J
Identity (that is, the things that contribute @)

Self-determination and agency Sense of place and ‘home’

Fig.1| Aninfographic summarising how climate change impinges on human
rights. The relevant Articles of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples (UNDRIP)?, Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)*,

(that is, the ability of people to freely

pursue economic, social, and cultural
development, participate in decision-making,
and freely make decisions about their life and
the things that affect it) (n = 51 responses);

ICCPR (Article 11)%, ICESCR (Article 1.1)*? and
UNDRIP (Articles 3, 20.1, 23 and 32.1)%

21.6% 13.7% 15.7%
Mean = 3.00 7.8%

‘As | get older, my decisions around my ability to pursue
financial stability, such as purchasing a home / land, is
greatly impacted by my pessimism regarding rising sea
levels, coastal erosion, and overall degradation of our natural
environment exacerbated
by climate change’ (participant 80)

‘I think our self-determination ability is affected to some
degree, especially to pursue economic aspirations because
you're limited by your budget and capacity [by] always
[being] in the recovery process all the time’ (participant 61)

‘When a whole island population was displaced to several
other islands communities/businesses stopped, and
customers dispersed - how does one maintain
self-determination?’ (participant 78)

to people being who they are and what
they value in accordance with customs and
traditions) (n = 52 responses);

UNDRIP (Article 33.1)*°

231%  13.5% 25%

Mean =2.85 5.8%

‘If the situation keeps on escalating, then |
will definitely lose my identity as a tribe of
the yam, because people will not be
regarding my tribe anymore and
disrespecting us’ (participant 61)

‘As an individual, | feel like [the] impacts of
climate change have had some impact on
who | am as a person. | still believe in what
my grandfathers have taught me about
traditional weather knowledge and
traditional medicines, although I've lost
belief in some’ (participant 73)

(that is, any disruptions caused by
displacement, relocation or migration)

(n = 49 responses);

UDHR (Articles 13 and 15)*°, ICCPR (Article
12.)* and UNDRIP (Articles 6, 9 and 10)*°

24.5% 28.6% 20.4%

Mean =2.55 6.1%

‘Losing our coastal lands due to sea-level rise
and our houses due to cyclones push us to find
places in high lands and also to re-build houses

that feel like living in someone [else’s] house.
The feeling of belonging had changed and lost

over time’ (participant 42)

‘We no longer feel safe because we have to
move to other place or relocate’ (participant 57)

‘Loss of traditional custom land due to increase
in sea level rise’ (participant 58)

I Very high

I High
Medium
Little
Not at all

Participant
responses (%)

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR)* and International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR)** are listed for each
thematic grouping. Design credit: Sarah K. Jones.

Nature Climate Change


http://www.nature.com/natureclimatechange

Article

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-023-01831-0

@

Investing in education: Using (G
education and awareness-raising -
as a vehicle for increasing
consciousness about key issues,
improving recovery capacities
and resilience, and empowering
people to act and understand
their rights.

D
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‘...identifying the most appropriate way of
restoring useful information where all could
benefit from such as educational resources in
storytelling, recording of traditional knowledge
and direct action/activism’ (participant 58)

©

5

‘Advocate school students and Government
to invest more in climate change -
more awareness’ (participant 63)

‘Educating people on importance
of adaptation and living with
climate change’ (participant 73)

‘Promote and protect my cultural knowledge is
very important’ (participant 57)

‘Recording traditional knowledge to preserve knowledge so
that it is not lost for our descendants. Direct action/activism
so that you personally are taking action which will empower
yourself and those around you, while at the same time
making a difference’ (participant 68)

Approaches for addressing climate
change impacts on human rights
with the active participation of those

Recording and safeguarding Indigenous
knowledge: Ensuring that traditional knowledge
and practices are developed and sustained across
generations through promoting the recording,
dissemination, sharing and ownership of
knowledge among local peoples.

Promoting cultural
continuity: Strategies and

activities that help ensure the
“o%}co transmission of meanings,

values, and historical traditions
of a culture through time and
generations, and the connection
and continuous engagement of
people with culture.

96

‘Funds to a local NGO or institution to help record and store
traditional knowledge in a database that can be accessed by
all stakeholders’ (participant 73)

‘Protect, preserve and promote cultural
knowledge and cultural heritage’ (participant 57)

‘Passing or sharing our unique tradition
knowledge and culture of ways our ancestors
taught us should be one of
our greatest goal[s]’ (participant 76)

‘Ways to help old people and younger generation
maintain their traditions’ (participant 78)

most affected

Building back better: Building resilience by using the
post-disaster phases to restore physical infrastructure,
societal systems and institutional structures, and revitalise
livelihoods, economies and the environment in ways that
reduce risk and strengthen recovery capacity.

‘Building and construction practices, building safer homes in
non-flood prone areas. Building water systems and
toilets so that people have access to clean safe water
and sanitation facilities’ (participant 72)

000

‘Communities awareness and build flood and cyclone
resistant infrastructure’ (participant 74)

‘We need infrastructure, good roads and sustainable water
and a clinic. We need our land to be sorted out so that we
can build strong cyclone proof houses’ (participant 79)

QS

@ ecology interactions that underpin culture, community,

O
2

Restoring the socio-ecological system: Preservation
of the socio-ecological system and the critical people-

knowledge, wellbeing, health and identity.

‘Going into the future, people adapt to changes in weather
by planting other food crops, replanting of trees,
and engaging local partners to find ways to sustain
their livelihoods’ (participant 48)

0

‘Encouraging of planting trees... and planting more tree
near the coastal [areas]’ (participant 63)

‘Loss of biodiversity and ecosystem is becoming major threat
to human livelihood because we have that strong connection
to nature or environment as an organism in
a food chain’ (participant 76)

Fig.2|Five key approaches for addressing the impacts of climate change on people’s human rights. These five key approaches address the impacts of climate

change on people’s human rights. NGO, non-governmental organization.

The centrality of yam to identity, social cohesion, culture, tradi-
tion and food security illustrates the impacts of climate change on
Vanuatu’s ‘biocultural heritage’ and the complex, cascading human
rights impingements from the loss of one singularly important crop
species”. The loss of identity is associated with a substantial rupture
of one’s sense of self and the agency to control how one can identify
themselves with respect to the world around them?®.

Responding to the loss and damage of people’s
humanrights

Loss and damage to fundamental human rights is already occurring
and will only increase over time, necessitating effective and appropri-
ate ways of responding. Here we show a series of locally developed
solutions that participants described as the most appropriate and
useful ways of mitigating and restoring human rights that have been
affected by the impacts of climate change. These solutions have been
categorized into five key approaches that complement each other and
should be funded and implemented as part of ahuman rights restora-
tion package (Fig. 2).

A key approach for restoring the climate-induced loss and dam-
age on people’s human rights involves promoting mechanisms to
safeguard Indigenous knowledge and cultural practices and restore
the socio-ecological system, which is foundational for Pacific ways of
living. To protectlives and livelihoods, support from the Global North
tobuild back better after extreme weather events (induced by climate
change) inthe Pacific Islands was also strongly suggested as ameans of

restoring humanrights loss and damage. Participants also emphasized
theresponsibility of national and provincial governmentsin efficiently
providing loss and damage finance, including the provision of emer-
gency funding for families ‘to re-establish themselves’ (participant
number 82) after disaster events. Participants noted thatinvestmentsin
these approaches should be considered holistically and in the context
of, and in support for, ongoing investment in mitigation and adapta-
tion. By bringing the focus to those most affected at an individual
scale, it canbe seen how the humanrights lens helps address a central
deficiency of the ongoing climate debate—the abstract, state-centric
terms in which loss and damage has been framed’. Underpinning any
humanrights restoration packages should be the effective and active
participation of those most directly affected by loss and damage
through institutionalized cooperation®.

Beyond investment in specific approaches, participants made it
clear that compensation is also an appropriate and justice-based finan-
cial response to climate-induced human rights violations and must be
considered as part of the funding arrangements to be proposed by the
transitional committee. Inthe context of human rights, the compensation
forsomeloss and damage is more difficult than others. As one participant
explained: ‘Compensation will be challenging as we cannot compensate
forthelossofaculture... Butforeconomic compensation, climate finance
mustbegiven, and ajustice process must be givento countries that cause
more of theselosses dueto their GHG emissions’ (participant number 59).

At the centre of Ni-Vanuatu participant concerns and experi-
ences with loss and damage is the importance of land and rights to an
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adequate environment, including biodiversity and ecosystem services.
Therightto anadequate environment protects interests of paramount
importance, such aslife, health and welfare*. Extreme weather events
and gradual processes place substantial pressures on local environmen-
tal resources that have cascading effects on livelihoods, health, food
and water security, culture, way of life, knowledge systems, community
and kinship*. Therefore, climate change impacts affect anintercon-
nected and complex system thatis centred on the critical relationships
between Pacific Islanders and their environments. Greater attention
mustbegiventotheinterdependencies betweenlosses, including the
nature of some losses as risk multipliers (for example, loss ofimportant
crops, suchas yam)®. This reinforces the importance of restoring the
socio-ecological system as a critical resilience-building response to
climate change that can mitigate impingements on human rights,
especially through nature-based solutions and biodiversity and eco-
system conservation. Preserving critical people-ecology interactions
and the socio-ecological system that underpins culture, community,
knowledge, well-being, health and identity are paramount.

Key takeaway messages

When considering these findings, a few conclusions can be made. The
firstis that the Ni-Vanuatu people are already experiencing loss and dam-
age to their fundamental human rights, and this will worsen over time.
The second is that the most severe loss and damage now undermining
Ni-Vanuatu’srights are related to the right to ahealthy environment and
ability toown, use, develop and control lands, and to the highimpactson
rightsto property and communal assets, standard of living and family and
social cohesion. The third point is that loss and damage to Ni-Vanuatu’s
human rights are having cascading impingements on many other inter-
connected human rights and can transcend across generations (for
example, interconnected human rights to custom, Indigenous knowl-
edge, family, agency and identity). Loss and damage to one humanright
israrelyinisolation, and cascadingimpacts and risks are unfortunate but
inevitable, the acknowledgement of which should motivate the transi-
tional committee of theloss and damage fund to recommend long-term,
nationally determined and programmatic funding approachestoaddress
these compounding, cascading and intensifying climateimpacts. Finally,
the loss and damage fund must finance locally developed and led ini-
tiatives to address human rights loss and damage, including investing
inrecording and safeguarding of Indigenous knowledge, promoting
cultural continuity, restoring the socio-ecological system, building back
better and investing in education. Compensation is also an appropriate
and justice-based financial response to climate-induced human rights
violations and must be included as part of the funding arrangements to
be proposed by the transitional committee.

This study demonstrates how ahumanrightslenstolossand dam-
age canprovide a useful normative framework and basis for holistically
assessing and understanding climate change impacts, loss and damage.
Ithelps to refocus the narrative on the fundamental rights of individuals
that must be protected through, and when taking, climate action, and
illustrates how climate policy generally, and the UN Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change and its Paris Agreement, cannot operate in a
vacuum, disconnected from other obligationsinrelevant treaties and
customary international law. The detailed findings on experiences of
andthe nature of loss and damage should inform climate policy, guid-
inginternational and national activities on what should be funded and
targeted for effective redress and adaptation. Although ahumanrights
lens cannot tell us all we need to know about the morality of climate
change, it emphasizes the moral seriousness of the problem and can
be adriving force for meaningful international action’.

Online content

Anymethods, additional references, Nature Portfolio reporting summa-
ries, source data, extended data, supplementary information, acknowl-
edgements, peer review information; details of author contributions

and competinginterests; and statements of dataand code availability
areavailable at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-023-01831-0.
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Methods

This study set out to explore how Ni-Vanuatu people experience human
rights loss and damage due to the impacts of climate change. These
experiences and perspectives were ascertained through an online
survey that was carried out between 18 June and 6 October 2022 (see
Supplementary Information for the survey template used). We chose
to use a survey for its speed, ease, cost-effectiveness, ability to reach
geographically dispersed populationsin Vanuatu and ability to gather
qualitative data®. Although effective in ascertaining the views of a
geographically dispersed population, we also note the limitations of
surveys. These limitations include being weak on ‘why’ questions and
theinherent assumptions that attitudes and beliefs can be numerically
measured, but we have resolved some of these issues by making most
questions open ended. These open-ended questions allowed partici-
pants to recount their experiences and perspectives in their own way
and own words*.

To designthe survey, we first reviewed key human rights declara-
tions and covenants including the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights®®, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights”, Inter-
national Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights** and the
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples®. Each of the four
declarations and covenants were carefully analysed, and articles with
relevance for climate change were identified. We had a shortlist of 22
human rights as a result of this process. Two of the authors then col-
laborated to thematically group the humanrights together and arrive
atafinallist of nine generally representative human rights ‘groupings’.
These nine overarching thematic areas included cultural life, tradi-
tions, customs and traditional knowledge; family and social cohesion;
freedom, peace and security; identity; local environment; property
and communal assets; sense of place and home; standard of living; and
self-determination and agency.

Guided by the identified groupings, 24 questions were devel-
oped for the survey, with the majority of questions being open ended
(yielding substantive qualitative data) and the remaining being closed
answers. The survey started with questions related to participants’
backgrounds, including age, birthplace, formal education, local or
Indigenous knowledge and sources of income. In-depth questioning
about the impacts of climate change on everyday lives followed, and
participants were prompted toinclude personal examples and stories,
where possible, to elucidate these experiences over the last year. We
acknowledge, however, thatitis probable that participants recollected
experiences from the last 5-10 years.

For each of the nine thematic areas, a five-point Likert scale was
used to understand how much these human rights groupings have
been affected by the impacts of climate change. This was followed
by aseries of in-depth questions around what has been affected, how
and why. Questions were also asked about the experiences of vul-
nerable groups, along with the most appropriate and useful ways
of responding to the impacts of climate change on people’s human
rights and restoring losses and damages (for example, fair, just and
equal compensation).

The survey was reviewed by staff in the Climate Diplomacy Task-
force of the Vanuatu Government and members of the Vanuatu Climate
Action Network to check that questions were clear, appropriate and
easy to complete. The survey was then administered online through
the programs Checkbox and Kobo, and participants could complete
the survey in Bislama, English or French.

The online survey was circulated on the email lists of the Cli-
mate Diplomacy Taskforce and Vanuatu Climate Action Network.
Members of the Vanuatu Climate Action Network living in outer
islands collaborated with their local community members to com-
plete the survey using Kobo, which does not require an internet
connection. Although this ensured that some views and experiences
of people living in the outer islands was included, the majority of

respondents were living in the most populous province (Shefa),
where the nation’s capital (Port Vila) is located. An additional sam-
ple bias was the high number of ‘professional’ participants with a
bachelor’s degree.

Potential participants were assured of the confidentiality and
anonymity of their responses and, before undertaking the survey,
were asked to consent to participating. This followed ethical protocols
as part of the approval from the University of Queensland (approval
number 2020000640). Quantitative data were analysed using the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS v.27) and qualitative
datawere analysed manually through content analysis to help capture
corethemes and storylines.

Overall there were 118 participants in the study. Participants
included 65 women, 49 men and 4 participants who preferred to
self-identify. The age range for participants was 18-76 years old
(mean age of 36.4 years old). Participants were predominately bornin
the Shefa province (39.6%), followed by Tafea (21.6%), Sanma (13.5%),
Penama (12.6%), Malampa (9%) and Torba (3.6%). These proportions
differ fromwhere participants currently live, which was concentrated
inthe Shefa province (72.8%, which includes Port Vila, the country’s
capital), followed by Sanma (12.3%), Tafea (9.6%), Malampa (3.5%),
Penama (0.9%) and Torba (0.9%). A bachelor’s degree was the highest
level of formal education for most participants (38.8%), followed by
amaster’s degree (20.7%), high school certificate (18.1%), technical
training (18.1%), elementary school certification (2.6%) or a PhD
(1.7%). Most participants also indicated that they are holders of
substantial Indigenous knowledge, particularly inrelation to crops
(75% of participants), plants and animals (50%), weather (49.1%),
forests (41.7%), medicine (42.6%), fishing (35.2%), weaving (28.7%)
and marine life (27.8%).

Reporting summary
Furtherinformation onresearch designisavailableinthe Nature Port-
folio Reporting Summary linked to this article.

Data availability

The data that support the findings of this study are not publicly avail-
able due to them containing information that would compromise
research participant confidentiality and anonymity.
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Data analysis SPSS version 27 was used to code and analyze the quantitative data and qualitative data was coded preliminarily in Excel to create themes and
analyzed manually.
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Human research participants
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Reporting on sex and gender Participants included 65 females, 49 males and four who preferred to self-identify.

Population characteristics See below ("Research sample").

Recruitment

Ethics oversight

See below ("Sampling strategy").

As a study involving human participants, ethical approval was provided by the University of Queensland (approval number:
2020000640). All participants gave informed consent to participate in this voluntary study.

Note that full information on the approval of the study protocol must also be provided in the manuscript.

Field-specific reporting

Please select the one below that is the best fit for your research. If you are not sure, read the appropriate sections before making your selection.

|:| Life sciences

|X| Behavioural & social sciences |:| Ecological, evolutionary & environmental sciences

For a reference copy of the document with all sections, see nature.com/documents/nr-reporting-summary-flat.pdf

Behavioural & social sciences study design

All studies must disclose on these points even when the disclosure is negative.

Study description

Research sample

Sampling strategy

Data collection

Timing
Data exclusions

Non-participation

The aim of this study was to explore how locals in Vanuatu experience the impacts of climate change and how these impacts can
impinge on their human rights.

Participants included 65 females, 49 males and four who preferred to self-identify. The age range for participants was from 18 to 76
years old, with a mean age of 36.4 years old. Participants were predominately born in Shefa province (39.6%), followed by Tafea
(21.6%), Sanma (13.5%), Penama (12.6%), Malampa (9%), and Torba (3.6%). This was slightly different to where participants currently
live, which was largely Shefa province (72.8%), followed by Sanma (12.3%), Tafea (9.6%), Malampa (3.5%), Penama (0.9%), and Torba
(0.9%). As for highest level of formal education or training, most participants indicated that they hold a bachelor’s degree (38.8%),
followed by a master’s degree (20.7%), high school certificate (18.1%), technical training (18.1%), elementary school certification
(2.6%), or a PhD (1.7%). Participants, who could select more than one option, are holders of vast local and Indigenous knowledge
related to crops (75% of participants), plants and animals (50%), weather (49.1%), forests (41.7%), medicine (42.6%), fishing (35.2%),
weaving (28.7%), marine life (27.8%), rivers (16.7%), pest and disease on crops and animals (14.8%), ‘other’ (14.8%), and carving
(8.3%). Examples of ‘other” included: custom ceremonies, architecture, cultural stories, local cooking, governance and leadership,
and teaching. Participants predominately earned an income through government work (31.9% of respondents), ‘other” activities such
as volunteering or working for NGOs (25.9%), being a private business employee (15.5%), through farming (12.9%), being a private
business owner (7.8%), having money sent from others (2.6%), through handicrafts or fishing (both 0.9%) or had no income (1.7%).

The local partner organization, the Vanuatu Climate Action Network (VCAN), undertook extensive promotion of the project and
survey through its network (via its email list and social media sites). Participants were encouraged to share the survey link with other
local Vanuatu community members to complete. As mentioned below, local VCAN members also undertook the survey with local
community members in very remote parts of the country. In this way, our sampling strategy was largely based on expediency and
access. A limitation of this study was the lack of targeting towards groups of different ability, ethnicity and religion, among other
factors, and we acknowledge that viewpoints from these groups may remain underrepresented.

Data collection involved an online survey with both qualitative and quantitative questions. Using a survey method is useful in terms
of its ease, cost-effectiveness, and ability to reach geographically dispersed populations in Vanuatu. We used Checkbox and Kobo to
administer the survey. Checkbox was available through an online link that was circulated to, and through, several networks and
relevant organisations across the country. Kobo was used by local members of VCAN, the local partner organization, to complete in-
field surveys in remote parts of Vanuatu not requiring an Internet connection, that could later be uploaded. The survey had a logical
structure: introductions and participant consent (landing page), followed by questions about participant's backgrounds, experiences
of climate change impacts, links between human rights and climate change, and appropriate and useful responses. The survey was
provided in English, Bislama, and French.

The overall study was conducted between June and October 2022.
No data were excluded from the analysis.

No participants dropped out or declined participation.
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Randomization Participants were not allocated into experimental groups.
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We require information from authors about some types of materials, experimental systems and methods used in many studies. Here, indicate whether each material,
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Materials & experimental systems Methods

Involved in the study n/a | Involved in the study

Antibodies |Z| |:| ChiIP-seq
Eukaryotic cell lines |Z| |:| Flow cytometry
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