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[Mr.] Chairperson, Distinguished Delegates,

I thank you for the opportunity to be here and to share with you my views on the impact of climate change on the fulfillment  of the right to adequate housing. During the presentation of my previous report to the General Assembly last year, I expressed my great interest on this subject. It is now evident that climate change is already affecting the lives of individuals across the world. As stated by the Secretary General, “climate change is the pre-eminent geopolitical and economic issue of the 21st century”. Climate change is one of the most serious challenges we have ever faced which has serious consequences for people’s lives, and the enjoyment of their human rights.   
Global warming is increasing the magnitude and severity of weather extremes, such as heavy rainstorms, cyclones or hurricanes, which often lead to disasters. These and other effects, such as rising sea levels, droughts and proliferation of infectious diseases threaten to intensify in the years ahead. The implications of climate change for the realization of human rights will be rigorous, particular for the most vulnerable sectors of the population who lack the resources and capacity to protect themselves. 
Rising sea levels threaten to overwhelm small island states where almost half a million people currently live, leading to the flooding of coastal dwellings, and erosion of infrastructure that provides essential services, and potentially threatening  entire countries.

The most severe impacts of climate change affect also countries located in low-lying coastal areas and areas prone either to flooding or desertification. In particular, urban and rural settlements located in coastal areas will face serious risks as sea-level rise increases exposure to coastal flooding, erosion, rising water tables undermining building foundations and saltwater contamination of ground water. Many millions more people are projected to experience floods every year due to sea-level rise. When shelters are built in areas susceptible to hazards, such as in floodplains on the banks of rivers or on slopes which pose the risk of erosion and mudslides during heavy rains, the consequences can be devastating.
Hundreds of millions of urban dwellers in low and middle income nations are at risk from the direct and indirect impacts of climate change. Around one billion people live in precarious and overcrowded housing in slums or informal urban settlements, many located on sites at risk from flooding or landslides. It is precisely the lowest income ranks of the population who are today located in the most hazard prone sites within cities. They lack the basic infrastructure and services necessary to protect them from environmental disasters and for minimizing their effects. Extreme weather events lead to disasters depending on the vulnerability, exposure, warning and preparedness systems and resilience. 

The areas exposed to and constantly affected by flooding, landslides and earthquakes still attract poor groups because of cheaper land and housing costs. They are also the only places where they can find accommodation close to their income-earning areas and livelihood opportunities within cities. Low-income groups will face serious constraints in being able to move to less dangerous sites, because of a lack of resources to enable them to move and due to a lack of alternative safer sites that are at the same time affordable and close to their income-earning and human development opportunities. 

Disasters caused by extreme-weather reflect a failure of urban planning and development policies. Cities lacking in protective infrastructure are generally more susceptible to climate related disasters, with many having experienced the highest number of flood-related deaths and injuries in recent years. The lack of protective infrastructure and services aggravates human vulnerability to extreme weather related phenomena.

There is an urgent need for action to reduce the vulnerability of urban and rural dwellers to the impact of climate change. Access to affordable and well located housing needs to be guaranteed to avoid further unplanned settlement expansions. Housing for the poor should be placed at the center of urban planning. 
Climate change-related impacts are also resulting in substantial human mobility. An increasing number of people are facing threats to their life, health, property and livelihoods and are forced to move. Some of them are evacuated before and during disasters, and relocated because return to the original place of residence is not possible or too dangerous. In some regions, people are driven from their land by the advancing desert frontiers and failing pastoral farming systems. The resulting migration from rural areas to urban centers feeds the rapidly expanding slum settlements and brings even more pressure on existing housing and urban conditions.
I want to recall that international human rights standards and the right to adequate housing must be respected during any adaptation, reconstruction or relocation process. The human rights framework for evictions and displacement is applicable to any type of displacement, regardless of its cause. While assisting people to move may be essential to protect lives, forced relocation to “safer” places should never be an excuse to take over communities’ territories, homes and means of livelihood. Only in extreme emergencies can due process and the necessary consultation be of lesser importance and they must be part of preparedness planning and of longer term relocation processes.
The heaviest impacts of climate change fall on countries, and within them, on  those people who have contributed least to the problem and lack the resilience necessary to survive these changes without major harm. As a recent UN report stated: “Climate change is perhaps the greatest global outcome of environmental inequity since it is driven by the emissions that have brought benefits to affluent individuals and societies yet most of the burdens fall on poorer individuals and societies, with developing countries and their poorest citizens being the most vulnerable.” 
The human rights norms highlight the need for international cooperation to address the unequal burden falling on those who are least able to confront its damages. International support for their adaptation is essential, to assist them to invest in increasing resilience to climate change. 
The need to ensure a just and equitable sharing of burden is recognized in the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change which calls upon states “to protect the climate system (…) on the basis of equity and in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities. Accordingly the developed country Parties should take the lead in combating climate change and the adverse effects thereof” and give full consideration to “the specific needs and special circumstances of developing country Parties”. 
Commitments toward adaptation assistance should reflect new resources, distinct from funds earmarked for regular development assistance.

States have an urgent responsibility to support mitigation and adaptation strategies, using innovative solutions, for countries and regions particularly vulnerable to the effects of climate change. The human rights impacts of all measures aimed at mitigating or adapting to the effects of climate change must be taken into consideration by States early in the design process. States must also ensure that measures intended to protect people from the effects of climate change do not result in unintended violation of other human rights. Particularly important is the participation of all the affected in the design and implementation of the strategies to be implemented. 

A human rights approach has also much to offer to adapt to climate change and the reduction of the risks posed by natural disasters. While some natural disasters are unavoidable, much can be done to avoid their negative impacts on human lives and human rights. Measures to strengthen the resilience and capacity to adapt to climate change of those individual and groups who are most vulnerable to the impacts of natural disasters are essential. The necessary infrastructure and services that may prevent extreme weather events from becoming disasters must be ensured. Warning information must be communicated to all neighborhoods at risk in order to allow dwellers to seek protection and to take risk-reduction actions.
In the context of disaster risk reduction and resettlement programs, mass evictions are sometimes conducted without adequately addressing international standards. I wish to underline that resettlement plans are only an alternative to be used in extreme circumstances where protection of residents cannot be guaranteed in areas proven to be unsafe. I am particularly concerned about some government policies adopted after a disaster, which did not allow low-income affected persons to return to their original areas, which were then transferred to higher-income residential, commercial or industrial use. One example of this if the coastal buffer zone established in some countries, post-tsunami, forcing the relocation of villages, disrupting livelihoods and generating social tensions, while at the same time tourist business have expanded their operations into ‘vacant’ land. 
The affected population must be consulted and fully involved during any process of relocation and resettlement. Relocation should never result in homelessness. Alternative accommodation should be provided, as required by international human rights standards, to those who would not be otherwise able to access adequate housing.
The alternative sites offered to the affected population must be adequate and not be too far from their income-earning opportunities. This will avoid dependence on the use of long-distance transport for work, which is essential to prevent adaptation measures resulting in an increase in greenhouse gas emissions and, thus, undermine mitigation. It will also avoid aggravating the vulnerability and marginalization of the affected individuals.  
The human rights perspective also highlights the importance of empowerment. Access to information, education, health services and adequate housing must be guaranteed to all people. Informed participation of people requires efforts to build the capacity of national populations to take parte in such decisions, through public awareness and mobilization. Once this capacity is in place, communities and civil society organizations will be more capable to monitor and participate in the development of national and local adaptation strategies and ensure that they benefit those who most require the support. The participation of the beneficiaries of adaptation projects in their design and implementation, as well as a leading role for local governments in such projects, will therefore increase the likelihood of their being more responsive to human rights vulnerabilities and better positioned to effectively strengthen the resilience of communities, homes and infrastructure systems.
[Mr.] Chairperson, Distinguished Delegates,

In a few weeks, world leaders will gather in Copenhagen to define our future in relation to climate change and its effects. Human rights must be a central framework for the international response to climate change related impacts. The decisions to be taken in Copenhagen must be in full compliance with human rights norms, including the right to adequate housing. A successful Copenhagen outcome must place individuals and their protection against the negative effects of climate change at the center of decisions adopted. Without adopting this framework, mitigation and adaptation strategies can exacerbate existing vulnerabilities and promote more inequality.
I firmly believe that climate change represents an opportunity for reflection and debate on how to improve territorial planning and housing policies and programmes, so as to ensure adequate housing for all. In my coming reports I will continue exploring the issue of right to adequate housing in connection to large scale population resettlement and in prevention and reconstruction in the context of natural disasters. I would particularly welcome comments and suggestions on the future work of my mandate in these areas. I thank you for your attention and am looking forward to my interaction with you.
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