Treaties on climate change must include housing protection for the most vulnerable, urges UN expert
“The international debate about climate change has, to date, focused on pricing goods and damages, promoting the commerce of carbon credits, the production of carbon-free goods and technological innovations. However, current discussions are lacking concrete proposals to protect those worst affected by climate change: the poorest, and those who live in vulnerable settlements. This is what we must now bring to the core of the climate change debate”, asserts the United Nations Special Rapporteur on adequate housing, Raquel Rolnik, in her presentation of her report to the General Assembly today in New York.
Rolnik explains that in urban centers there is a “perverse coincidence” leaving irregular settlements in the areas most exposed to natural disasters aggravated by climate change. Market mechanisms result in locations at risk of flooding or landslides being left for the poorest. “This population does not have the means to get insurance or move to other places”, says Rolnik.
The Special Rapporteur also notes that the least developed countries and small island states are particularly vulnerable. Even in developed and middle-income countries, the worst consequences will be suffered by the poorest.
“States must prioritize investment in irregular settlements. Those areas must be consolidated and urbanized and better protected from climate change-related disasters. Their inhabitants must be protected, without destroying their livelihoods and social organization”, asserts Rolnik.
When improved urbanization is not possible and relocation is indispensable, the Rapporteur reiterates that States must observe human rights norms on evictions, so as to treat people with dignity, safeguard due process, ensure appropriate housing alternatives (not only temporary shelter) and guarantee full participation in decision-making.
Rolnik recalls that the effects of climate change are disproportionately distributed, as the world’s poorest people and nations, who have contributed the least to man-made greenhouse emissions, are those most affected by the impact of global warming. “Human rights norms highlight the need for international cooperation to prevent the unequal burden falling mainly on those who are least able to shoulder it”, stresses the UN expert.
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