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Introduction

Climate change" and environmental degradation?
are inextricably linked to sexual and reproductive
health and rights (SRHR), resulting in detri-
mental impacts to individuals, especially those
in vulnerable or marginalized populations.® The
direct and indirect impacts of climate disasters
exacerbate barriers to accessing sexual and
reproductive health (SRH) services and pose
increased risks to SRHR generally.* Global

warming caused by climate change is creating
stronger, more devastating natural disasters
that are expected to significantly increase in
the next several decades.’ It is also creating
extreme temperatures, water scarcity, and rising

sea levels, among many other effects.® Further,
as the earth continues to warm, exponentially
increasing impacts to the environment, there is
an urgent need to ensure guarantees for SRHR
through adaptation, mitigation, and building
resilience. Environmental degradation has grave
impacts on reproductive health through, for
example, increasing exposure to toxic chemicals
that can affect fertility and pregnancy outcomes,
as well as by undermining the social determinants
of health.” Environmental degradation dispropor-
tionately impacts historically marginalized and
underserved populations, including low-income,
rural, and indigenous communities.® Further,
climate change and environmental degradation
are directly connected to one another: Many of
the effects of climate change exacerbate environ-
mental degradation as competition increases for
scarce resources and corporations respond to
environmental changes through, for example,
increased use of pesticides.®

As the only global legal advocacy organization
dedicated to reproductive rights, with expertise
in both constitutional and international human
rights law, the Center is uniquely positioned to
strengthen SRHR protections and guarantees
during the climate crisis and in response to
environmental degradation and to hold actors
accountable for related reproductive rights
violations. This position paper highlights the
intersections between climate justice,’® environ-
mental justice,”” and SRHR; provides examples
of the ways the Center is advancing legal and
policy initiatives to address and create account-
ability for related SRHR violations. The Center is
grateful for the internal and external stakeholders
who provided critical inputs into developing this
document.
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Impacts of climate change and
environmental degradation on sexual
and reproductive health and rights

Impacts of climate
change on SRHR

Climate change resulting from global warming
increases the incidence of extreme weather events,
including extreme heat, droughts, and natural disas-
ters such as powerful storms.”? These weather events
create and exacerbate barriers to individuals’ ability to
exercise their reproductive rights. For example, natural
disasters force individuals to unexpectedly flee from
their homes, result in closures of health facilities, and
limitaccesstotransportation, all of which make it more
difficult for SRH providers, medicines, and supplies to
reach communities, especially those that have been
historically underserved and marginalized such as
low-income, rural and indigenous populations.” In
addition, humanitarian responses often underfund
and underprioritize the immediate need for access to
SRH services and re-building access within communi-
ties, further resulting in adverse SRH outcomes.*+

Extreme weather events also reduce access to safe and
clean water, which in turn poses risks to SRH, espe-
cially maternal health. For example, asrising sealevels
infiltrate drinking water in coastal areas, the increased
salinity of water can lead to adverse pregnancy
outcomes, including pre-term births, high risk labors,
and maternal death.” Further, exposure to extreme
heat from rising temperatures impedes access to SRH
services by making it difficult, or even dangerous, to
travel long distances to reach health clinics, or for
health professionals to reach rural communities.’
Evidence-based research has demonstrated that preg-
nant people are at risk of adverse health outcomes,
including premature and still births, in extreme heat
due to their compromised ability to thermoregulate.”

Forced migration stemming from natural disasters
and other aspects of climate change limits access to
SRH services and creates a greater need for services
in displacement areas. Although the need for care
does not diminish, availability and access to services
is severely limited. According to a 2021 World Bank
report, an estimated 216 million people will be forced
to leave their homes by 2050 as a result of climate
change.”® This includes 105 million people in Africa
(86 million in Sub-Saharan Africa alone), 89 million
people in Asia and the Pacific regions, and 17 million
people in Latin America.” In addition, UNHCR esti-
mates that about 20 million people are currently
displaced every year from the impacts of climate
change.>
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Impacts of environmental
degradation on SRHR

Environmental degradation, including air and water
pollution, deforestation, extractive industries and
mono-cultivation, the use of toxic chemicals in pesti-
cides and other widespread agents, and carcinogens
in household products, toiletries, and food, all have
negative consequences on SRH.* Ongoing research
continues to demonstrate the causal link between
exposure to toxic chemicals and detrimental SRH
impacts; specifically, exposure to toxic chemicals
can lead to miscarriages, pre-term birth, reproduc-
tive cancers, and infertility. For example, the use of
the chemical glyphosate and DBCP in pesticides has
been associated with miscarriages and infertility.” In
addition, exposure to water pollution has been shown
to adversely impact reproductive health, including
fertility,” endocrine disruptions,* premature birth,*
and low birth weight of infants.?

Carcinogens in toiletries such as baby powder have
been linked to reproductive cancers in women.”
Ingesting small amounts of toxic chemicals through
food has been shown to also impact reproductive

health.?
actors play a central role in the creation of environ-
mental toxins that negatively impact SRH,* as many of
these stem from commercial products, pollution from
factories, improper disposal of toxic waste in factories,
and the use of dangerous chemicals in commercial
food production and farming.3°

Notably, corporations and other private

Further, environmental degradation, especially
pollution and exposure to toxic chemicals, dispro-
portionately impacts low-income and marginalized
communities, who often also face greater barriers
to accessing SRH services, thereby exacerbating the
adverse effects of exposure to toxins.* This dispa-
rate impact has been recognized as environmental
racism, “a form of systemic racism in which people
of color are disproportionately burdened with health
hazards through policies and practices that force them
to live in proximity to sources of toxic waste such as
sewage works, mines, landfills, power stations, major
roads, and emitters of airborne particulate matter.”s
A sustainable legal framework that ensures legal
protections and guarantees for SRHR must address
and remedy the impacts of environmental racism and
other discriminatory effects of both climate change
and environmental degradation.
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Addressing environmental
degradation and climate
change together

Environmental degradation and climate change are
intertwined, as efforts to mitigate the impacts of
climate change can exacerbate environmental harms.
For instance, rising temperatures can provide a more
hospitable climate for invasive insects,? resulting in
agricultural companies spraying higher quantities of
pesticides, consequently increasing risks of adverse

health outcomes.3+ As a result, it is critical that climate
change and environmental degradation are jointly
addressed in order to identify and address the full
spectrum of SRHR issues that may result from efforts
to address, mitigate, and respond to climate change
and environmental degradation.

Addressing the linkages between
climate change, humanitarian
settings, and SRHR

Humanitarian settings, including conflict and
slow-onset disasters, often have an inherent climate
justice component. The consequences of climate
change, including extreme temperatures, sea level
rise, drought, food scarcity, and the increasing
number of natural disaster emergencies, have created
far more disaster situations and climate and conflict
refugees, while also exacerbating barriers to access-
ing SRH services in existing humanitarian settings.3
Increasing resource scarcity resulting from extreme
weather events will fuel conflict as communities
compete for shrinking resources.’” Overall, access to
SRH services in humanitarian settings is extremely
limited,*® and there is a well-documented increase in
sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) in these
contexts, coupled with inadequate protections for
migrants and refugees.’® Efforts to address SRHR in
humanitarian settings are often siloed due to the lack
of strong networks and partnerships among govern-
ments and organizations that work in the field, who
often operate in parallel, speaking different languages,
using different legal and policy frameworks, and
engaging in separate global and regional processes.
For more information about SRHR in humanitarian
settings, please refer to the Center’s publication,
Accountability for Sexual and Reproductive Health and
Rights in Humanitarian Settings.

5 Climate Justice, Environmental Justice, and Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights


https://reproductiverights.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/SRHR-humanitarian-settings-6-2021.pdf
https://reproductiverights.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/SRHR-humanitarian-settings-6-2021.pdf

Strengthening international, regional
and domestic laws and policies on SRHR,
climate justice, and environmental justice

The current global momentum around climate
justice across all levels of governance presents
a cross-cutting opportunity within the interna-
tional legal and policy framework to advance
climate justice, environmental justice, and SRHR

by establishing stronger protections for gender
equality and clear obligations around the right to
health.4° There are also opportunities to leverage
international humanitarian law to ensure account-
ability for the realization of SRHR during climate

disasters.# In addition, there are significant oppor-
tunities for establishing more explicit legal protec-
tions for SRHR and holding actors accountable for
reproductive rights violations. (For more informa-
tion on the current international legal framework
around SRHR, climate justice, and environmental
justice, see Climate Justice, Environmental Justice,
and Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights:
International Legal and Policy Framework.

The Center’s expertise in inter-
national law and policy and
extensive track record of estab-
lishing strong human rights
norms on key and emerging
reproductive rights issues posi-
tions us to develop stronger
international legal guarantees
in response to the climate crisis
and environmental degrada-
tion. Building on our decades of
leadership developing norma-
tive legal frameworks, we will
further strengthen international
and regional human rights
norms on climate justice, envi-
ronmental degradation and
sexual and reproductive health
and rights, while also leveraging
these mechanisms to hold states
accountable for reproductive
rights violations.

Climate Justice, Environmental Justice, and Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights + 6


https://reproductiverights.org/environmental-justice-reproductive-rights-policy-framework/
https://reproductiverights.org/environmental-justice-reproductive-rights-policy-framework/
https://reproductiverights.org/environmental-justice-reproductive-rights-policy-framework/

Leadership in Creating Norms and
Holding States Accountable
at the United Nations

In partnership with other civil society organizations,
the Center is working to strengthen norms and create
greater accountability for SRHR violations related
to climate change and environmental racism at the
United Nations. The Center has played a key role in
supporting the passing of UN Human Rights Council
resolutions on SRHR and humanitarian settings, such
as resolution 45/29 Promoting, protecting, and respecting
women’s and girls’ full enjoyment of human rights in
humanitarian situations. Through submissions to the
Committee on the Rights of the Child for their General
Comment No. 26 on children’s rights and the environ-
ment with a special focus on climate change, the Center
has strengthened recognition of states’ obligations to
address SRHR in responding to the climate crisis and
strengthened recognition of complementarity of inter-
national humanitarian law and international human
rights law.# In 2022, in partnership with reproductive
health and justice organizations, the Center submitted
a report to the Committee on the Elimination of Racial
Discrimination during its periodic review of the United
States highlighting the disproportionate impact of
exposure to environmental toxins, water and air pollu-
tion, and heat exposure on pregnant people of color.
The report highlighted that, in many cases, exposure is
not inevitable, but is the result of environmental racism
effected through government policies that deprioritize
the safety and well-being of marginalized communities.
As the international political and legal norms continue
to evolve to explicitly recognize states’ obligations to
address the effects of climate change and environ-
mental degradation on SRHR, they can increasingly be
translated into stronger legal guarantees and be more
effectively leveraged to hold states to account for their
human rights obligations.

Addressing the Impact of Toxic Chemicals
on SRHR in Latin America

The Center is currently addressing human rights
violations associated with environmental degra-
dation in several countries in Latin America. The
Center recently received a grant from the Swedish
International Development Cooperation Agency
(SIDA), in partnership with the organization Fos
Feminista, to launch a multi-year project identifying
and addressing the impact of toxic chemicals on repro-
ductive health. The project, Pathways to Reproductive
Justice: Intersectional feminist approaches to advancing
health and rights in Latin America, will span three years
(2022 - 2025) and employs research, litigation, and
advocacy efforts. The Center and its partners are docu-
menting toxic chemicals’ harm to reproductive health
and seek recognition of States’ obligations to protect
people and the environment from exposure to toxic
agrochemicals. Also, the Center will use the scientific
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evidence produced by its partners to demonstrate the
link between toxic chemicals, such as glyphosate, and

damage to reproductive health in Argentina, Brazil,
and Colombia and develop legal and advocacy strat-
egies to address the SRH impacts of toxic chemicals
before the executive and legislative branches of these
states’ governments. In 2021, in collaboration with
Universidad del Valle, the Center issued a ground-
breaking report, Reproductive Health and Glyphosate:
An Overview from a Gender and Reproductive Rights
Perspective, detailing the SRHR impacts of spraying
glyphosate in Colombia. From 1992-2015, the Consejo
Nacional de Estupefacientes (Colombian Narcotics
Council) aggressively sprayed glyphosate in rural
areas to eradicate illicit drug crops. Glyphosate is a
known carcinogen that can also result in detrimental
reproductive health impacts, including miscarriage
and low birth weight.# People living in communi-
ties that were in the path of aerial spraying program

experienced negative health consequences from the
exposure to glyphosate. As a result of this report,
the Comision de la Verdad de Colombia (Colombian
Truth Commission) recognized the harmful effects
spraying glyphosate has on reproductive health and
called for reparations for those harmed by the spray-
ing as well as a permanent end to widespread spraying
of glyphosate.

Leveraging Regional Human Rights
Mechanisms to Hold States Accountable

The Center is collaborating with Fos Feminista and
other regional partners across Latin America to advo-
cate before regional and international human rights
bodies to address the reproductive rights violations
that rural women experience as a result of exposure
to toxic chemicals as well as sexual and reproduc-
tive health inequalities. Adopting an intersectional
approach that centers racial and ethnic inequali-
ties, this initiative will build human rights norms
and secure recommendations from human rights
bodies on SRHR violations stemming from environ-
mental toxins. The Center and Conde Abogados are
currently litigating a case before the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights to hold Colombia
accountable for the death of Yaneth Valderrama, a
campesina woman who died from severe exposure to
the toxic herbicide glyphosate.+ In September 1998,
Yaneth was 14 weeks pregnant when the government
planes flew over her family’s property and covered her
in glyphosate. A few hours after the exposure, Yaneth
experienced symptoms such as cramps and shortness
of breath. She later miscarried at the hospital. Over the
next several months, Yaneth’s condition deteriorated,
and her symptoms got worse until her internal organs
began to fail. In March 1999, Yaneth died of simulta-
neous failures of her nervous, immune and respiratory
systems.

Twenty-four years later, Yaneth’s family still has
not received recognition or compensation from the
Colombian government. Although criminal, disci-
plinary, and administrative judicial proceedings
were initiated, none were able to hold the Colombian
government accountable for its role in Yaneth’s
death. The case currently before the Inter-American
Commission argues that the Colombian government
violated Yaneth’s rights to life, health, equality, and
non-discrimination, freedom of movement, right to
environmental participation, and judicial guarantees.
Further, the case arguesthat Colombia exercised inter-
sectional and indirect discrimination against Yaneth,
as a pregnant woman living in a rural community.
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The Colombian government did not account for the
specific impacts of the glyphosate program on rural
communities nor the possible health consequences
for pregnant women.

Yaneth’s case represents the first case before aregional
human rights body that seeks accountability for SRHR
violations resulting from exposure to environmental
toxins. In addition, it is one of the first cases where
the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights
will consider states’ SRHR obligations to apply the
precautionary principle in the American Convention on
Human Rights, which calls for States to take measures
and sometimes refrain or altogether stop an action if
the stakes are high and the scientific evidence about
an environmental or human health hazard is incon-
clusive. This case also represents a nascent area of
litigation that requires further investment due to the
lack of precedent focusing on the SRHR impacts of the
widespread use of toxic chemicals.

Technical Assistance to Governments
Seeking to Ensure SRHR in Responding
to Climate Change

Governments have an essential role to play in ensuring
that SRHR is prioritized in their climate change and
disaster preparedness and response plans. In Nepal,
the Center is working with the local government of
Nepal and two national-level organizations to advance
SRHR in humanitarian settings resulting from natural
disasters. The project aims to increase the accessi-
bility and quality of comprehensive sexual and repro-
ductive health (SRH) services without discrimination
for women and girls in Kailali, one of the districts
most impacted by natural disasters in Nepal, and
with Godawari Municipality Local Government (in
Kailali district). This multi-faceted, two-year project
will establish and strengthen community-led systems
for rights-based accountability and participation to
increase access to SRH services in disaster settings.
The Center and partners will also advocate for the
inclusion of human rights-based accountability and
gender-responsive frameworks in disaster prepared-
ness, response, and recovery mechanisms, and equip

humanitarian actors and response systems to ensure
that health service delivery models in disaster settings
are human rights-based and gender responsive. In the
United States, the Center has worked with a member
of Congress to draft legislation establishing a pilot
program to provide grants for local and state health
departments to test creative solutions to protect
pregnant people and children from climate-related
issues, including, for example, by installing air condi-
tioning units in public housing, and building tempera-
ture-controlled enclosed spaces at bus stops.

Amplifying the Efforts
of Local Organizations

Local and grassroots organizations, predominantly
led by people of color and indigenous communities,
have been on the frontlines of addressing environ-
mental degradation and climate change on SRHR. The
Center provides these organizations with technical
support related to human rights law and reproductive
rights and supports these organizations to elevate
their work before United Nations and regional human
rights bodies. In Latin America, the Center is working
closely with local organizations to provide technical
advocacy assistance on environmental degradation
issues as a component of the SIDA grant. In the United
States, Center attorneys have provided technical
assistance to grassroots organizations to support their
work addressing environmental justice issues that
have been exacerbated by climate change, including
extreme heat, water scarcity, and toxic chemicals.
Throughout these projects, Center staff has strived to
remain cognizant and respectful of the organizations
and communities leading in this space, recognizing
that as they represent those most impacted by climate
change and environmental racism, it is critical that
our work is responsive to their priorities and reflects
the legal and policy solutions they are championing.
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