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If the climate crisis is a conflict driver, then conflict-resolution cannot
ignore it. This is the basic premise of including climate adaptation in environ-
mental peacebuilding. Climate adaptation might serve to reduce the instability
caused by the climate crisis in post-conflict settings and can foster cooperation
between hostile actors.! However, the dynamics of peacebuilding are under-
going profound changes. As a result, local actors, such as local Non-Govern-
mental Organisations (NGOs) and social movements, will play an increasingly
important role in promoting climate adaption as a peacebuilding measure. For
international law, this may lead to an increasing importance of human rights in
this space, at the expense of traditional climate law, in particular the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) Regime. At
the same time, for legal scholarship, there is a need to reflect on how human
rights will be received in and can be adapted to local peacebuilding settings.

Traditionally, the main promoters of climate adaptation in peacebuilding
have been European donor states, the United Nations, and international
NGOs.2 In terms of international law, these actors have primarily drawn on
the climate regime of the UNFCCC, promoting measures such as the Reduc-
ing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation Programme.® But
all three groups have seen their influence in peacebuilding diminish in recent
times. On the whole, international actors have lost influence in peacebuilding
as a result of the ‘local turn’, with local governments and non-state actors
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taking the spotlight.# Displacing the traditional heavyweights, new interna-
tional actors such as Qatar, Oman, and China, have asserted themselves as
mediators and participants of peace processes. More recently, both the Unit-
ed Nations and international NGOs have been severely hamstrung by fund-
ing cuts. At the same time, the need for climate adaptation is greater than
ever, in the face of a rapidly accelerating climate crisis. What, then, are the
consequences for how international law is applied in post-conflict settings?

With the UNFCCC’s traditional promoters diminishing in relevance, the
climate law regime will likely lose influence in post-conflict settings. The
new international mediation actors bring with them different normative
priorities, which do not appear to include climate adaptation.5 As a result,
international legal scholarship should focus more on local actors, in particular
local NGOs and social movements.® This will likely entail a shift in the
dominant discourse on international norms in peacebuilding, away from the
UNFCCC and towards human rights. Social movements in climate activism,
transitional justice, and beyond have long made use of human rights as a
strategic tool.” At the same time, climate movements have been critical of the
UNFCCC process for its perceived lack of ambition, inclusiveness and
urgency.® This shift also aligns with developments in international, regional,
and domestic fora, where the human rights dimension of the climate crisis
has become increasingly important.?
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Nevertheless, there are important challenges that require attention. First,
there is a disconnect between social movements in the climate and peace-
building contexts, respectively. Second, social movements may not always be
inclined to draw on human rights for their activism. We must keep in mind
that social movements are not necessarily or inherently benign actors, and
may also be exclusionary or oppressive in themselves.!® Furthermore, radical
local actors may be suspicious of human rights due to their connection to
mainstream international law and thus global capitalism.’" Finally, local ac-
tors may simply not have the capacity to implement climate adaptation
measures.’? Thus, human rights are by no means a panacea for climate-
adaptive peacebuilding.

But this does not mean that international legal scholarship should turn its
back on the issue. Rather, what is required is a new approach to the post-
conflict role of international climate law in general and climate-related human
rights in particular. Human rights cannot be imposed externally on peace
processes. Instead they can be a tool for local actors to wield, if they so
desire. In the process, they will be contested, adapted to local needs, and
shaped by local norms.'® What is needed from international legal scholarship
are ways to make sense of this phenomenon, and of its repercussions on the
international stage.
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