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Many of the states that are most vulnerable to climate change are also
those which are most affected by armed conflict. Their environments are
already fragile due to desertification, drought, ecosystem degradation,
and biodiversity loss." In such settings, armed conflict acts as a compound-
ing stressor: war-related environmental destruction interacts with already
strained ecosystems, amplifying vulnerabilities and accelerating degrada-
tion.

International Humanitarian Law (IHL) protects the natural environ-
ment through a combination of general rules governing the conduct of
hostilities and specific provisions addressing environmental damage. The
general rules on distinction (Arts 48 and 52 AP I), proportionality (Art.
51(5)(b) AP I), and precautions in attack (Art. 57 AP I) apply to the
natural environment insofar as it constitutes a civilian object, while Arti-
cles 35(3) and 55 AP I specifically prohibit methods and means of warfare
intended, or expected, to cause widespread, long-term and severe damage
to the natural environment.? However, the specific environmental provi-
sions of Articles 35(3) and 55 AP I establish a particularly high threshold
for unlawfulness, prohibiting only damage that is widespread, long-term,
and severe. More generally, the IHL framework remains primarily con-
cerned with the direct, foreseeable, and reasonably quantifiable effects of
military operations, leaving much cumulative, indirect, and long-term en-
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vironmental harm, including harm experienced in climate-vulnerable set-
tings, outside its scope.?

In its 2025 Advisory Opinion on Climate Change Obligations, the Inter-
national Court of Justice (IC]) recognised that climate harm is cumulative,
long-term, and potentially irreversible, which requires particularly stringent
due diligence obligations. This supports a more demanding standard of care
extending beyond the prevention of immediate or visible harm to encompass
long-term and systemic environmental risks.# Under a systemic interpreta-
tion, as envisaged by Article 31(3)(c) of the Vienna Convention on the Law
of Treaties, this reasoning requires that the latter be interpreted in light of the
former as part of a coherent legal order. A more stringent due diligence
obligation therefore implies heightened levels of precaution and foresight in
the assessment of environmental risks in armed conflict, particularly in states
vulnerable to climate change.

First, this may affect proportionality assessments. As scientific knowledge
about environmental fragility and climate impacts expands, environmental
harm becomes increasingly foreseeable. Because proportionality assessments
in accordance with Article 51(5)(b) AP I consider only foreseeable conse-
quences, greater awareness of environmental vulnerability may alter how
such harm is weighed against the anticipated military advantage of an
attack.® In fragile ecosystems, the destruction of wetlands, forests, or other
carbon sinks may have consequences extending far beyond the immediate
battlefield.

Second, a more demanding due diligence standard may shape the interpre-
tation of the obligation to take feasible precautions in attack. As knowledge
about climate impacts increases, what counts as feasible under Article 57
AP I may evolve.t Military planners may be expected to consider environ-
mental consequences more carefully when selecting targets, methods, and
timing of attacks, including avoiding operations likely to trigger large-scale
fires or damage water systems in drought-affected regions.

Third, greater attention to environmental fragility may influence how
specific IHL rules are interpreted. The threshold in Articles 35(3) and 55
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AP I could be reassessed in light of the cumulative environmental effects in
already vulnerable ecosystems. This also intersects with the protection of
objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian population under Article
54 AP I and Article 14 AP II. While traditionally linked to food and water
infrastructure, this category may also encompass ecosystems that sustain life
in climate-stressed environments, such as wetlands regulating water cycles or
forests stabilising local climates.

More broadly, the Martens Clause, reflected in Article 1(2) AP I, reminds
us that even where specific rules are incomplete, warfare remains governed
by the principles of humanity and the dictates of public conscience. This
becomes particularly significant in climate-vulnerable and conflict-affected
settings, where ecosystems are already under severe stress from desertifica-
tion, drought, biodiversity loss, and environmental degradation. In such
contexts, wartime environmental destruction is not experienced as an iso-
lated or temporary harm, but as part of an accumulating process that
threatens the ecological conditions necessary for survival, livelihoods, cul-
tural continuity, and social stability. Armed conflict may intensify already
existing ecological insecurity through worsening drought, contamination of
scarce water resources, collapse of agricultural cycles, displacement from
increasingly uninhabitable territories, and the erosion of community resil-
lence.

Climate-related environmental destruction therefore challenges the appli-
cation of IHL because its effects are cumulative and intergenerational.” The
destruction of ecosystems that sustain human life raises questions not only of
proportionality and precautions, but also of compatibility with the principles
of humanity. From this perspective, lived experiences of environmental stress
become legally significant.? Lived experiences matter because environmental
destruction is often experienced not merely as material loss, but as a disrup-
tion of identity, belonging, and ways of life. Concepts such as solastalgia
capture the distress associated with the degradation of familiar environ-
ments,® while scholarship and jurisprudence in particular from the Global
South increasingly emphasise the relational dimensions of environmental
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harm.' In this sense, damage to ecosystems may also be understood as
affecting cultural continuity, social cohesion, and intergenerational relation-
ships, particularly for Indigenous peoples and other communities whose
identities are closely tied to specific landscapes. Read in light of these devel-
opments and the ICJ’s articulation of stringent environmental due diligence
obligations in its 2025 Advisory Opinion, the Martens Clause supports a
broader and more precautionary understanding of environmental protection
in armed conflict, particularly in climate-fragile contexts. Thus, the conduct
of hostilities should take greater account of environmental fragility and the
compounded risks of warfare in climate-vulnerable settings, ensuring that
legal frameworks better reflect the realities of environmental harm experi-
enced in contemporary conflicts.
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