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Abstract 
Global warming due to the emission of greenhouse gases (GHG) is 
wreaking havoc in the form of climate change; the effects are worse for 
nations that barely produce any emissions at all. Pakistan, for instance, 
produces only a fraction of GHG emissions but has been always in the top 
10 countries severely impacted by climate change. The issue of internally 
displaced persons due to climate change impacts Pakistan as 
environmental disasters are more frequent here, affecting a large part of 
the population. The principles of environmental justice, if correctly 
understood, can be implemented for the better protection of the vulnerable 
population. The present research investigates the relationship between the 
issues of climate justice and the rights of internally displaced people 
(IDPs) in Pakistan, a country dealing with significant climate-related 
vulnerabilities. It investigates how environmental catastrophes create 
displacement, which threatens core human rights such as the right to life, 
health, education, and shelter. The study stresses Pakistan's failure to 
adopt a rights-based approach in its policies, as well as the limited 
incorporation of climate justice principles in national law. It 
emphasizes the pressing demand for international collaboration and 
domestic policy consistency to protect the basic rights of IDPs while 
building resilience and long-term recovery in the face of climate 
challenges. 

Keywords: Environmental justice, climate change, internally displaced 
persons, global warming, greenhouse gases.  

Introduction 

Climate change is one of the most severe global crises affecting the 
natural environment, economies, and health sectors.1 Data from the 2023 
Lancet Countdown Report on Health and Climate Change reveal the 
impact of rising heat waves, increasing food shortages, and the 
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emergence of climate-related diseases.2 Vulnerable people, especially 
those residing in the developing world, confront challenges such as the 
destruction of their sources of income and displacement due to natural 
calamities such as floods. 

Climate risks have progressively increased in the recent past, as has 
the demand for climate action reform and climate justice all over the 
world, as it has become one of the most critical concerns of states or 
institutions as well as a moral imperative as the various impacts show.3 
The creation of the ‘Loss and Damage Fund’ within the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCC) is one of the major 
developments in international climate policy making.4 Loss and damage 
in the broader setting of climate change have increasingly attracted 
academic interest over the last 15 years. Scholars have tackled the 
recognition and characterization of loss and damage from several 
thematic perspectives, illustrating the term's intricacy and 
multidimensionality.5 Furthermore, scholars have examined loss and 
damage from the viewpoints of international law and climate justice. 
They have investigated the legal and ethical aspects of dealing with loss 
and damage, notably in terms of worldwide climate governance and 
responsibility allocation.6 They have performed historical analyses of the 
origins of the notion of loss and damage during global discussions. They 
have tracked the function of significant players such as the UNFCCC in 
understanding and reacting to loss and damage in the global climate 
discussion and examined the potential consequences of the Warsaw 
International Mechanism.7  

                                                
2  K. R. van Daalen, C. Tonne, J. C. Semenza et al., ‘The 2024 Europe report of the 

Lancet Countdown on health and climate change: unprecedented warming 
demands unprecedented action’, The Lancet Public Health, 2024. 
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sectors’, Journal of Environmental Science and Economics, Vol. 2, 2023, 
pp. 36-58. 
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critical discourse analysis’, European University Institute, 2024. 

5  K. E. McNamara and G. Jackson, ‘Loss and damage: A review of the literature 
and directions for future research’, Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate 
Change, Vol.10, 2019, p. 564. 

6  M. J. Mace and R. Verheyen, ‘Loss, damage and responsibility after COP 21: All 
options open for the Paris Agreement’, Review of European, Comparative and 
International Environmental Law, Vol. 25, 2016, pp. 197-214.  

7  D. Stabinsky and J. P. Hoffmaister, ‘Establishing institutional arrangements on 
loss and damage under the UNFCCC: the Warsaw International Mechanism for 
Loss and Damage’, International Journal of Global Warming, Vol. 8, 2015, 
pp. 295-318. 
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At the same time, there is the advisory opinion before the 
International Court of Justice (ICJ) that stresses the need for defining 
state responsibility for refugees created by climate change, including 
persons displaced internally as the result of climate change-related 
disasters.8 

Litigation is emerging as a way of forcing national governments to 
move against climate change inaction. Governments and corporations 
have been subjected to legal actions for their inability to honour 
environmental commitments or for their lack of substantive climate 
polices. The rise of climate and environmental litigation demonstrates an 
increase in awareness of the failure of current global and national policies 
in combating global warming.  

Climate displacement is an important issue in Pakistan, as the 
country is experiencing an increased frequency of natural calamities: 
floods and droughts continue to cause immense suffering to the people.9 
According to a historical evaluation, Pakistan's annual mean 
temperature has gone up by 0.57°C since 1900,10 with greater severity in 
warming patterns occurring during the winter in the nation's northern, 
southern, and south-western regions. Furthermore, monsoon season 
precipitation has gone up by 15 to 25 per cent in northern Pakistan, while 
declining marginally in the south.11 Also, the frequency and severity of 
extreme weather events have grown significantly.12 

The glaciated zones in the northern regions of Pakistan are expected 
to have a 3°C to 4°C rise in the annual mean temperature, while southern 
Pakistan is expected to see a 2°C to 3°C rise.13 Winters will likely warm 
more than summers, and mean precipitation may rise due to increasing 
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2024. 

11 F. Abbas, I. Rehman, M. Adrees et. al.,‘Prevailing trends of climatic extremes 
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inter-annual variability, notably in southern Pakistan.14 The probability 
of severe precipitation occurrences is expected to rise, particularly in 
northern Pakistan.15 There are fears that the number of consecutive arid 
days in Sindh and South Punjab may rise, potentially exacerbating 
droughts.16 

Well-known cases of climate litigation explain how climate justice can 
be achieved using climate litigation as an instrument. In Pakistan, the 
most notable judgement is Asghar Leghari v. Pakistan Federation in 
2015, pointing out that governmental failure to fight climate change 
affects the constitutional rights of the people which include the right to 
life, food, and water.17 Asghar Leghari, a Pakistani farmer, sued the 
national government for failing to put into effect the National Climate 
Change Policy of 2012 and the Framework for Implementation of Climate 
Change Policy (2014-2030). Leghari contended that the government 
ought to engage in climate mitigation or adaptation activities, and that 
the failure of the government to meet climate change adaptation 
commitments had urgent consequences for Pakistan's water, food, and 
energy security. These consequences violated his fundamental right to 
life.18  

Other prominent Public Interest Litigation (PIL) in reference to 
environmental justice include: D. G. Khan Cement Company Ltd. v. 
Government of Punjab (2021 S C M R 834); Raja Zahoor Ahmed v. 
Capital Development Authority (2022 S C M R 1411); Shah Zaman Khan 
v. Government of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (P L D 2023 Supreme Court 340); 
Public Interest Law Association of Pakistan v. Province of Punjab (2023 
SCMR 969); Province of Sindh v. Sartaj Hyder (2023 S C M R 459); and 
the most notable case, Shehla Zia v. WAPDA (PLD 1994 Supreme Court 
693). 
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18 M. L. Banda and S. Fulton, ‘Litigating climate change in national courts: recent 
trends and developments in global climate law’, Environmental Law Rep. News 
and Analysis, Vol. 47, 2017, p. 10121. 
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The increase in climate litigation is also underpinned by new 
international environmental governance structures. The Paris Accord, for 
instance, gives rise to legal obligations that are entrenched in national 
laws and therefore allow for legal action where states have defaulted on 
their obligations. A study by the London School of Economics on the 
‘Global Trends in Climate Change Litigation 2023’ shows that over 60 per 
cent of climate lawsuits have been filed after the adoption of the Paris 
Agreement in 2015. These lawsuits frequently focus on state failure, 
corporate recklessness and negligence, and unsuitable policies or 
legislation, thus raising the profile of legal systems as the premier 
methods of achieving climate justice. 

In parallel with these trends, there has been an increase in the 
codification of environmental rights. For decades now, environmentalists 
have adopted this rights-based strategy and have received massive 
support from the judiciary. For instance, the Brazilian Federal Supreme 
Court acknowledged the Paris Agreement as a human rights treaty of 
supranational character, and the European Court of Human Rights’ 
decision in favour of the right of women from Switzerland to counteract 
insufficient climate action by claiming human rights abuse. The recent 
adoption of a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment as a human 
right by the UNGA in 2022 also supports this approach in enabling 
entitled litigants to sue governments over climate harm.  

However, even in the 21st century, especially in developing countries 
such as Pakistan, there are certain issues that arise from the question of 
the practical enforcement of the constitutional mandate of the superior 
judiciary. Some climate change-associated laws and judgments are often 
difficult to implement because of institutional challenges, a lack of 
resources, and structural templates. To counter these challenges, there is 
a need to reorient the legal and institutional systems to mainstream 
environmental perspectives in all forms of governance. It is, therefore, 
essential to arm the legal community with the requisite expertise needed 
to create the necessary climate for climate justice, especially for those 
who are internally displaced and are mostly overlooked. 

In Pakistan, a country highly sensitive to climate change impacts, the 
consequences are adverse and complex. Large- scale floods, long-lasting 
droughts, and increased temperatures have rendered millions of people 
homeless, making them internally displaced persons (IDPs) in whose case 
humanitarian assistance remains a challenge due to weak legislative and 
organizational structures. These climate-induced forced movements 
question Pakistan’s ability to provide environmental justice and expose 
major deficiencies in the areas of governance, policy, and diplomacy. This 
paper seeks to establish how these challenges may help enhance 
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discussions on climate justice to promote sustainable and equitable 
approaches to addressing one of Pakistan’s emerging crises. 

Climate-induced displacement in Pakistan 

Climate change is an unrelenting threat with disastrous consequences for 
human existence and lifestyle. The link between climate change and 
migration is direct and significant.19 The term ‘climate-induced migration’ 
refers to any human movement triggered by the effects of climate change, 
both slow and severe. While the concept of displacement is frequently 
used to describe the temporary transfer of individuals in the event of an 
inundation, it can also apply to permanent relocation. To emphasize the 
scope of the issue, the term migration has been employed to include all 
climate-related migration. Climate change poses a challenge to worldwide 
sustainability, particularly for the rural areas in poor countries. In 
Pakistan, the changing climate is currently revealing itself in dramatic 
fashion. Floodwaters have ravaged the Indus River system over the last 
ten years. The country's changing climate also causes regular droughts 
and heat waves.20 

Natural disasters affect around three million individuals in Pakistan 
each year, accounting for 1.6 per cent of the total population.21 The 
country has the fastest rate of urbanization in South Asia, and the UNDP 
division predicts that around half of the nation's residents will reside in 
cities by 2025. Climate change is anticipated to drive between 25 million 
and a billion individuals to leave their homes by 2050, most relocating to 
urban areas; in 2022, climate-related disasters displaced 30 million 
people globally. As per the Turkish Anadolu Agency, floods and droughts 
cause approximately 0.7 million people in Pakistan to relocate from rural 
to urban areas each year.22  

According to the Sustainable Development Policy Institute (SDPI) and 
the Climate Action Network South Asia (CANSA), Pakistan's displaced 
rural populations are the least prepared to deal with floods and droughts. 
The floods in Pakistan in 2022 were not the first catastrophic event to 
force citizens out of their homes; but droughts, extreme temperatures, 
rising sea levels, and numerous other climate change contributors affect 
                                                
19 A. Ijaz, ‘Climate change and migration in Pakistan’, The Diplomat, 2017. 
20 A. Ajani and K. van der Geest, ‘Climate change in rural Pakistan: evidence and 

experiences from a people-centred perspective’, Sustainability Science, Vol. 16, 
2021, pp. 1999-2011. 

21 Z. T. Ebrahim, ‘Is Pakistan running dry?’, Water Issues in Himalayan South 
Asia: Internal challenges, disputes and transboundary tensions, 2020, pp. 153-
181. 

22 A. Mahesar, ‘Pakistan Today, Flood Induced Migration in Sindh’, 2022. 
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communities, forcing people to make the difficult decision of leaving their 
homes. In cities, however, they confront novel issues as they fight for 
scarce resources and space, exacerbating the inequities that rendered 
them susceptible to climate change in the first place.23 

Pakistan’s vulnerability to climate change has massively increased 
due to social and environmental factors. This section explores the key 
causes of climate refugees and the current global trend with reference to 
the extent of the problem. 

 Flooding: The disastrous floods of 2022 are a good 
example where monsoon rains caused massive floods 
in different areas of the country. Official figures stated 
that more than 33 million people were affected, and 
about 8 million people moved either temporarily or 
permanently.24  

 Drought and desertification: Climate-related factors 
such as droughts and desertification have also played a 
role in displacement in recent years, especially in the 
dry areas of the country like Sindh and Balochistan.25 
Droughts are more frequent, severe, and last longer 
due to climate change and overexploitation of water 
resources.26 They exacerbate food insecurity in semi-
arid nations like Pakistan, which rely heavily on 
agriculture for economic survival. Droughts can lead to 
increased migration, starvation, and fatalities.27 

 Glacial melting and flash floods: These disasters are 
dangerous and could significantly impact livelihoods 
and infrastructure in mountainous places around the 

                                                
23 R. Chaudhry and E. Youkhana, ‘Deconstructing the climate migration myth: 

Assessing the impact of the 2022 floods on the movement of local populations in 
rural Punjab’, ZEF Working Paper Series, 2024. 

24 J. Nanditha, A. P. Kushwaha, R. Singh et al., ‘The Pakistan flood of August 
2022: causes and implications’, Earth's Future, Vol. 11, 2023. 

25 A. Ashraf, R. Naz, and R. Roohi, ‘Glacial lake outburst flood hazards in 
Hindukush, Karakoram and Himalayan Ranges of Pakistan: implications and 
risk analysis’, Geomatics, Natural Hazards and Risk, Vol. 3, 2012, pp. 113-132. 

26 M. A. Miyan, ‘Droughts in Asian least developed countries: vulnerability and 
sustainability’, Weather and Climate Extremes, Vol. 7, 2015, pp. 8-23. 

27 Ibid., p. 28. 
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world.28 Pakistan’s northern areas harbour some of the 
largest glacier complexes of the world which have 
started melting rapidly due to increasing global 
average temperatures. A disaster caused by this 
phenomenon was seen in the Hunza Valley: a 2020 
GLOF led to the displacement of hundreds of 
families.29 

 Urban flooding: Most urban centres have experienced 
rapid growth and development and the majority lack a 
proper drainage system; hence, they experience 
frequent flooding. Mismanagement of urban space 
through inadequate planning, further intensification of 
encroachment on natural water courses, and climate 
change also contribute to the problem, thus exposing 
the urban populace to high risks of displacement.30 

 Heat waves: Mueller et al. (2014) found that heat 
stress, not heavy downpours or floods, is the most 
significant factor influencing long-term population 
migration in rural Pakistan.31 High temperatures in 
Pakistan have been linked to poorer agricultural 
output and revenue. According to Mueller et al. (2014), 
exposure to exceptionally high temperatures increases 
the likelihood of non-migrant males leaving their town 
by 11 times. 

Climate change affects rural populations most as they rely on the 
natural resource base as their primary source of income. Families lose 
crops, livestock, and arable farming land, which in turn affects their 
economic well-being and leads to social disintegration and migration to 
cities. Already struggling with overpopulation and poor infrastructure, 
urban centres are further strained due to the influx of displaced 
                                                
28 M. Zemp and W. Haeberli, ‘Glaciers and ice caps. Part I: Global overview and 

outlook. Part II: Glacier changes around the world’, Global outlook for ice & 
snow, UNEP, 2017, pp. 115-152. 

29 N. Mazhar, T. Fatima, M. Nasar-u-Minallah et al., ‘Spatio-Temporal 
Monitoring and Risk Mapping of Glacial Lake Outburst Floods in Hunza 
Valley, Pakistan’, Proceedings of the Pakistan Academy of Sciences: Physical 
and Computational Sciences, Vol. 61, 2024. 

30 S. Zia, M. Nasar-u-Minallah, N. Zahra et al., ‘The effect of urban green spaces 
in reducing urban flooding in Lahore, Pakistan, using geospatial techniques’, 
Geography, Environment, Sustainability, Vol. 15, 2022, pp. 47-55. 

31 V. Mueller, C. Gray, and K. Kosec, ‘Heat stress increases long-term human 
migration in rural Pakistan’, Nature Climate Change, Vol. 4, 2014, pp. 182-185. 
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populations. Informal settlements, especially around major urban centres 
such as Karachi and Lahore, are crowded with new migrants, making 
them more susceptible to extreme weather events and public health 
emergencies. 

Legal framework for addressing climate-induced displacement 

Constitutional rights: justiciable vs. non-justiciable protection 
The government of Pakistan has introduced several legal and policy 
frameworks regarding disaster management and climate change owing to 
climate-related displacement. However, these frameworks suffer from 
major limitations in both adoption and their scope of applicability. The 
Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan 1973 provides guidelines 
for ensuring justice and equality in all segments of life, including 
environmental justice. However, its provisions vary in enforceability. 

 Justiciable rights 

Right to Life (Article 9): Article 9 has provisions for a person’s life and 
liberty and provides that no person can be deprived of these under any 
circumstances. This provision is very important for IDPs as the state has 
the responsibility of safeguarding the lives and other rights of persons 
affected and displaced by environmental disasters such as floods or 
droughts. This enforceable right has been pivotal in climate litigation. 
In Asghar Leghari v. Pakistan (2015), the Lahore High Court ruled that 
the government’s failure to implement climate adaptation policies 
violated citizens’ constitutional right to life by exposing them to lethal 
floods and droughts. The Court emphasized that the state’s duty to 
protect life extends to safeguarding citizens from climate disasters. 

Sanctity of the Home (Article 14) : Article 14 affirms respect for human 
life and the sanctity of the home. This is applicable in a situation where 
the IDPs are compelled to flee their homes: the article binds the state to 
respect the dignity as well as the rights of displaced persons when 
relocating them and reconstructing their homes. Courts have expanded 
this right to include protection in cases of forced displacement caused by 
environmental disasters. In 2023 Urban Flooding PIL, judges condemned 
the state’s failure to rehabilitate slum dwellers displaced by floods, 
framing climate-induced displacement as a violation of the ‘sanctity of 
home’. 

Right to Information (Article 19A): Article 19A deals with the right to 
information for IDPs. This provision makes it possible for citizens to 
secure important data about environmental risks, measures of disaster, 
and rehabilitation projects. One aim is to enable citizens to participate in 
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the making of other decisions. Critical for IDPs, this provision ensures 
access to data on disaster risks and rehabilitation plans. However, in 
practice, displaced communities often remain uninformed due to 
bureaucratic opacity. 

Right to Education (Article 25A): Besides access to basic needs, free 
and compulsory education for children aged five to sixteen years is 
affirmed by Article 25A and is relevant to IDPs as the education of 
displaced children is interrupted when they are uprooted from their 
homes. This Article affirms that the state is ultimately responsible for 
providing displaced children with educational access. Courts have 
ordered the setting up of temporary schools for displaced children (e.g., 
post-2022 floods), but systemic gaps persist, with many IDP children 
unable to resume their education. 

 Non-justiciable principles (Articles 37-38) 

Another extremely important provision is Article 37 of the Constitution 
on the right to promote social justice and combat social ills. On socio-
economic rights, the state is required to commit to reversing inequalities 
and discrimination in society, particularly for IDPs. This Article ensures 
that illiteracy is eradicated, justice is provided, and humane working 
conditions prevail as IDPs often face exploitation and social injustice. 
Article 38 obligates the state to provide social and economic welfare, 
including shelter and healthcare. The state will have to facilitate the 
utilization of resources in a fair manner and must provide all necessary 
amenities including food, clothing, medical care, and shelter to all 
citizens unable to work due to displacement, temporary or permanent.  

However, as principles of policy, these clauses are aspirational and 
unenforceable. For instance, after the 2022 floods, IDPs received 
temporary tents but no permanent housing, underscoring the chasm 
between constitutional ideals and implementation. 

Suo Motu Jurisdiction (Article 184[3]) 
Article 184(3) gives the Supreme Court the discretion to assume 
jurisdiction over important issues involving the infringement of 
fundamental rights. This provision has been useful in contributing to the 
current initiative of advanced environmental justice through public 
interest litigation (PIL). For instance, it has been employed to ensure 
that the state implements measures that seek to reduce the risk of 
environmental disasters for IDPs, as it affords an adequate legal basis to 
deal with their issues. The Article underlines the need for the state to 
protect the rights of internally displaced persons, achieve social justice, 
and ensure that everyone has equal access to justice, including in matters 
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concerning climate-driven displacement. The Supreme Court’s suo 
motu powers under Article 184(3) have been instrumental in advancing 
climate justice, though limitations remain. 

Key legislations 

National Disaster Management Act (NDMA) 2010 

The National Disaster Management Act (NDMA) 2010 laid the 
foundation for action in disaster management and was followed by the 
establishment of National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) and 
its provincial counterparts, the Provincial Disaster Management 
Authorities (PDMAs). Disaster risk management and disaster 
preparedness and response are some of the functions of the Act which 
also enables these institutions to plan on how to respond to disasters 
caused by climate change such as floods and droughts. However, the Act 
fails to address several aspects of concern that arise with climate-induced 
displacement, for instance, the legal status of IDPs, their rights, and 
their reintegration in society. 

While the NDMA established institutions such as the National 
Disaster Management Authority, the focus remains on 
disaster response (e.g., food aid), while neglecting the rights of IDPs. The 
Sindh High Court criticized the Act’s silence on resettlement, urging 
amendments to include housing guarantees. The PDMAs face similar 
critiques. For instance, Punjab’s PDMA prioritized flood relief in 2022 but 
ignored long-term rehabilitation for displaced farmers. 

Climate Change Act 2017 

The National Climate Change Policy (NCCP) is important in that it seeks 
to address adaptation to climate change. It accepts the negative impacts 
of climate change such as displacement by extreme weather conditions; it 
also emphasizes the importance of developing disaster-resistant 
structures and issuing pertinent warning. The NCCP aims to improve 
water, food, and energy security, conserve ecosystems, promote 
sustainable urbanization, and reinforce disaster planning and response 
systems. The primary approaches identified in the policy include 
adaptation measures, mitigation measures, institution strengthening, 
and public awareness and education. However, it lacks mechanisms that 
can be implemented to shield and reconstruct ecosystems affected by 
climate change. 

The Pakistan Climate Change Act of 2017 is an important step 
towards addressing climate change through legislation. The Act 
establishes an effective legal structure to coordinate a national climate 
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change policy and implement adaptation and mitigation methods. 
Pakistan's provincial governments have created climate change policies 
such as the Punjab Climate Change Policy (2017) and the Sindh Climate 
Change Policy (2018) that address regional threats and targets alongside 
national measures. Furthermore, Pakistan, a member state to the Paris 
Agreement, has adopted Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) 
that will lower greenhouse gas emissions and strengthen climate 
resilience. Pakistan's NDCs encourage balanced mitigation and 
adaptation, with an emphasis on energy, agriculture, and forestry 
sectors. 

While these frameworks offer some cushion to affected populations, 
most are crisis-reactive and offer no vision for addressing climate-related 
displacement as a structural problem. The lack of a common legal regime 
for IDPs creates situations where the needs of displaced people are not 
sufficiently met or are met only haphazardly. 

This Act has institutionalized climate policy but lacks binding 
adaptation targets. Provincial policies like the Punjab Climate Change 
Policy replicate this weakness, emphasizing infrastructure (e.g., dams) 
over IDP protection. The Courts have repeatedly highlighted this gap. 
In Shah Zaman Khan v. Government of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (2023), the 
Peshawar High Court noted that the Act’s ‘sustainable urbanization’ 
clause remains undefined, allowing cities to neglect displaced populations 
in urban planning. 

 International legal commitments 

Loss and damage in practice 

 Warsaw International Mechanism (WIM): The Warsaw 
International Mechanism for Loss and Damage (WIM) 
has a section called the Loss and Damage Mechanism 
that can afford countries such as the Pakistan an 
opportunity to get technical and financial support to 
deal with the impacts of climate change, including 
displacement.32 However, the exploitation of these 
resources has been hindered by procedural barriers 
and rigorous qualifying standards. Also, the 
mechanism continues to be under-funded, hence, it has 
the capacity to handle only a few displaced persons at 

                                                
32 S. A. Kamboh, M. Ittefaq, and P. C. Pezzullo, ‘Articulating a Loss and Damage 

Fund: How the Global South is Rethinking Agency and Justice in an Age of 
Climate Disasters’, Environmental Communication, 18(3), 2024, pp. 302-321. 
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a time. Although Pakistan is eligible for WIM support, 
bureaucratic hurdles hinder access. After the 2022 
floods displaced 8 million people, Pakistan’s request for 
funds was delayed for months, forcing reliance on 
insufficient domestic budgets. The Courts have yet to 
cite WIM in rulings, reflecting a disconnect between 
global mechanisms and local realities. For example, 
in Leghari, activists argued for WIM-funded 
adaptation, but the judges focused solely on national 
obligations. 

Human Rights Law and climate displacement 

 UDHR/ICESCR: While Pakistan has not ratified the 
1951 Refugee Convention, it is bound by the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social, and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR). While these instruments 
are not unique specifically to climate-induced 
displacement, they can form the foundation of 
campaigning for the rights of IDPs to housing, health, 
and education. In Public Interest Law Association v. 
Punjab (2023), activists invoked ICESCR’s right to 
water clause to demand clean supplies for flood-
displaced communities. The Court acknowledged 
violations but deferred to provincial authorities, 
illustrating weak enforcement. 

Paris Agreement 

 Pakistan’s legal responsibilities include a commitment 
outside global legal structures to address displacement 
due to climate change. These commitments are 
necessary in filling the gaps where national policies 
fail to protect displaced persons under international 
humanitarian law. Pakistan, being a party to 
UNFCCC, has also agreed to mainstream climate 
change adaptation across key government policies. By 
signing the Paris Agreement in 2015, Pakistan is 
legally bound to report the effects of climate change, 
which include displacement, in its NDCs. Pakistan’s 
NDCs are largely centred on mitigation while they 
have weak and insufficient approaches to adaptation, 
particularly with regard to forced climate change 
displacement. 
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 Pakistan’s NDCs prioritize emissions reduction (e.g., 
transitioning to renewables) but omit IDP-specific 
adaptation. Litigation, such as Leghari, has forced 
incremental policy shifts, but systemic neglect persists. 
For instance, the NDCs mention ‘resilient 
infrastructure’ but lack metrics for IDP housing or 
livelihood restoration. 

International environmental conventions 
Since Pakistan appreciates how environmental challenges and climate 
change problems are connected, it works with others to defend the Earth 
for generations to come. Different agreements incorporating these 
concepts exist because of shared understanding. The environmental 
protection commitments and sustainable development goals of these 
accords receive support from Pakistan's membership. Analysis 
demonstrates that these treaties yield both benefits and weaknesses. 
Pakistan’s participation in treaties like the UNFCCC, the Kyoto Protocol, 
and the Stockholm Convention reflects its commitment to global 
collaboration. In view of the necessity of global collaboration in tackling 
environmental issues, Pakistan has signed several significant 
conventions and treaties, including the following: 

 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC): The UNFCCC (1992) includes 
Pakistan among the parties who maintain the primary 
global framework to address climate issues. Parties 
under the Convention aim to achieve stabilization of 
greenhouse gas concentrations to preserve the climate 
system from dangerous anthropogenic interference. All 
signatories agree to follow the common standard of 
differentiated responsibilities but industrialized 
nations, with their large emission footprint, have first 
responsibility for climate change mitigation. Pakistan 
must report national policies and progress to the 
UNFCCC to gain access to financial and technological 
support through its existing mechanisms.  

 The main value of the UNFCCC emerged through its 
annual Conference of Parties (COP) function which 
established negotiations for climate agreements. As a 
representative of vulnerable nations, Pakistan employs 
this platform to defend the need for climate-related 
loss and damage recognition as an equity issue. As 
part of its structure the UNFCCC lacks mandatory 
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emission reduction goals for its member states. The 
main achievement of this agreement lay in uniting 
almost every nation in recognizing climate risks. 
However, its inability to enforce strict emission 
standards resulted in worldwide climate pollutants 
continuing to increase after the 1990s. Developing 
countries face significant challenges in holding 
developed nations accountable for ‘dangerous 
interference’ through UNFCCC procedures because 
there remains an ongoing dispute over proof 
requirements. 

 Kyoto Protocol: The Kyoto Protocol achieved status as 
the initial mandatory international climate treaty in 
1997. From 2008 to 2012, all developed nations were 
required to lower their emissions to an average of 5.2 
per cent below their 1990 levels through the 
implementation of market-based mechanisms. 
Through Annex I, Japan, along with the EU and 
Russia, received particular emission reduction targets 
in this agreement. The absence of major polluting 
nations made the successful implementation of the 
Protocol impossible since the United States never 
ratified the agreement followed by Canada and Japan 
withdrawing from the Protocol. The two developing 
economies of China and India escaped any obligation 
to reduce their emissions. Global emission levels 
increased constantly beyond 1990 until 2012 when 
they surpassed the initial levels. Despite reaching 
certain consolidated targets, the Kyoto regime 
demonstrated little influence on complete emissions 
patterns, demonstrating its degraded effectiveness. 

 Paris Agreement: The Paris Agreement (2015) extends 
the UNFCCC framework by requiring virtually all 
countries to submit Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) for emission reduction and 
adaptation activities  Under the Agreement, Pakistan 
was made responsible for merging climate action 
strategies into country-wide development planning 
processes. The Agreement established a new process 
known as the Global Stocktake, which performs 
collective progress evaluation every five years. The 
Paris Agreement obligates Pakistan to maintain its 
NDCs and develop climate policy goals which 
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supplement its climate policy commitments. The 
updated version of Pakistan's National Determined 
Contribution (NDC 2016-2020) focuses on mitigation 
efforts, particularly renewable energy alongside 
afforestation initiatives; although it does include 
resilience components, it fails to include specific 
actions for Internally Displaced People. 

 Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic 
Pollutants (POPs): The Stockholm Convention on 
Persistent Organic Pollutants (2001) functions as a 
global environmental framework dedicated to 
abolishing toxic chemical agents that exist within 
ecosystems. Participating governments joined the 
agreement to eliminate twelve major pollutants which 
included DDT and PCBs among others. The convention 
exists to satisfy multiple environmental obligations 
even though its main intent was not focused 
specifically on climate change. This Convention meets 
its primary objectives through monitoring reports 
which document the declining or stabilized levels of 
regulated POPs both inside human bodies and 
throughout the environment. Nonetheless, challenges 
remain. Enforcement procedures remain unfinished, 
assessments of compliance provide minimal data, and 
new dangerous compounds appear which exceed the 
existing regulations. 

Developed nations show erratic levels of compliance with the 
established international treaties. The United States became a prominent 
participant within the Paris Agreement in 2020 before it left the pact; it 
then returned but departed a second time, undermining confidence in 
collective action. Wealthy nations failed to deliver the promised $100 
billion per year financial support during the scheduled time period after 
the 2009 agreement. Critics maintain that wealthy nations present weak 
emission control promises because their political promises fail to match 
national operational guidelines. The lack of adequate compliance from 
certain industrialized states creates doubt regarding their true 
commitment to climate action.  

Despite important contributions through these international 
instruments which have established fundamental climate justice basics, 
there remain significant implementation challenges. Inadequate 
accountability systems coupled with unmet promises and the ‘speaking 
versus doing’ disconnect devalue these international agreements. 
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Developing countries, including Pakistan, experience climate damage 
directly while receiving inadequate help in climate mitigation from 
industrialized nations. The existence of such differences between 
developed and developing nations serves to outline the core climate 
justice problems which underlie displacement challenges in Pakistan 
because it indicates that rich nations have failed to live up to their 
responsibilities within global climate agreements. 

Case law analysis: bridging laws and realities: role of laws in key                      
cases 

Case Law/Provision 
Invoked Outcome IDP Impact 

Asghar Leghari 
v. 

Pakistan (2015) 
Article 9 (Right 

to Life) 
Climate Commission 

established 
No funding for 
resettlement 

Shehla Zia v. 
WAPDA (1994) 

Article 184(3) 
(Suo Motu) 

Hazardous project 
halted 

Set precedent for 
environmental 

rights 

2023 Urban 
Flooding PILs 

Article 14 
(Sanctity of 

Home) 
Drainage repairs 

ordered 
Slum dwellers not 

rehabilitated 

Sindh IDP 
Alliance v. 

NDMA (2021) 
NDMA 2010 Criticized lack of IDP 

protections 
No legislative 

reform 

Judicial interpretation trends 

 Expansive rights reading: Courts increasingly link 
climate harms to constitutional rights. For 
example, Shehla Zia’s ‘right to a healthy environment’ 
has been extended to cases involving glacial melt and 
heat waves. 

 Avoidance of structural issues: Judges often mandate 
procedural fixes (e.g., disaster plans) but avoid 
systemic reforms. In 2023 Urban Flooding PILs, courts 
ordered drainage repairs but sidestepped demands for 
IDP compensation. 
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Addressing planetary threats 

Expanding ‘right to life’ to climate security 

 Pakistani courts must recognize that global emissions 
exacerbate domestic displacement. Citing 
the Philippines Commission on Human Rights (2022), 
which held fossil fuel companies liable for climate 
harms, activists could file PILs against transnational 
corporations contributing to Pakistan’s glacial melt. 

 Example argument: ‘Article 9 obligates the state to 
regulate entities whose actions threaten citizens’ 
survival, including foreign polluters’. 

Sanctity of home in a warming world 

 The 2023 report of the UN Special Rapporteur on 
Housing asserts that climate displacement violates the 
right to adequate housing. Pakistani courts could 
adopt this reasoning, using Article 38 to mandate IDP 
resettlement. 

 Legal reform proposal: Amend the Constitution to 
recognize ‘climate refugees’, ensuring IDPs’ access to 
shelter, healthcare, and livelihoods under enforceable 
statutes. 

Climate justice perspective on IDPs 

Climate justice helps one to understand and articulate the social, 
economic, and legal problems affecting people displaced by climate 
change disasters. Ethicality is a cross-cutting component of climate 
justice because it aims to prevent harm to those countries that have been 
affected by climate change while seeking fairness in sharing burdens that 
countries ought to take across the world. With the focus on internally 
displaced persons in Pakistan, climate justice provides a valuable 
understanding of how it is possible to address the situation that affects 
climate-vulnerable countries like Pakistan through legal, institutional, 
and global principles. Equity as a principle of climate justice points to the 
fact that the causes and impacts of climate change are distributed 
unequally. Concern arises from the fact that developed countries emitting 
most of greenhouse gases contributing to climate change suffer 
comparatively less adverse impacts of climate change than developing 
countries such as Pakistan which emit less than one per cent of global 
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emissions but are most vulnerable to climate change, such as the deadly 
floods of 2022 that affected millions33 in Pakistan. 

Climate justice means that polluting countries must accept blame for 
their actions and compensate those who have been affected. For Pakistan, 
this includes expecting pledges from big emitters to fund mitigation, 
adaptation, and recovery interventions especially concerning the fate of 
climate-induced Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs). This principle 
requires complete rethinking of the climate policies of the global 
community so that countries such as Pakistan do not suffer for a calamity 
which they had little part in creating. 

Climate justice also encompasses understanding how the impact of 
climate change is especially heavy on developing countries. Pakistan 
faces a unique intersection of challenges: an increasing number of 
disasters, lack of resources to adequately plan for and respond to 
disasters, and legal systems that do not comprehensively address climate 
change migration. These factors arise from the country’s susceptibility to 
a plethora of challenges, especially that of a populace displaced from 
flooded or drought-stricken areas or areas ravaged by other climatic 
manifestations. Acknowledgment of these disproportionate effects is 
important for the development of global climate justice. This also includes 
drawing attention to Pakistan’s weaknesses by denouncing it in 
international platforms such as the Conference of Parties created by the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
and also ensuring that refugees are involved in policy making. 

International cooperation is needed to address climate-induced 
displacement while the burden has to be fairly shared. As highlighted by 
the principle of fairness and common but differentiated responsibilities, 
the developed countries, especially those that have significantly 
contributed to climate change, should now take an active role and fund 
initiatives such as the ‘One Fund for Pakistan’. This can involve 
developing specific funds that are meant to cater for loss and damage 
incurred by climate change-related disasters, aiming at restoring and 
compensating displaced populations. 

Additionally, fair burden sharing entails enhancing resilience through 
international co-operation structures such as the Warsaw International 
Mechanism on Loss and Damage and the GCF. These can be used as 

                                                
33 M. R. Khuhro, A. R. Mirani, and M. A. Jokhio, ‘Environmental devastation in 

Sindh and the pursuit of justice for its susceptible populations amid climate 
crisis’, International Research Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities, Vol. 
3, 2024, pp. 693-714. 
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conduits to direct resources towards developing countries such as 
Pakistan to strengthen infrastructure and improve preparedness for 
disasters and the integration of sustainable development measures. 
Climate justice financing involves several elements of which 
international reparation is a prominent factor. Technical cooperation is 
also part of such reparation as countries that witness climate change 
displacement also require not just funds but also training, and the 
formation of institutional capacities to cope with the consequences of 
climate displacement. For Pakistan, this may imply funding to build flood 
resistant houses, setting up sustainable sources of income for the affected 
community, and ensuring sound legal regimes for the protection of IDPs. 

Efforts to demand such reparations need to have a sound standing in 
climate change negotiations. Pakistan should join other developing 
countries in order to lobby and gain a voice in demanding proper 
reimbursement and technological assistance. Also, there are 
international arbitration and legal structures such as the ICJ and PCA 
which may be useful for the resolution of the conflict of responsibilities 
and for holding international emitters accountable. 

Conclusion 

Understanding climate justice principles can help developing countries in 
tackling the core issues of climate-induced migrations as well as the 
damage caused due to environmental disasters. This combination of 
climate justice and the issue of IDPs in Pakistan is at the core of the 
humanitarian crisis that has raised the need to tackle basic human rights 
issues, especially the right to life, shelter, health, education, and dignity. 
Pakistan is faced with two major challenges– environmental 
management for addressing the consequences of climate change and 
protection of displaced persons within the context of Pakistan as a 
country. Climate displacement is not only a threat to the very existence of 
the affected population but also further aggravates social and economic 
injustice, negatively impacting the vulnerable sections of society. While 
national and international instruments like the Guidelines on Internal 
Displacement and the Paris Agreement exist and have been signed and 
ratified, their application and compliance are highly limited. 

 Pakistan must embark upon a rights-based approach that 
incorporates climate justice within legal and policy instruments. This 
must be complemented by legislative measures to entrench the rights of 
IDPs, including freedom from persecution in accessing basic resources 
such as food, water, and shelter, and being granted opportunities to work, 
live, and be resettled. Besides, it is important that they have the 
opportunity to seek justice in cases of emergency, inadequacy, or 
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negligence of all measures by stakeholders for disaster preparedness and 
response. 

The right to life as set by the Constitution of Pakistan and all 
international covenants will have to be core to policy mechanisms that 
will ensure that no one is left behind in the efforts for sustainable 
development for IDPS. The paradigm shifts in Pakistan’s context should 
entail addressing the structural causes of displacement, building robust 
and effective disaster risk reduction mechanisms, and promoting locally 
led adaptation initiatives. Climate justice for IDPs can only be obtained 
through an elaborate, comprehensive analytical and practical approach, 
inclusive of legal redress, policy consistency, and community 
mobilization.  Pakistan can set an example for how climate justice can be 
implemented to protect the human rights of a population displaced by 
climate disasters while building climate preparedness. 


