Distinguished colleagues and friends,

It is a great honour to be present today and to speak on behalf of environmental human rights defenders from Ukraine,  Europe, and beyond.

As a lawyer with more than twenty years of experience in environmental protection and the defence of environmental activists at the national level, I can attest that attacks against environmental defenders, strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPPs), the criminalization of peaceful civic action, and legislative efforts aimed at restricting the mandate and activities of civil society organizations have occurred across numerous countries, albeit with varying frequency and severity.

States have employed different justifications to restrict the exercise of rights guaranteed under the Aarhus Convention, thereby depriving the public of essential mechanisms for the protection of the environment. Authoritarian regimes, where democratic space is limited, have been particularly inclined to exert pressure on environmental activists and organizations, utilizing governmental institutions and legal mechanisms to suppress public participation, silence dissenting voices, and discourage civic engagement. Likewise, countries affected by armed conflict, political instability, or crisis often introduce legal and administrative measures that reduce transparency, limit access to environmental information, weaken public participation in decision-making, and use judicial systems to influence public discourse and restrict the activities of civil society organizations.

Environmental defenders around the world continue to face intimidation, harassment, arbitrary detention, prosecution, torture, and even killings. Unfortunately, this is the reality that my country is experiencing today.

The ongoing fifth year of the full-scale war against Ukraine has demonstrated how the invocation of overriding national security interests may significantly affect the enjoyment of procedural environmental rights and restrict freedom of expression. In such circumstances, the environment suffers not only from the direct consequences of hostilities but also from weakened legal safeguards, insufficient regulatory frameworks, shrinking civic engagement, and reduced access to professional legal support. Therefore, ensuring peace and security within the European region and beyond and strengthening mechanisms for international accountability of states and individuals acting in violation of universally recognized principles of international law are essential to reducing threats faced by environmental human rights defenders and mitigating harm to the shared natural environment that we hold in trust for future generations.

My second point concerns compliance and enforcement, mentioned already by previous distinquished speakers.The growing threats faced by environmental defenders and grassroots organizations are not primarily the result of a lack of legal norms at either the national or international level. Rather, they stem from insufficient compliance and enforcement of existing legal protections. We highly value and rely upon the provisions of the Aarhus Convention, as well as the EU Anti-SLAPP Directive. However, the practical implementation and enforcement of these instruments remain inadequate in many jurisdictions.

Accordingly, enhanced awareness-raising, capacity-building, and monitoring activities are required. Furthermore, continued political and financial support is necessary to strengthen and expand the mandate of the Special Rapporteur on Environmental Defenders under the Aarhus Convention. In addition, many multilateral environmental agreements, including the Bern Convention, lack sufficiently robust international enforcement mechanisms “with teeth”. Establishment of such mechanisms would empower local activists and grassroots organizations to seek remedies at the international level and encourage greater compliance by national authorities. It is essential that lawyers, courts, and public institutions ensure that international environmental obligations are effectively incorporated into domestic legal systems and rigorously enforced.

Third, as Mr. Benítez rightly emphasized, the protection of environmental defenders is a collective responsibility. For this reason, sustainable and long-term funding for environmental organizations and legal practitioners defending environmental human rights must be secured, preferably through international support mechanisms. Such funding is necessary to enable environmental defenders to access justice, challenge unlawful and environmentally harmful projects and decisions, obtain qualified legal representation, and defend themselves against criminal prosecutions, administrative sanctions, and SLAPPs.

The lack of adequate financial resources and legal assistance for environmental human rights defenders and grassroots activists undermines the principle of equality of arms and creates a chilling effect on public participation. As a result, individuals and communities are  discouraged from exercising their rights and from seeking judicial protection against environmental harm. Ensuring effective access to legal and financial support is therefore indispensable for safeguarding environmental democracy, the rule of law, and the effective protection of the environment.

Thank you for your attention.

