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Introduction 

Modelling the link between nature conservation 
and human rights  

There are strong links between human rights and nature conservation. From 
one perspective, the conservation practices can help in the realization of 
specific human rights because of the strong economic relations between in-
dividuals and nature, while on the other, the protection of nature can some-
times prevent access to natural resources to individuals and thus prevent 
them from enjoying their basic human rights1. By creating the links between 
human rights and conservation, conservation practice can include measures 
to enhance the benefits of natural resource management which in turn en-
sure the realization of an individual’s rights rather than their infringement2. 

Even though the majority of the fundamental human rights can be linked 
to conservation practices, in this research/publication we have focused on 
human rights of crucial importance for conservation, according to the Con-
servation Initiative on Human Rights3.  

Table 1. Specific human rights of concern in conservation4.

1  Springer, Campese and Painter, 2011. Conservation and Human Rights: Key Issues and Contexts. Scoping Paper for 
the Conservation Initiative for Human Rights. Washington: Conservation Initiative on Human Rights & WWF.

2  Thomas, D. 2011. An Introduction to Conservation and Human Rights for BirdLife Partners.  
Cambridge: Birdlife International.

3  Springer, Campese and Painter, 2011. Conservation and Human Rights: Key Issues and Contexts. Scoping Paper for 
the Conservation Initiative for Human Rights. Washington: Conservation Initiative on Human Rights & WWF.

4  Idem.

Substantive rights

Life

Health

Adequate standard of living - including food and water

Development

Practice one’s culture

Work

Property

Self-determination and use of natural wealth

Procedural rights

Information

Participation

Access to justice (redress)

Rights relating to the emerging issues

Environmental rights

Freedom from forced eviction

Access to land/resources for basic needs

Free, prior and informed consent

Rights of women to freedom from discrimination - gender equity

Indigenous peoples’ rights
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Table 1 represents the adapted version of the specific human rights that are 
in focus of this research. The original version developed by Springer, Camp-
ese and Painter (2011) included 5 groups of rights, namely substantive 
rights, procedural rights, rights relating to the emerging issues, rights of 
women to freedom from discrimination, and indigenous peoples’ rights. 

The model of overlaps between nature conservation and human rights, as 
indicated in Table 1, proposed by Conservation Initiative for Human Rights, 
does not fit entirely to the context of WWF Adria countries. The indigenous 
peoples’ rights are not applicable to the Western Balkan countries, and nei-
ther is  the right to free, prior and informed consent which relates exclusive-
ly to the participation and consultation of the Indigenous Populations prior 
to the beginning of development on and use of the land within the territo-
ry of Indigenous Peoples5. Freedom from forced evictions as such has not 
been classified within the UN Human Rights Index but rather is derived from 
different human rights such as freedom from cruel, inhuman and degrad-
ing treatment, freedom of movement, but also of the selection of rights to 
an adequate standard of living such as the right to water, right to adequate 
housing, right to food, and rights relating to poverty. Apart from a specific 
focus on women within the model proposed by Conservation Initiative on 
Human Rights, the rights of specific persons or groups should be expanded 
by adding the human rights defenders (HRD) as a specific group to be ex-
amined in this research. The inclusion of HRD is based on the scope of the 
research, aiming not only to establish the link between nature conservation 
and human rights, but also to enable the meaningful cooperation between 
human rights and nature conservation professionals and organizations with 
the scope to nurture and maximize the benefits of their work for both socie-
ty and nature as a whole.

Image 1. Model: areas of nature conservation and human rights overlap. Source: HRH Zagreb. 

General and 
crosscutting 

issues

Civil and 
political 
rights

Economic, 
social and 
cultural 
rights

Rights of 
specific 
persons 

and groups

5  Fontana, B. Grugel, J. 2016. The Politics of Indigineous Participation Though “Free, Prior and Informed Consent”:
    Reflection from the Bolivian Case. In: World Development. 77.10.1016.
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Therefore a new model of nature conservation and human rights overlap is 
proposed, aligned with the UN Human Rights Index classification and relative 
to  the context in which WWF Adria operates. Such a model consists of 4 parts: 
(a) general and cross-cutting issues, (b) civil and political rights, (c) economic, 
social and cultural rights, and (d) rights of specific persons or groups. 

Image 2. WWF Nature Academy, Serbia © Sonja Bađura, WWF Adria

The first area in the model (Image 1) refers to specific rights from the gen-
eral and cross-cutting issues, and includes the right to development, right 
to self-determination and human rights and environmental issues (human 
rights and environment, human rights and toxic waste, and human rights 
and climate change). The second area in the model refers to civil and politi-
cal rights. The rights included here are the following: right to life, freedom of 
opinion and expression, administration of justice and fair trial, and right to 
participation in public life. 

The third area in the model refers to the economic, social and cultural rights, 
and includes the right to freedom of hunger and the right to food, right to 
adequate housing, human rights and poverty, right to drinking water and 
sanitation, right to safe and healthy working conditions, right to health and 
right to protection of property. The final, fourth area of the model refers to 
the rights of specific persons or groups and includes the rights of human 
rights defenders. 



Nature conservation and human rights: CASE STUDY AND IMPACT ASSESSMENT MATRIX 8

Mapping methodology 

The starting point in the creation of a comprehensive link between human 
rights and nature conservation was the idea that such a link could be ben-
eficial for both human rights and conservation organizations in terms of in-
creasing the awareness of their impact and serving as a guideline for future 
actions. No structured research on the topic of the overlaps between human 
rights and conservation has been conducted in Croatian, Slovenian or West-
ern Balkans contexts, therefore this research was planned to be preliminary 
and will have the form of mapping of links between nature conservation and 
human rights. 

The purpose of mapping of activities was to collect information on cas-
es where overlaps between HR and nature conservation exist, where they 
are mutually supportive and where they are in collision. The mapping was 
limited to the part of the activities implemented by WWF Adria through its 
programs. Since the purpose of activities’ mapping and subsequent analy-
sis was to identify links, it was not necessary to analyse all of the activities 
stemming from WWF Adria Conservation Strategy, but rather identify cur-
rent ones being implemented and use them as the basis for the analysis. 

Data collection consisted of 2 phases: desk research and in-depth inter-
views. The team has interviewed 5 persons working in WWF Adria’s, repre-
senting four programs: Marine, Freshwater, Wildlife, and Governance and 
Protected Areas with Conservation Director. Respondents were asked to 
present their strategies, programs and the activities they are working on 
and based on the information gathered we have identified specific nature 
conservation practices and their impact on specific human rights.

The information on the activities that the organization is implementing as 
part of the Conservation Strategy was analyzed against the international 
human rights standards. Basis for the analysis were United Nations human 
rights instruments, namely International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights and International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 
Where needed, specific rights were analyzed against the detailed explana-
tions provided within the General Comments of relevant treaty bodies. 
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Impact on economic, social and cultural rights

CONSERVATION PRACTICES AND RIGHT TO FOOD 

The following section presents the discussion based on the data gathered 
during the interviews with the selected personnel working at WWF Adria and 
consultation of the relevant WWF Adria documentation. The research is not 
overarching and does not include all of the activities the organization has 
implemented and their impacts, but rather seeks to find the most represent-
ative activities and explain their impact on specific human rights indicating 
therefore structural link and areas where conservation practices overlap 
with the human rights in focus.
 
The analysis is divided into four sections, each addressing a particular as-
pect of human rights, namely economic, social and cultural rights, civil and 
political rights, other human rights issues such as development and environ-
ment, and, finally, the discussion on the conservationists as human rights 
defenders.

The human right to food and freedom from hunger and malnutrition are cod-
ified by the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 
ICESCR stipulates  that “State Parties [...] recognize the right of everyone 
to an adequate standard of living [...] including adequate food, [...] and 
to take continuous improvement of living conditions”6, and that the States 
recognize “the fundamental right of everyone to be free from hunger”7. The 
human right to food is indivisible, inherent to human dignity and a pre-
requisite for the realization of other human rights. State Parties have the 
obligation to adopt specific policies aiming at the realization of the right to 
adequate food and eradication of poverty8. Detailed provisions on the right 
to food are provided by General Comment 12 according to which adequate 
food entails the following elements:

A Availability of food: food should be available in “quantity and quality suf-
ficient to satisfy the dietary needs of individuals, free from adverse sub-
stances and acceptable within a given culture”9. 

B Accessibility of food: food should be accessible “in ways that are sustaina-
ble and that do not interfere with the enjoyment of other human rights”10.

6  International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Art 11.1 
7  International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Art.11.2 
8  Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. General Comment 12: The right to adequate food (Art. 11), 

E/C/12/1999/5.
9  Idem, p. 3
10  Idem, p. 3 

Case study: WWF Adria
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Taking into consideration the obligation to set the policies to progressively 
realize the human right to food, such policies if based on the international 
standard should address six elements of human right to food, based on the 
CESCR General Comment 12. They are availability, dietary needs, freedom 
from adverse substances, cultural/consumer acceptability, physical accessi-
bility and economic accessibility of food.

This section examines the impact that WWF Adria’s conservation practices 
and activities have on the protection of the human right to food, based on 
the model of 6 elements of the human right to food. During the interview 
process, we identified that the work of the organization addressed the pro-
tection of the human rights to food indirectly i.e. through creation of favora-
ble conditions for the realization of the right to food. Activities implemented 
by WWF Adria have impacted 3 key elements of the right to food: availabil-
ity of the food, physical access to food from natural resources and freedom 
from adverse substances.
 
Through its work with local fishermen in Lastovo archipelago, the organiza-
tion helped to establish  the infrastructure needed for processing fish. While 
the creation of such a facility itself does not address the human right to food, 
it does create conditions for production of food. Through upgrading the hy-
gienic standards of infrastructure dedicated to food processing, organization 
indirectly prevents possible contamination or improper handling of seafood, 
thus benefiting the element “freedom from adverse substances” in sense of 
the General Comment 12 of the CESCR.
 
Through water management and river restoration activities, WWF Adria 
directly created new and restored old side-arms, removed or changed em-
bankments and groins and preserved retention areas, which also benefited 
the preservation of levels of underground waters. Its activism opposing 
small hydropower plants advocates not just for the alternative sources of 
electricity but intends on preventing the water pollution and decrease of 

Image 3. Dražen Bačić - Fisher, Velebit Channel © Petra Počanić, WWF Adria
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CONSERVATION PRACTICES AND RIGHT TO ADEQUATE HOUSING

Human right to adequate housing stems from the right to adequate stand-
ard of living and it is codified by the various international human rights 
instruments, out of which the most important is the International Covenant 
on the Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. According to the Covenant, rec-
ognized adequate standard of living includes inter alia the right to housing 
and continuous improvement of housing conditions12. The right to adequate 
housing has been further elaborated through the CESCR’s General Comment 
4, indicating the right to adequate housing should be understood not as 
having the roof over one’s head, but rather as the positive opposition to the 
homelessness and inadequate housing13. The term “adequate” designates 
such housing facilities that conform to 7 elements of the right14:

A Legal security of tenure: despite the form of the tenure, every person 
should have certain degree of legal protection against forced eviction, 
harassment and other threats; 

B Availability of services, materials, facilities and infrastructure: adequate 
housing contains facilities that are essential for health, security, comfort 
and nutrition, as well as services such as drinking water, energy, sanita-
tion, food storage, refuse disposal, drainage and emergency services; 

C Affordability: financial cost of adequate housing does not exceed the level 
that jeopardizes the enjoyment of other human rights; 

D Habitability: an adequate house provides individuals with an adequate 
space that protects them from cold, damp, heat, rain, wind, threats to 
health, structural hazards and disease vectors; 

E Accessibility: adequate housing is accessible to those entitled to it, while 
particularly vulnerable groups should be prioritized in housing accessibili-
ty policies; 

11 Idem, p. 4 
12  International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Art.11.1
13  Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. General Comment 4: The Right to Adequate Housing (Art. 

11(1) of the Covenant). E/1992/23.
14  Idem. 

water quantities for cattle breeding and food production. These examples of 
the activities implemented by the organization address the requirement of 
the availability of the food as human right. Availability of the food impacted 
through outlined activities, in terms of General Comment 12, refers to the 
creation of the conditions in which individuals are able to feed themselves 
“directly from the productive land or other natural resources11” or other 
means.

Significant long-term impact on the right to food is visible within the Wildlife 
Program. By advocating for preservation of certain umbrella species that 
are key to establishing a balance in the ecosystem, the organization also 
contributes to conservation of the resources that these species rely on. In 
turn, resource availability enables the local community to freely use natural 
resources as the source of food.
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F Location: an adequate house should be constructed in the location allow-
ing access to essential social facilities, such as employment, education, 
health, etc. 

G Cultural adequacy: construction of the housing facility must be able to 
express the cultural identity and diversity of housing while the moderni-
zation of housing should ensure preservation of the cultural dimension of 
housing.

While not all of the elements of the right to adequate housing are relevant for 
the conservation practices, the interview process has identified two elements 
impacted by the work of WWF Adria. Water management activities within the 
Freshwater Program have significantly contributed to the restoration of the riv-
er banks and enabled more efficient flood management. Thus, it has indirectly 
improved the security of the housing units that could be affected by floods, but 
it has also directed the future housing projects which are now being imple-
mented in flood-safe zones. By benefiting both current and future housing units 
through facilitating more effective flood management, WWF Adria has contrib-
uted to the advancement of the habitability dimension of adequate housing i.e. 
it has indirectly ensured higher levels of protection of housing units that guar-
antee tenants safety from physical threats.

Image 4. Nature park Lonjsko polje, Croatia © PINPLP

Cases of destruction or damaged roads necessary for tenants to access their 
homes, have been recorded as part of the construction of small hydropower 
plants. Efforts in advocating against construction of small hydropower plants 
in local communities across Western Balkan region, can also be interpret-
ed as  advocacy against damaging the access to housing to those entitled 
to it or  advocacy for the protection of access to housing to individuals and 
households directly threatened by sHPP construction.
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CONSERVATION PRACTICES AND RIGHT TO DRINKING 
WATER AND SANITATION

Even though the ICESCR does not explicitly claim water as part of the right 
to an adequate standard of living, it has recognized human right to water as 
contained in paragraph 11.1 in the General Comment 615 and as part of the 
human right to health (ICESCR, §12.1). Right to water has also been rec-
ognized by Article 14 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrim-
ination against Women and Article 24 Convention of the Rights of the Child. 
CESCR has provided the normative content of the right to water by deter-
mining its 3 elements16:

A Availability: water supplies must be sufficient and continuous for personal 
and domestic use for each person; 

B Quality: water for each personal and domestic use must be safe  
for usage; 

C Accessibility: water must be accessible in terms of physical accessibili-
ty (water within safe reach), economic accessibility (affordable water); 
non-discrimination (water accessible to all without discrimination on any 
of the protected  grounds) and information accessbility (right to seek, re-
ceive and impart information concerning water).

Freshwater program presents numerous and most directly visible impacts 
on the protection of human right to drinking water. There are various exam-
ples of ensuring  access to water through nature-based solutions to restore 
and use water resources, restoration of wetlands and  purification of water. 
Also, WWF Adria’s Conservation Strategy outlines the Freshwater program 
to deal with the “reduction of negative impact of hydropower development 
though prevention of unsustainable projects, restoration of ecosystems and 
environmental refurbishment of existing plants [...] and multiplication of 
benefits for people, economies and nature”, and establishment of “sustain-
able, integrated management”17 of freshwater resources. Thus, the impact 
of the organization’s work in preventing environmentally unsustainable HPP 
projects directly benefits the availability of freshwater for domestic and 
personal use, but also the quality and accessibility of the water in terms of 
the General Comment 15 (CESCR, 2003). The outlined “benefits for peo-
ple” within the Conservation Strategy could be interpreted as protection and 
insurance of the realization of the human right to drinking water in terms of 
their accessibility, quality and availability in terms of General Comment 15.
 
WWF Adria has submitted a complaint to the European Commission regarding 
Croatian Water Act18 (hr: “Zakon o vodama”) that enables sediment extrac-
tion from rivers. Complaint on the proposed regulation of sediment extrac-
tion, if successful, will directly contribute to the preservation of underground 
waters ensuring the access to drinking water to the population in the future.

15 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. General Comment 6: The Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
of Older Persons. E01996/22.

16 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. General Comment 15: The Right to Water (Arts. 11 and 12 of 
the Covenant). E/C.12/2002/11.

17 WWF Adria, Conservation Strategy 
18 Official Gazette 66/2019
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While the Freshwater Program has a direct impact on the protection of the 
human right to water, some activities falling under the scope of other pro-
grams can also benefit the protection of the right to water sanitation. Exam-
ples from the Marine Program illustrate the direct work on the establishment 
of local fisheries infrastructure such as fish-market halls with high hygienic 
standards and equipment. Food handled in such a facility must adhere to 
hygienic standards that conform to the international standards on human 
rights to water and sanitation in terms of the obligations for maintenance of 
hygienic conditions and adequate waste disposal. While this example does 
not represent the wider advocacy on the protection of the right to water and 
sanitation, it clearly illustrates the impact of NGO work on the realization of 
such rights.

Image 5. Press trip Libanovec, Drava river, Croatia © Ana Kuzmanić, WWF Adria
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CONSERVATION PRACTICES, RIGHT TO WORK 
AND RIGHTS AT WORK

The human rights to work and just and favorable working conditions are 
codified by a range of international instruments among which the ICESCR 
deals with the work more comprehensively compared to other human rights 
instruments. ICESCR recognizes the right to work as a “right of everyone to 
take opportunity to gain his living by work which he freely chooses or ac-
cepts”19. General Comment 18 on the right to work specifies its elements as 
follows:20

A Availability: existence of specialized services that assist and support indi-
viduals in process of identifying and finding available employment; 

B Accessibility: labour market must be open to everyone; accessibility re-
fers to non-discrimination in accessing employment, physical accessibility 
of employment and right to seek, obtain and impart information on em-
ployment; 

C Acceptability and quality: workers have the right to just and favorable 
conditions of work, including safety at work, right to form trade unions 
and freedom of choosing and accepting work.

19 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Art 6.1 
20 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. General Comment 18: The Right to Work (Article 6 of the In-

ternational Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. E/C.12/GC/18.

Image 6.  Fisher Dražen Bačić and Esplanade Chef Ana Grgić, Velebit Channel © Petra Počanić, WWF Adria
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Just and favorable conditions of work, as part of the acceptability and qual-
ity requirements of the right to work, have been further codified by Art. 7 
of the ICESCR and comprehensively developed by the CESCR to include fair 
wages and remuneration, safe and healthy working conditions, equal oppor-
tunities in promotion in employment, and rest from work.
 
Interviews were conducted to examine what is the extent of impact of WWF 
Adria’s activities  on the specific elements of the right to work and right to 
just and favorable conditions of work.
 
The major impact of Marine activities is to facilitate the realization of the 
human right to work. Improvement of practices on how to fish and treat 
the catch and ensuring the infrastructure to treat the fish onboard results 
in fishermen providing higher quality products that have a higher price than 
usual. This way fishers can provide less fish while retaining the same finan-
cial benefits, which benefits the environment by decreasing the fishing effort 
and creates conditions for the realization of fair wages for workers. In order 
to ease the trade, WWF Adria is supporting fishermen communities to con-
nect them with hospitality businesses (hotels and restaurants) and individ-
ual customers who are willing to pay more for higher quality products. Thus, 
while ensuring the sustainability of marine ecosystems, such practice ena-
bles the availability and access to work, thereby contributing to the realiza-
tion of human right to work.
 
Facilitation in providing higher quality fish products resulting in an increased 
income and secondary services (such as fishing tourism) without harm to 
the marine environment and stability of the marine ecosystem is support-
ing the creation of those working conditions in which workers can see their 
wages increased. Such approach to environmentally sustainable economic 
activity is beneficial for the realization of the human right to work in terms 
of decent and fair wages for the job done.
 
WWF Adria promotes fishing tourism as an alternative to fishing that ena-
bles fishermen to have financial benefit and decrease the fishing effort at 
the same time. Fishing tourism enables more stable income to fishermen 
than fishing itself. In order to boost fishing tourism, WWF Adria has engaged 
with various tour agencies and operators offering the services to potential 
clients and providing fishermen with another form of work. Thus, the organi-
zation contributes to the availability and accessibility of work to the commu-
nities that traditionally have limited economic opportunities.
 
WWF Adria engages with local island communities to develop secondary 
services as an alternative to the traditional fisheries. It has established Blue 
Business Incubator on the Lastovo archipelago, and through this, it provides 
support to new environmentally sustainable business initiatives. Opportu-
nity provided by WWF Adria is open to members of local community which 
creates the necessary pre-conditions for the availability and accessibility of 
work and in turn supports realization of human right to work. WWF Adria 
has conducted the capacity building of fishers on safety onboard and has fa-
cilitate the purchase of safety equipment. These activities directly fulfil nec-
essary pre-conditions for the realization of human rights to safe and healthy 
working environment. 
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Adequate river management activities are benefiting various areas of eco-
nomic activities, such as agriculture, water services as well as use of natural 
resources for recreational and cultural purposes. By implementing adequate 
management activities relating to river restoration and flood management, 
WWF Adria is contributing to the maintenance of related economic activities. 
More sustainable economic activities directly influence the security of the 
workplaces and enable employment opportunities  for individuals i.e. the 
availability of the work as a human right.

Image 7. Velebit Channel, Croatia © Krunoslav Rac

WWF Adria advocacy activities aiming at prevention of the development of 
small hydropower plants impact the area of work. By preventing the con-
struction of small hydropower plants at Sana springs and on Doljanka, the 
organization is contributing together with other actors to maintain con-
ditions for the development of economic activities in the form of tourism. 
Such economic activities have the potential to generate need for work, thus 
realizing the availability of and access to work as a human right. On the oth-
er hand, opposing the construction of small hydropower plants also hinders 
the short-term and long-term employment of workers necessary for the 
construction and operation of the plant.

In Western Serbia, WWF Adria in cooperation with Tara national park has 
created a sustainable tourism package for the observation of bears and other 
wild animals based on the high value-low impact priniciple. Tourists are offered 
organized tours and activities that do not harm the environment and generate 
income, thus facilitating the security of the jobs and availability of the work in 
protected areas, directly benefiting human right to work. Bear watching tour-
ism, as a particular and local-specific service, created economic benefits for lo-
cal communities also through development of secondary services. Rangers and 
tour guides were trained on how to interpret nature and on “Leave no Trace” 
principles, which complemented the economic service, improved its quality and 
directly ensured long-term sustainability of the access to work.
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Health has been recognized by international human rights instruments as 
a necessary precondition to live the life in dignity. ICESCR recognizes “the 
right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of 
physical and mental health”21. CESCR has developed a comprehensive 
normative framework of the right to health, comprising two freedoms (the 
freedom to control one’s health and body, and freedom from interference, 
such as right to be free from torture, non-consensual medical treatment and 
experimentation), while the entitlements refer to the right to a system of 
health protection.22 Despite the freedoms and entitlements, the human right 
to health is recognized as an inclusive right that also covers the determi-
nants of health, such as access to safe water and adequate sanitation, hous-
ing, healthy working conditions, as well as a healthy environment.

CONSERVATION PRACTICES AND RIGHT TO HEALTH

21  International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Art.12.1 
22  Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. General Comment 14: The Right to the Highest Attainable 

Standard of Health (Art. 12). E/C.12/2000/4.

Image 8. Old men, Albania ©WWF Adria

The work of WWF Adria cannot be recognized as contributing to specific ele-
ments of the right to health in terms of the General Comment 14, but it can 
be understood as contributing to the determinants of health. In other words, 
it safeguards the conditions that influence the health of the individuals. 
Within the Freshwater Program, for example, the activities that contribute to 
the conditions favorable for the realization of human rights to adequate food 
and drinking water (such as nature-based solutions for flood management 
and activities that help maintain underground waters level) are also seen 
as beneficial for the maintenance of conditions favorable for the realization 
of human right to health. The Protected Areas Program seeks to ensure the 
proper management of natural protected areas in order to retain them in 
their natural condition as much as possible, thus safeguarding the right to 
clean and healthy environment. Therefore, the activities of WWF Adria im-
pacting the health of the individuals can be seen as those contributing to the 
realization of the right to safe, clean and healthy environment i.e. the envi-
ronment beneficial for the individual’s health.
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Every citizen has the right “to take part in the conduct of public affairs, di-
rectly or through freely chosen representatives”23. Right to participation in 
public affairs is a broad term encompassing different forms of participation, 
including but not limited to the “formulation and implementation of policy at 
international, national, regional and local levels”24. According to the Gen-
eral Comment 25, citizens can engage in public debates and dialogues with 
their representatives or through self-organization, and such participation is 
supported by freedom of expression, assembly and association25. Right to 
public participation concerning plans, programs and policies relating to the 
environment has also been recognized by the Article 7 of the Convention on 
access to information, public participation in decision-making and access to 
justice in environmental matters (Aarhus Convention).
 
Through the interviews we have examined the role of WWF Adria in facili-
tating the right to participation in public affairs and several examples were 
found in which the work of the organization has engaged local communities 
in exercising their right to participation. For example, the inclusion of local 
fishers in Committees of co-management of fisheries, and advocacy efforts 
to include fishers representative in national-level decision-making process, 
directly enable local population to enjoy their right to participation in public 
affairs. Such participation is open and free since the committees have been 
established as inclusive towards anyone who has interest in joining local 
co-management activities and plans. WWF Adria in this way serves as facili-
tator among fishers and between fishers and national-level policy-makers.
 
WWF Adria advocates governments to ensure proper and meaningful public 
consultations with citizens regarding development of hydropower projects 
and encourages both local and national governments to be open towards 
engaging with citizens. In other words, organization motivates the state 
actors to fulfill their obligations stemming from the international standards 
and norms on right to participation in public life. It has conducted institu-
tional capacity building to facilitate public engagement. Apart from motivat-
ing government actors, the organization supports local civil society initia-
tives and/or NGOs thus facilitating their right to participate in public affairs.
 
Several important examples of supporting right to participation in public 
affairs are visible in the work of the Protected Areas and Governance Pro-
gram. Facilitation of the Stakeholders councils (Croatian: suradnička vijeća) 
as advisory bodies of the protected areas’ managing authorities has the 
result of increasing the transparency of the authorities’ work and includ-
ing the citizens in providing important advice to decision-makers. Citizens’ 
inclusion directly facilitates the right to participation in public affairs of local 
citizens in terms of protected areas management. Another example relates 

Impact on civil and political rights 

CONSERVATION PRACTICES AND RIGHT TO 
PARTICIPATION IN PUBLIC AFFAIRS

23  International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Art. 25 
24  Human Rights Council. General Comment 25. CCPR/C/21/Rev.1/Add.7.
25  Idem. 
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to WWF’s support to organization that monitor the alignment of national 
policies with the EU’s acquis communautaire and production of the shadow 
reports for the Chapter 27: Environment and Climate Change. By supporting 
citizens engagement in monitoring activities, WWF Adria creates conditions 
for the improvement of formulation and implementation of environmental 
and climate change policies, which in terms of citizens’ participation can be 
understood as facilitation of the right to participation in public affairs. 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights recognizes and protects 
the right of every individual to access justice without discrimination (Art. 
14). The right to access to justice as part of environmental governance has 
also been recognized by the Principle 10 of the Rio Declaration on Environ-
ment and Development stipulating that “effective access to judicial and ad-
ministrative proceedings, including redress and remedy, shall be provided”26 
as well as by the Article 9 of the Aarhus Convention.

During the interviews, we have examined the legal actions supported and 
undertaken by the organization. In cases when needed, such as Kruščica 
initiative case and Valbona case, WWF Adria provided legal support and 
engaged in court proceedings which has widened the access to justice. In 
particular, by providing legal support to citizens’ initiatives and other actors, 
it has facilitated the access to justice to underprivileged social groups.

Freedom of expression has been recognized by the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights (Art. 19) and is considered foundational for 
every free and democratic society27. The Paragraph 2 of the Art. 19 ICCPR 
states that every person has the right to “seek, receive and impact infor-
mation”. The right to access to information has also been recognized by the 
Art. 4 and Art. 5 of the Aarhus Convention. Right to access to environmen-
tal information is seen as the necessary prerequisite for the effective public 
participation in environmental matters as well as to access justice in envi-
ronmental matters.
 
During the interviews, we examined several examples of WWF’s work relat-
ed tot he right to access to information (as part of the freedom of expres-
sion) and have identified that WWF Adria supports local citizens and local 
civic activities in their fight against unsustainable hydropower projects and 
build their capacities for participation, which contributes to the effective 
enjoyment of the right to information as part of the freedom of opinion and 
expression. By engaging citizens in consultations on how to sustainably and 
effectively manage the protected areas, WWF Adria creates conditions in 
which local citizens can actively and freely exercise their freedom of opinion 
and expression.

CONSERVATION PRACTICES AND ACCESS TO JUSTICE

CONSERVATION PRACTICES AND FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

26 Rio Declaration on Environment and Development 
27 Human Rights Council. General Comment 34. CCPR/C/GC/34/CRP.4.
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WWF Adria engages with independent journalists and local/national watch-
dog organizations in order to monitor transparency and ensure accounta-
bility of the protected area management as much as possible. Tracking and 
communication of watch-dog activities, as well as adequate reporting to the 
public creates conditions in which citizens are able to access information on 
protected areas which benefits their realization of the freedom of opinion 
and expression.
 
WWF Adria supports organizations working on monitoring of national pol-
icies’ alignment with the acquis communautaire of the European Union as 
part of the accession process. By participating in the process, as well as 
through empowering and building the capacities of various organizations 
(not only the environmental ones) to enable them to produce shadow re-
ports on a country’s progress relating to Chapter 27: Environment and 
Climate Change, WWF Adria facilitates participation of citizens in this aspect 
of public life and enables citizens to access information about the accession 
process in order to make informed opinions.

Image 9. Kruščica, BiH © Ajdin Kamber
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The right to development has been codified by the UN Declaration on the 
Right to Development according to which the development is understood as 
the human right of every person to participate in, contribute and enjoy the 
benefits of the economic, social and cultural development. Such develop-
ment is beneficial for the realization of human rights28. Key elements of the 
human right to development are29:

A Development is people-centred which means that every person is central 
subject and participant of the development and enjoys the benefits of the 
development; 

B Rights-based approach to development: development processes are de-
signed in ways that contribute to the realization of human rights; 

C Participation: individuals and populations have the right to participate in 
development in free, active and meaningful way; 

D Equity: development must have the effect of equal distribution of benefits; 

E Non-discrimination: development must have no distinction of race, sex, 
language, religion and other distinctions; 

F Self-determination: peoples have the right to self-determination including 
the full sovereignty over natural wealth resources.

WWF Adria mobilizes and supports local civic initiatives across target coun-
tries to fight against unsustainable hydropower plant projects. More than 
2.500 small hydropower plants are planned to be built across WWF Adria 
target countries. Empowerment of local civil society to oppose environ-
mentally harmful and unsustainable projects directly engages citizens in 
stopping or delaying developmental projects, thus creating conditions for 
public discussion about the realization of the right to development which is 
human-centered, inclusive and provides ownership and benefits to a larger 
population.

Organization advocates for the adequate regulation of co-management in 
marine protected areas which enables local fishermen to participate in de-
cision-making regarding the fishing policies. Such inclusion of fishermen 
in decision-making directly contributes to the realization of their right to 
development. Such development is not merely formal, but rather enables 
human-centric development that is focused on the needs of the fishermen 
aligned with the nature conservation, and it does not violate human rights 

Impact on general and cross-cutting  
issuesin human rights 

CONSERVATION PRACTICES AND RIGHT TO DEVELOPMENT

28 UN Declaration on the right to development 
29 Idem.
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but rather enables fishermen to participate in free, active and meaningful 
way, it includes local fishermen communities which indicates that the bene-
fits of the development are being fairly distributed and facilitates self-deter-
mination of the local communities in their efforts to sustainably use natural 
resources.
 
WWF Adria engages with local island communities to develop secondary ser-
vices and products as an alternative to the traditional fisheries, e.g. fishing 
tourism. It has established Blue Business Incubator on the island of Lastovo 
and provides support to new environmentally sustainable business initia-
tives. Support provided by WWF Adria is open to everyone living in the local 
community and individuals are free to apply for support without discrimina-
tion which contributes to the realization of the human right to development 
in which local community has the ownership and enjoys the benefits.
 
Transformation of fisheries and implementation of co-management of ma-
rine protected areas ensures that the local community has long-term access 
to the resources ensuring the livelihood of local residents. A stable marine 
ecosystem whose self-renewal potential is restored enables local commu-
nities to implement bottom-up strategies on how to organize fisheries in a 
sustainable way, which represents the right to self-determined use of natu-
ral resources by the local community.

As part of the Protected Areas and Governance Program, WWF Adria fa-
cilitated  sustainable development initiatives in Una national park. Project 
focused on encouraging enterprises to start or grow sustainable tourism 
activities in the protected area. Una Tourism Cluster was established and 
has brought together 27 members from the private and civil sector. Project 
built the capacities of members of the local community which enabled them 
to develop sustainable tourism activities in the protected area. Inclusion of 
diverse stakeholders in planning and delivery of the tourism cluster created 
the community-centered development opportunities. This way it has secured 
the equal share of the development outputs in the community, benefiting 
the realization of the human right to development.

Image 10. Una river, BiH © Samir Sinanivić, TZ Bihać Image 11. Telašćica Natural Park, Croatia 
© Darko Mihalic WWF Mediterranean FishMPABlue
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The foundations of the human right to healthy environment are to be found in 
the principles of the UN Declaration on Environment and Development, most 
important of which are Principle 1 “Human beings are at the centre of concerns 
for sustainable development. They are entitled to a healthy and productive 
life in harmony with nature”30 and Principle 4 “In order to achieve sustainable 
development, environmental protection shall constitute an integral part of the 
development process and cannot be considered in isolation from it”31. The Prin-
ciple 10 of the UNDEC gave the foundation for the Aarhus Convention i.e. Con-
vention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and 
Access to Justice in Environmental Matters. Basel Convention on the Control of 
Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and their Disposals constitutes 
another human rights instrument aiming at protecting human health and en-
vironment from hazardous and other types of waste. Similar definitions of the 
protection of the environment in function of the protection of human health has 
been provided by the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, in 
particular through the General Comment 14 on the right to highest attainable 
standard of health and General Comment 15 on the right to drinking water and 
sanitation. Human rights instruments dealing with the environment, have indi-
cated two basic aspects of human rights and environment: right to safe, clean 
and healthy environment and obligation to prevent environmental harm.
 
During the interviews, we have examined different aspects of the work 
of WWF Adria that directly contributed to the protection of environmental 
rights. The impact of the organization on environmental rights is visible 
mainly in the context of the prevention of environmental harm. WWF Adria 
implements activities to create the cohabitation between endangered spe-
cies and local communities, which benefits preservation of the species which, 
in turn, prevents shifts or imbalances in the ecosystem. Local community 
is engaged in an inclusive dialogue process to find joint solutions for co-
habitation. Such conservation approach can be regarded as a measure for 
preventing environmental harm. WWF Adria is advocating for the adoption 
of new legislation that would regulate hydropower projects in target coun-
tries and monitors the implementation of the law and when necessary takes 
cases to courts. Such actions are seen as beneficial for the preservation of 
freshwater habitats that are usually undergoing degradation because of the 
storage, regulation, diversion and extraction of water by hydropower plants. 
Actions implemented by WWF can be understood as measures that prevent 
environmental harm.
 
WWF Adria advocacy activities regarding small hydropower plants are push-
ing towards energy solutions which have as lowest negative environmental 
impact as possible. Such solutions include avoidance of decrease of river 
water flows, air pollution, destruction of land and avoidance of deterioration 
of forests and vegetation. By advocating for more sustainable energy solu-
tions, WWF Adria contributes to the fulfilment of the obligation to prevent 
environmental harm. WWF Adria has established local-level Committees on 
Fishing Co-Management which determine the technical aspects of fishing 
(e.g fishing areas, use of specific tools, no-take zones, etc) which direct-
ly enables sustainable fisheries in marine protected areas i.e. enables the 

CONSERVATION PRACTICES AND ENVIRONMENTAL RIGHTS 

30  UN Declaration on Environment and Development
31  Idem.
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continuation of fisheries as economic activity while the fish stock and their 
self-renewal potential is preserved. This approach directly contributes to 
the obligation to implement measures to prevent environmental harm thus 
avoiding the ecosystem instability and decline. The inclusion of local fish-
ers in Committees of co-management of fisheries, and advocacy efforts to 
include representatives of fishermen in national-level decision-making pro-
cesses, directly enable local communities to develop measures that enable 
economic activity on the sea which benefit marine ecosystem in terms of its 
stability and resilience. These activities can be seen as an important aspect 
in enabling the prevention of environmental harm.  WWF Adria has submit-
ted a complaint to the European Commission regarding the national propos-
al to use specific tools in marine protected areas that would cause degra-
dation of marine ecosystem. Such complaint is seen as contributing to the 
obligation to implement measures to prevent environmental harm.
 
WWF Adria has submitted the complaint to the European Commission re-
garding the Croatian Water Act32 (Zakon o vodi) that enables sediment 
extraction from rivers. Direct complaint on the proposed regulation of sedi-
ment extraction, if successful, will directly contribute to prevention of envi-
ronmental harm in terms of protection of underground waters that enable 
individuals direct access to drinking water and that ensure adequate protec-
tion from droughts therefore enabling conditions for food production. Such 
action can be seen as a contribution to the obligation to implement pre-
ventative actions aiming at diminishing or avoiding environmental harm and 
countering climate change. Activities aiming at or resulting in establishment 
of the balance of marine ecosystem make the Adriatic Sea more resilient 
towards climate change which directly contributes to recommendations on 
human rights and climate change.
 
Other impacts of the work of WWF Adria have also addressed the procedural 
safeguards in environmental matters that transcend the jurisdiction of one 

32  Official Gazette 66/2019

Image 12. Members of the initiative to save the Bukovica River in Montenegro © Danijel Lončar, WWF Adria
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state. WWF Adria works directly with other organizations and institutions to 
enable the cross-border cooperation in protection of carnivores. Since the 
key species live in habitats transcending state borders, the transnational 
cooperation is necessary to ensure that the policies implemented to protect 
wildlife are commensurable and offer protection to the ecosystem. Thus, en-
hancing cross-border cooperation contributes to the fulfilment of the obliga-
tion to place procedural safeguards in environmental matters that transcend 
the jurisdiction of one state. WWF Adria participates in transnational initia-
tives to ensure adequate water management in priority areas such as Mu-
ra-Drava-Danube and Neretva/Trebišnjica basins. By ensuring the adequate 
management of rivers across national borders, WWF Adria contributes to the 
fulfilment of the obligation to implement safeguard measures for transna-
tional environmental issues.

Important aspect of WWF Adria’s work is environmental education. WWF 
Nature Academy is an ongoing project of the organization, an 8 months-
long program that aims at developing key competencies of both teachers 
and students that foster active citizenship and nature conservation. Each 
school participating in the program implements an environmental project 
in cooperation with the management of the protected areas in their close 
proximity. Since 2016 in Serbia more than 20 schools have been engaged 
in the program and became Ambassadors for one of the 5 protected areas 
in the program. During the educational program, participants learn about 
protected areas, ecological footprint, project-based and experiential learn-
ing, as well as media relations. Such a program is innovative in advancing 
environmental and civic education because it enables a higher degree of 
cooperation between protected areas and local communities. More than 
3900 children in Serbia were part of the protected areas ambassadors pro-
gram which increased the awareness of the importance of protected areas 
in their region. Schools that have participated in the program were able to 
make connections with the protected areas which facilitated collaboration on 
nature education. Parts of the program were replicated in Bosnia and Herze-
govina and Montenegro. 

Image 13. School Network © Milica Milović Kinoli, WWF Adria
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Impact on the rights of specific persons or groups

The previous chapters have addressed the impact of the work of WWF Adria on 
specific human rights, from economic, social and cultural to civil and political, 
as well as on cross-cutting issues in human rights such as environment and 
development. Both direct and indirect impacts of conservation practices on spe-
cific rights have been found. By working on the conservation of nature, natural 
habitats and species, WWF Adria has directly engaged in work with people and 
different activities have contributed to the realization of human rights or have 
facilitated enjoyment of specific rights. Therefore, WWF Adria employees and 
activists can be considered as human rights defenders.
 

33 HRC, Resolution 22/6: Protecting human rights defenders. A/HRC/22/L.13 
34 HRC, Resolution 31/32: Protecting human rights defenders, whether individuals, groups of organs of society, ad-

dressing economic, social and cultural rights. A/HRC/31/L.28

Apart from being human rights defenders themselves, WWF Adria engaged 
with different local initiatives, civic groups and non-governmental organi-
zations in attaining its organizational goals. It has provided support to the 
different local groups and organizations opposing the construction of small 
hydropower plans and has engaged in advocacy work aiming at preventing 
such projects that have a high harmful impact on the environment and the 
realization of human rights of local populations. Therefore, the organiza-
tion has contributed significantly to the recognition and legitimation of the 
work of such local groups which adheres to the internationally recognized 
standard of public support of human rights defenders, as outlined in Human 
Rights Council Resolution on Human Rights Defenders that acknowledges 
“the important and legitimate role of human rights defenders in the promo-
tion of human rights, democracy and the rule of law”33.
 
It has supported other human rights defenders in opposing unsustaina-
ble development and the actual and potential environmental harm of such 
development. WWF Adria has widened the access to justice to marginalized 
and unprivileged groups, pressed charges against such unsustainable busi-
nesses, and supported other organizations and groups in accessing justice. 
By challenging their environmental work, the work of WWF Adria directly 
contributed to the realization of the HRD standard on upholding the respon-
sibility of businesses, as indicated in the 2016 Human Rights Council’s Res-
olution on protecting human rights defenders addressing economic, social 
and cultural rights34. 

Image 14. Kruščica, BiH © Ajdin Kamber
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Conclusion

The focus of this case study was to show the impact of WWF Adria’s conser-
vation efforts on human rights. As shown, nature conservation strategies do 
benefit specific human rights. Within this research, major impact is detect-
ed on the economic and social rights as set out in the international human 
rights framework, but a significant impact is also visible in terms of realiza-
tion of civil and political rights, most notably access to justice.
 
This research is not definite, nor is the included list of nature conservation 
practices. Rather, this case study should be understood as an illustration 
that can serve as a basis for future similar research that could go in depth 
on specific nature conservation practices, where significant new ideas and 
solutions could be developed and which would facilitate more meaningful co-
operation between human rights and nature conservation specialists for the 
benefit of both humans and nature.

Image 15. Press trip, Libanovec, Drava river, Croatia © WWF Adria

Image 16. Plants reintroduction, Legrad, Croatia 
© E.Györfi Image 17. Plants reintroduction, Legrad, Croatia 

 © Ana Kuzmanić, WWF Adria
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The case study of WWF Adria’s impact on human rights indicated various 
examples in which conservation practices had benefited human rights. Most 
evidently, nature conservation impacts the realization or protection of en-
vironmental rights, but not exclusively, since many examples of WWF Adria 
have shown the impact on both civil and political rights as well as economic 
and social rights. The impact of nature conservation on human rights is wide 
and it targets different areas depending on the intention and substance of 
nature conservation practice. 

This section provides the tool for assessing the impact of nature conser-
vation practices on human rights. The benefit of such an assessment is to 
intertwine nature conservation and human rights and raise awareness of the 
benefits of nature conservation to human rights and everyday life of citizens. 
This tool is also designed to inspire nature conservation organisations and 
groups and provide them with additional directions for their human rights-
based work benefiting both nature and humans, individuals and societies in 
whole. 

How to use the assessment tool

The following section presents you with the assessment tool. Non-govern-
mental organizations and other individuals can use this tool to assess every 
type of activity and its contribution to human rights we have identified as 
most relevant in the context of nature conservation. 

This assessment tool can be used for different purposes. One can use it to 
analyze the impact of activities, projects as well as the overall impact of the 
organization on human rights. It can also be used for planning different ac-
tivities and projects. You may want to use the assessment tool for planning 
new or evaluating existing projects and their impact on human rights. 

There are 4 steps to be followed in order to use the Assessment tool linking 
nature conservation activities to specific human rights:

STEP 1: IDENTIFYING THE OBJECT OF ASSESSMENT 

Object of assessment refers to activities, sets of activities, projects, pro-
grams, organizations, etc. the impact of which we are analyzing against in-
ternational human rights standards. The first step is to identify what exactly 
is to be assessed against the standards. The object of  assessment can be 
determined based on the purpose of your assessment. 

Assessment tool: Nature 
conservation impact on human 
rights 



Nature conservation and human rights: CASE STUDY AND IMPACT ASSESSMENT MATRIX 30

 
STEP 2: IDENTIFYING RELEVANT HUMAN RIGHT STANDARDS

After having identified the object of the assessment, you need to identify 
the human rights standards against which you will assess your activity i.e. 
the object of the assessment. You can choose as many human rights as you 
wish, based on the purpose of your assessment. If you want to examine 
how the activities of your organization have impacted the right to devel-
opment, you can assess your organization’s work against the international 
standards of the human right to development. On the other hand, if you 
want to examine how your project or activity impacts human rights realiza-
tion in general, you can assess your project or activity against all relevant 
human rights standards. 

When you select the appropriate human right against which you want to 
assess the impact of your activity, you can use the assessment sheets to 
conduct the examination. An assessment sheet has been prepared in ad-
vance for every relevant human right. Its questions refer to the elements 
that have been codified by the human right treaty body (such as the Human 
Rights Council). Assessment sheets are attached to this document and they 
present you with the set of questions you can use to conduct the assess-
ment. 

STEP 3: ASSESSING THE LEVEL OF IMPACT

The next step is to identify the level of impact. In terms of the work that 
non-governmental organizations can do, their activities can protect human 
rights, promote human rights or realize human rights. 

• Human rights promotion is closely related to human rights protection. 
It indicates every activity that encourages, publicizes or makes human 
rights visible in order to raise awareness of a right,  violation of a right or 
a certain cause. Human rights campaigning is one of the best examples 
of promotion activity. 

• Protection of human rights means creating conditions that prevent hu-
man rights violations. One of the best examples is to provide human 
rights education. Protecting human rights means not interfering with 
exercising the rights, but rather safeguarding them.  

• Apart from protection and promotion, non-governmental organizations 
also contribute to the realization of certain human rights. This is par-
ticularly true for economic and social rights (but not exclusively) where 
NGOs conduct various types of activities that enable or empower indi-
viduals to realize their human rights. Examples of such activities can be 
legal counselling or education activities that widen the access to work.
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STEP 4: ASSESSING THE INTENSITY OF IMPACT

Once you have identified the level of impact (protection, promotion or re-
alization) on a specific human right, the next step consists of identifying 
the intensity of the impact. Differences should be made between direct and 
indirect impact. When an activity addresses the content on the specific right, 
intentionally or unintentionally, the impact is direct. For example, engaging 
different stakeholders in the local community in design sustainable devel-
opment plans and opportunities directly impacts the human right to devel-
opment since this human right defines rights-based development as devel-
opment that includes community in planning and implementation processes. 
Participation is an important element of human right to development, and 
the activity that includes the local community in planning, is directly impact-
ing the realization of human right to development. 

Image 18. Ivica and Helena Lešić, Lastovo, Croatia © Naomi Cresswell

When an activity directly impacts human rights or an element of a specific 
human right, the consequences of such activity can be beneficial for other 
human rights in whole or for specific elements of the rights. Such impact 
on other rights or elements is indirect. For example, activity that ensures 
drinking water and sanitation for household use represents a direct impact 
on the realization of the human right to drinking water and sanitation. How-
ever, the realization of such right also impacts the improvement of housing 
conditions, i.e. the habitability of housing. Therefore such an activity can 
be understood as having an indirect impact on the realization of the human 
right to adequate housing. 
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Application of the assessment tool

The assessment tool provides you with the guideline for assessing a specific 
activity against clearly defined human rights standards. The steps we have 
previously outlined will help you gain better understanding of how your ac-
tivity benefits specific human rights. This section provides you with an illus-
trative example of the Krušćica case in which WWF Adria was engaged. This 
example will be analyzed against relevant human rights standards. Assess-
ment of Krušćica case will indicate what activities both the local communi-
ty and WWF Adria do in order to prevent unsustainable hydropower plants 
construction and what human rights did those activities benefit. 

Small hydropower plants cause significant and irreversible damage to local 
rivers. They increase pollution, putting at risk freshwater supply for local 
communities, driving loss, and at times risking the extinction of freshwater 
species.

In 2017, the community from Kruščica village, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
started a campaign to prevent the development of two planned hydropow-
er plants on their local river. Kruščica river naturally flows from the nearby 
Kruščica mountain, a protected area. The hydropower plants would damage 
the natural ecosystems, compromise agricultural livelihoods and cut off wa-
ter supply to the village and surrounding cities. Furthermore, the river is the 
bedrock of the community’s social ties. The hydropower plants would break 
up the community as members relocate elsewhere to live.

With courage and determination, the brave women of Kruščica village phys-
ically occupied the bridge leading up to the river to prevent access for the 
hydropower developers. On one occasion, 24 August 2017, 19 villagers, 
including 18 women, were injured by police special forces sent to forcibly 
remove them from the bridge.

Despite the trauma, the incident emboldened the women to continue pro-
tecting the river. They occupied the bridge day and night for more than 500 
days in the face of violence, intimidation and legal objections. In Decem-
ber 2018, they successfully won a legal case to revoke the permit for the 
construction of the two plants because the villagers had not been properly 
informed or involved in the decision-making regarding the adoption of the 
proposals.

The local community has formed a citizens association, Eko-Bistro, to pro-
tect the river and ensure transparent and meaningful participation in public 
planning. In addition, several women have run and won local elections to 
address the lack of public transparency they have experienced in the pro-
cess of their campaign.

Over the past three years, WWF Adria provided technical and financial sup-
port to the women, by helping them to prepare for their legal cases and to 
develop their association. WWF Adria has also worked with the women to 
build international visibility for their work, through public media campaigns 
and engagement with senior representatives in the EU on unsustainable 
infrastructure development.
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Despite their inspiring progress, the struggle is far from over for the women 
of Kruščica. Currently, more than 400 small hydropower plants have been 
proposed or planned across Bosnia and Herzegovina, including Kruščica river.

The case we have examined shows that there are significant impacts on hu-
man right to development and right to a safe, clean, healthy and sustainable 
environment, but we will examine other human rights as well. We will focus 
on the direct impact of the activities. 

The local community tried to prevent the construction of small hydropower 
plants on the nearby river since they considered the construction as a de-
velopment plan in which they did not participate. They were not part of the 
decision-making process and were not consulted prior to the development 
of the plans. The subsequent activities aiming at preventing the implemen-
tation of the plan can be understood as the efforts of the local community 
to take part in the development process which entails the protection of their 
human right to development. The statement that the women of Krušćica 
were protecting their right to development means that they were protecting 
their right to self-determination in the use of natural resources, they were 
protecting the participation of the community in development processes 
and they were protecting the community for which they demand to have an 
equal share in the development process. The protection in this case refers 
to the activities aiming at prevention of the unsustainable construction plan 
and creating the conditions to exercise their rights to participate in develop-
ment, determining the use of natural resources (in this case the water) and 
having an equal share from the development in the future.

HUMAN RIGHT TO DEVELOPMENT

Element Promotion Protection Realization

Self-determination over use 
of natural resources Direct impact

Participation in development Direct impact Direct impact 

Equal share of development 
outputs Direct impact 

Non-discrimination 

Right to development (wom-
en) 

Right to development (vul-
nerable social groups) Direct impact 

We could argue that the activities have an indirect impact on different ele-
ments of the right to development, in particular on the promotion of devel-
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opment. Protests, occupation of the bridge and other activities clearly send 
messages to decision-makers and the public about the role that the local 
community has in developmental processes. Such a message tacitly pro-
motes the right of the local community to self-determination over natural re-
sources usage, participation in development and equal share of development 
process. 

By examining the impact on  human right to a safe, clean, healthy and 
sustainable environment, we recognize the central point of the Krušćica 
case. The initial project of small hydropower plants construction is consid-
ered as unsustainable and the actions of the local community are benefiting 
the protection and realization of the right to equal access to a safe, clean, 
healthy and sustainable environment by preventing environmental harm. 
All of the actions of both the local community and WWF Adria are aiming at 
preventing environmental harm, which makes the preventative aspect cen-
tral to this case, alongside the development issues. Subsequently, opposing 
the specific developmental process that causes environmental harm and 
prevents access to sustainable environment, other specific rights and free-
doms have been exercised, such as freedoms of expression, association and 
assembly, as well as access to information and access to justice. WWF Adria 
facilitated the realization of above mentioned freedoms and rights. Since in 
this case we understand the local community as a vulnerable group, we can 
argue that the activities did have a specific impact on vulnerable groups, but 
no other particular group has been identified as relevant for this case. Also, 
as in the case of the right to development, we can argue that there could be 
also indirect impact on the promotion of the right to safe, clean, healthy and 
sustainable environment, but no activities were implemented with the sole 
intention of promoting the right, rather the promotion of the right can be 
seen as part of its protection. 

Image 19. Brave Kruščica women, Kruščica, BiH © Ajdin Kamber
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HUMAN RIGHT TO SAFE, CLEAN, HEALTHY AND SUSTAINABLE ENVIRONMENT

Element Promotion Protection Realization

Non-discrimination and equal 
access to safe, clean, healthy 
and sustainable environment

Direct impact

Freedoms of expression, 
association and assembly 
in relation to environmental 
questions

Direct impact

Education on environmental 
questions

Access to information on 
environmental matters Direct impact

Access to justice and access 
to remedy in environmental 
matters

Direct impact

International and national 
environmental standards

Implementation of 
preventative environmental 
measures in your community

Direct impact

Human right to safe, clean, 
healthy and sustainable 
environment for women

Human right to safe, clean, 
healthy and sustainable 
environment for vulnerable 
social groups

Direct impact

In case of other human rights, there are no direct links to be identified, with 
the exception of the human right to drinking water. It was argued that the 
construction of small hydropower plants could diminish the availability of 
drinking water for local and nearby communities, municipalities and cities, 
so the effort of the local community is understood as the effort to protect 
the availability of drinking water, and subsequently the physical access to 
drinking water. In the case of human right to adequate housing, no relevant 
direct impact was identified, which is also the case for the human right to 
food and other rights we have taken into this assessment. 
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Assessment sheets 

ASSESSMENT SHEET 1: HUMAN RIGHT TO DEVELOPMENT

Every person has the right to participate in development, to make his or her 
own contribution to the development and to enjoy the benefits of the de-
velopment. Development is understood as an economic, cultural and social 
process that improves the wellbeing of persons. Key elements of the human 
right are people-centred development, human-rights based approach, par-
ticipation, equity, non-discrimination and self-determination. More details 
on the human right to development and its elements can be found on the 
website of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights. To get a better 
understanding of the right to development, make sure to consult the United 
Nations Declaration on the Right to Development. 

HUMAN RIGHT TO DEVELOPMENT

Element Promotion Protection Realization

Does the activity benefit the 
self-determination of the 
community in sustainable 
use of natural resources? 

Does the activity benefit 
the participation of the 
community in development 
processes?

Does the activity benefit the 
equal share of development 
outputs in the community?

Does the activity 
benefit the principle of 
non-discrimination in 
development?

Does the activity benefit 
the protection/ promotion/ 
realization of human right to 
development for women?

Does the activity benefit 
the protection/ promotion/ 
realization of human right to 
development for vulnerable 
social groups in your 
community?

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Development/Pages/DevelopmentIndex.aspx
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ASSESSMENT SHEET 2: HUMAN RIGHT TO SAFE, CLEAN, 
HEALTHY AND SUSTAINABLE ENVIRONMENT

Every person has a right to a safe, clean, healthy and sustainable environ-
ment. Everyone ought to live in harmony with nature and in an environment 
that benefits the realization of its human rights, without compromising the 
enjoyment of the rights for future generations. More details on the right to a 
safe, clean, healthy and sustainable environment can be found on the web-
site of Special Rapporteur on human rights and environment. Make sure to 
examine the UN Framework principles of the human right to a safe, clean, 
healthy and sustainable environment.

Image 20. Blaca Bjelašnica, BiH © WWF Adria

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Environment/SREnvironment/Pages/SRenvironmentIndex.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Environment/SREnvironment/Pages/SRenvironmentIndex.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Environment/SREnvironment/Pages/FrameworkPrinciplesReport.aspx
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HUMAN RIGHT TO SAFE, CLEAN, HEALTHY AND SUSTAINABLE ENVIRONMENT

Element Promotion Protection Realization

Does the activity benefit 
the non-discrimination and 
equal access to safe, clean, 
healthy and sustainable 
environment?

Does the activity benefit 
the freedoms of expres-
sion, association and 
assembly in relation to 
environmental questions?

Does the activity benefit 
the education on environ-
mental questions?

Does the activity benefit 
the access to information 
on environmental matters?

Does the activity benefit 
the access to justice and 
the access to remedy in 
environmental matters?

Does the activity benefit 
the international and na-
tional environmental stand-
ards in your community?

Does the activity benefit 
the international and na-
tional environmental stand-
ards in your community?

Does the activity benefit 
the implementation of 
preventative environmental 
measures in your commu-
nity?

Does the activity benefit 
the protection/ promotion/ 
realization of human right 
to a safe, clean, healthy 
and sustainable environ-
ment for women?

Does the activity benefit 
the protection/ promotion/ 
realization of human right 
to a safe, clean, healthy 
and sustainable environ-
ment for vulnerable social 
groups?
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ASSESSMENT SHEET 3: HUMAN RIGHT TO ADEQUATE FOOD

Every person has a right to adequate food. This means that people should 
be able to produce their own food, or acquire food through other legal 
means. If persons are unable to provide themselves with food, the state is 
responsible for ensuring that persons have access to food. Adequate food 
means that nutritional product is available, accessible, and culturally and 
consumer acceptable. Adequate food is also food of a good quality which 
means that it is free from adverse substances and that it meets dietary re-
quirements. More information on the right to adequate food can be found on 
the website of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights. Make sure to 
check the provisions of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights regarding food, as well as CESCR General Comment on the 
right to adequate food. 

HUMAN RIGHT TO ADEQUATE FOOD

Element Promotion Protection Realization

Does the activity benefit 
the quantity and quality of 
food?

Does the activity benefit 
the production of food free 
from hazardous substanc-
es?

Does the activity benefit 
the acceptability of food 
(cultural and consumer 
acceptability)?

Does the activity benefit 
the availability of food?

Does the activity benefit 
the accessibility of food?

Does the activity benefit 
the principles of non-dis-
crimination, equality and 
access to information relat-
ed to food?

Does the activity benefit 
the protection/ promotion/ 
realization of human right 
to food for women?

Does the activity benefit 
the protection/ promotion/ 
realization of human right 
to food for vulnerable so-
cial groups?

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/ESCR/Pages/Food.aspx
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ASSESSMENT SHEET 4: HUMAN RIGHT TO ADEQUATE HOUSING

Every person has a right to adequate housing. Housing is not a roof over 
one’s head,  rather a dignified life in a safe, secure and equipped house in 
a community. Adequate housing means that the housing is available, ade-
quate, accessible and of good quality. Legal security of tenure is guaranteed 
as well as the respect for cultural diversity in housing. For more information 
on the right to adequate housing, check the website of the UN High Com-
missioner for Human Rights as well as CESCR General Comment on the 
Right to Adequate Housing. 

HUMAN RIGHT TO ADEQUATE HOUSING

Element Promotion Protection Realization

Does the activity bene-
fit the legal security of 
tenure?

Does the activity benefit 
the availability of housing?

Does the activity benefit 
the affordability of hous-
ing?

Does the activity benefit 
the habitability of housing?

Does the activity benefit 
the physical accessibility of 
housing?

Does the activity benefit 
the cultural adequacy of 
housing?

Does the activity benefit 
the protection/ promotion/ 
realization of human right 
to adequate housing for 
women?

Does the activity benefit 
the protection/ promotion/ 
realization of human right 
to adequate housing for 
vulnerable social groups?

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Housing/toolkit/Pages/RighttoAdequateHousingToolkit.aspx
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ASSESSMENT SHEET 5: HUMAN RIGHT TO DRINKING 
WATER AND SANITATION

Every person has the right to drinking water, since it is necessary for sur-
vival. Water and sanitation are basic elements of dignified life and adequate 
standard of living. Water and sanitation facilities should be safe, sufficient, 
accessible and affordable for every person. For more information on the 
right to drinking water and sanitation, check the website of the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights as well as CESCR General Comment on the 
Right to Drinking Water and Sanitation. 

HUMAN RIGHT TO DRINKING WATER AND SANITATION

Element Promotion Protection Realization

Does the activity benefit 
the availability of drinking 
water and sanitation?

Does the activity benefit 
the acceptability of drink-
ing water and sanitation?

Does the activity benefit 
the physical accessibili-
ty of drinking water and 
sanitation?

Does the activity benefit 
the affordability of drinking 
water and sanitation?

Does the activity benefit 
the quality of drinking wa-
ter and sanitation?

Does the activity benefit 
the protection/ promotion/ 
realization of human right 
to drinking water and sani-
tation for women?

Does the activity benefit 
the protection/ promotion/ 
realization of human right 
to drinking water and sani-
tation for vulnerable social 
groups?

https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/escr/pages/water.aspx
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ASSESSMENT SHEET 6: HUMAN RIGHT TO WORK

Every person has the right to work. Work enables individuals to lift them-
selves from poverty and become active participants of their community. 
Human right to work defines work as available, affordable, accessible and of 
good quality (right to work). Fair and just conditions at work are guaranteed, 
including safety and health protection at work (rights at work). For more 
information on the human right to work, check the website of the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, as well as General Comment on Just and 
Favorable Conditions at Work, and General Comment on the Right to Work. 

HUMAN RIGHT TO WORK

Element Promotion Protection Realization

Does the activity benefit 
the availability of work?

Does the activity benefit 
the accessibility of work?

Does the activity benefit 
the acceptability of work?

Does the activity benefit 
the quality of work?

Does the activity benefit 
the fair wages?

Does the activity benefit 
safe and healthy working 
conditions?

Does the activity bene-
fit equal opportunities at 
work?

Does the activity benefit 
the protection/ promotion/ 
realization of human right 
to work for women?

Does the activity benefit 
the protection/ promotion/ 
realization of human right 
to work for vulnerable 
social groups?

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/FifteenPrinciplesProtectWorkers.aspx
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ASSESSMENT SHEET 7: HUMAN RIGHT TO HEALTH

Every individual has a right to the highest level of physical and mental 
well-being. People have the right to access health facilities, goods and ser-
vices that are available, acceptable, accessible and of good quality. Right to 
health goes beyond just access to health and includes the determinants of 
health such as water, food, housing, work conditions and sustainable envi-
ronment. For more details on the right to health check the website of the UN 
High Commissioner for Human Rights as well as the General Comment on 
the Highest Attainable Standard of Health. 

HUMAN RIGHT TO HEALTH

Element Promotion Protection Realization

Does the activity benefit 
the availability of health 
goods, services and facil-
ities?

Does the activity benefit 
the access to health goods, 
services and facilities?

Does the activity benefit 
the acceptability of health 
goods, services and facil-
ities?

Does the activity benefit 
the quality of health goods, 
services and facilities?

Does the activity benefit 
the conditions for the cre-
ation of a healthy environ-
ment?

Does the activity benefit 
the protection/ promotion/ 
realization of human right 
to health for women?

Does the activity benefit 
the protection/ promotion/ 
realization of human right 
to health for vulnerable 
social groups?

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/ESCR/Pages/Health.aspx
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Image 21. Telašćica Nature Park, Croatia © Darko Mihalić, WWF Mediterranean FishMPABlue

Image 22. Telašćica Nature Park, Croatia © Darko Mihalić, WWF Meditteranean FishMPABlue




