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This handbook has been developed to help island governments, practitioners, Indigenous Peoples,
community organisations, educators, researchers, and young leaders understand what the Advisory
Opinion means for islands and how it may inform practical action. Although the Advisory Opinion is
directed to States, many of its implications extend to island jurisdictions, territories, municipalities, and the
institutions responsible for managing land, freshwater, coastal, and marine environments. The handbook
therefore focuses on implementation, recognising that many of the actions needed to strengthen climate
resilience occur at the local and regional levels. This publication is not intended to provide legal advice or a
comprehensive commentary on the Advisory Opinion. Instead, it explains the Court's reasoning in plain
language, highlights where biodiversity and healthy ecosystems fit within the Court's analysis, and
identifies practical opportunities for islands to strengthen existing climate action.

The handbook is organised around seven practical questions, set out in the How This Handbook is
Organised chapter.
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Introduction: How to Use This Handbook

On 23 July 2025, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) issued
its Advisory Opinion (AO) on Obligations of States in Respect of
Climate Change, providing the most authoritative interpretation
to date of States' obligations under international law in
responding to climate change.

The ICJ-AO is more than a legal milestone. It provides greater
clarity about how existing obligations under international
climate and environmental law apply in practice, reinforcing the
importance of healthy ecosystems, science-based decision-
making, cooperation, and long-term resilience.

In short: this handbook is designed to complement the Advisory Opinion itself. Its purpose is to help
translate international law into practical action that supports healthy ecosystems, resilient
communities and sustainable island futures. It is offered in the same spirit of the youth-led advocacy
that helped bring about the Advisory Opinion, with hopes of carrying that momentum into the next
stage of turning legal clarity into practical action for islands.

    This handbook:

Explains the Court's reasoning
Shows where biodiversity fits
Identifies island action opportunities

      This handbook is NOT:

Legal Advice
A replacement for the Opinion
A full legal commentary



“For islands, this is not
new law to learn. It is

stronger ground to stand
on as we lead.”

Kate Brown, 
Executive Director, GLISPA
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Executive Summary

Climate change presents one of the greatest challenges facing
islands. Rising sea levels, changing weather patterns, biodiversity
loss, ocean warming, and increasing pressure on freshwater, food
systems, and cultural heritage are already affecting communities
across the Pacific and around the world. Healthy ecosystems are
increasingly recognised as essential infrastructure for building
resilience and supporting sustainable development.

On 23 July 2025, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) issued its
Advisory Opinion on Obligations of States in Respect of Climate
Change. The Opinion provides the clearest explanation to date of
how existing international law applies to climate change. Rather
than creating new legal obligations, it clarifies how States' existing
obligations under international law should be understood and
implemented in light of the best available science.

Although biodiversity is not the primary focus of the Advisory
Opinion, the Court's reasoning reinforces its importance. Healthy
ecosystems help prevent environmental harm, reduce climate risks,
support adaptation, protect human rights, and contribute to
sustainable development. The Opinion also confirms that climate
obligations should be interpreted alongside other relevant areas of
international law, including biodiversity conservation, protection of
the marine environment, and human rights.

For islands, the Advisory Opinion provides greater legal certainty at
a time when governments, communities, practitioners, and young
people are already working to strengthen resilience, protect
biodiversity, restore ecosystems, and prepare for future climate
risks. It reinforces the importance of integrated approaches that
recognise healthy ecosystems as essential to climate resilience,
sustainable development, and community wellbeing.

This handbook translates the Court's legal reasoning into practical
guidance for island governments, practitioners, educators,
researchers, community organisations, Indigenous Peoples, and
young leaders. It explains what the Advisory Opinion means in
practice and highlights opportunities to strengthen existing work
rather than create entirely new approaches.

The publication also recognises the extraordinary leadership of
Pacific Islands Students Fighting Climate Change (PISFCC), whose
vision helped catalyse the international process that led to the
Advisory Opinion. Working alongside Pacific governments,
Indigenous Peoples, civil society organisations, legal experts, and
youth movements worldwide, the campaign demonstrated how
informed, collaborative leadership can influence international law.
The next chapter is implementation, and islands are well placed to
continue leading by example.

https://icj-web.leman.un-icc.cloud/sites/default/files/case-related/187/187-20250723-adv-01-00-en.pdf
https://icj-web.leman.un-icc.cloud/sites/default/files/case-related/187/187-20250723-adv-01-00-en.pdf


Five Key Messages from the Advisory Opinion

Existing law. 
Clearer duties. 

Stronger foundations. 

With islands already
leading the way.
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1. Climate change engages binding obligations under international law.
The Advisory Opinion clarifies that climate change is governed by existing
international legal obligations. States are required to prevent significant
environmental harm, exercise due diligence, cooperate internationally,
and fulfil relevant human rights obligations. Rather than creating new
obligations, the Court explains how existing duties apply in the context of
climate change and the best available science.

2. Healthy ecosystems are central to effective climate action.
Healthy ecosystems help prevent environmental harm, reduce climate
risks, strengthen resilience, protect human rights, and support sustainable
development. The Advisory Opinion reinforces the importance of
biodiversity by clarifying that climate obligations should be interpreted
alongside other areas of international environmental law, including the
Convention on Biological Diversity and the United Nations Convention on
the Law of the Sea.

3. Science must guide climate decision-making.
The Court clarifies that responding to climate change requires a stringent
standard of due diligence, informed by the best available science and
appropriate to each State's capabilities. Environmental monitoring,
biodiversity assessments, attribution science, environmental impact
assessment, and Indigenous and local knowledge all contribute to
informed decision-making and continual improvement.

4. Islands are already demonstrating climate leadership.
Across the Pacific and beyond, island governments, Indigenous Peoples,
local communities, researchers, educators, and young leaders are already
implementing integrated approaches to biodiversity conservation,
ecosystem restoration, climate adaptation, and sustainable resource
management. The ICJ-AO strengthens the legal foundation supporting
many of these existing efforts, amplifying calls for funding, policy reform,
and proactive climate risk reduction actions. 

5. The next chapter is implementation.
The Advisory Opinion provides a stronger legal framework for future action.
By strengthening governance, integrating biodiversity into climate
planning, investing in monitoring and restoration, and continuing to share
knowledge across regions and generations, islands can continue
demonstrating climate leadership while advancing resilient and
sustainable futures.
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How This Handbook is Organised

The handbook is organised around seven practical questions that reflect the decisions facing island
governments and practitioners:

1.Why Does the ICJ Advisory Opinion Matter for islands? 
2.What Can Governments Do Now? 
3.Why is Biodiversity Central to Climate Action? 
4.How Can Healthy Ecosystems Demonstrate Climate Leadership? 
5.What Does This Mean for Island Governments and Territories? 
6.How Can Islands Apply the Advisory Opinion? 
7.Where Do We Go From Here? 

Each section follows a consistent format:
Why This Matters; What the Court Clarified; and Key Actions for Islands
 
Together, these sections are intended to support practical implementation while remaining grounded in
the Court's reasoning and the best available science. The handbook concludes with a reference toolkit
containing a glossary, key legal concepts, an overview of the legal architecture of the Advisory Opinion, a
paragraph guide, references, and additional resources for practitioners. These materials are provided to
support further learning without interrupting the flow of the main handbook.

Islands are already leaders in climate action and biodiversity advocacy. 

We hope this Handbook will be useful and used in the campaign for a more just and equitable future for all. 



Why Does the ICJ-AO Matter for Islands?

Climate change and
biodiversity cannot be

separated. 

The Advisory Opinion
turns that long-held island

reality into clearer legal
obligation.
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On 23 July 2025, the International Court of Justice confirmed that
climate change engages binding obligations under international law.
For islands, the Advisory Opinion provides an important opportunity
to strengthen climate action, biodiversity conservation and
environmental governance through a clearer understanding of
existing legal obligations.

Why This Matters
Island communities have long understood that climate change is not
simply an environmental issue. It affects freshwater supplies, food
security, public health, infrastructure, livelihoods, cultural heritage, and
the ecosystems that support them. For many islands, responding to
climate change has never been about a single policy or sector; it has
required integrated approaches that recognise the close relationship
between people, nature, and long-term resilience.

Against this backdrop, the International Court of Justice's Advisory
Opinion provides timely legal clarity. It explains how existing international
law applies to climate change and reinforces the importance of
preventing environmental harm, relying on the best available science,
cooperating internationally, and protecting human rights.

For islands, the Advisory Opinion does not represent a new starting point.
Rather, it provides a stronger legal foundation for many actions that
governments, Indigenous Peoples, communities, researchers, and young
leaders are already undertaking to build resilient and sustainable futures.
The ICJ-AO is particularly significant because climate change cannot be
separated from biodiversity. Coral reefs, mangrove forests, seagrass
meadows, wetlands and native forests protect coastlines, regulate
freshwater, support fisheries, store carbon and sustain livelihoods. When
these ecosystems decline, climate risks increase.

Although the Court was asked to consider climate change rather than
biodiversity specifically, its reasoning recognises the close relationship
between protecting the climate system and protecting the environment
more broadly. As a result, biodiversity conservation becomes
increasingly relevant to demonstrating effective climate governance.

The ICJ-AO therefore encourages a more integrated approach. Rather
than treating climate action and biodiversity conservation as separate
agendas, it provides a framework that recognises their interdependence.
For islands, where healthy ecosystems underpin resilience, sustainable
development and cultural wellbeing, this integrated approach reflects
realities that have long been understood in practice.



What the Court Clarified
The Advisory Opinion confirms that climate change engages obligations arising under existing international
law. These obligations are informed by a range of legal frameworks, including climate law, the law of the
sea, human rights law, and other relevant international environmental agreements (AO ¶132–138).

The Court also explains that responding effectively to climate change requires consideration of the best
available science. Scientific understanding is not separate from international law; it helps inform how
existing legal obligations should be interpreted and implemented in practice (AO ¶62–65; ¶278–281). 
In this context, governments are expected to continually strengthen their efforts as scientific knowledge
develops and circumstances evolve.

Importantly, the Advisory Opinion recognises that climate change presents an exceptional global challenge
requiring cooperation among States, acknowledging data collection and climate action as ongoing
obligations. While implementation will differ according to national circumstances and capabilities, all
States share responsibilities for addressing climate change under international law (AO ¶282–285).
For islands, these clarifications reinforce the importance of integrated approaches that recognise the
connections between climate resilience, biodiversity conservation, sustainable development, and
community wellbeing.

Key Actions for Islands
Leverage the ICJ-AO as a reference point to strengthen climate and biodiversity governance and
implementation actions, building on existing climate adaptation, biodiversity, and resilience initiatives.
Integrate climate and biodiversity objectives across planning and decision-making.
Continue investing in ecosystem protection and restoration as foundations for resilience.
Strengthen environmental monitoring and the use of scientific evidence.
Foster collaboration across government agencies, Indigenous Peoples, local communities, and
development partners.
Reference the ICJ-AO as an opportunity to communicate the value of healthy ecosystems as essential
infrastructure for resilient island futures to further support dialogue, partnerships, and international
cooperation.
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Why Does the ICJ-AO Matter for Islands?

Existing law applies:

Obligations arise under
climate law, the law of the sea

and human rights law

AO ¶132–138

1 2 3
Guided by science:

Interpreted and implemented
using the best available

science

AO ¶62–65; ¶278–281

States must cooperate:

Shared responsibility, differing
by national capacity and

circumstance

AO ¶282–285



The question shifts from
what governments

promise to how they
show they are acting.

The Advisory Opinion confirms that governments are expected
not only to make climate commitments, but to take meaningful,
science-based action to implement them.

Why This Matters
The Advisory Opinion is not a blueprint for a single climate policy,
nor does it prescribe a uniform approach for every country. Instead,
it explains how existing international legal obligations can inform
decision-making in light of climate change and the best available
science, with a strong emphasis on implementation.

For island governments, many of the building blocks are already in
place. Climate adaptation strategies, biodiversity conservation
programmes, disaster risk reduction initiatives, environmental
legislation, marine management plans, and community-led
stewardship all contribute to stronger climate resilience. The
Advisory Opinion provides an opportunity to consider these efforts
collectively and identify where they can be further strengthened,
integrated, or better coordinated.

Implementation is therefore less about creating entirely new
systems than about making more effective use of existing
knowledge, institutions, partnerships, and planning processes.
Climate strategies, policies and legislation remain important, but
the Court makes clear that commitments must be translated into
practical action. Governments can and should regulate activities
that contribute to climate change, base decisions on the best
available scientific evidence, cooperate internationally and
continually strengthen their responses over time. For islands, this
approach is particularly relevant.

Island governments often manage extensive marine and terrestrial
environments with limited institutional capacity. Decisions relating
to land use, coastal development, freshwater management,
fisheries, protected areas, and infrastructure all influence climate
resilience. The Advisory Opinion reinforces the importance of
integrating these decisions rather than addressing climate,
biodiversity and development through separate processes.

The Court also recognises that international cooperation remains
essential. Many island developing States require financial
resources, technology transfer and capacity-building to implement
effective climate action. The Opinion reinforces existing obligations
to cooperate and provides additional legal context for strengthening
international partnerships.

Ultimately, the ICJ-AO shifts the focus from ambition alone to
implementation. It encourages governments to ask not only 
"What are our climate commitments?" but also "How are we
demonstrating that we are acting on them?"
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What Can Governments Do Now?



What the Court Clarified
The Advisory Opinion confirms that responding to climate change requires action across government rather
than within a single ministry or sector. Climate obligations intersect with environmental protection, human
rights, sustainable development, ocean governance, and other areas of international law, reinforcing the
importance of coordinated and integrated decision-making (AO ¶132–138).

The Court also explains that implementation should be informed by the best available science. Scientific
understanding helps governments identify foreseeable risks, evaluate options, monitor progress, and adapt
policies as new information becomes available. Decisions informed by reliable scientific evidence are
therefore central to demonstrating effective implementation of existing obligations (AO ¶62–65; ¶278–281).

At the same time, the Court recognises that governments retain discretion in determining how obligations
are implemented. Approaches will differ according to national circumstances, capabilities, available
resources, and local priorities. What matters is that decisions are informed, proportionate, and directed
towards preventing significant environmental harm using appropriate measures (AO ¶278–281).
The Advisory Opinion also reinforces the importance of cooperation. Climate change cannot be addressed
by governments acting in isolation. Collaboration across agencies, sectors, jurisdictions, scientific
institutions, Indigenous Peoples, local communities, civil society organisations, and international partners
strengthens implementation while supporting more resilient and equitable outcomes (AO ¶282–285).

Taken together, these clarifications support an approach to climate governance that is integrated, evidence-
based, adaptive, and collaborative.

The Court also distinguishes between obligations of conduct and obligations of result. In general,
governments are expected to demonstrate that they have taken reasonable, good-faith and science-based
measures to address climate change. They are not judged solely on whether they can guarantee a particular
environmental outcome.
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What Can Governments Do Now?

Key Actions for Islands
Review existing climate, biodiversity, disaster risk reduction, and sustainable development strategies to
identify opportunities to strengthen integration.
Apply the best available science, together with Indigenous and local knowledge, to inform planning,
implementation, and adaptive management.
Strengthen legislation, institutions, and coordination across sectors.
Invest in long-term environmental monitoring to improve understanding of climate impacts, support
attribution science, and evaluate management outcomes.
Encourage collaboration among government agencies, researchers, communities, civil society
organisations, regional organisations, and young leaders.
Share lessons learned, good practices, and scientific information through regional and international
partnerships.
Build partnerships that support implementation, finance, technology transfer, and knowledge exchange.
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Figure 1: From Legal Clarity to Climate-Resilient Action. An illustrative pathway
showing how island governments can strengthen implementation of existing
international climate obligations through integrated, science-informed, and
collaborative decision-making, while supporting healthy ecosystems and
resilient communities.

What Can Governments Do Now?



Healthy ecosystems are not only essential for conserving nature — they are increasingly recognised as
fundamental to effective climate action.

Why This Matters
For islands, biodiversity is far more than a conservation issue. Healthy ecosystems help reduce climate risks,
strengthen resilience, sustain livelihoods, protect cultural heritage, and support community wellbeing. Coral
reefs dissipate wave energy, mangroves stabilise shorelines, forests regulate water supplies, wetlands
reduce flooding, and diverse ecosystems provide food, medicines, and other resources that support daily life.

These benefits also strengthen resilience to climate change. As climate impacts intensify, protecting and
restoring healthy ecosystems becomes an increasingly important component of adaptation, disaster risk
reduction, and sustainable development.

The ICJ-AO reinforces the legal significance of healthy ecosystems by clarifying how existing international
obligations relating to climate change, environmental protection, human rights, and international
cooperation should be understood and implemented. Taken together, these clarifications strengthen the role
that biodiversity can play in helping governments prevent environmental harm and build resilient futures. 

As ecosystems become degraded, their ability to protect people and absorb climate impacts is diminished,
creating a cycle of increasing vulnerability. This relationship is particularly evident on islands.
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Figure 2: International Climate Law enables biodiversity and healthy systems in islands and
for Island Earth.

Why is Biodiversity Central to Climate Action?
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What the Court Clarified
Although the Advisory Opinion does not establish a new biodiversity regime, it clarifies several principles that
significantly strengthen the legal relevance of biodiversity conservation within climate governance. Together,
these principles reinforce the important role that healthy ecosystems, the best available science, and integrated
environmental management play in helping governments implement existing international climate obligations.

Prevention of Environmental Harm
The Court confirms that States have a binding obligation under customary international law to prevent significant
environmental harm, including harm arising from climate change. This duty extends to protecting the climate system
and the broader environment, bringing ecosystems and biodiversity within the scope of climate-related decision-
making. In practice, this means taking reasonable and appropriate measures to avoid foreseeable environmental harm
before it occurs. (AO ¶277–281)

Stringent Due Diligence
Recognising the seriousness and potentially irreversible nature of climate change, the Court clarifies that the duty to
prevent significant transboundary harm requires a stringent standard of due diligence. The required standard is
commensurate with each State's capabilities and level of development, recognising that implementation will differ
according to national circumstances and available resources. Governments retain discretion over how they fulfil their
obligations, but implementation should be informed by the best available science, exercised with heightened vigilance,
and continually strengthened as scientific understanding evolves. Biodiversity monitoring, environmental assessment,
climate observations, attribution science, and Indigenous and local knowledge all help governments identify
foreseeable risks, evaluate the effectiveness of management actions, adapt policies over time, and demonstrate
informed, science-based decision-making. Long-term environmental monitoring is therefore an important component of
adaptive management and continual improvement. (AO ¶62–65; ¶278–281)

Integration of International Environmental Law
The Court makes clear that climate obligations should not be interpreted in isolation. Rather, they should be understood
alongside other relevant rules of international law, including the Convention on Biological Diversity, the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea, the Convention to Combat Desertification, and international human rights law. This
integrated approach reflects the close relationship between climate action, biodiversity conservation, sustainable
development, and environmental stewardship, encouraging governments to consider climate and biodiversity objectives
together rather than through separate policy frameworks. (AO ¶132–138)

Protection of the Marine Environment
The Advisory Opinion confirms that anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions constitute pollution of the marine
environment within the meaning of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). States therefore
have obligations to prevent, reduce, and control marine pollution while protecting and preserving marine ecosystems.
This clarification is particularly significant for islands whose economies, cultures, food systems, and livelihoods depend
upon healthy oceans and thriving coastal ecosystems. (AO ¶211–214)

Human Rights and Environmental Interdependence
The Court recognises that severe environmental degradation, including climate change, can impair the enjoyment of
fundamental human rights, including the rights to life, health, food, water, culture, housing, and an adequate standard of
living. Because healthy ecosystems underpin many of these rights, biodiversity conservation contributes not only to
environmental protection, but also to community wellbeing, cultural continuity, resilience, and intergenerational equity.
For many island communities, protecting biodiversity is therefore inseparable from protecting people. (AO ¶66–69;
¶170–205)

Ecosystem Restoration as a Possible Remedy
Where a breach of climate-related obligations is established, the Court confirms that international law may require full
reparation. Depending on the circumstances, this may include restitution aimed at restoring the situation that existed
before the wrongful act. In environmental contexts, this may include restoring damaged ecosystems where restoration is
scientifically and practically feasible. While every situation will differ, the Advisory Opinion recognises that restoring
ecosystem integrity may form part of repairing climate-related environmental harm. (AO ¶444–445)

Why is Biodiversity Central to Climate Action?
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What the Court Clarified (cont’d)
Taken together, these clarifications do not create new biodiversity obligations. Rather, they strengthen the legal
significance of biodiversity conservation as a practical means of implementing existing obligations to prevent
environmental harm, exercise a stringent standard of due diligence, protect the marine environment, safeguard
human rights, and support sustainable development. For islands, they reinforce the value of integrated, science-
informed approaches that recognise healthy ecosystems as essential infrastructure for resilient communities and
climate-resilient futures.

Additionally, one practical implication of the Advisory Opinion is the growing importance of environmental
monitoring. Governments cannot demonstrate that decisions are based on the best available science without
maintaining and using reliable scientific information. Long-term monitoring of biodiversity, ecosystem condition
and climate impacts therefore becomes more than good environmental practice. Rather, monitoring helps
demonstrate due diligence, supports adaptive management, strengthens attribution science and provides
evidence that governments are taking appropriate measures to prevent foreseeable harm.

The ICJ-AO does not require governments to create entirely new monitoring systems. Rather, it reinforces the
importance of strengthening, coordinating and making effective use of existing scientific, environmental and
reporting processes to demonstrate implementation of existing international obligations. Examples of such
existing mechanisms relevant in this context include: 

In this context, monitoring and information sharing are not simply good environmental practices. Increasingly, this
data and informed decision-making processes help governments demonstrate that they are fulfilling obligations
recognised by the Court.

Why is Biodiversity Central to Climate Action?
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Key Actions for Islands
Prevent environmental harm through integrated planning.
Apply the best available science through monitoring and adaptive management.
Integrate biodiversity across climate and development planning.
Protect and restore marine and coastal ecosystems.
Recognise biodiversity as supporting human rights and community wellbeing.
Invest in ecosystem restoration and in maintaining the integrity of intact ecosystems where appropriate.
Strengthen long-term environmental monitoring and share knowledge across sub-national, national, regional,
and international networks.

For island governments and partners, the ICJ-AO provides more than legal clarity—it provides a stronger foundation
for action. The same principles reflected in the key actions—prevention, best available science, ecosystem
protection and restoration, participation, monitoring, and cooperation—can inform both formal processes and
community-led action.

In practice, stakeholders can bring these principles into public consultations, environmental assessments,
management and restoration planning, legislative and policy processes, protected-area governance, climate and
biodiversity planning, and regional and international forums. They can also strengthen implementation informally by
documenting environmental change, contributing Indigenous and local knowledge, participating in restoration and
monitoring, building community awareness, forming partnerships, and using evidence to advocate for stronger
protection and management.

The Pacific experience demonstrates the potential of this engagement. Youth-led advocacy helped move a
community concern from island classrooms and communities to the world’s highest court. The next opportunity is
to use that legal clarity at home: to engage and ask questions, participate in decisions, strengthen ecological
management, hold institutions accountable to existing commitments, and help shape solutions that protect
biodiversity and the communities that depend upon it.

Figure 3: Biodiversity as a Foundation for Climate Action. Linking healthy ecosystems,
climate resilience, and priority island actions.

Why is Biodiversity Central to Climate Action?



INFOGRAPHIC / IMAGE
PLACEHOLDER 

ISLANDS ON THE RECORD  |  Global Island Partnership 14

Healthy ecosystems provide visible, measurable evidence that climate
action is being translated into practice.

Why This Matters
For many islands, climate leadership is already being demonstrated through
actions that protect, restore, and sustainably manage the natural systems upon
which communities depend. From restoring coral reefs and mangroves to
strengthening watershed management, conserving native forests, and supporting
Indigenous stewardship, healthy ecosystems are helping islands reduce climate
risks while sustaining biodiversity, livelihoods, and cultural identity.

The Advisory Opinion reinforces the importance of these efforts by clarifying that
climate action is not limited to reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Preventing
environmental harm, applying the best available science, protecting human
rights, and strengthening resilience all contribute to effective implementation of
existing international climate obligations. Healthy ecosystems therefore become
more than environmental assets—they are essential infrastructure supporting
resilient island futures. For many island governments, the challenge is no longer
whether biodiversity should be considered in climate decision-making, but how
ecosystem-based approaches can be more consistently integrated across
planning, investment, and governance.

What the Court Clarified
The Advisory Opinion recognises that climate change must be addressed through
integrated implementation of existing international obligations rather than
through isolated policy measures. Healthy ecosystems contribute to many of the
objectives reflected throughout the Court's reasoning, including preventing
environmental harm, strengthening resilience, protecting the marine
environment, safeguarding human rights, and supporting sustainable
development (AO ¶132–138; ¶211; ¶277–281).

The Court also emphasises that implementation should remain adaptive. As
scientific understanding evolves, governments should continually evaluate
whether existing measures remain appropriate and effective. This reinforces the
importance of long-term ecosystem monitoring, adaptive management, and
periodic review of climate and biodiversity policies (AO ¶278–281).

Although the Advisory Opinion does not prescribe particular conservation
measures, it provides a stronger legal context for actions that many islands are
already undertaking, including ecosystem restoration, watershed protection,
integrated coastal management, sustainable fisheries, and nature-based
approaches that reduce climate risks while delivering wider environmental and
social benefits.

Taken together, these clarifications reinforce the value of investing in healthy
ecosystems as part of broader strategies for climate resilience and sustainable
development. Although the Court does not prescribe nature-based solutions, its
reasoning supports approaches that reduce climate risks while protecting
environmental integrity.

How Can Healthy Ecosystems Enable Climate Leadership?
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Key Actions for Islands
Protect and restore ecosystems that reduce climate risks.
Invest in ecosystem-based adaptation and resilient natural infrastructure.
Monitor ecosystem condition and climate outcomes.
Use ecological indicators to demonstrate resilience benefits.
Communicate ecosystem outcomes through climate reporting and finance.

Effective climate leadership recognises healthy ecosystems as essential infrastructure for resilient island
communities. Protecting and investing in nature can reduce exposure to climate hazards while strengthening
biodiversity, livelihoods, food and water security, health, and cultural connections to place. This makes
ecosystem stewardship not simply a conservation objective, but an integral part of climate risk reduction and
resilient development.

For islands, leadership also means demonstrating that these approaches work. Long-term monitoring,
ecological indicators, and adaptive management can show where interventions are reducing risk, where
conditions are changing, and where management needs to adjust. Making these outcomes visible
strengthens the evidence base for policy decisions, climate reporting, finance, and continued investment in
ecosystem-based approaches.

This creates a reinforcing cycle: healthy ecosystems strengthen community resilience, while effective
climate leadership provides the policies, resources, partnerships, and knowledge needed to sustain them. By
connecting ecological outcomes with climate and development priorities, islands can demonstrate the wider
value of investing in nature and build stronger support for action over time. The figure below illustrates these
interconnected benefits and the leadership needed to sustain them.

Figure 4: The ICJ-AO underscores that States can implement existing environmental obligations
through integrated, science-informed climate risk reduction actions that support healthy
ecosystems, protect biodiversity, and strengthen resilience. 

How Can Healthy Ecosystems Enable Climate Leadership?



The Advisory Opinion provides island governments and territories with a stronger legal foundation for
integrated climate, biodiversity and development planning.

Why This Matters
Island governments and communities have long understood that climate resilience, biodiversity
conservation, disaster risk reduction, and sustainable development are closely connected. Limited financial,
technical, and institutional capacity often requires islands to achieve multiple objectives through the same
investments, partnerships, and programmes.

The Advisory Opinion reinforces this integrated approach. Rather than treating climate change, biodiversity
conservation, and sustainable development as separate policy areas, the Court's reasoning supports
coordinated governance that recognises their interdependence. This creates opportunities to maximise
environmental, social, cultural, and economic benefits while making more efficient use of limited resources.

For islands, this is not simply a matter of legal interpretation. It is an opportunity to strengthen existing
approaches that already recognise healthy ecosystems as essential infrastructure for resilient communities.
The ICJ-AO therefore provides more than legal clarification. It can be read to support a framework for
improving governance and coordinating resources management for multiple co-benefits.
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What the Court Clarified
The Advisory Opinion recognises that governments
retain discretion in determining how existing
international climate obligations are implemented. The
means may differ according to national circumstances,
capabilities, and levels of development, provided
implementation is informed by the best available
science and directed towards preventing significant
environmental harm (AO ¶278–281).

Importantly, the Court's reasoning supports integrated
approaches to governance. Climate obligations can be
interpreted alongside other relevant areas of
international law, including biodiversity conservation,
protection of the marine environment, human rights,
and sustainable development, rather than through
separate legal or policy frameworks (AO ¶132–138).

This integrated approach can be particularly valuable
for islands, where limited financial and institutional
capacity often requires governments to achieve
multiple objectives through the same programmes and
investments. Coordinated, comprehensive planning
can strengthen biodiversity conservation, climate
adaptation, disaster risk reduction, water security,
food systems, and community resilience
simultaneously, while reducing duplication and
improving long-term outcomes. 

What Does This Mean for Islands?

Figure 5: Co-benefits of healthy ecosystems
enable climate resilience outcomes, including
enhanced coastal protection, water and food
security, carbon storage, enhancement of
livelihoods and culture, and more. Biodiversity is
a foundation and a potential outcome of such
coordinated nature-based solutions and
resource management efforts.
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Key Actions for Islands
Align climate, biodiversity, disaster risk reduction, and sustainable development planning and
implementation frameworks to strengthen integration and achieve co-benefits.
Invest in ecosystem-based monitoring and management approaches to restore critical habitats and
protect healthy ecosystems before significant degradation occurs. 
Prioritise investments that deliver multiple environmental and social benefits.
Strengthen institutional coordination across sectors to enhance collaboration between environment,
planning, finance and infrastructure agencies.
Use the Advisory Opinion to support funding proposals and international cooperation.
Share lessons and good practice with other island governments and regional organisations to support
collaborative partnerships.

What Does This Mean for Islands?

What the Court Clarified (cont’d)
The ICJ-AO also strengthens the case for investing in prevention. Preventing environmental harm is a
fundamental principle of international law, and the Court confirms that responding effectively to climate
change requires informed, forward-looking action based on the best available science (AO ¶277–281). For
islands, protecting ecosystems before they are degraded is often more effective, less costly, and more
resilient than attempting to restore them after significant damage has occurred. Similarly, integrating
biodiversity considerations early in planning and decision-making can reduce long-term risks while delivering
multiple environmental, social, cultural, and economic co-benefits.

Taken together, these clarifications provide more than legal certainty. They offer a practical framework for
integrated governance, coordinated investment, and adaptive resource management that recognises healthy
ecosystems as a foundation for resilient island futures.



The greatest value of the Advisory Opinion lies not only in what it says,
but in how it can be applied to strengthen decision-making,
governance, and resilience.

Why This Matters
The Advisory Opinion reinforces that implementing existing international
climate obligations requires informed, forward-looking decision-making.
The Court explains that the duty to prevent significant environmental harm
requires a stringent standard of due diligence, informed by the best
available science and commensurate with each State's capabilities and
level of development (AO ¶278–281).

For islands, this means that implementation is not defined by a single
policy or project. It is demonstrated through decisions that identify
foreseeable environmental risks, apply reliable scientific evidence, and
adapt over time as knowledge evolves. 

Long-term environmental monitoring, biodiversity assessments, climate
observations, environmental impact assessment, attribution science, and
Indigenous and local knowledge all help governments understand
changing conditions, evaluate management actions, and continually
strengthen decision-making.

What the Court Clarified
The Court explains that governments retain discretion over how they
implement their obligations, provided decisions respond to foreseeable
environmental risks and are strengthened as scientific understanding
evolves (AO ¶278–281).

This reinforces the importance of adaptive management. Biodiversity
monitoring, ecosystem assessments, climate observations,
environmental assessment, attribution science, and Indigenous and local
knowledge help identify environmental change, evaluate management
outcomes, and continually improve planning and decision-making. For
islands, investing in environmental information systems not only
strengthens governance and integrated planning, but also provides the
evidence needed to demonstrate continual improvement and strengthen
proposals for climate finance by showing how biodiversity conservation
contributes to resilience and sustainable development.

For islands, the Advisory Opinion reinforces the value of building upon
existing climate, biodiversity, and sustainable development initiatives. The
following actions illustrate practical ways to strengthen decision-making,
reduce environmental risks, and support resilient island futures through
informed, adaptive, and collaborative action across sub-national,
national, regional, and international scales, while building on longstanding
island traditions of collective stewardship and community-led resource
management.
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How Can Islands Apply the Advisory Opinion?
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Key Actions for Islands
Apply the best available science, together with Indigenous and local knowledge, to inform planning
and decision-making.
Assess foreseeable environmental risks early to strengthen prevention, resilience, and long-term
sustainability.
Monitor biodiversity, ecosystems, and climate impacts to support adaptive management and
strengthen the evidence base for climate finance.
Integrate environmental data as well as climate and biodiversity considerations across planning,
environmental assessment, policy, and investment decisions.
Strengthen partnerships for implementation and learning among governments, Indigenous Peoples,
local communities, researchers, civil society, and regional organisations, with a focus on building
capacity and place-based knowledge for youth.
Share knowledge, innovation, and successful approaches through regional and international
collaboration.

Figure 6: The Island Action Framework demonstrates how islands can translate the Advisory Opinion
into informed decision-making through science, monitoring, adaptive management, and collaboration.

How Can Islands Apply the Advisory Opinion?



The Advisory Opinion marks an important milestone, but it is not the end of the journey. Its greatest
value will be measured by how it informs future decisions, strengthens collaboration, and supports
more resilient island communities.

Why This Matters
The ICJ Advisory Opinion provides the clearest explanation to date of how existing international law applies
to climate change. For islands, however, its greatest significance lies not only in legal clarification, but in
the opportunity to strengthen integrated approaches that are already underway.

Across the Pacific and beyond, island governments, Indigenous Peoples, local communities, researchers,
educators, civil society organisations, and young leaders have long demonstrated that healthy
ecosystems, collaborative governance, and community stewardship are essential foundations for resilient
futures. The Advisory Opinion reinforces these efforts by providing a stronger legal framework for
integrated, science-informed, and preventative approaches to climate action.

The coming years will provide numerous opportunities to apply the Court's reasoning. Governments will
continue updating climate strategies, biodiversity plans, national adaptation plans, and sustainable
development priorities. International discussions under the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change, the Convention on Biological Diversity, and other multilateral agreements will continue
shaping global responses to climate change, biodiversity loss, and sustainable development. Rather than
treating these commitments as separate agendas, the Advisory Opinion encourages greater coherence
across them. For islands, this integrated approach can help maximise limited resources, strengthen
prevention, reduce environmental risks, and deliver multiple environmental, social, cultural, and
economic benefits through coordinated action.

The Advisory Opinion also reinforces the importance of international cooperation. By continuing to
strengthen partnerships, share knowledge, invest in healthy ecosystems, and support informed decision-
making, islands can build upon longstanding traditions of collective stewardship while helping shape
climate action at sub-national, national, regional, and international scales.
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Where Do We Go From Here?
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What the Court Clarified
The Advisory Opinion reinforces that:

climate action is an ongoing responsibility that evolves as scientific knowledge develops; 
cooperation remains fundamental to effective implementation; 
preventing environmental harm is strengthened through informed, science-based decision-making; 
healthy ecosystems contribute to resilience, sustainable development, and human wellbeing; and 
long-term progress depends upon collaboration, adaptive governance, and continual improvement.

Together, these principles provide a durable foundation for future decision-making and help strengthen
implementation across existing international climate, biodiversity, and sustainable development
commitments.

Key Actions for Islands
Continue integrating climate, biodiversity, and sustainable development.
Invest in healthy ecosystems as long-term natural infrastructure.
Strengthen partnerships for implementation and innovation.
Apply monitoring and scientific evidence to inform adaptive management.
Share island innovation and practical experience through regional and international cooperation that
demonstrates practical solutions for resilient island futures.
Continue demonstrating practical, science-informed climate leadership.

Figure 7: From Legal Clarity to Collective Island Action.

Where Do We Go From Here?



The International Court of Justice has provided important legal clarity on one of the defining challenges
of our time. For islands, the Advisory Opinion reinforces what governments, Indigenous Peoples,
practitioners, and communities have long recognised: healthy ecosystems are fundamental to climate
resilience, human wellbeing, and sustainable development.

Rather than creating new climate obligations, the Advisory Opinion strengthens the legal framework
within which existing commitments are implemented. It encourages integrated, science-informed, and
preventative approaches that recognise the close relationship between climate action, biodiversity
conservation, human rights, and sustainable development. In doing so, it provides islands with greater
confidence to continue building upon existing strengths while aligning action across international,
regional, national, and local commitments.

One of the Advisory Opinion's most enduring lessons is that meaningful change can begin with
determined people working together toward a shared vision. The campaign initiated by Pacific Islands
Students Fighting Climate Change demonstrated how youth leadership, grounded in lived experience
and strengthened through partnerships, can help shape international law and inspire collective action
far beyond the Pacific.

The next chapter of this story will be written through implementation. For islands, that means continuing
to strengthen partnerships, invest in healthy ecosystems, apply the best available science, and learn
from one another. By building upon longstanding traditions of stewardship, innovation, and
collaboration, island communities can continue demonstrating practical leadership that benefits both
people and nature. The ICJ-AO does not ask islands to begin again. It provides greater legal clarity to
continue moving forward together.

The future that the Advisory Opinion seeks to protect will ultimately be shaped by those who inherit it.
Ultimately, the Advisory Opinion is best understood not as an end point, but as a foundation upon which
future action can continue to grow.
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Conclusion
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Glossary
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Plain Language Definitions and Why They Matter in the ICJ Advisory Opinion

Key Legal Concepts Further Explained
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The ICJ-AO gives island advocates a stronger legal foundation to demand science-informed action,
scrutinise whether governments are meeting existing obligations, and advocate for enhanced prevention,
accountability, and remedies where they are not.

Putting the Opinion to work

Legal Architecture of the ICJ-AO

A-iii
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ICJ-AO Paragraph Guide

Key topics and where to find them in the ICJ-AO
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Full References and Further Reading

Want to Dig Deeper?
The ICJ Advisory Opinion does not create climate law from scratch. It brings together decades of international
environmental law, treaty obligations, scientific evidence, and judicial decisions to clarify how existing legal duties
apply to climate change. Earlier cases developed principles such as prevention of significant harm, due diligence,
environmental assessment, cooperation, and obligations of conduct; the Advisory Opinion applies and strengthens
this body of law in the context of the climate crisis. For islands, this provides a clearer legal foundation for advocacy,
policy, environmental protection, and accountability.



Primary Source
International Court of Justice (2025). Obligations of States in Respect of Climate Change, Advisory Opinion of
23 July 2025. Link - the primary legal source for this handbook. 

Cases and Arbitrations
Corfu Channel (United Kingdom v. Albania) (1949), Merits, Judgment, 1949 I.C.J. 4. ICJ Case Materials. -
prevention and State responsibility where a State knows of risks.
Application of the Genocide Convention (Bosnia and Herzegovina v. Serbia and Montenegro) (2007),
Judgment, 2007 I.C.J. 43. ICJ Case Materials - obligations of conduct, prevention, due diligence.
Pulp Mills on the River Uruguay (Argentina v. Uruguay) (2010). Judgment, 2010 I.C.J. 14 (20 April). ICJ Case
Materials - environmental due diligence, cooperation, monitoring, EIA.
Certain Activities Carried Out by Nicaragua in the Border Area (Costa Rica v. Nicaragua) (2015). Joined with
Construction of a Road in Costa Rica Along the San Juan River (Nicaragua v. Costa Rica), Judgment, 2015
I.C.J. 665 (16 December). ICJ Case Materials - environmental harm, due diligence, transboundary
obligations.
Trail Smelter Arbitration (United States v. Canada) (1941). 3 R.I.A.A. 1905. UN Reports of International
Arbitral Awards - transboundary environmental harm.

Treaties, Agreements and Declarations
International Law Commission (2001). Draft Articles on Prevention of Transboundary Harm from Hazardous
Activities, with Commentaries. Link — overview of the prevention principle, significant harm, due
diligence, and cooperation.
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (1992), 1771 U.N.T.S. 107. Link - foundational
international climate treaty.
Paris Agreement (2015), adopted under the UNFCCC. Link - establishes the international framework for
mitigation, adaptation, finance, and implementation.
Convention on Biological Diversity (1992), 1760 U.N.T.S. 79. Link - establishes the international framework
for biodiversity conservation, sustainable use, and benefit-sharing.
Kunming–Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (2022), under the CBD. Link
Rio Declaration on Environment and Development (1992), U.N. Doc. A/CONF.151/26 (Vol. I), Annex I. Link —
see especially Principle 15 and the precautionary approach.
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (1982), 1833 U.N.T.S. 397. Link - key legal framework for
protection and preservation of the marine environment.
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966). Link - sets out the rights to life, and to a fair
legal process, central to the AO's human-rights reasoning.
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966). Link - sets out the rights to health,
food, water, and an adequate standard of living, engaged by climate harm.

Scientific Authorities
IPCC Sixth Assessment Report (AR6, 2021–2023), including the Working Group I report (The Physical Science
Basis, 2021) and the Synthesis Report (2023). Link -  scientific basis for climate risks, impacts,
attribution, and response.
IPBES (2019). Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services. Link - scientific basis for
global biodiversity loss, its drivers, and the state of ecosystems.
IUCN (2026). Global Standard for Nature-based Solutions: second edition. Link — a framework for
designing and assessing nature-based solutions to societal and environmental challenges.
UNEP (2021). Making Peace with Nature. Link — a scientific blueprint linking the climate, biodiversity,
and pollution crises and the responses to them.
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Full References and Further Reading

https://icj-web.leman.un-icc.cloud/sites/default/files/case-related/187/187-20250723-adv-01-00-en.pdf
https://www.icj-cij.org/case/1?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.icj-cij.org/case/91?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.icj-cij.org/case/135?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.icj-cij.org/case/135?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.icj-cij.org/case/150?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://legal.un.org/riaa/cases/vol_III/1905-1982.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://legal.un.org/riaa/cases/vol_III/1905-1982.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://legal.un.org/ilc/texts/instruments/english/commentaries/9_7_2001.pdf
https://unfccc.int/files/essential_background/background_publications_htmlpdf/application/pdf/conveng.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/parisagreement_publication.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/legal/cbd-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/decisions/cop-15/cop-15-dec-04-en.pdf
http://www.un-documents.net/rio-dec.htm
https://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-economic-social-and-cultural-rights
https://www.ipcc.ch/assessment-report/ar6/
https://www.ipbes.net/global-assessment
https://portals.iucn.org/library/node/52867
https://www.unep.org/resources/making-peace-nature


Practitioner and Regional Island Resources
Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP). Link - pacific ecosystem-based
adaptation resources.
Pacific Community (SPC). Link - regional technical resources and programmes for Pacific Island
countries and territories.
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN). Link - global authority on nature conservation and
sustainable resource use.
Green Climate Fund, Readiness Programme. Link — resources supporting institutional capacity,
planning and climate finance readiness.
Global Environment Facility (GEF). Link — climate change, biodiversity and environmental financing
resources.
Global Island Partnership (GLISPA). Link - island leadership stories, conservation case studies, and
partnership resources.
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Full References and Further Reading

https://www.sprep.org/
https://www.spc.int/
https://iucn.org/
https://www.greenclimate.fund/access-funding/readiness-preparatory-support
https://www.thegef.org/
https://globalislandpartnership.org/
https://globalislandpartnership.org/


The resources that follow provide starting points for exploring the legal, scientific, policy, and practical
foundations discussed throughout this handbook. They are intended to help readers move between the ICJ
Advisory Opinion, international climate and biodiversity frameworks, climate science, and resources that can
support implementation in island contexts. This is not an exhaustive list. Readers are encouraged to explore
additional national, regional, Indigenous, community-led, and technical resources relevant to their own
priorities and circumstances.

New to the ICJ Advisory Opinion?
Start with the Executive Summary, then read the Advisory Opinion alongside this handbook.

Interested in international climate law?
 ICJ AO (2025), UNFCCC, Paris Agreement, Corfu Channel, Pulp Mills and Certain Activities.

Focused on biodiversity and ecosystem governance?
CBD, Kunming–Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework, IPBES Global Assessment and IUCN Global Standard
for Nature-based Solutions: second edition.

Following climate science and attribution? 
IPCC AR6, particularly the Working Group I report and Synthesis Report.

Supporting island implementation?
Use NDCs, NAPs, NBSAPs, protected-area management tools, ecosystem-based adaptation guidance and
regional resources from SPREP and SPC.

Educators and youth leaders?
Pair this handbook with the ICJ Advisory Opinion and Pacific youth advocacy resources to support learning on
climate justice, biodiversity and island resilience.

Continuing the Conversation
The Advisory Opinion is an important milestone, but its value will ultimately depend on how its principles are
understood, shared, and put into practice. Continued learning can help island governments, practitioners,
researchers, Indigenous Peoples, communities, educators, and young leaders connect evolving climate law
and science with local knowledge, priorities, and experience.

These resources are therefore a starting point rather than an endpoint. Readers are encouraged to share
lessons, tools, monitoring results, case studies, and emerging good practice across communities and
networks. By continuing to learn from one another — and strengthening collaboration across islands,
generations, disciplines, and institutions — islands can help translate legal clarity into stronger advocacy,
better decisions, and sustained action for climate resilience and biodiversity.
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	Introduction: How to Use This Handbook
	On 23 July 2025, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) issued its Advisory Opinion (AO) on Obligations of States in Respect of Climate Change, providing the most authoritative interpretation to date of States' obligations under international law in responding to climate change.
	The ICJ-AO is more than a legal milestone. It provides greater clarity about how existing obligations under international climate and environmental law apply in practice, reinforcing the importance of healthy ecosystems, science-based decision-making, cooperation, and long-term resilience.
	This handbook has been developed to help island governments, practitioners, Indigenous Peoples, community organisations, educators, researchers, and young leaders understand what the Advisory Opinion means for islands and how it may inform practical action. Although the Advisory Opinion is directed to States, many of its implications extend to island jurisdictions, territories, municipalities, and the institutions responsible for managing land, freshwater, coastal, and marine environments. The handbook therefore focuses on implementation, recognising that many of the actions needed to strengthen climate resilience occur at the local and regional levels. This publication is not intended to provide legal advice or a comprehensive commentary on the Advisory Opinion. Instead, it explains the Court's reasoning in plain language, highlights where biodiversity and healthy ecosystems fit within the Court's analysis, and identifies practical opportunities for islands to strengthen existing climate action.
	The handbook is organised around seven practical questions, set out in the How This Handbook is Organised chapter.
	This handbook:
	Explains the Court's reasoning
	Shows where biodiversity fits
	Identifies island action opportunities

	This handbook is NOT:
	Legal Advice
	A replacement for the Opinion
	A full legal commentary
	In short: this handbook is designed to complement the Advisory Opinion itself. Its purpose is to help translate international law into practical action that supports healthy ecosystems, resilient communities and sustainable island futures. It is offered in the same spirit of the youth-led advocacy that helped bring about the Advisory Opinion, with hopes of carrying that momentum into the next stage of turning legal clarity into practical action for islands.


	Executive Summary
	Climate change presents one of the greatest challenges facing islands. Rising sea levels, changing weather patterns, biodiversity loss, ocean warming, and increasing pressure on freshwater, food systems, and cultural heritage are already affecting communities across the Pacific and around the world. Healthy ecosystems are increasingly recognised as essential infrastructure for building resilience and supporting sustainable development.
	On 23 July 2025, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) issued its Advisory Opinion on Obligations of States in Respect of Climate Change. The Opinion provides the clearest explanation to date of how existing international law applies to climate change. Rather than creating new legal obligations, it clarifies how States' existing obligations under international law should be understood and implemented in light of the best available science.
	Although biodiversity is not the primary focus of the Advisory Opinion, the Court's reasoning reinforces its importance. Healthy ecosystems help prevent environmental harm, reduce climate risks, support adaptation, protect human rights, and contribute to sustainable development. The Opinion also confirms that climate obligations should be interpreted alongside other relevant areas of international law, including biodiversity conservation, protection of the marine environment, and human rights.
	For islands, the Advisory Opinion provides greater legal certainty at a time when governments, communities, practitioners, and young people are already working to strengthen resilience, protect biodiversity, restore ecosystems, and prepare for future climate risks. It reinforces the importance of integrated approaches that recognise healthy ecosystems as essential to climate resilience, sustainable development, and community wellbeing.
	This handbook translates the Court's legal reasoning into practical guidance for island governments, practitioners, educators, researchers, community organisations, Indigenous Peoples, and young leaders. It explains what the Advisory Opinion means in practice and highlights opportunities to strengthen existing work rather than create entirely new approaches.
	The publication also recognises the extraordinary leadership of Pacific Islands Students Fighting Climate Change (PISFCC), whose vision helped catalyse the international process that led to the Advisory Opinion. Working alongside Pacific governments, Indigenous Peoples, civil society organisations, legal experts, and youth movements worldwide, the campaign demonstrated how informed, collaborative leadership can influence international law. The next chapter is implementation, and islands are well placed to continue leading by example.
	“For islands, this is not new law to learn. It is stronger ground to stand on as we lead.”
	Kate Brown,
	Executive Director, GLISPA


	Five Key Messages from the Advisory Opinion
	1. Climate change engages binding obligations under international law.
	The Advisory Opinion clarifies that climate change is governed by existing international legal obligations. States are required to prevent significant environmental harm, exercise due diligence, cooperate internationally, and fulfil relevant human rights obligations. Rather than creating new obligations, the Court explains how existing duties apply in the context of climate change and the best available science.

	2. Healthy ecosystems are central to effective climate action.
	Healthy ecosystems help prevent environmental harm, reduce climate risks, strengthen resilience, protect human rights, and support sustainable development. The Advisory Opinion reinforces the importance of biodiversity by clarifying that climate obligations should be interpreted alongside other areas of international environmental law, including the Convention on Biological Diversity and the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea.

	3. Science must guide climate decision-making.
	The Court clarifies that responding to climate change requires a stringent standard of due diligence, informed by the best available science and appropriate to each State's capabilities. Environmental monitoring, biodiversity assessments, attribution science, environmental impact assessment, and Indigenous and local knowledge all contribute to informed decision-making and continual improvement.

	4. Islands are already demonstrating climate leadership.
	Across the Pacific and beyond, island governments, Indigenous Peoples, local communities, researchers, educators, and young leaders are already implementing integrated approaches to biodiversity conservation, ecosystem restoration, climate adaptation, and sustainable resource management. The ICJ-AO strengthens the legal foundation supporting many of these existing efforts, amplifying calls for funding, policy reform, and proactive climate risk reduction actions.

	5. The next chapter is implementation.
	The Advisory Opinion provides a stronger legal framework for future action. By strengthening governance, integrating biodiversity into climate planning, investing in monitoring and restoration, and continuing to share knowledge across regions and generations, islands can continue demonstrating climate leadership while advancing resilient and sustainable futures.

	Existing law.
	Clearer duties.
	Stronger foundations.
	With islands already leading the way.

	How This Handbook is Organised
	The handbook is organised around seven practical questions that reflect the decisions facing island governments and practitioners:
	Why Does the ICJ Advisory Opinion Matter for islands?
	What Can Governments Do Now?
	Why is Biodiversity Central to Climate Action?
	How Can Healthy Ecosystems Demonstrate Climate Leadership?
	What Does This Mean for Island Governments and Territories?
	How Can Islands Apply the Advisory Opinion?
	Where Do We Go From Here?
	Each section follows a consistent format:
	Why This Matters; What the Court Clarified; and Key Actions for Islands
	Together, these sections are intended to support practical implementation while remaining grounded in the Court's reasoning and the best available science. The handbook concludes with a reference toolkit containing a glossary, key legal concepts, an overview of the legal architecture of the Advisory Opinion, a paragraph guide, references, and additional resources for practitioners. These materials are provided to support further learning without interrupting the flow of the main handbook.
	Islands are already leaders in climate action and biodiversity advocacy.
	We hope this Handbook will be useful and used in the campaign for a more just and equitable future for all.

	Why This Matters
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	Why This Matters
	Key Actions for Islands

	What Can Governments Do Now?
	Figure 1: From Legal Clarity to Climate-Resilient Action. An illustrative pathway showing how island governments can strengthen implementation of existing international climate obligations through integrated, science-informed, and collaborative decision-making, while supporting healthy ecosystems and resilient communities.
	Why This Matters

	Why is Biodiversity Central to Climate Action?
	What the Court Clarified
	Although the Advisory Opinion does not establish a new biodiversity regime, it clarifies several principles that significantly strengthen the legal relevance of biodiversity conservation within climate governance. Together, these principles reinforce the important role that healthy ecosystems, the best available science, and integrated environmental management play in helping governments implement existing international climate obligations.
	Prevention of Environmental Harm
	The Court confirms that States have a binding obligation under customary international law to prevent significant environmental harm, including harm arising from climate change. This duty extends to protecting the climate system and the broader environment, bringing ecosystems and biodiversity within the scope of climate-related decision-making. In practice, this means taking reasonable and appropriate measures to avoid foreseeable environmental harm before it occurs. (AO ¶277–281)

	Stringent Due Diligence
	Recognising the seriousness and potentially irreversible nature of climate change, the Court clarifies that the duty to prevent significant transboundary harm requires a stringent standard of due diligence. The required standard is commensurate with each State's capabilities and level of development, recognising that implementation will differ according to national circumstances and available resources. Governments retain discretion over how they fulfil their obligations, but implementation should be informed by the best available science, exercised with heightened vigilance, and continually strengthened as scientific understanding evolves. Biodiversity monitoring, environmental assessment, climate observations, attribution science, and Indigenous and local knowledge all help governments identify foreseeable risks, evaluate the effectiveness of management actions, adapt policies over time, and demonstrate informed, science-based decision-making. Long-term environmental monitoring is therefore an important component of adaptive management and continual improvement. (AO ¶62–65; ¶278–281)

	Integration of International Environmental Law
	The Court makes clear that climate obligations should not be interpreted in isolation. Rather, they should be understood alongside other relevant rules of international law, including the Convention on Biological Diversity, the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, the Convention to Combat Desertification, and international human rights law. This integrated approach reflects the close relationship between climate action, biodiversity conservation, sustainable development, and environmental stewardship, encouraging governments to consider climate and biodiversity objectives together rather than through separate policy frameworks. (AO ¶132–138)

	Protection of the Marine Environment
	The Advisory Opinion confirms that anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions constitute pollution of the marine environment within the meaning of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). States therefore have obligations to prevent, reduce, and control marine pollution while protecting and preserving marine ecosystems. This clarification is particularly significant for islands whose economies, cultures, food systems, and livelihoods depend upon healthy oceans and thriving coastal ecosystems. (AO ¶211–214)

	Human Rights and Environmental Interdependence
	The Court recognises that severe environmental degradation, including climate change, can impair the enjoyment of fundamental human rights, including the rights to life, health, food, water, culture, housing, and an adequate standard of living. Because healthy ecosystems underpin many of these rights, biodiversity conservation contributes not only to environmental protection, but also to community wellbeing, cultural continuity, resilience, and intergenerational equity. For many island communities, protecting biodiversity is therefore inseparable from protecting people. (AO ¶66–69; ¶170–205)
	Ecosystem Restoration as a Possible Remedy
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	Why is Biodiversity Central to Climate Action?
	What the Court Clarified (cont’d)
	Taken together, these clarifications do not create new biodiversity obligations. Rather, they strengthen the legal significance of biodiversity conservation as a practical means of implementing existing obligations to prevent environmental harm, exercise a stringent standard of due diligence, protect the marine environment, safeguard human rights, and support sustainable development. For islands, they reinforce the value of integrated, science-informed approaches that recognise healthy ecosystems as essential infrastructure for resilient communities and climate-resilient futures.
	Additionally, one practical implication of the Advisory Opinion is the growing importance of environmental monitoring. Governments cannot demonstrate that decisions are based on the best available science without maintaining and using reliable scientific information. Long-term monitoring of biodiversity, ecosystem condition and climate impacts therefore becomes more than good environmental practice. Rather, monitoring helps demonstrate due diligence, supports adaptive management, strengthens attribution science and provides evidence that governments are taking appropriate measures to prevent foreseeable harm.
	The ICJ-AO does not require governments to create entirely new monitoring systems. Rather, it reinforces the importance of strengthening, coordinating and making effective use of existing scientific, environmental and reporting processes to demonstrate implementation of existing international obligations. Examples of such existing mechanisms relevant in this context include:
	In this context, monitoring and information sharing are not simply good environmental practices. Increasingly, this data and informed decision-making processes help governments demonstrate that they are fulfilling obligations recognised by the Court.


	Why is Biodiversity Central to Climate Action?
	Key Actions for Islands
	Prevent environmental harm through integrated planning.
	Apply the best available science through monitoring and adaptive management.
	Integrate biodiversity across climate and development planning.
	Protect and restore marine and coastal ecosystems.
	Recognise biodiversity as supporting human rights and community wellbeing.
	Invest in ecosystem restoration and in maintaining the integrity of intact ecosystems where appropriate.
	Strengthen long-term environmental monitoring and share knowledge across sub-national, national, regional, and international networks.
	For island governments and partners, the ICJ-AO provides more than legal clarity—it provides a stronger foundation for action. The same principles reflected in the key actions—prevention, best available science, ecosystem protection and restoration, participation, monitoring, and cooperation—can inform both formal processes and community-led action.
	In practice, stakeholders can bring these principles into public consultations, environmental assessments, management and restoration planning, legislative and policy processes, protected-area governance, climate and biodiversity planning, and regional and international forums. They can also strengthen implementation informally by documenting environmental change, contributing Indigenous and local knowledge, participating in restoration and monitoring, building community awareness, forming partnerships, and using evidence to advocate for stronger protection and management.
	The Pacific experience demonstrates the potential of this engagement. Youth-led advocacy helped move a community concern from island classrooms and communities to the world’s highest court. The next opportunity is to use that legal clarity at home: to engage and ask questions, participate in decisions, strengthen ecological management, hold institutions accountable to existing commitments, and help shape solutions that protect biodiversity and the communities that depend upon it.
	Figure 3: Biodiversity as a Foundation for Climate Action. Linking healthy ecosystems, climate resilience, and priority island actions.

	Why This Matters
	What the Court Clarified

	How Can Healthy Ecosystems Enable Climate Leadership?
	Key Actions for Islands
	Protect and restore ecosystems that reduce climate risks.
	Invest in ecosystem-based adaptation and resilient natural infrastructure.
	Monitor ecosystem condition and climate outcomes.
	Use ecological indicators to demonstrate resilience benefits.
	Communicate ecosystem outcomes through climate reporting and finance.
	Effective climate leadership recognises healthy ecosystems as essential infrastructure for resilient island communities. Protecting and investing in nature can reduce exposure to climate hazards while strengthening biodiversity, livelihoods, food and water security, health, and cultural connections to place. This makes ecosystem stewardship not simply a conservation objective, but an integral part of climate risk reduction and resilient development.
	For islands, leadership also means demonstrating that these approaches work. Long-term monitoring, ecological indicators, and adaptive management can show where interventions are reducing risk, where conditions are changing, and where management needs to adjust. Making these outcomes visible strengthens the evidence base for policy decisions, climate reporting, finance, and continued investment in ecosystem-based approaches.
	This creates a reinforcing cycle: healthy ecosystems strengthen community resilience, while effective climate leadership provides the policies, resources, partnerships, and knowledge needed to sustain them. By connecting ecological outcomes with climate and development priorities, islands can demonstrate the wider value of investing in nature and build stronger support for action over time. The figure below illustrates these interconnected benefits and the leadership needed to sustain them.
	Figure 4: The ICJ-AO underscores that States can implement existing environmental obligations through integrated, science-informed climate risk reduction actions that support healthy ecosystems, protect biodiversity, and strengthen resilience.

	Why This Matters
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	What Does This Mean for Islands?
	What the Court Clarified (cont’d)
	The ICJ-AO also strengthens the case for investing in prevention. Preventing environmental harm is a fundamental principle of international law, and the Court confirms that responding effectively to climate change requires informed, forward-looking action based on the best available science (AO ¶277–281). For islands, protecting ecosystems before they are degraded is often more effective, less costly, and more resilient than attempting to restore them after significant damage has occurred. Similarly, integrating biodiversity considerations early in planning and decision-making can reduce long-term risks while delivering multiple environmental, social, cultural, and economic co-benefits.
	Taken together, these clarifications provide more than legal certainty. They offer a practical framework for integrated governance, coordinated investment, and adaptive resource management that recognises healthy ecosystems as a foundation for resilient island futures.

	Key Actions for Islands
	Align climate, biodiversity, disaster risk reduction, and sustainable development planning and implementation frameworks to strengthen integration and achieve co-benefits.
	Invest in ecosystem-based monitoring and management approaches to restore critical habitats and protect healthy ecosystems before significant degradation occurs.
	Prioritise investments that deliver multiple environmental and social benefits.
	Strengthen institutional coordination across sectors to enhance collaboration between environment, planning, finance and infrastructure agencies.
	Use the Advisory Opinion to support funding proposals and international cooperation.
	Share lessons and good practice with other island governments and regional organisations to support collaborative partnerships.

	Why This Matters
	What the Court Clarified
	Apply the best available science, together with Indigenous and local knowledge, to inform planning and decision-making.
	Assess foreseeable environmental risks early to strengthen prevention, resilience, and long-term sustainability.
	Monitor biodiversity, ecosystems, and climate impacts to support adaptive management and strengthen the evidence base for climate finance.
	Integrate environmental data as well as climate and biodiversity considerations across planning, environmental assessment, policy, and investment decisions.
	Strengthen partnerships for implementation and learning among governments, Indigenous Peoples, local communities, researchers, civil society, and regional organisations, with a focus on building capacity and place-based knowledge for youth.
	The Advisory Opinion marks an important milestone, but it is not the end of the journey. Its greatest value will be measured by how it informs future decisions, strengthens collaboration, and supports more resilient island communities.
	Why This Matters
	What the Court Clarified
	Together, these principles provide a durable foundation for future decision-making and help strengthen implementation across existing international climate, biodiversity, and sustainable development commitments.

	Continue integrating climate, biodiversity, and sustainable development.
	Invest in healthy ecosystems as long-term natural infrastructure.
	Strengthen partnerships for implementation and innovation.
	Apply monitoring and scientific evidence to inform adaptive management.
	Share island innovation and practical experience through regional and international cooperation that demonstrates practical solutions for resilient island futures.
	Continue demonstrating practical, science-informed climate leadership.
	Conclusion
	The International Court of Justice has provided important legal clarity on one of the defining challenges of our time. For islands, the Advisory Opinion reinforces what governments, Indigenous Peoples, practitioners, and communities have long recognised: healthy ecosystems are fundamental to climate resilience, human wellbeing, and sustainable development.
	Rather than creating new climate obligations, the Advisory Opinion strengthens the legal framework within which existing commitments are implemented. It encourages integrated, science-informed, and preventative approaches that recognise the close relationship between climate action, biodiversity conservation, human rights, and sustainable development. In doing so, it provides islands with greater confidence to continue building upon existing strengths while aligning action across international, regional, national, and local commitments.
	One of the Advisory Opinion's most enduring lessons is that meaningful change can begin with determined people working together toward a shared vision. The campaign initiated by Pacific Islands Students Fighting Climate Change demonstrated how youth leadership, grounded in lived experience and strengthened through partnerships, can help shape international law and inspire collective action far beyond the Pacific.
	The next chapter of this story will be written through implementation. For islands, that means continuing to strengthen partnerships, invest in healthy ecosystems, apply the best available science, and learn from one another. By building upon longstanding traditions of stewardship, innovation, and collaboration, island communities can continue demonstrating practical leadership that benefits both people and nature. The ICJ-AO does not ask islands to begin again. It provides greater legal clarity to continue moving forward together.
	The future that the Advisory Opinion seeks to protect will ultimately be shaped by those who inherit it. Ultimately, the Advisory Opinion is best understood not as an end point, but as a foundation upon which future action can continue to grow.

	Glossary
	Key Legal Concepts Further Explained
	Plain Language Definitions and Why They Matter in the ICJ Advisory Opinion

	Legal Architecture of the ICJ-AO
	Putting the Opinion to work
	The ICJ-AO gives island advocates a stronger legal foundation to demand science-informed action, scrutinise whether governments are meeting existing obligations, and advocate for enhanced prevention, accountability, and remedies where they are not.


	ICJ-AO Paragraph Guide
	Key topics and where to find them in the ICJ-AO

	Full References and Further Reading
	Want to Dig Deeper?
	The ICJ Advisory Opinion does not create climate law from scratch. It brings together decades of international environmental law, treaty obligations, scientific evidence, and judicial decisions to clarify how existing legal duties apply to climate change. Earlier cases developed principles such as prevention of significant harm, due diligence, environmental assessment, cooperation, and obligations of conduct; the Advisory Opinion applies and strengthens this body of law in the context of the climate crisis. For islands, this provides a clearer legal foundation for advocacy, policy, environmental protection, and accountability.
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