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MUNICIPAL ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE  
AND HUMAN RIGHTS: LOCAL AUTHORITIES AS KEY ACTORS  

IN SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT1

Problem statement and its connection with important scientific 
or practical tasks. Environmental governance at the local level has 
become a critical issue in the context of global sustainability challenges, in 
particular climate change, pollution and biodiversity loss. Local authorities 
play a key role in implementing environmental policies, ensuring compliance 
with environmental standards, and protecting human rights related to a 
clean and healthy environment. While international frameworks such as 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the European Green Deal 
emphasise sustainability at all levels of governance, there is a growing need 
to examine how local governments contribute to environmental justice and 
sustainable development. Despite their crucial role, local governments often 
face regulatory, financial and administrative barriers that limit their ability to 
implement effective environmental policies.

Analysis of recent research and publications, which initiated 
the solution of this problem and on which the author relies, 
highlighting previously unresolved parts of the overall problem to 
which the article is devoted. The doctrinal sources are practically absent, 
when it comes about such a branch of law, as constitutional law. Mostly the 
authors analyze the execution of the ‘ecological’ ECtHR judgements, don’t 
mention the deeper issues (see [1–6], for example). This article, therefore, 
exclusively relies on the international organisations’ documents and good 
European practices. 

The aim of the article is to look at the Ukrainian experience on how do 
local and regional authorities contribute to environmental governance while 
ensuring the protection of human rights, and what legal and institutional 
mechanisms can enhance their effectiveness in achieving sustainability 
goals? This study aims to explore the role of local and regional authorities 
in environmental governance from a human rights perspective. It analyses 
international frameworks, policy instruments and good practices that enable 
local authorities to address environmental challenges while ensuring the 
protection of fundamental rights. The research also identify obstacles faced by 
local authorities and propose recommendations to strengthen their capacity 
for sustainable environmental governance.

1 This project has received funding through the MSCA4Ukraine project, which is fund-
ed by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author 
only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union. Neither the European Union 
nor the MSCA4Ukraine Consortium as a whole nor any individual member institutions of the 
MSCA4Ukraine Consortium can be held responsible for them.
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Main part of the study. The Intersection of Human Rights and 
Environmental Protection. The right to a healthy environment is increas-
ingly recognised as a fundamental human right, essential to the enjoyment of 
life, health and well-being. This right is rooted in international human rights 
and environmental law, which recognises that environmental degradation 
has a direct impact on human dignity and fundamental freedoms. In recent 
decades, global institutions and courts have strengthened legal frameworks 
that position environmental protection as an obligation of states and local 
governments.

The United Nations General Assembly formally recognised the right to a 
clean, healthy and sustainable environment as a universal human right in Res-
olution 76/300 (2022). This milestone underscores the obligation of states to 
protect environmental rights through national policies, legislation and gover-
nance mechanisms. A similar interpretation of environmental issues through 
the lens of existing human rights, including the right to life (Article 2) and the 
right to private and family life (Article 8) under the European Convention on 
Human Rights (ECHR), has been adopted by the European Court of Human 
Rights (ECtHR). A substantial corpus of jurisprudence has emerged from the 
ECtHR, establishing that states must proactively prevent environmental dam-
age that could endanger human health and well-being.

At the regional level, the Aarhus Convention (1998), adopted under 
the chairmanship of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe 
(UNECE), strengthens the procedural dimension of environmental rights by 
guaranteeing public access to environmental information, public participation 
in decision-making and access to justice in environmental matters. These pro-
visions give individuals and communities the power to hold local authorities 
accountable for environmental management and ensure greater transparency 
in environmental policies.

In practice, local and regional authorities play a crucial role in implement-
ing the right to a healthy environment. Communities are responsible for urban 
planning, waste management, air quality control and climate adaptation strat-
egies, all of which have a direct impact on human health. However, challenges 
exist, particularly in countries undergoing decentralisation reforms, where the 
balance of responsibilities between national and local levels of government is 
still evolving. Insufficient funding, a lack of expertise and political obstacles 
can prevent effective environmental governance at the local level.

In the context of the ongoing challenges posed by climate change and 
environmental damage to human rights, it is crucial to strengthen the legal 
recognition and enforcement of the right to a healthy environment. Strength-
ening the capacity of local self-government, integrating human rights consid-
erations into environmental policies and ensuring strong legal mechanisms 
for accountability are key steps towards making this right a visible reality for 
all people.

Local self-government plays a crucial role in safeguarding environmental 
rights, as it operates at the closest level to citizens and directly influenc-
es policies affecting their daily lives. While national and international legal 
frameworks establish environmental standards, local authorities are primarily 
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responsible for implementing and enforcing them. The scope of their respon-
sibilities encompasses a wide range of areas, including urban planning, waste 
management, air and water quality monitoring, biodiversity conservation, and 
climate change adaptation.

The European Charter of Local Self-Government (1985), adopted by the 
Council of Europe, emphasises the autonomy of local authorities in deci-
sion-making, including environmental decision-making. This corresponds to 
the Aarhus Convention (1998), which requires public participation in environ-
mental decision-making and guarantees access to environmental justice. Con-
sequently, local authorities are legally and ethically responsible for ensuring 
that communities are actively involved in the development of environmental 
policy and that their concerns are addressed in a transparent manner.

One of the core responsibilities of municipalities is to implement sus-
tainable urban and rural development policies that protect natural resources 
while meeting the needs of growing populations. This includes enforcing land 
use regulations, preventing industrial pollution and promoting green infra-
structure. Furthermore, the management of waste and the implementation 
of recycling programmes are also within the remit of municipalities, placing 
them directly accountable for ensuring proper disposal and the minimisation 
of environmental risks.

In the context of climate change, local and regional authorities are also at 
the forefront of climate adaptation and mitigation efforts. Numerous munici-
palities have adopted local climate action plans aimed at reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions, improving energy efficiency and implementing sustainable 
public transport systems. However, the success of these initiatives is highly 
dependent on the availability of financial and technical resources. In many 
countries, including Ukraine, decentralization reforms have granted munic-
ipalities greater autonomy; however, insufficient funding and administrative 
capacity continue to act as barriers to effective environmental governance.

A further key aspect of local self-government’s responsibility is to ensure 
environmental justice, particularly for vulnerable groups. Environmental risks 
such as air pollution, contaminated water and deforestation often dispropor-
tionately affect marginalised communities. To address these issues, local 
authorities have to implement stricter environmental protection regulations, 
regulate industrial activities and ensure that all citizens have access to clean 
air, water and green spaces.

Finally, local authorities are the link between national policy and imple-
mentation at the community level. The role of local authorities in protecting 
environmental rights is not only a legal obligation, but also a critical factor 
in promoting public health, economic sustainability and social well-being. It 
is essential to strengthen local environmental governance through capacity 
building, increased funding and greater citizen engagement to ensure that 
environmental rights are upheld and integrated into broader human rights 
protection.

The role of local authorities in environmental protection has been shaped 
by numerous legal precedents and court rulings, both nationally and interna-
tionally. There has been an increasing recognition by courts of the duty of 
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local authorities to protect environmental rights and to impose legal obliga-
tions on local authorities to ensure compliance with environmental legislation. 
These rulings serve to reinforce the principle that environmental protection is 
not only a policy goal, but also a legal obligation directly connected to funda-
mental human rights.

At the international level, the ECtHR has established an important juris-
prudence that links environmental degradation with human rights violations. 
In cases such as Lopez Ostra v. Spain (1994) and Fadeyeva v. Russia (2005), 
the ECtHR ruled that severe environmental pollution can violate Article 8 of 
the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), which protects the right 
to private and family life. These cases have underscored the responsibility of 
local authorities in preventing industrial pollution and ensuring a safe and 
healthy environment for residents. It has been established by judicial bodies 
that the failure to act against environmental harm, even when caused by pri-
vate entities, can result in state liability, including at the local level.

In the case of Tătar v. Romania (2009), the ECtHR further reinforced the 
obligation of public authorities, including local authorities, to take preven-
tive measures against environmental risks. The court emphasised that local 
authorities have a duty to ensure public participation in environmental deci-
sion-making and to inform citizens about potential risks related to pollution 
and dangerous activities. This aligns with the principles set out in the Aarhus 
Convention (1998), which establishes procedural environmental rights, includ-
ing access to justice in environmental matters.

At the national level, constitutional and administrative courts have also 
played a critical role in defining communal environmental obligations. In Ger-
many, for instance, the Federal Constitutional Court ruled in 2021 on climate 
protection, determining that inadequate environmental policies, including 
those at the local level, can constitute a violation of the fundamental rights of 
future generations. This ruling established a precedent for strengthened local 
climate policies and reinforced the idea that local authorities have to take 
proactive action to prevent environmental degradation.

In France, the Conseil d’État issued a landmark ruling in 2020 (Commune 
de Grande-Synthe case), holding the French government accountable for fail-
ing to take adequate climate action. The decision underlined the responsibil-
ity of local authorities to implement sustainable urban planning and reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions. The ruling also demonstrated that municipalities 
have standing in environmental litigation, allowing them to challenge higher 
authorities when national policies fail to address environmental concerns.

These precedents highlight a growing judicial recognition of the environ-
mental responsibilities of local authorities. Courts are increasingly viewing 
local authorities as key actors in the enforcement of environmental rights, 
with obligations that go beyond compliance to active prevention and removal 
of environmental damage. Failure to fulfil these obligations can result in legal 
consequences, including litigation, fines and orders to take appropriate reme-
dial action.

Developing case law underlines the need for local authorities to integrate 
legal accountability mechanisms into their environmental management strat-
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egies. Local authorities are required to ensure that their policies are consis-
tent with national and international environmental standards, promote public 
participation, and take proactive measures to protect environmental rights. 
Strengthening local legal frameworks and improving coordination between 
local, national and international bodies can improve the effectiveness of local 
environmental governance and protect communities from environmental deg-
radation.

Local Implementation of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
Local authorities play a crucial role in the implementation of the UN Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs), particularly those related to environmental 
protection and sustainability. While the SDGs are set at the global level, 
their success largely depends on local action, as local authorities are directly 
responsible for policies that affect urban development, resource management, 
climate resilience and public well-being. Of the 17 SDGs, several intersect 
directly with local government, including SDG 7 (affordable and clean ener-
gy), SDG 11 (sustainable cities and communities) and SDG 13 (climate 
action).

How local authorities contribute to the SDGs? Below are 3 main directions. 
1. Promote clean energy (SDG 7). Local authorities contribute to affordable 

and clean energy by promoting renewable energy projects, improving energy 
efficiency, and developing local policies that encourage sustainable practices. 
Many cities around the world have introduced programmes to incentivise the 
adoption of solar and wind energy, offering grants, tax breaks or subsidies to 
residents and businesses that switch to green energy solutions.

In Germany, for example, the city of Freiburg is recognised as a leader in 
municipal sustainability, with a policy that actively promotes the use of solar 
energy in public and private buildings. Similarly, Copenhagen, Denmark, has 
set ambitious targets to become carbon neutral by 2025, largely through 
investments in wind energy, district heating and sustainable public transport.

2. Building sustainable cities (SDG 11). Sustainable urban development 
is a core responsibility of local authorities, as they regulate land use, pub-
lic transport, waste management and infrastructure development. Achieving 
SDG 11 requires local authorities to implement green policies that enhance 
urban resilience and promote inclusive, safe and sustainable communities.

One of the key strategies is the development of green infrastructure, includ-
ing urban parks, pedestrian areas and green transport networks. For example, 
Paris, France, has implemented a ‘15-minute city’ concept, which aims to 
ensure that residents can access essential services (jobs, schools, healthcare 
and shops) within a 15-minute walk or bike ride from their homes. This initia-
tive significantly reduces carbon emissions by reducing dependency on cars.

Local authorities also contribute to sustainable cities by improving waste 
management. Cities such as Stockholm have adopted zero-waste policies, 
setting up extensive recycling programmes and waste-to-energy initiatives to 
minimise the use of waste in landfills.

In many regions, cities also need to adapt to climate change and disaster 
risks, ensuring that urban planning takes into account flood prevention, heat 
resilience and sustainable water management. Rotterdam, the Netherlands, 
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has implemented climate-adaptive infrastructure, including floating buildings, 
water plazas and green roofs, to counter rising sea levels and flood risks.

3. Strengthen climate action (SDG 13). Cities are at the leading frontier 
of climate action, implementing local climate policies in line with national 
and international commitments. Many cities have developed climate action 
plans that set targets for carbon neutrality, renewable energy deployment and 
emissions reductions.

Oslo, Norway, for example, has introduced a climate budget that treats 
carbon emissions as a financial resource to be ‘spent’ responsibly. This inno-
vative approach ensures that all local authority decisions are aligned with 
climate targets and that sustainability is considered in every sector, from 
construction to public transport.

In addition, local authorities play an important role in education and aware-
ness raising. Many cities have launched public campaigns to encourage cit-
izens to adopt green behaviours, such as using public transport, reducing 
plastic consumption and supporting sustainable businesses.

Conclusions. Local authorities are key actors in translating the global 
SDG agenda into concrete action at the community level. Through policy 
innovation, institutional mechanisms and public participation, local authorities 
play a critical role in promoting clean energy, developing sustainable cities 
and leading climate action.

By aligning local decision-making with environmental priorities, local 
authorities can build resilience, protect ecosystems and improve the qual-
ity of life for future generations. Strengthening cooperation between local 
authorities, citizens and international organisations is essential to achieving a 
sustainable and climate-friendly future.
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Summary
Mishyna N. V. Municipal environmental governance and human rights: local 

authorities as key actors in sustainable development. – Article.
Environmental governance at the local level has become a critical issue in the context of 

global sustainability challenges, in particular climate change, pollution and biodiversity loss. 
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While international frameworks such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the 
European Green Deal emphasise sustainability at all levels of governance, there is a growing 
need to examine how local governments contribute to environmental justice and sustainable 
development. Despite their crucial role, local governments often face regulatory, financial and 
administrative barriers that limit their ability to implement effective environmental policies.

Local authorities play a crucial role in the implementation of the UN Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs), particularly those related to environmental protection and sustainability. 
While the SDGs are set at the global level, their success largely depends on local action, as 
local authorities are directly responsible for policies that affect urban development, resource 
management, climate resilience and public well-being. Of the 17 SDGs, several intersect direct-
ly with local government, including SDG 7 (affordable and clean energy), SDG 11 (sustainable 
cities and communities) and SDG 13 (climate action).

The author concludes that local authorities are key actors in translating the global SDG 
agenda into concrete action at the community level. Through policy innovation, institutional 
mechanisms and public participation, local authorities play a critical role in promoting clean 
energy, developing sustainable cities and leading climate action. By aligning local decision-mak-
ing with environmental priorities, local authorities can build resilience, protect ecosystems and 
improve the quality of life for future generations. Strengthening cooperation between local 
authorities, citizens and international organisations is essential to achieving a sustainable and 
climate-friendly future.

Key words: local self-government, local and regional authorities, human rights, grassroots 
approach, municipalization of human rights, SDG, ecological rights, ecological policy at the 
local level.

Анотація
Мішина Н. В. Місцеве екологічне управління та права людини: органи місцевого 

самоврядування як ключові суб’єкти сталого розвитку. – Còàòòÿ.
Еêîëîã³÷íå óïðàâë³ííÿ íà ì³ñöåâîìó ð³âí³ ñòàëî êðèòè÷íî âàæëèâèì ïèòàííÿì ó êîí-

òåêñò³ ãëîáàëüíèõ ïðîáëåì ñòàëîãî ðîçâèòêó, çîêðåìà çì³íè êë³ìàòó, çàáðóäíåííÿ òà âòðà-
òè á³îð³çíîìàí³òòÿ. Ó òîé ÷àñ ÿê ì³æíàðîäí³ äîêóìåíòè, òàê³ ÿê Ц³ë³ ñòàëîãî ðîçâèòêó 
(ЦСР) òà Єâðîïåéñüêèé çåëåíèé êóðñ, íàãîëîøóþòü íà ñòàëîìó ðîçâèòêó íà âñ³õ ð³âíÿõ 
óïðàâë³ííÿ, çðîñòàє ïîòðåáà ó äîñë³äæåíí³ òîãî, ÿê îðãàíè ì³ñöåâîãî ñàìîâðÿäóâàííÿ ñïðè-
ÿþòü åêîëîã³÷í³é ñïðàâåäëèâîñò³ òà ñòàëîìó ðîçâèòêó. Íåçâàæàþ÷è íà ñâîþ âàæëèâó ðîëü, 
îðãàíè ì³ñöåâîãî ñàìîâðÿäóâàííÿ ÷àñòî ñòèêàþòüñÿ ç ðåãóëÿòîðíèìè, ô³íàíñîâèìè òà àä-
ì³í³ñòðàòèâíèìè áàð’єðàìè, ÿê³ îáìåæóþòü ¿õíþ çäàòí³ñòü âïðîâàäæóâàòè åôåêòèâíó åêî-
ëîã³÷íó ïîë³òèêó.

Îðãàíè ì³ñöåâîãî ñàìîâðÿäóâàííÿ â³ä³ãðàþòü âèð³øàëüíó ðîëü ó âïðîâàäæåíí³ Ц³ëåé 
ñòàëîãî ðîçâèòêó ÎÎÍ (ЦСР), îñîáëèâî òèõ, ùî ñòîñóþòüñÿ çàõèñòó äîâê³ëëÿ òà ñòàëîãî 
ðîçâèòêó. Хî÷à ЦСР âèçíà÷åí³ íà ãëîáàëüíîìó ð³âí³, ¿õí³é óñï³õ çíà÷íîþ ì³ðîþ çàëåæèòü 
â³ä ä³é íà ì³ñöåâîìó ð³âí³, îñê³ëüêè îðãàíè ì³ñöåâîãî ñàìîâðÿäóâàííÿ íåñóòü áåçïîñåðåäíþ 
â³äïîâ³äàëüí³ñòü çà ïîë³òèêó, ÿêà âïëèâàє íà ðîçâèòîê íàñåëåíèõ ïóíêòыâ, óïðàâë³ííÿ ðå-
ñóðñàìè, ñò³éê³ñòü äî çì³íè êë³ìàòó òà äîáðîáóò íàñåëåííÿ. Ç 17 ЦСР ê³ëüêà áåçïîñåðåäíüî 
ñòîñóþòüñÿ ì³ñöåâîãî ñàìîâðÿäóâàííÿ, çîêðåìà ЦСР 7 (äîñòóïíà òà ÷èñòà åíåðã³ÿ), ЦСР 11 
(ñòàëèé ðîçâèòîê ì³ñò ³ ãðîìàä) òà ЦСР 13 (êë³ìàòè÷í³ ä³¿).

Àâòîð äîõîäèòü âèñíîâêó, ùî îðãàíè ì³ñöåâîãî ñàìîâðÿäóâàííÿ є êëþ÷îâèìè ñóá’єê-
òàìè ó ïåðåòâîðåíí³ ãëîáàëüíîãî ïîðÿäêó äåííîãî ЦСР ó êîíêðåòí³ ä³¿ íà ð³âí³ ãðîìàä. 
Çàâäÿêè ïîë³òè÷íèì ³ííîâàö³ÿì, ³íñòèòóö³éíèì ìåõàí³çìàì òà ó÷àñò³ ãðîìàäñüêîñò³ îðãàíè 
ì³ñöåâîãî ñàìîâðÿäóâàííÿ â³ä³ãðàþòü âèð³øàëüíó ðîëü ó ïîïóëÿðèçàö³¿ ÷èñòî¿ åíåðã³¿, ðîç-
áóäîâ³ ñòàëèõ ì³ñò òà ðåàë³çàö³¿ êë³ìàòè÷íèõ ä³é. Óçãîäæóþ÷è ïðîöåñ ïðèéíÿòòÿ ð³øåíü íà 
ì³ñöåâîìó ð³âí³ ç åêîëîã³÷íèìè ïð³îðèòåòàìè, îðãàíè ì³ñöåâîãî ñàìîâðÿäóâàííÿ ìîæóòü 
ï³äâèùèòè ñò³éê³ñòü, çàõèñòèòè åêîñèñòåìè òà ïîêðàùèòè ÿê³ñòü æèòòÿ äëÿ ìàéáóòí³õ ïî-
êîë³íü. Пîñèëåííÿ ñï³âïðàö³ ì³æ îðãàíàìè ì³ñöåâîãî ñàìîâðÿäóâàííÿ, ãðîìàäÿíàìè òà ì³æ-
íàðîäíèìè îðãàí³çàö³ÿìè ìàє âàæëèâå çíà÷åííÿ äëÿ äîñÿãíåííÿ ñòàëîãî òà ñïðèÿòëèâîãî 
äëÿ êë³ìàòó ìàéáóòíüîãî.
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ö³ÿ ïðàâ ëþäèíè, ЦСР, åêîëîã³÷í³ ïðàâà, åêîëîã³÷íà ïîë³òèêà íà ì³ñöåâîìó ð³âí³.


