
 
Workshop Summary: Assessing the Impacts of the Climate Change 

Advisory Opinions 

In 2024 and 2025, three international courts issued advisory opinions on climate change.1 An 
initial advisory opinion by the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS) that focused 
on climate-related obligations under the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea2 was followed by 
advisory opinions by the Inter-American Court of Human Rights (IACtHR) on climate-related 
human rights obligations,3 and by the International Court of Justice (ICJ) clarifying the 
obligations of states in addressing climate change and the legal consequences of breaching 
such obligations.4 While the scope and conclusions of each opinion vary, they collectively 
represent authoritative confirmation that states’ contribution to climate change, and (in)action 
taken in response to it, can lead to liability under multiple sources of international  law.  

The climate change advisory opinions evoked a significant response from global news outlets,5 
climate advocates hailing their importance,6 as well as sceptics lamenting their implications.7 In 
the months and years since they were issued, a rapidly growing body of scholarship and 
commentary has started to discuss aspects of each opinion and the proceedings leading up to 
them. However, there has been comparatively less attention on specific impacts that have 
followed, or are likely to follow, these opinions. Potential impacts are multifaceted, complex, 
and often interrelated. Most directly, the advisory opinions may influence domestic or 
international legal proceedings, such as climate litigation. They can also influence political 
processes, for example UN negotiations or national climate policy development. More broadly, 
they may influence public sentiment or market behaviour in a way that affects efforts to address 
climate change.  

Confronting the complexity and uncertainty of the climate change advisory opinions’ impacts is 
a challenge that requires interdisciplinary and multi-jurisdictional expertise. On 25 March 2026, 
the University of Cambridge hosted an expert workshop to discuss what impacts have already 
flowed from the climate change advisory opinions and how the research community can build a 
broader and deeper understanding of present and future impacts. The workshop brought 
together participants with deep and varied expertise in climate law and politics to share their 

 
1 This workshop summary was drafted by Nick Scott, based on inputs from Tejas Rao, Hermine Van 
Coppenolle, and Renatus Otto Franz Derler.  
2 ITLOS (2024). Request for an Advisory Opinion Submitted by the Commission of Small Island States on 
Climate Change and International Law (Advisory Opinion) (Case No 31, 21 May 2024) 
3 IACtHR (2025). Advisory opinion: Climate Emergency and Human Rights. (Advisory Opinion OC-32/25).  
4 ICJ (2025). Obligations of States in Respect of Climate Change (Advisory Opinion).  
5 See e.g., Esme Stallard and Georgina Rannard (2025), ‘Top UN Court Says Countries Can Sue Each 
Other over Climate Change’. BBC News https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/ce379k4v3pwo.  
6 See e.g., Greenpeace International (2025), ‘World’s Highest Court Delivers Historic Protections for 
Climate-Impacted Communities’ https://www.greenpeace.org/international/press-
release/77262/international-court-justice-historic-advisory-opinion-climate-impacts/.  
7 See e.g., Tom Grant, Yuan Yi Zhu and Richard Ekins (2026), ‘Litigating Climate Change: Why the ICJ’s 
Climate Change Advisory Opinion Matters and How the UK Should Respond’.  
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thoughts on the legal and political effects of the opinions, challenges and opportunities in 
studying these impacts, and paths forward for research and practice.  

The workshop was supported by the Lauterpacht Centre for International Law, and organised in 
collaboration with the Cambridge Centre for Environment, Energy and Natural Resource 
Governance (C-EENRG), Hughes Hall’s Centre for Climate Engagement (CCE), the LSE 
Grantham Institute on Climate Change and the Environment, and the European Association of 
Climate Law (EACL). The summary below outlines key points and themes emerging from the 
discussion.  

Defining impact 

One key theme running through the workshop was that the notion of ‘impact’ is 
multidimensional and not always easily defined. Some scholars make a distinction between 
‘impact’, to describe long-term implications, and ‘effect’, to describe more direct and 
immediate implications. This workshop focused on ‘impact’ as a broad concept, taking account 
of various timescales, levels of directness or diffusion, and intertwined concepts such as 
influence and uptake. However, participants agreed that more granular assessments should be 
clear about what they mean by ‘impact’, and should likewise be specific when defining climate-
related outcomes, which might describe a broad range of activities related to climate change 
mitigation and adaptation. 

Previous advisory opinions issued by international courts indicate the possibility that short-term 
impacts, or expectations of impact, may not always align with impacts that are realised in the 
long term. The impact of the climate change advisory opinions will undoubtedly depend on 
wider legal political and realities that are likely to shift over the coming years and decades. 
Participants also suggested that indirect or diffuse impacts may indeed be the most important – 
if, for example, the advisory opinions play a small role in changes to the wider global order,  this 
may be more impactful than their influence on specific legal claims or political decisions.  

Legal theories indicate various approaches to defining this broad concept of impact. A positivist 
approach would consider whether the opinions, in practice, cause a change in the context or 
standing of the law. Legal realists may consider whether the advisory opinions have changed 
the behaviour of states or other actors in practice, whereas constructivists may assess whether 
there has been a change in the ‘acceptable’ legal position. Critical theory, by contrast, could 
guide an examination of whether the advisory opinions have changed social, political, and 
economic power dynamics. Each approach can add valuable perspective to understanding the 
impact of the climate change advisory opinions. 

Legal impacts of the climate change advisory opinions  

While advisory opinions are not binding legal instruments arising out of specific disputes, they 
can be powerful authorities with influence on domestic and international courts. This workshop 
considered a range of different legal contexts in which these legal impacts can arise. The 
advisory opinions have already been cited by the European Court of Human Rights,8 and any 
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future climate-related cases in international courts are likely to reveal the opinions’ most direct 
legal impacts. However, the scope of potential legal impacts flowing from the advisory opinions 
extends far beyond international courts.  

The opinions may guide domestic courts as they hear climate-related claims, though 
participants noted that in jurisdictions such as New Zealand there have been relatively few 
references to international law in leading climate cases.9 Impacts may be more visible in monist 
jurisdictions, where international law has direct application in domestic courts, but they have 
received relatively little focus in this context when compared to dualist jurisdictions. Although 
the advisory opinions concern states’ obligations, they may still have important commercial 
implications. Participants pointed to the potential for states to use international legal 
obligations as justification for more stringent climate policies that may be scrutinised in 
investment arbitration.10 

Participants at the workshop discussed the importance of the proceedings leading up to each 
advisory opinion, in particular written submissions made by states.11 In one sense, these 
proceedings are themselves an example of impact – they gave state actors a platform to argue 
their position on climate change and international law. This has created a valuable resource for 
scholars, advocates, and governments seeking to understand how different jurisdictions view 
the role of climate change in international law. These submissions may then be used in litigation 
or arbitration to scrutinise the consistency of government positions on these issues.  

Participants emphasised the potential role of the climate change advisory opinions in a wider 
international legal context. Amidst challenges to the international legal order, each opinion 
affirmed that international law has a clear role and broad scope to address climate change. In 
the short term, this may cause political tensions with states that take an opposing view of 
international law. However, the opinions could help strengthen the international legal order in 
the long term, as the advisory opinions are likely to have a life that continues long after the 
current geopolitical moment. In this context, participants agreed that it is important to 
distinguish between the three courts and the extent to which each are facing challenges to their 
credibility.  

On balance, the ICJ’s advisory opinion may have legal effects that manifest in a wide range of 
contexts. This not only includes influencing the decisions of national and international courts, 
but also influencing wider debates on the challenges facing international law. Some impacts are 
already apparent, but others are speculative. Building a deeper understanding of these legal 
impacts requires rigorous research into their effects, as opposed to simply using deductive 
reasoning.  

 
9 See e.g., Smith v Fonterra Co-Operative Group Limited [2024] NZSC 5 and Climate Clinic Aotearoa v 
Minister of Energy [2025] NZSC 197.  
10 Oliver Hailes, ‘Fossil Fuel Abolition in International Law and Arbitration’ (2026) Journal of Environmental 
Law https://doi.org/10.1093/jel/eqaf039.  
11 Written submissions are accessible on the ICJ’s website: https://www.icj-cij.org/case/187/written-
proceedings.  
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Political impacts of the climate change advisory opinions  

Beyond their legal impacts, the climate change advisory opinions may influence myriad political 
structures and actors. These impacts are difficult to fully assess so soon after the opinions were 
issued, and participants noted that it can be difficult to disentangle political impacts from legal 
impacts. Previous advisory opinions that gave strength to existing treaties, such as the ICJ’s 
advisory opinion on nuclear weapons,12 indicate potential pathways to impact. While there is 
precedent for certain governments to only pay lip service to advisory opinions, or even outright 
ignore them, these instruments can give communities and civil society a powerful discursive 
tool for advocacy efforts. They may also, however, give discursive power to positions opposed to 
the conclusion of an advisory opinion – potentially entrenching political conflict rather than 
reducing it. In the context of the climate change advisory opinions, these discursive effects have 
already supported efforts to negotiate a treaty to phase out fossil fuels.  

The broader context in which the climate change advisory opinions were issued, an increasingly 
fragmented global order, may dictate their ultimate political impacts. Geopolitical concerns are 
increasingly shaping international law and global efforts to address climate change. The 
advisory opinions could work to thwart or slow these trends but may also contribute to the 
perceived weakening of the global order. The direction of this broader effect will likely depend 
on national responses to the opinions, and how this is perceived by researchers, the public, and 
other states. 

International fora beyond the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, including 
international financial institutions and sectoral international organisations such as the 
International Maritime Organization, are also likely to influence the opinions’ political impacts. 
While certain organisations have been markedly quiet about the advisory opinions, there may 
nonetheless be knock-on political effects on other negotiations, for example efforts towards a 
global plastics treaty currently hampered by gridlock.13 There may be scope for cost-benefit 
analysis of political impacts. For example, research could unpack the relative importance of the 
opinion as a factor in the United States’ withdrawal from the Paris Agreement, and consider how 
the withdrawal may have changed emissions trajectories.  

Specific political impacts of the climate change advisory opinion will inevitably be influenced by 
social and political contexts within different jurisdictions. Political science literature suggests, 
for example, that far-right governments are more likely to take an obstructionist stance against 
international institutions.14 The impacts of the advisory opinions therefore vary across 
geographies and timescales based on political circumstances. Even between states with similar 
political leanings, governments may respond to advisory opinions in various ways. For example, 
a ‘bottom-up’ approach could involve convening citizens’ assemblies, whereas traditional policy 

 
12 ICJ (1996). Legality of the Threat or Use of Nuclear Weapons (Advisory Opinion).  
13 Jack Taggart, Rob Ralston and Joachim Peter Tilsted, ‘The Battle for Plastic Hegemony: the 
Petrochemical Historical Bloc and the UN Global Plastics Treaty’ (2024), Review of International Political 
Economy. https://doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2026.2642934.  
14 Alexandros Tokhi and Lisbeth Zimmerman, ‘The Far Right and International Organizations: How the Far 
Right in Government Affects Foreign Aid Funding’ (2025), The Review of International Organizations. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11558-025-09601-7.  
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measures set by central government in response to the opinions would represent a ‘top-down’ 
approach. There is scope for further research to understand the relationship between each 
approach and impacts on political, social, and environmental realities.  

Outside of governments, the advisory opinions may impact many other stakeholders who 
influence and navigate policy. This includes civil society and activist groups, particularly in 
Pacific Island States and the Global South more broadly. The ICJ Advisory Opinion originated 
from the effort of law students at the University of the South Pacific in Vanuatu, and its impact 
may heavily depend on the extent to which similar groups can leverage the opinion to drive 
further climate-related activism, and to which the opinions contribute to a diffusion of norms15 
that attract public attention and funding to their cause. Like climate litigation more broadly, the 
advisory opinions could also be used as tools in broader climate change education.16 
Participants noted that some scholars have argued that legal systems can have limited ability to 
impart broad societal change,17 emphasising the centrality of the individuals and social 
movements that underly the advisory opinions. 

The advisory opinions’ political impact may also have important implications for businesses 
and investors. While many companies have obstructed climate action, policy measures 
affirming the advisory opinion’s outcomes, for example the ICJ’s emphasis that states may have 
obligations to regulate private actors’ impact on climate change, may help prevent further 
obstruction. Further, the legal foundations outlined in the advisory opinions may empower 
businesses that do want to address climate change by creating an enabling environment for 
positive corporate climate action.  

Methodological approaches to assessing the impact of the advisory opinions  

Throughout the discussion, participants noted difficulties in defining and classifying impact in 
the context of the climate change advisory opinions. Reliably measuring impact is perhaps an 
even more difficult task.18 As explored above, the impacts are undoubtedly complex – this is 
already the case for domestic climate litigation, but complexity is greater in an international 
context due to the vast number of geographies and the highly layered systems of governance 
through which the opinions flow. Further, advisory opinions from international courts have a 
less certain legal effect than domestic climate litigation – they do not bind the outcome of a 
specific dispute, the way in which they are translated to domestic law differs between 
jurisdictions, and they may be more easily ignored in certain contexts. Each opinion is built on 
decades of legislative development and climate-related caselaw, which can make it challenging 

 
15 Martha Finnemore and Kathyrn Sikkink (1998), ‘International Norm Dynamics and Political Change’, 
International Organization.  
16 Travis T. Fuchs, Nicholas Young and Isabella Lenihan-Ikin (2026), ‘Climate Change Litigation as a Tool 
for Climate Change Education’, Oxford Review of Education. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2025.2597256.  
17 Jennifer Gordon (2007), ‘The Lawyer is Not the Protagonist: Community Campaigns, Law, and Social 
Change’, California Law Review.  
18 Nicholas Young (2025), ‘Climate Change Litigation and Impact Evaluation’, Carbon & Climate Law 
Review. https://doi.org/10.21552/cclr/2025/2/4.  
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to discern specific impacts of advisory opinions from the broader effect of these legal 
developments.  

Many of the impacts discussed at this workshop are inherently non-linear – the advisory 
opinions may be intervening variables in broader causal chains. Care must therefore be taken 
when identifying suitable dependent variables in any impact assessment, which may be more 
proximate impacts than the emissions reductions that the opinions ultimately aim to drive. 
Researchers could utilise concepts such as ‘sensitive intervention points’19 to address tensions 
between the need for specificity when measuring variables and the importance of taking a 
broad view of ‘impact’ when assessing the effect of the climate change advisory opinions.  

Participants identified a range of methods to better illuminate the impacts of the climate 
change advisory opinions. Desk research into legislative and regulatory developments is likely 
to be the first stage in many assessments of the opinions’ legal impacts. Traditional citation 
analysis can track explicit mentions of the opinion but more sophisticated methods, for 
example using cryptotypes, may be highly useful in identifying implicit citations of the opinion 
by courts and other bodies. Outside of legal documents, systematic analysis of media sources 
may provide valuable data on the opinions’ discursive impacts. Surveying the broader public or 
selected civil society organisations may also be a way of capturing the opinions’ impact over 
time. The diverse range of impacts discussed earlier in the workshop suggest that a modular 
approach to assessment may be suitable in this context, but this requires careful consideration 
of how to categorise and layer impacts, and assessing the full range of impacts and their 
interdependencies may demand significant resources. Large language models may allow 
researchers to undertake these tasks more quickly and efficiently. 

Any assessment of the climate change advisory opinions’ impacts will be underpinned by 
philosophical and pragmatic assumptions. Researchers who take a strictly positivist view of 
impact may undertake a different exercise than those who take a broader view of impact. In this 
sense, the purpose of any analysis is likely to dictate its methodology. This purpose may be 
influenced by a range of factors, including the views of individual researchers and, importantly, 
the motivations of funders. This can expose methodologies for assessing impact to political and 
economic forces, as evidenced by the politicisation of discussions around indicators used in 
international climate policy.  

Regardless of the exact methodology, any exercise that makes a causal statement is making an 
inference about how the world would look without a specific intervention. Some participants 
suggested that there is scope for more rigorous development of these counterfactuals through 
methods such as process tracing. Drawing on developments in climate scenario planning, and 
contributing expertise to create more granular scenarios, could help advance more 
sophisticated and useful counterfactuals. The Delphi Method, wherein an anonymised group of 
experts are surveyed on a range of different scenarios, may be a useful tool for this purpose.   

 
19 Penny Mealy et al. (2023), ‘Sensitive Intervention Points: a Strategic Approach to Climate Action’, Oxford 
Review of Economy Policy https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/grad043.  
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Throughout the workshop, participants identified numerous risks that researchers should aim to 
mitigate when assessing the impact of the climate change advisory opinions. When framing 
their definition of ‘impact’, whether in selecting specific units of analysis or referencing broader 
goals such as the 1.5°C Paris Agreement goal, researchers may inadvertently narrow the scope 
of their analysis. It is therefore important to consider alternative ways of framing and measuring 
impact at the outset of any impact assessment. Impact assessments will also always be limited 
by their temporal dimensions, as legal or political changes could reverse or accelerate certain 
impacts beyond the lifespan of a single study, which can create difficulties when assessing the 
durability of observed impacts. Assessing changes in different metrics over time, rather than 
just considering static measures of impact, may help to identify trends that can better project 
future scenarios.  

Researchers must also consider whether methods are likely to exclude certain groups from the 
conversation, which would limit the applicability and rigour of a study. Ethnographic methods 
could help ensure that impacts are measured with input from a more diverse range of actors.  
Finally, researchers may feel pressure to publish research that identifies some impact, whether 
positive or negative, rather than research that finds no impact. Participants agreed that silent 
non-absorption of the opinions is an important potential result of impact assessments, and that 
researchers should avoid conscious or subconscious biases against publishing work that 
identifies this outcome.  

Ways forward 

At the end of a rich discussion, participants at this workshop considered how to shape a more 
ambitious and rigorous research agenda on the impact of the climate change advisory opinions. 
Most fundamentally, there was strong agreement about the importance of further discussion 
and collaboration. As discussed in foregoing parts of the workshop, this collaboration should be 
methodologically rigorous while taking an expansive view of impact. Interdisciplinarity emerged 
as a key theme in discussion on ways forward – this could include gathering perspectives from 
other academic fields such as psychology and economics, and also ensuring that research is 
translated into practical outcomes for a wide range of stakeholders in civil society, government, 
and the private sector.  

Bringing these communities of researchers together, whether as co-authors on articles or 
participants in further convenings, not only enhances the quality of research but also creates 
the potential for wider reach. While participants were concerned about the way shifts in the 
broader political environment have reduced access to funding for crucial climate-related 
research, academic engagement on this topic may help raise awareness of these 
groundbreaking legal opinions and create an evidence-based defence against erosion of the 
international order.  There is significant potential for further research to inform broader 
processes in organisations such as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s 
forthcoming Seventh Assessment Report, create a better understanding of the impact of these 
legal developments in the public and private sectors, give a voice to the communities who 
initiated advisory opinion proceedings, and break down barriers between international 
environmental law and other relevant fields. In this way, research into the effects of the climate 



 
change advisory opinions may itself help amplify impact by identifying ways to ensure that the 
climate-related obligations set out by international courts can navigate legal and political 
processes towards real-world action to address climate change.  


