A Shield for the Living World

Since | am the last speaker of the day, | hope you will allow

me to be a bit expansive.

So | want to start not in a courtroom, but in a classroom.
That is where this journey began for many of us, at World
Youth for Climate Justice, long before it bore a formal title
like "advisory opinion." Back then, a simple, urgent
question, asked aloud by a small group of law students,
crossed vast oceans: connecting that Pacific classroom
with youth around the whole globe. For 6 years it traveled
not just by legal briefs, but by relationship and shared

values, and admiration and curiosity for one another.

Our Pacific campaign friends often speak of the Vaka, their
traditional ocean-faring canoe, as the global symbol for this
Advisory Opinion. A Vaka doesn't cross the ocean because
of a lone navigator; but because an entire community
collectively aligns its strength against the pull of the open
sea. Growing up on the Galician coast, | have lived that
same communal spirit: modest, wooden fishing boats, built
the same way for centuries and with the welfare of the

whole community as the only destination.



This is the real inheritance of the youth in this movement.
We didn't invent this fight, but we have grown up inside its
consequences. We have watched what hierarchical,
extractive, competition-based societies produce: systems
that commodify survival, treating the Earth as an asset to
be managed from the top down, rather than a home to be

related to.

What this movement has been building, generation by
generation, is a different premise entirely: a shared,
planetary understanding of collaboration and reciprocity. We
are proving that we must be active participants in a
relationship with a living world, not its corporate

administrators, and certainly not its final consumers.

Since my colleagues have mapped the legal architecture of
this AO in depth, | will not relitigate it. But | want to focus
this conversation around two precepts: Paragraph 427,
which marks a State’s failure to protect the climate as an
internationally wrongful act, and Paragraph 393, which
binds fundamental human rights inextricably to the right to a

clean, healthy and sustainable environment.



This past May, the UN General Assembly endorsed the
Court's findings. affirming that climate action is no longer an

optional political choice, but a legal obligation.

Yet we are already seeing the friction of this shift. Look no
further than this past April at the Santa Marta Conference in
Colombia. The Santa Marta Process proved that a coalition
of the willing, namely fifty-seven nations, can kickstart a
groundbreaking, practical roadmap toward a fossil-free
world. But we must also recognize its structural limits: a
non-binding roadmap cannot easily enforce itself against a
global economy still hardwired for extractivism,

wealth-hoarding and infinite growth.

The hard truth is that establishing state obligations is
merely the floor of the house, and not its ceiling. States do
not act in a vacuum: they act through people. So the door
this AO opens is: What happens to the specific individuals
who knowingly still order, execute, and profit from

ecological collapse?

| believe this is the next necessary step: ensuring ecocide is
a punishable crime in every possible legal system, with
direct individual liability, so decision-makers can no longer

hide behind a corporate entity, a state uniform or subsidiary



loopholes while exploiting and harming our shared
biosphere. Right now, most executives can look at a
spreadsheet and calculate that even if caught, the financial
benefit outweighs the cost. Recognizing ecocide as a crime

changes that math entirely.

But accountability doesn't end with punishment. The ICJ
(pp. 445-454) also ruled that the breach of these obligations
entails the duty to provide full reparation. Yet, for that “right
to a healthy environment” to mean anything, this reparation
can-t just be a financial transaction, a line-item fine, or
especially, a tainted carbon offset credit. Full reparation
must mean a binding legal mandate to actively repair all
harm caused: by funding large-scale ecological restoration,
by investing heavily in rewilding our degraded ecosystems,
and by finally allowing the Earth the space to heal its vital

systems.

And yet, criminalizing ecocide and demanding rewilding and
nature restoration only scratches the surface of the crisis,
seeing the scale of climate collapse we are facing. Like the
AO itself, this only treats a symptom of an underlying,
systemic disease: the pathology of extractivism. A logic that

measures life-altering decisions in 4 year election cycles



and quarterly and yearly returns, completely blind to the

deep biological cycles our planet actually runs on.

This is where intergenerational equity stops being a
philosophical nicety and becomes a precise legal tool.
Whereas future generations cannot cast a ballot or file a
lawsuit, a system built only for those who can currently vote
or sue will always minimise the destruction inflicted on the
“voiceless”. It systematically underprices the future to

subsidize the present.

But this is not a new legal frontier. Just an hour ago, this
room was reflecting on the 1996 Advisory Opinion on
Nuclear Weapons, and we must see the exact same thread
here. That extractivist mindset underwrites imperialism,
militarism, and the horrors of warfare. Thirty years ago, the
|ICJ established that future harm to the unborn falls squarely
within international law. That principle belongs here too: not
just to shield us from nuclear winter, but now also from

climate collapse.

And this is not only history. We are unfortunately living
through a new wave of violent conflict resolution, with entire
budgets hastily rearranged towards the defense industry

(whereas the military remains arguably the most destructive



and polluting enterprise for life on Earth) somehow
exempted from the very climate accounting we demand of

everyone else.

What is fueling this? The same rupture wearing a new
mask: the extractivist mindset feeding on fear. We live in a
manufactured culture of insecurity because fear is politically
profitable. That fear is sold back to us then as justification
for more weapons, more borders, more extraction,
consumption, division. It thrives because we are,
paradoxically, the most hyperconnected generation in
human history, yet the most profoundly isolated. We are
wired to everyone, but in relationship with few. Least of all
with the living world. A society that severs its bonds with
nature will inevitably do the same to its neighbors. Fear fills

the space where relationship used to be.

And here, in the heart of Europe, | feel | have to name
another historic rupture. European nations did not reject
nature out of nowhere. Before Europe exported that death
project through the horrors of imperial colonization, it

practiced the blueprint on itself.

The Roman Empire first severed communal land

stewardship in favor of absolute private property and



unlimited extraction. And what Rome began in law, forced
Christianization and the Inquisition finished in ontology and
in culture. This was the deliberate suppression of Europe's
own traditions of communal land management, of seasonal,
cyclical, and animistic ways of living. It replaced them with a
worldview that placed God above man, and man above
nature, rather than within it. It was an epistemicide: not just
the conquest of land, but the systematic dismantling of the
memory that humans could inherently belong to a place,

rather than own it or use it.

And vyet, the death project never fully succeeded: not
elsewhere, and not even here. In my Galicia, the Montes
Vecinais en Man Comun (ancestral woodlands owned by
the community as a whole) remain inalienable under civil
law today, covering nearly a third of Galicia's forest. For
decades, these communal forests were being encroached
by eucalyptus monoculture: an invasive, fire-prone species,
planted not because it belonged there, but just because it

paid on a short cycle.

In those same communities, faced now with ravaging
wildfires and acute biodiversity loss, we are now tearing it
out, rewilding and expanding native woodland, moving

toward regenerative agriculture, and simultaneously



reviving Galician ancestral traditions, culture and language.
This proves that this relationship is not gone, only buried. It
survived two thousand years underground, in the margins

the empire didn't bother to, or couldn't, reach.

Today, | believe this exact same communal defiance must
break ground in our legal systems: transitioning from a
reactive defense of human survival to proactively

supporting a global movement for the Rights of Nature.

The law must recognize that ecosystems are not property
or resources: they are rights-bearing entities with an
absolute right to exist, persist, and regenerate. This is the
modern legal translation of the ancient reality carried by
Indigenous communities for millennia. Look across the
globe to the Maori and the Whanganui River. After over 150
years, it is no longer an asset to be exploited, but an
ancestor to be protected, with inherent rights. We see this
same legal evolution taking root from the Atrato River in
Colombia to the Mar Menor in Murcia, the first ecosystem

right here in Europe to become a rights-bearing legal entity.

Without that standing, every human right we discuss today
stays borrowed. A human right to a healthy environment is

then only as strong as humankind’s willingness and ability



to litigate on nature's behalf (and history shows the
saddening fragility of such a system). We do not need to
invent a new category of law; we simply need the courage
to apply a rights-based system beyond the human and the

corporate, onto the living world as a whole.

Our deepest problem is not that we have managed nature
poorly; but that we ever positioned ourselves as its owners.
The law will only hold if it is carried forward by a profound
shift in collective consciousness: from an arrogant and
failed anthropocentrism, toward a restorative and relational
ecocentrism. From subduing nature, to remembering that

we are just nature manifest.

We humans, are not a disease on this planet. Rather, we
are its conscious edge. We have been gifted with the
unique awareness and capacity to weave back together the
web of life we disrupted: showing that we are not just the
architects of The Earth’s losses, but can be the active

nodes of its flourishing recovery.

From those classrooms to the ICJ courtroom, room to room
today, I'm convinced that this is the storytelling we should

fight to keep alive.

Alexandre Chao Viso
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