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ABSTRACT

The rights of future generations as reflected in international instruments constitute the central subject of
examination in this study. The rights of future generations signify that natural resources and the environment,
which have been inherited by the present generation from previous generations, must be preserved and transmitted
to future generations. This concept is grounded in the principle of intergenerational justice and the safeguarding of
the rights of future generations, and it is regarded as one of the fundamental issues in international environmental
law. The human rights system has, to date, undergone three significant and vital generations of development. The
first generation encompasses civil and political rights; the second generation comprises economic, social, and
cultural rights; and the third generation concerns solidarity rights. In the context of the third generation—and even
beyond it—the issue of the rights of future generations has emerged. In order to preserve its survival and well-being,
humanity is compelled, in light of legal principles, regional and global customs, and international transnational
instruments, to take into account the observance of the rights of future generations. The hypothesis advanced and
substantiated in this research is that the rights of future generations in international instruments may attain an
independent status and, through international treaties, oblige states to comply with them in the sphere of
environmental advancement and protection. This study has been conducted using a descriptive-analytical method
and is based on library research sources.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
The concept of the rights of future generations has progressively evolved within international law as
an extension of human rights discourse and as a normative response to accelerating environmental
degradation. Rooted in the principle of intergenerational justice, this concept posits that each
generation acts simultaneously as beneficiary and trustee of the planet’s natural and cultural
resources, inheriting them from predecessors and holding them in trust for successors (Hosseini,
2002). The emergence of this idea within binding and non-binding international instruments reflects
a gradual recognition that environmental protection is inseparable from long-term human survival
and dignity. Advisory opinions and judicial pronouncements, including discussions surrounding the
legality of nuclear weapons, have acknowledged the devastating transgenerational impacts of
environmental harm, even when stopping short of explicitly codifying enforceable rights for future
persons (Abbasi-Sarmadi & Asadi-Khomami, 2015). In parallel, the doctrine of intertemporal law has
deepened this analysis by emphasizing that legal obligations must be interpreted in light of evolving
temporal contexts and the enduring consequences of state conduct (Kiss & Shelton, 2007).
Consequently, the rights of future generations have become intertwined with sustainable
development, climate governance, biodiversity conservation, and the broader architecture of
international environmental law.
Central to the operationalization of these rights is the principle of intergenerational equity, which
articulates three foundational duties: preservation of options, preservation of quality, and
preservation of access. The preservation of options requires safeguarding biodiversity and ecological
diversity so that future generations retain meaningful choices regarding resource use and
development trajectories. Environmental instruments and judicial practice have repeatedly
underscored that unsustainable exploitation narrows these options and undermines ecosystem
resilience (Birnie & Boyle, 2003). The preservation of quality obliges the present generation to
maintain environmental conditions—air, water, soil, and climate—at least at the level inherited,
thereby preventing irreversible degradation. This dimension is closely associated with preventive
and precautionary approaches in environmental governance. The preservation of access further
demands equitable distribution of environmental goods both within and across generations, linking
intergenerational equity to intra-generational justice (Pourhashemi et al., 2016). The theoretical
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foundations of these duties draw upon need-based theories, interest theories, and value-based
conceptions of human dignity, all of which emphasize the intrinsic and instrumental importance of
a healthy environment (Honkonen, 2016; Parvin & Tahoori, 2016). Together, these principles establish
a normative bridge between moral philosophy and positive international law.

The historical development of international environmental instruments demonstrates the gradual
institutionalization of these concepts. Prior to the ecological awakening of the late twentieth century,
conventions such as the 1933 London Convention and the 1954 London Convention on marine
pollution addressed discrete environmental concerns without articulating a comprehensive
intergenerational framework (Farshchi et al., 2009). The 1972 Stockholm Conference marked a
watershed moment by explicitly linking environmental protection to human dignity and
responsibility toward future generations (Birnie & Boyle, 2003). Its twenty-six principles laid the
groundwork for recognizing environmental stewardship as a collective international obligation.
Subsequent initiatives, including the establishment of the United Nations Environment Programme
and related institutional frameworks, reinforced this trajectory (French, 2000). The World Charter
for Nature further emphasized humanity’s embeddedness within ecological systems and the
necessity of maintaining biological integrity for present and future life (Mashhadi & Keshavarz, 2012).
These developments culminated in the 1987 report of the World Commission on Environment and
Development, which famously defined sustainable development as meeting present needs without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own (Kiss & Shelton, 2007). By
embedding temporal responsibility within development discourse, the report solidified
intergenerational justice as a guiding paradigm of international environmental policy.

The Rio Conference of 1992 and its associated instruments significantly expanded this normative
framework. The Rio Declaration reaffirmed the right to development while explicitly requiring that
it be exercised in a manner that equitably addresses the needs of both present and future generations
(Ramezani Ghavamabadi, 2010). Agenda 21 operationalized sustainable development across social,
economic, and environmental dimensions, translating abstract principles into programmatic
commitments (Honkonen, 2016). Simultaneously, the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change codified the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities, acknowledging
historical contributions to environmental harm and the disproportionate burdens borne by
vulnerable populations (Farshchi et al., 2009). The Convention on Biological Diversity further
articulated equitable benefit-sharing and sustainable use as mechanisms for protecting genetic
resources for posterity (Bullard, 2000). These instruments collectively reflect an understanding that
climate stability, biodiversity preservation, and equitable resource management are not merely
policy preferences but legal and ethical imperatives grounded in intergenerational responsibility.
Subsequent global initiatives reinforced and refined these commitments. The Johannesburg
Declaration and related sustainable development processes emphasized poverty eradication,
participatory governance, and ecological integrity as interconnected objectives (Parvin & Tahoori,
2016). Preparatory meetings for Rio+20 highlighted the need for green economy frameworks and
strengthened environmental governance structures (Habibi, 2003). The outcome document “The
Future We Want” reiterated that safeguarding the rights of future generations is integral to global
sustainability strategies (Singh, 2005). Within this evolving landscape, environmental justice
emerged as a complementary discourse, stressing fair distribution of environmental benefits and
burdens and linking intergenerational equity to broader social justice concerns (Abdollahi, 2010;
Maknoon, 2006). In practical terms, violations of intergenerational rights manifest in the production
of hazardous waste, degradation of soil and forests, unsustainable energy consumption, and climate-
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altering emissions, all of which impose long-term harms extending beyond present populations
(Birnie & Boyle, 2003). Addressing these challenges requires integrated legal, institutional, and
economic mechanisms capable of internalizing environmental costs and ensuring accountability.

In conclusion, the protection of the rights of future generations has evolved from a moral aspiration
into a structured component of international environmental governance. Through declarations,
conventions, judicial reasoning, and institutional innovation, the international community has
progressively articulated duties aimed at preserving ecological integrity, equitable access, and
sustainable development across temporal boundaries. Although enforcement mechanisms remain
uneven and the legal status of future generations as rights-holders continues to generate theoretical
debate, the cumulative effect of international instruments demonstrates a clear normative shift:
environmental stewardship is no longer confined to present interests but is understood as a binding
responsibility owed to humanity’s future. The consolidation of this principle within treaty regimes,
policy frameworks, and global cooperation initiatives reflects an emerging consensus that
intergenerational justice constitutes an indispensable foundation for the continued survival and
flourishing of the human community.
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