
“The concepts of respect, honor and love 
seem simple enough, so why is it so hard 

to live in harmony with Nature?

Well, for starters, it’s illegal.”

Mark Ruffalo, actor
producer/narrator, Invisible Hand

 



“In contrast to viewing the planet as 
private property – experiencing it as a 

global marketplace,  movements are 
defending, on a local and global level, 

the planet as a commons.”

Vandana Shiva
Earth Democracy

 



“Imagine if legal systems were designed to 
ensure that people contributed to the 

health of ecological systems instead of 
authorizing their degradation … 



… Imagine a system that empowers 
defenders of nature to take action against 
those that seek to destroy and manipulate 
communities or the environment for their 

own commercial interests … 



… Imagine a system that acknowledges 
that ecosystems have the right to exist, 
persist, maintain and regenerate their 

vital cycles and have legal standing
 in a court of law.”

Cormac Cullinan, South African lawyer 
who drafted the Universal Declaration 

of the Rights of Mother Earth 



•A movement to recognize and honor 
that Nature has rights, and humans have 
responsibilities.

•A legal revolution underway across the 
globe.

•The next great rights-based movement.  

RIGHTS OF NATURE

REVOLUTION



RIGHTS OF NATURE

These rights are inherent and intrinsic (innate, 
not given) to all living things and natural 
entities, e.g., oceans, lakes, rivers, mountains, 
forests, ecosystems, and include

• The right to exist, flourish, and 
naturally evolve.

• The right to maintain identity and 
integrity as a distinct, self-regulating 
and interrelated being.

• The right to be protected from 
pollution and human-caused climate 
change impacts



CHALLENGES TO 
RIGHTS OF NATURE

“It sounds weird, right? This idea that nature 
has rights… Crazy. As if nature were a 

person!  Instead, it sounds perfectly normal 
that large U.S. companies enjoy human 

rights.  In 1886, the Supreme Court of the 
United States, a model of universal justice, 

extended human rights to private 
corporations.  The law recognized them as 

possessing the same rights as people… 
as if companies breathe.”

Eduardo Galeano, 
Urugayan writer



 RIGHTS OF NATURE-WHY

• Respond to the failure of our 
current environmental law system

• Transform the culture

• Instill a commitment to live in harmony 
with Nature

• Listen to Nature's voice in governance

• Establish a process for communities to 
act as guardians of Nature rather than 
masters 



RIGHTS OF NATURE-HOW

Align with Indigenous worldviews held for 
millennia

Build on/evolve from Western law:    

• Human rights  - abolition of slavery, 
children’s, women’s, civil rights, 
equal marriage, trans rights

• Animal rights - farm factories, species 
protection



RIGHTS OF NATURE-HOW

Changes from: 

• object to subject;

• property to rights-bearing being having legal 
personhood;

• human-centered (anthropocentric/ 
ego-centric) to Earth-centered 
(eco-centric); 

• stewardship to kinship;

• natural capital/commodity to life source.



CHALLENGES TO 
RIGHTS OF NATURE

From David Boyd - 3 entrenched ideas:

• Anthropocentrism  - humans separate 
from and superior to the rest of the 
natural world

• Everything in nature is inanimate and 
constitutes our property

• Limitless economic growth is paramount 
objective of modern society



CHALLENGES TO 
RIGHTS OF NATURE

“It must be stated that a true ‘right of the 
environment’ does exist.”  

Pope Francis,
2015 address to the United Nations

Even the US Constitution is fundamentally flawed by 
reserving all rights for humans and recognizing none 

for nature … at least 3 rights: the right to be, the 
right to habitat, and the right to fulfill its role in the 
ever-renewing processes of the Earth community.

Fr. Thomas Berry 
Cultural historian and geologian



The Rights Paradox

“There will be resistance to giving the thing 
‘rights’ until it can be seen and valued for 

itself; yet it is hard to see it and value it for 
itself until we can bring ourselves 

to give it ‘rights’ – which is almost inevitably 
going to sound inconceivable 

to a large group of people.”

Christopher Stone 
Should Trees Have Standing, 1972



RIGHTS OF NATURE 
MOVEMENT

1969 Sierra Club challenges Disney’s bid for ski 
resort in Mineral King Valley, CA

1972 Should Trees Have Standing, Christopher 
Stone 

1972: Sierra Club v Morton

2006 - Tamaqua Borough enacts Rights of 
Nature

2008 - Rights of Nature in Ecuador’s 
constitution



RIGHTS OF NATURE
MOVEMENT

2010 - Cochabamba, Bolivia - World People’s 
Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of 
Mother Earth

Universal Declaration on the Rights of Mother Earth

Preamble We, the peoples and nations of Earth…

Article 1. Mother Earth

Article 2. Inherent Rights of Mother Earth

Article 3. Obligations of human beings to Earth



RIGHTS OF NATURE 
MOVEMENT

some international achievements:

2014 New Zealand: Te Urewera personhood

2016 Columbia Rio Atrato granted rights

2017 New Zealand Mount Taranaki and 
Whanganui River personhood

2017 India - Himalayan lakes, forest, waterfalls, 
Gangotri and Yamunotri glaciers, Ganga and 
Yamuna rivers

2019 United States - Lake Eerie personhood



Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature map

https://therightsofnature.org/map-of-rights-of-nature/
https://therightsofnature.org/map-of-rights-of-nature/


RIGHTS OF NATURE 
MOVEMENT

… additional initiatives in the U.S.

2010, Pittsburgh, PA, Rights of Nature & 
fracking ban - unanimous vote 

2013, Santa Monica, CA, Sustainability 
Rights Ordinance 

2014, Mendocino, CA Community Bill of 
Rights law to ban fracking



“How can you buy or sell the sky, 
the warmth of the land? 

This idea is strange to us. 
 If we do not own the freshness of the air and the 

sparkle of the water, 
how can you buy them?

This we know: the earth does not belong to man, 
man belongs to the earth.  

This we know: All things are connected like the blood 
which unites our families.  
All things are connected.” 

                     
Chief Seattle, 

Suquamish Tribe  
1848



RIGHTS OF NATURE 
MOVEMENT

2018, Ho-Chunk Nation (WI, IL, IA, MN, MO) 
- RoN constitutional amendment, the first 
tribal nation in the U.S. to do so 

2018, Ponca Nation (Oklahoma) - customary 
law recognizing RoN  

2018, Crestone, CO - approved a resolution 
recognizing RoN

2020, Orange County, FL - largest U.S. 
municipality to adopt a ‘rights of nature’ law 



“Manoomin (“wild rice”) 
now has legal rights. 

At the close of 2018, the White Earth band of Ojibwe 
passed a law formally recognizing the Rights of 

Manoomin. According to a resolution, these rights 
were recognized because ‘it has become necessary to 

provide a legal basis to protect wild rice and 
freshwater resources as part of our primary treaty 

foods for future generations.’”

                          
Winona LaDuke, 

E.D., Honor The Earth 



“A land ethic changes the role of Homo 
sapiens from conqueror of the land 

community to plain member and citizen of 
it.  It implies respect for his 

fellow-members, and also respect for the 
community as such.” 

                     
Aldo Leopold,  

Sand County Almanac 1949



“Ko au te awa, 

ko te awa ko au.

I am the river 

and the river is me.”

Maori expression



RIGHTS OF RIVERS

“New Zealand’s Whanganui River is the 
first river on earth to gain the same legal 

protections as an individual. The river’s 
Maori people, who have been fighting for 

the designation for 150 years, 
saw it that way all along.”

Gary Wockner 
Executive Director, Save the Poudre



RIGHTS OF RIVERS

• 2018  Rio Atrato - Columbian Supreme Court 
recognizes as subject of rights and beneficiary of 
protection

• 2019 Bangladesh declared rivers to be legal persons

• 2019-20 Nez Perce Tribe  passed resolution  
recognizing the rights of the Snake River and Yoruk 
Tribe for the Klamath River



Universal Declaration of the Rights 
of Rivers

RIGHTS OF RIVERS

https://www.rightsofrivers.org/
https://www.rightsofrivers.org/


https://www.facebook.com/SaveThePoudre

“The laws we have are not rising to the 
threats we face. Legal structures that 

treat rivers and nature as an object for 
human exploitation are enabling today’s 

crises. A Rights of Nature approach offers 
transformative change at a time where it 

could not be needed more.”

Monti Aguirre, 
Latin America Coordinator, 

International Rivers



Jan 2021 – Save the Colorado launched 
RoN program, working with local 
communities and Colorado River basin 
rivers. 

RoN-River campaigns currently underway 
include:

Boulder, Vail, Lyons, Denver, 
Durango,Grand Junction, Steamboat 
Springs, and Bluff and Moab, Utah

 

RIGHTS OF RIVERS



tions. 

 



RIGHTS OF NATURE 
and 
the Poudre River



The Ki-Ya-Ksa Sioux called the 
river Minni Luzahan  for "swift current.”

1820, the river was called Pateros Creek
but after  1836 Cache la Poudre –
 “where the powder was hidden” stuck. 

Now, the Poudre River
is essential to the lives of the 
more than a half-million people 
in the northern Colorado Front Range.

 

RIGHTS OF NATURE 
and the Poudre River



RIGHTS OF NATURE 
and the Poudre River

Goal:  A legally defensible and enforceable City 
resolution recognizing the inherent rights of the 
Poudre River and its watershed to exist and thrive 
within the Fort Collins city limits.  

A resolution will guide City decision making on 
anything concerning the river and its watershed.  



Why a City Resolution is needed:

• Empowers our community to co-exist with the river

• Creates  a decision-making process that considers the 
health of our ecosystem

• Recognizes that humans are part of this ecosystem and 
our health depends on its health. 

RIGHTS OF NATURE 
and the Poudre River



CHALLENGES TO 
RIGHTS OF NATURE

• Resistance from industries fearing  negative 
impacts on their business models; 

• Resistance from within a legal system strongly 
favoring property rights

• Resistance to  shifting to an Earth-centered one 
and altering our lifestyles and consumption 
patterns accordingly 



RIGHTS OF NATURE 
and the Poudre River

Three case studies:

- Orange County, Florida

- Santa Monica, California

- Quebec, Canada



Orange County, Florida

On Election Day 2020, a breathtaking 89% 
of Orange County voters approved the 
Right to Clean Water Charter 
Amendment, granting rights to 
Econlockhatchee and Wekiva Rivers. 

Now the largest jurisdiction in the nation 
to pass this kind of legislation.



Orange County, Florida

The Right to Clean Water Charter 
Amendment declares that “all Citizens of 
Orange County have a right to clean 
water” and that the county’s waterways 
have a “right to exist, flow, to be 
protected against pollution, and to 
maintain a healthy ecosystem.”



The Santa Monica Sustainable City Plan 
Committed to Sustainable Rights for its Residents, 
Natural Communities and Ecosystems

• The Sustainability Bill of Rights  establishes 
the rights of natural communities and 
ecosystems to exist and flourish in Santa 
Monica and asserts the rights of residents 
to enforce those rights on behalf of the 
environment.



• Obstacle: Convincing legislators who actively 
support current frameworks of environmental 
protection that a new conceptual and legal 
approach is necessary 

• Solution: Taking small progressive steps, such as 
starting with a resolution and then moving to an 
ordinance,  and building on those steps. 

• Take Away: Small changes can lead to great 
changes. Set practical measurable goals and 
educate the public. 



Magpie River/Muteshekau-shipu 

Quebec, Canada 

Two parallel Resolutions - Tribal Council and 
the County Municipality recognized 
personhood, including 9 rights of the river

“The people closest to the river will be 
those watching over it from now on,” 

Jean-Charles Piétacho, chief of the Innu Council of 
Ekuanitshit. 



The Poudre River and its tributaries possess, at 
minimum the following fundamental and 
inalienable rights:

1.  The right to maintain natural flow sufficient 
in quantity to maintain ecosystem health; 

2.  The right to support essential functions 
within its ecosystems, including by horizontal 
and longitudinal connectivity, recharging 
groundwater, moving and depositing sediment, 
providing adequate habitat for native flora and 
fauna;

 

RIGHTS OF NATURE 
and the Poudre River



RIGHTS OF NATURE 
and the Poudre River

3.  The right to feed and be fed by 
precipitation, glaciers, and aquifers;

4.  The right to maintain native 
biodiversity;

5.  The right to exist free of pollution; and

6.  The right to be preserved and restored 
in a state of ecosystem health.



RIGHTS OF NATURE and the Poudre River:

OUR STRATEGY

• Develop a network of interested community members 

• Host community discussions and public education efforts

• Seek  community input on a draft resolution

• Circulate a  petition supporting Rights of Nature for the 
Poudre

• Work with City Council to pass a resolution



1. Sign up to stay in touch

http://www.savethepoudre.org/rights-of-nature/

2. Like us on Facebook - https://www.facebook.com/SaveThePoudre

3. April 22-24: Tune into Sustainable Living Earth Day

4. Film Nights:
 a) on Zoom: Rights of Nature - A Global Documentary and
 b) at Lyric: The Invisible Hand with Mark Ruffalo

5. June Poudre River Fest 

JOIN the MOVEMENT

http://www.savethepoudre.org/rights-of-nature/


•Reconciles our human relationship to 
land and water

•Decolonizes our perspective on and 
treatment of living beings and systems 

•Creates a pathway to honor Indigenous 
relations with the environment

RIGHTS OF NATURE



RIGHTS OF NATURE

A radical new conception of our 
relationship to the rest of nature would 

not only be a step toward solving the 
material planetary problems: there are 

strong reasons for such a changed 
consciousness from the point of making 

us far better human beings.

Christopher Stone
Should Trees have Standing?: 

Law, Morality and the Environment 2010


