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Abstract. The rights of Nature, a concept recognised by several courts, legislatures and international governance
institutions, is being promoted by some non-governmental organisations, scientists, attorneys, Indigenous peoples, local

communities, and others. In this article we propose a Universal Declaration of the Rights of Wetlands, consistent with the
1982 World Charter for Nature. Recognition of these rights supports the provision of ecosystem services essential to
human well-being and to other life on Earth. Further, such rights could reinforce efforts to reduce wetland loss and

deterioration, thereby slowing climate destabilisation and biodiversity declines. Becauseworld scientists havewarned that
biodiversity loss, ecosystem degradation and climate destabilisation, which intensify wetland loss, constitute global
emergencies, new approaches are required to ensure that wetlands are protected and their benefits to people sustained. The
proposed Universal Declaration of the Rights of Wetlands states that wetlands possess rights to: exist; their ecologically

determined location in the landscape; natural, connected and sustainable hydrological regimes; ecologically sustainable
climatic conditions; naturally occurring biodiversity; regeneration and restoration; integrity of structure, function and
evolutionary processes; fulfil natural ecological roles in the Earth’s processes; and be free from pollution and degradation.

Recognition of these rights is seen as an essential step in efforts to stop wetland loss and deterioration.
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Introduction

Current and historical approaches to the conservation and
management of the environment have proven inadequate to
maintain ecosystems at various scales (Union of Concerned
Scientists 1992; Koons 2012; Ripple et al. 2017; Intergovern-

mental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Services 2019). This is especially the case for wetlands, which
often have been treated by societies as ‘wastelands’ and have

been degraded or destroyed with little understanding of their

ecological importance or significance for human well-being

(Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005; Moomaw et al.

2018; Ramsar Convention on Wetlands 2018). The ongoing
destabilisation of the global climate and rapid loss of biodiver-
sity (Trisos et al. 2020) impress upon us the urgency for shifting

the human–Nature relationship to one of greater reciprocity and
respect for Nature.

To this end, we make a case for a new explicit global

declaration of the recognition of legal rights for wetlands,
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intending that such rights should be defended on behalf of these
sites and systems in a manner analogous to the rights held by

people. As wetland scientists, a climate scientist, and attorneys,
we call for a fundamental reappraisal of our collective global
efforts to curtail wetland destruction (Finlayson et al. 2019) and

propose a Universal Declaration of the Rights of Wetlands
(hereafter the Declaration), which centres on the rights of
wetlands to exist through time and function naturally as part

of the wider landscape, and thereby more effectively support a
safe climate and naturally occurring biodiversity. In this article
we provide the justification for the proposed universal Declara-
tion and conclude with the Declaration itself. It is intended that

this Declaration should be promoted worldwide for endorse-
ment in multiple forums, including upcoming scientific confer-
ences (e.g. Simpson et al. 2020) and future meetings of the

Ramsar Convention on Wetlands.
The topic of rights of Nature has received fresh interest in

recent decades. Efforts to recognise rights of Nature have

involved non-governmental organisations (NGOs), Indigenous
peoples, and local communities, and have occasionally been
supported by courts, local and national legislatures, and inter-
national organisations (La Follette and Maser 2020). The

temporal and spatial development of the rights of Nature is
shown in the annotated timeline and Fig. S1 (available as
Supplementary material to this article) to place this Declaration

in context and acknowledge the many precedents for such a
Declaration.The annotated timeline and Fig. S1 document some
of the events in the evolution of the expansion of the circle of

rights holders through history and references some of the many
cultures that have recognised the rights of Nature; a world map
illustrating the geographical and historical distribution of the

evolving rights community and personhood of Nature is shown
in Fig. S1.We encourage others to share further examples so that
an increasingly complete overview can continue to be built in
the future.

For the purposes of this article, ‘Nature’ refers to the physical
world, all the abiotic and biotic elements or members of the
physical world, including humans, and the relationships and

processes that sustain Nature (UN General Assembly 1982).
‘Rights’, however, are largely a legal construct, one that is
rooted in the ethical framework of a given society (Gwiazdon

2020). A legal right is a claim, ‘enforceable by state power, that
others act in a certain manner in relation to the right holder’
(Singer 1982). Legal scholar Wesley Hohfeld (1913) long ago
observed that legal rights are correlative with duty. A legal right

exists only if there is another party who has a corresponding
‘duty’ to act or refrain from acting. Thus, according to Hohfeld,
abstract rights are ‘nonsensical concepts’ (Jimenez 2016).

Under this view, the existence of rights of Nature implies a duty
on others (humans) to respect those rights.

The relationship between Nature and rights is complex.

Rights may be derived fromNature, and the term ‘natural rights’
typically suggests rights for humans that come from Nature or
God. Humans may also claim rights to or in Nature and its

bounty. Such anthropocentric rights may be based on an indi-
vidual person’s or society’s ‘right to the existence of individual
creatures and organisms, species, ecosystems, or nature’
(Huffman 1992). In contrast, biocentric rights contemplate the

rights of Nature, and these rights are based on an individual

creature, organism, species, ecosystem or Nature’s right to exist
(Huffman 1992). Rights of Nature are inherent, rather than

conferred or granted, yet corresponding duties on humans still
attach. It is the rights of Nature, specifically those of wetlands,
that are the focus in this article.

Gwiazdon (2020) discusses rights of Nature as a response to
harms done by humans against Nature. In this context, the rights
of Nature encompass restorative justice: they are a means of

restoring and healing our relationship with Nature and with life
on Earth, a means that integrates accountability for wrong-doing
or harm as part of the human–Nature relationship. This concept
of reciprocity and accountability in the human–Nature relation-

ship is consistent with the worldview of many (but not all)
Indigenous cultures.

Effective enforcement or defence of the rights of non-human

entities may require that the non-human entity have legal
personhood. Cadaru (2020) clarifies the difference between
rights of Nature on the one hand and status as a living being

and a legal person on the other, stating:

The concept of granting rights to Nature presupposes that
Nature – and parts of Nature, such as mountains, trees, coral
reefs and entire ecosystems – is a being and has personhood.
Entities are granted rights in human legal systems because

they are beings.

The recognition of various aspects of Nature and of Mother
Earth as living beings is integral to many Indigenous cultures,
and has a long history in Western culture (Yunkaporta 2019;

Warne 2020).

Character and importance of wetlands

‘Wetlands’ encompass a wide range of interconnected social,
hydrological, and ecological settings (Finlayson and Horwitz
2015). According to the defining global intergovernmental

treaty on wetlands (the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands),
wetlands include:

yareas of marsh, fen, peatland or water, whether natural or
artificial, permanent or temporary, with water that is static or

flowing, fresh, brackish or salt, including areas of marine
water the depth of which at low tide does not exceed six
metres.

Wetlands are essential to many forms of life, comprising a wide
range of ecosystems that support many species populations, as

well as providing ecological, hydrological, physiographical,
and cultural functions and services (Ramsar Convention on
Wetlands 2018). These functions include a critical role in

moderating climate, at all scales and time frames. Approxi-
mately 20–30% of the world’s soil carbon is stored in wetlands,
and this is a crucial factor towards maintaining long-term

climate stability (Nahlik and Fennessy 2016). Wetlands cool
surrounding areas, store flood waters, store and provide water
and buffer both coastal and inland storms, and hence are

essential to shorter-term and more localised aspects of climate
resilience (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005; Moomaw
et al. 2018; Ramsar Convention on Wetlands 2018).

Humans throughout history have depended on wetlands in

many ways (Finlayson and Horwitz 2015), including as sources
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of water, food, minerals, energy, flood storage, storm defence,
pollution attenuation, transportation routes, defensive barriers,

sanitation, recreation, and other material benefits (Millennium
Ecosystem Assessment 2005; Ramsar Convention on Wetlands
2018). The most recent estimate of the economic value of all

wetlands has been at least Int$47.4 trillion annually (Davidson
et al. 2019). Many non-material benefits provided by wetlands
have likewise been recognised by humans throughout history,

such as aesthetic inspiration, social attachment, cultural tradi-
tions, mental health, and spiritual significance (Millennium
Ecosystem Assessment 2005; de Groot et al. 2006; Ramsar
Convention on Wetlands 2018). The socioecological settings

provided by wetlands have been identified as essential elements
of human well-being, thereby maintaining healthy populations
(Finlayson and Horwitz 2015). This recognition may occur in a

variety of ways that may be communicated widely and may be
general or particular, with this variety of response reflecting an
important element of the world’s cultural diversity.

Alarming declines in the extent and condition of theworld’s
wetlands and ramifications for responding effectively to the
climate crisis

Human actions have both directly and indirectly negatively
affected wetlands, including by drainage, in-filling, conversion,
encroachment, fragmentation, pollution, overabstraction, dam-

ming of rivers, introduction of pathogens and invasive species,
climate disruption and thawing of permafrost wetlands, loss or
change in wetland habitats due to sea level rise, changes in

hydrological regimes, causing submersion or drying of wet-
lands, biodiversity disruption due to warming temperatures and
changing hydrological regimes and the overharvesting of flora

and fauna (Davidson and Finlayson 2018, 2019; Moomaw et al.

2018; Ramsar Convention on Wetlands 2018; Davidson et al.

2020; Fluet-Chouinard et al. 2020). Costanza et al. (2014)
reported that between 1997 and 2011, the loss of ecosystem

services value from wetlands was over Int$20 trillion. Succes-
sive published assessments (Davidson and Finlayson 2018,
2019; Moomaw et al. 2018; Ramsar Convention on Wetlands

2018; Darrah et al. 2019; Davidson et al. 2020; Fluet-Chouinard
et al. 2020; McInnes et al. 2020) at a variety of spatial and
temporal scales demonstrate large overall trends of loss and

degradation resulting from these impacts, worse for wetlands
than for any other type of ecosystem, with consequent reduc-
tions in associated human benefits.

Further, theworld scientists’ warning of a climate emergency

(Ripple et al. 2020) emphasises the moral obligation that
scientists bear for clearly warning ‘humanity of any catastrophic
threat’ and declares the planet to be in a climate emergency. The

warning’s authors state:

We must protect and restore Earth’s ecosystems. Phyto-
plankton, coral reefs, forests, savannas, grasslands, wetlands,
peatlands, soils, mangroves, and sea grasses contribute

greatly to sequestration of atmospheric CO2. Marine and
terrestrial plants, animals, and microorganisms play signifi-
cant roles in carbon and nutrient cycling and storage [Ripple
et al. 2020].

Given the significance of the role of wetlands in regulating the

global carbon cycle and in supporting climate resiliency, the

global decline in wetland extent and condition has a direct
bearing on our ability to respond effectively to the climate crisis.

Global framework, policy and action response

As of October 2020, some 171 governments, in ratifying the
Ramsar Convention onWetlands, have committed to promoting
the conservation of designated Ramsar Wetlands of Interna-
tional Importance (known as Ramsar sites) and maintaining the

ecological character, as per the ‘wise use’ guidance from the
Convention (Finlayson et al. 2011; Davidson 2018), of all
wetlands in their territory. The Ramsar Convention onWetlands

defines the wise use of wetlands as ‘the maintenance of their
ecological character, achieved through the implementation of
ecosystem approaches, within the context of sustainable

development’ (Finlayson et al. 2011). Thus, ‘wise use’ can be
seen as the conservation and sustainable use of wetlands and all
the services they provide, for the benefit of people and nature

(Finlayson et al. 2011).
The Parties to the Convention have adopted a range of other

specific undertakings, guidelines and action programs designed
to stem the progressive degradation, encroachment on, and loss

of wetlands throughout the world as a contribution towards
sustainable development in accordance with the Sustainable
Development Goals (McInnes 2018). International cooperation

frameworks on issues such as biodiversity, climate, heritage
protection, transboundary watercourses, hydrological manage-
ment, food security, and others reinforce this agenda. The

success of all such frameworks, and the Ramsar Convention
on Wetlands itself, depends on actions by a range of actors,
including national and local governments, business, the scien-

tific community, NGOs, local communities, and individual
citizens.

Efforts by governments and NGOs at different scales have

had positive results in some locations. However, as noted, the

overall trend in the extent and condition of wetlands continues

to be one of decline (Davidson and Finlayson 2018, 2019;

Darrah et al. 2019). The loss more generally of biodiversity,

including the imminent extinction of one million species and

declining quality of other ecosystems (Intergovernmental

Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem

Services 2019), demonstrates that the efforts, investments,

and existing environmental legal frameworks and policies are

not yet sufficient to achieve agreed objectives, such as the

Sustainable Development Goals (https://www.un.org/

sustainabledevelopment/, accessed 30 September 2020) and

the Aichi Biodiversity Targets (https://www.cbd.int/sp/

targets/, accessed 30 September 2020). Further, the world

scientists’ warnings to humanity in 1992 (Union of Concerned

Scientists 1992) and 2017 (Ripple et al. 2017) have been a

clarion call for a ‘great change in our stewardship of the Earth

and the life on it’ (Union of Concerned Scientists 1992) and for

urgently needed alternatives to ‘business as usual’. Finlayson

et al. (2019) responded to the world scientists’ second warning

by identifying specific actions to stem wetland loss and

degradation while responding to climate change, and further

noted the importance of considering the input and knowledge

of Indigenous peoples and local communities, who often have

a particularly close relationship with local wetlands and other
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ecosystems (Kimmerer 2013; Demos 2016; Hillebrecht and
Berros 2017; Studley 2019; Studley and Bleisch 2018; Kahui

and Cullinane 2019).

Embracing a plurality of voices and worldviews

International environmental governance has long had signifi-
cant built-in and problematic biases and imbalances in its
regional, cultural, ethnic, gender, and linguistic perspectives

(Meadows 1999; Koons 2012; Banks 2018; Pecharroman 2018;
Studley and Bleisch 2018). Efforts to address this are increasing,
including by recognising more diverse forms of governance

(Studley 2019), but much remains to be done. In particular,
drawing upon traditional and local knowledge, customary law,
sacred sites, philosophies, religions, and cosmologies that put

the human species in a more respectful relationship with non-
human Nature can result in effective, sustainable, and ethical
‘stewardship of the Earth and the life on it’ (Cullinan 2011;

Kimmerer 2013; Pope Francis 2015; Demos 2016; Hillebrecht
and Berros 2017; Studley and Bleisch 2018; Kahui and
Cullinane 2019; Te Awa Tupua (Whanganui River Claims

Settlement) Act 2017, see http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/

public/2017/0007/latest/whole.html, accessed 5 October 2020).
It is therefore imperative to continue expanding appropriate
support for responsibility, engagement, enfranchisement,

redress, and other environmentally related rights that incorpo-
rate Indigenous peoples, local communities, children, women,
minorities, and displaced persons.

With the above in mind, the following broad principles from
Ens et al. (2012) have been adapted to illustrate key elements for
supporting the management of natural and cultural resources of

wetlands by combining Indigenous and other knowledge:

� Recognise the validity of both Indigenous and other environ-

mental knowledge and philosophies
� Create more opportunities for improved cross-cultural under-

standing, respect and collaborations
� Involve Indigenous people and their knowledge and interests

at all stages of projects or research (including planning)
� Ensure that time and continuity of effort and resources are

available (to undertake participatory processes and for trust

building and innovation)
� Establish high-level political support through legal and policy

frameworks to maintain continuity of government and socie-

tal commitment to the Indigenous management of wetlands.

At an international intergovernmental level, the Ramsar

Convention has encouraged the integration of traditional and
local knowledge and customs into the management of wetlands
(Carbonell et al. 2001), but has not previously considered the

specific measures raised in the above mentioned principles.
Incorporating a greater emphasis on the rights of wetlands could
provide the impetus and means for combining Indigenous and
other knowledge to more effectively support themanagement of

the natural and cultural resources of wetlands.

Rights held by non-human entities

Many authors have described how humans are an integral part of
Nature, are not separate from it, and exist in relationship with

Nature asmembers of the Earth community.Many cultures have

acknowledged through time this interconnectedness with the
wider biosphere by conferring status as a living being or beings,

or personhood, or both on Nature or elements of Nature (Muir
1913; Leopold 1949; Nash 1989; Stone 2010; Cullinan 2011;
Kimmerer 2013; Demos 2016; Hillebrecht and Berros 2017;

Kahui and Cullinane 2019). In many cases, conferring
‘personhood’ and recognition of elements of Nature as living
beings results from animistic worldviews that include spiritual

governance and recognition of resident numina in enspirited
Sacred Natural Sites (SNS) or elements of Nature, which
then leads to more successful conservation of biodiversity
(Studley 2018; Studley and Bleisch 2018). It follows that,

in such a view of the world, the rights and entitlements that
attach to being a ‘person’ or living being will be capable of
attaching to non-human entities, including other living species

and natural systems such as mountains, forests and wetlands
(Demos 2016; Studley and Bleisch 2018; Wilson and Lee 2019;
Te Awa Tupua (Whanganui River Claims Settlement) Act 2017;

World People’s Conference on Climate Change and the Rights
of Mother Earth, see https://pwccc.wordpress.com/programa/,
accessed 5 October 2020). This perspective is integral to the
philosophy and values of many societies today, some of which

exemplify knowledgeable and sustainable ways of relating
to and being part of the natural environment (La Follette and
Maser 2020).

More recently, we note that the term ‘naturehood’, rather
than ‘personhood’, has been used at times to reference the
granting of rights to non-human elements of the Earth commu-

nity, although the term ‘naturehood’ has also referenced con-
nectingwith nature in one’s local environment (i.e. one’s natural
neighbourhood). The authors of this article are less concerned

with specific terminology than with the underlying concept of
recognising the rights of wetlands and other aspects of Nature to
exist through time while maintaining ecosystem integrity and
functioning naturally as part of a larger landscape in a sustain-

able climate with naturally occurring biodiversity.
Increasingly, intrinsic ‘rights of Nature’ have become inte-

grated into a wide range of laws and customs. Examples include

provisions in Bangladesh, Brazil, Bolivia, Bhutan, Colombia,
Ecuador, India, Mexico, New Zealand, Uganda and the US, as
well as in the work of the United Nations (see annotated timeline

and world map in Fig. S1; Demos 2016; Studley and Bleisch
2018; La Follette and Maser 2020). NGOs, such as the Earth
Law Center, the Community Environmental Legal Defence
Fund and the Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature, are

working to support and further develop these efforts. Compara-
tive analyses (O’Donnell and Talbot-Jones 2018; Pecharroman
2018) conclude from successful outcomes, such as New

Zealand’s Te Awa Tupua Act 2017 (Whanganui River Claims
Settlement Bill), that these approaches have increased applica-
bility. Indications are that the trend towards granting rights to

Nature will continue further, and successful examples can
provide models for future efforts.

Even instances where court decisions have not supported

rights of Nature can provide ‘lessons learned’, thereby contrib-
uting to the success of future initiatives. The Indian Supreme
Court’s current stay of the Uttarakhand High Court’s decision
granting legal and living personhood to the Ganges and Yamuna

rivers highlights the need to resolve ambiguity concerning
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accountability (O’Donnell 2018; Studley 2019). Elsewhere, the
United States District Court for the Northern District of Ohio

Western Division (2020) rejected a change to the City of
Toledo’s Charter to recognise the rights of Lake Erie as being
beyond the municipality’s authority. The Lake Erie Bill of

Rights had been added to the City Charter after it received
,60% of the vote in a special election (see https://www.
toledoblade.com/local/politics/2019/02/26/Lake-Erie-Bill-of-

Rights-gets-approval-from-Toledo-voters/stories/20190226159),
suggesting dissatisfaction with traditional environmental pro-
tection mechanisms, as well as popular support for the rights of
Nature concept.

Enlarging the paradigm: a Universal Declaration of the
Rights of Wetlands

It has taken many decades since the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights in 1948 to achieve acceptance of the rights of
humans as a universal principle. The evolution towards analo-
gous ‘universal’ formulations of rights for non-humans has

taken longer still. However, there is now a pressing need for
further development of the emerging paradigm by enlarging the
community of entities/beings with rights given the urgent eco-

logical and climate crises facing the world today (Meadows
1999; Koons 2012). This shift in thinking is deepening the
repertoire of responses to the critically urgent ecological and

climate crises as outlined in the world scientists’ warning to
humanity (Ripple et al. 2017; Finlayson et al. 2019).

In 1982, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the
World Charter for Nature. It declared (in part) that:

Mankind is a part of nature and life depends on the uninter-

rupted functioning of natural systems which ensure the
supply of energy and nutrientsy

Convinced that:

Every form of life is unique, warranting respect regardless of

its worth to man, and, to accord other organisms such
recognition, manmust be guided by amoral code of actiony

Nature shall be respected and its essential processes shall
not be impaired.

The Charter represents a remarkable global consensus to

move towards a more respectful relationship with Nature, and
the recognition of the inherent worth of all members of the
Earth community, as well as the imperative for humans not to

impair the essential processes of Nature (UN General
Assembly 1982).

Between 2009 and 2018, countries around theworld, through

the nine Resolutions on Harmony with Nature (United Nations
2018), have continued to develop this ethos, beginning with
proclaiming 22 April as International Mother Earth Day in 2009
and an acknowledgement that:

ythe Earth and its ecosystems are our common home,

andyit is necessary to promote Harmony with Nature in
order to achieve a just balance among the economic, social
and environmental needs of present and future generations

yDevising a new world will require a new relationship with
the Earth and with humankind’s own existence. Since 2009,

the aim of the General Assembly, in adopting its nine
resolutions on Harmony with Nature, has been to define this

newly found relationship based on a non-anthropocentric
relationship with Nature [United Nations 2018].

On Earth Day (22April) in 2010, theWorld People’s Conference

on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth issued the

Universal Declaration ofRights ofMother Earth inCochabamba,

Bolivia, a document that goes further and recognises the inter-

related and interdependent community of life and the inherent

rights and responsibilities of all beings, organic and inorganic,

including the recognition of Mother Earth as a living being:

‘Mother Earth is a unique, indivisible, self-regulating community

of inter-related beings that sustains, contains and reproduces all

beings’ (World People’s Conference on Climate Change and

the Rights of Mother Earth, see https://therightsofnature.org/

universal-declaration/, Article 1. Mother Earth, point 2).

Gwiazdon (2020) refers to the Declaration of the Rights of
Mother Earth as ‘the guiding document to the world’s largest
network that advances rights of Nature, the Global Alliance for

the Rights of Nature’, a document, ‘that outline[s] its under-
standing of Mother Earth, the inherent rights of Mother Earth,
the obligations of humans’, and notes that ‘The idea of Earth as a

living entity, and humanity as part of the whole, is a core
component of indigenous cultures and has been accepted widely
in Western society’.

This and other declarations of rights of Nature emerge from

millennia of human thought and culture (Nash 1989; Cullinan
2011; Demos 2016; Studley and Bleisch 2018), as documented
in the annotated timeline and world map included in the

Supplementary material.

To date, there has been no explicit and formal widespread

recognition of wetlands having intrinsic rights to exist and to

function, although some wetlands are included within some of

the existing acknowledgements of Nature’s rights, such as the

Universal Declaration of the Rights of Rivers (Earth Law

Center 2017). Because of the central role of wetlands in

supporting life on Earth (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment

2005; Ramsar Convention on Wetlands 2018) and for com-

batting the ongoing destabilisation of the earth’s climate

(Moomaw et al. 2018; Ripple et al. 2020), support for the

Universal Declaration of the Rights of Wetlands will provide a

timely basis for a step-change in effective and morally robust

re-visioning of the human relationship with wetlands and

Nature to include people as members of the Earth community,

bearing responsibilities and duties, as well as rights, rather than

being primarily resource extractors or managers of natural

resources who currently so often are identified as the sole

possessors of personhood and rights.
With this rationale in mind, we propose a Universal Declara-

tion of the Rights of Wetlands (Box 1) and ask the wetland

science community and others to embrace it, share it with the
wider world community, and undertake research and practice to
ensure these rights are understood, respected, and upheld.

We strongly urge all governments, from local to national, as

well as international organisations to support thisDeclaration and
provide mechanisms and funding for implementation and enact-
ment. We specifically encourage the Contracting Parties

(countries) to the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands to seek ways
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to embrace the Declaration and to incorporate the rights of
wetlands into their national procedures and operational processes.
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