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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Earth is facing multiple interdependent social and ecological crises including 
climate change, biodiversity loss and habitat loss, necessitating an urgent rethink of the ways in 
which humankind conserve and manage natural environments. In such a context, the proposal 
of recognising the rights of nature (RoN) offers a possible paradigm change in our approach to 
and relationship with nature. RoN is increasingly being recognized in laws, legal decisions, and 
declarations worldwide. The reasons for this are complex and place-specific, but relate to 
issues of social equity and representational justice, the (in)effectiveness and/or 
(non)enforcement of environmental regulation, and the pressing concerns for global socio-
ecological challenges. RoN is seen by many as the paradigm shift needed to embed ecology 
and the environment into nature-based policy and management solutions to address 
biodiversity loss, climate change, and sustainable development.   

Our scoping study highlights that despite its promising role to offer a revolutionary 
approach to our relationship with nature, academic research and funding have yet to engage 
meaningfully with this emerging field of research. Existing research projects are grappling with 
RoN from specific disciplinary perspectives and the truly transformative nature of this new 
approach to our environment must still be explored. Although rights of nature have been 
introduced in various countries across the world, research linking humanities, social sciences 
and environmental sciences is still lacking. As our report highlights, the potentially 
transformative impact of RoN on social and ecological systems warrants such interdisciplinary 
research. To fully understand how human beings and societies relate to the non-human 
environment, how to comprehend and act upon the obligations we have towards nature and to 
each other, and how to navigate and creatively re-think our social, legal, and political 
approaches to non-human nature, we need methodologies and approaches that transcend 
humanities, social sciences and environmental sciences as well as ones that can better link 
theories with practice.  

To fill this gap, our scoping study offers first ideas and methodologies to undertake 
interdisciplinary research, notably between humanities, social sciences, and environmental 
sciences. The study suggests that recognising RoN could enhance local communities’ 
participatory role by recognising their ‘guardianship’ role towards nature, which could contribute 
to a better socio-cultural and ecological model of social-environmental governance, and as 
such could offer a solid platform to bring a real transformative approach to address some of the 
most urgent social-environmental challenges of our planet. To address these challenges, our 
report suggests common areas of focus for interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research, 
whilst also examining possible avenues to support the funding of this research. We also 
highlight the need for more research in a European context as research on RoN and how it 
could be developed in Europe is lagging behind compared to research in other parts of the 
globe.  Due to the urgency of the social-ecological challenges at the heart of this research (e.g., 
biodiversity, climate change, sustainable development), the study highlights the required 
funding interventions that span a range of types, scales, and timelines to support the strong 
and growing pipeline of transdisciplinary research needed to understand, evaluate, and put into 
practice the potential truly revolutionary nature of RoN.    
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PART 1: DEFINITION OF RESEARCH AREA  

1.1. THE RIGHTS OF NATURE: A NEW EMERGING FIELD?  

The idea of recognising the rights of nature (RoN) has emerged in philosophical and 

legal theories of ‘Earth Jurisprudence’, adopting a new non-anthropocentric relationship with 

nature (Berry, 1999; Burdon, 2011). This represents a significant paradigm shift from nature 

seen as an object of protection for the goods of humankind, to a subject of rights on its own. 

RoN are often hailed as being a legal revolution that could significantly help to protect the 

environment (Boyd, 2017) or at least a significant paradigm shift which would lead to reforming 

legal, governance and economic systems of management of natural resources. This sense of 

urgency that we need a different approach in our legal system is particularly gaining traction in 

the context of human-made climate change and the idea that the 'Anthropocene' requires a 

different body of environmental laws, which does not centre human beings as the main actor in, 

or beneficiary of, environmental legislation (see e.g. Vermeylen 2017).  

Until recently, the idea of granting rights to nature was mainly theoretical, but with 

Ecuador inscribing rights of Nature in its constitution in 2008, followed by new legislation in 

Bolivia in 2010, several other jurisdictions have developed some form of recognition of rights to 

nature. This includes the ground-breaking recognition of the rights of the River Wanganui in 

New Zealand (2017), the Atrato River in Colombia (2017) and all river systems in Bangladesh 

(2019). Since then, there are more than 150 legal provisions recognising RoN across the globe 

(see Figure 1 & Annex 1). Decisions concerning RoN are emerging from constitutions, national 

laws, rulings, local and administrative decrees. This takes different forms, with proclamation in 

Constitutions (e.g. Ecuador); models that recognise the rights or interests of particular 

ecosystems or resources as legal persons (e.g. New Zealand, Bangladesh), subjects of rights 

(e.g. Colombia), or legal minors (e.g. India); and models that recognise natural resources or 

ecosystems as living entities without any express conferral of rights or personhood (e.g. 

Australia).  
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Figure 1: Geographical scope of countries where some types of rights of nature declarations have been 

pushed forward (green and orange) and cases that have been mentioned in research (orange) (Status: 

December 2021) 

The origins of the idea of RoN can be traced back to Christopher Stone’s law review 

article Should Trees have Standing in 1972. Stone examined in that article the legal 

implications if trees would be considered as rights-bearing instead of right-less entities. Stone 

himself drew from ideas articulated within the ecology and philosophy of thinkers such as Aldo 

Leopold, who put forward the idea that we have moral responsibility to nonhuman nature, or 

‘Land ethics’ in his A Sand County Almanac (1949). Some of the questions explored by Stone – 

such as whether a tree should have standing to defend its rights to existence and life in a court 

- are still at the heart of the RoN scholarship. For example, Roderick Nash published The 

Rights of Nature (1989), showing how throughout history, the right-less have struggled to get 

their rights recognised, and extended this thinking to nature.  In this pragmatic and positivist 

legal form, RoN are used to make the point that nature which does not have rights should be 

attributed specific rights in order to promote ethical, environmental and sustainable governance 

goals.  

RoN also draws upon Indigenous peoples’ worldviews and their rich tradition of 

interconnecting the human with the natural or nonhuman world. RoN is thus also a pragmatic 

attempt to build bridges between western legal systems and Indigenous worldviews in order to 

show that extending legal personhood to nature is a common way of being and approach 

amongst Indigenous communities. Although not necessarily framed as rights (which is a 

western concept), in many Indigenous cultures ecological knowledge and cultural practises are 

deep rooted in spiritual and cultural practises recognising and celebrating the inherent value of 

nature (Arabena, 2015). From this perspective, the idea of recognising the fundamental 

nonhuman rights of nature are not new, and can be connected to ancestral and ongoing 

cultural practises of many Indigenous communities. As such the RoN movement could be 

connected with Indigenous peoples’ struggles and rights (Gilbert, 2022).  



AHRC ‘Where Next?’  – The Future of the Rights of Nature 

 pg. 9 

 

Although RoN is distinctive in its pragmatism, it is nevertheless related to and part of 

Earth Jurisprudence (EJ). EJ is a new legal theory that incorporates elements that have been 

prominent in environmental philosophy for many decades. As a critical theory it tries to 

decentre an anthropocentric understanding of law and suggests that an interpretation of law 

should be based on the ecocentric concept of Earth community and shares therefore some 

basics with Critical Legal Studies in critiquing the law for legitimising particular social relations 

and illegitimate hierarchies. In terms of application, most of the work has concentrated on 

advocating the legal recognition of nature’s rights and is therefore related to RoN. But while 

RoN profiles itself more as a pragmatic and strategic extension of the idea of nature having 

fundamental rights, EJ focuses more on the intrinsic and universal values of nature, and is 

therefore perceived as being more idealistic than pragmatic in its attempt to protect nature from 

exploitation. Thomas Berry (see e.g. The Great Work: Our Way Into the Future) has been the 

main inspiration for EJ and his theory shares some similarities with the religious heritage of 

Thomas Aquinas and builds on earlier Natural Law theories. While in the Natural Law tradition 

a discoverable set of theocentric or anthropocentric principles are directing human laws, in EJ, 

these normative principles are ecocentric. As such, EJ considers the concept Earth community 

to be integral to our idea of law and legal concepts.  

Not all proponents of EJ consider it as a theory. Cormac Cullinan (2002), for example, 

argues that EJ should also be a living practice and a way of life, seeking to expand the concept 

of law from its narrow frame of positivism and to base our legal system on different ways of 

knowing, being, and governing humans and the Earth. This concept shares some core ideas 

with RoN as Cullinan also advocates for the recognition of natural communities and 

ecosystems as legal persons with legal rights. This, he argues, changes our relationship with 

nature from being one that is characterised by exploitation to one that is centred around a 

democratic participation in a community that consists of all life. In terms of academic research, 

RoN is a fast-emerging field of research, attracting a lot of interest both within and outside 

academia. While the main core of the research has been in law (see section 2.2.1), it is an 

emerging research area in other disciplines, mostly in the social sciences, such as human 

geography (Rawson and Mansfield 2018), area studies specialising in Latin America (Colón 

Ríos 2015), development studies (Laastad 2020) and political ecology (Kaufman and Martin 

2021), the latter often represented by scholarship on environmental justice (Apostolopoulou 

and Cortez-Vasquez 2019). The studies in the social sciences are more anchored in specific 

case studies, but most of the social science studies have not engaged with the core legal and 

conceptual questions and the potential paradigm shifts that sit at the core of the RoN 

scholarship and indeed view RoN as a socio-environmental movement.    

1.2. WHAT ARTS AND HUMANITIES RESEARCH SPECIFICALLY COULD OFFER?  

As we are particularly interested to draw the attention to the interdisciplinary 

opportunities that RoN research offers, we have opted to focus our study on RoN, which we 

also found to be more of a neutral term than EJ with its strong connections with Natural Law. 

Also our scoping study aims at offering reflection on the need to undertake interdisciplinary 

research, notably between humanities, social sciences and environmental sciences. To fully 

understand how human beings relate to the nonhuman environment, to comprehend and act 

upon the obligations we have towards that environment and to each other, and to navigate and 
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creatively re-think our social, legal, and political approaches to nonhuman nature, we need the 

collective methodologies and approaches of the humanities subjects, as well as strong 

connections to environmental sciences. To do so we are locating our research, and placing 

future research on RoN in the wider field of environmental humanities.  

The Environmental Humanities (EH) is a new and still evolving interdisciplinary field of 

study, which provides a good terrain to support future research on RoN. As a discipline, it 

draws from existing concepts and methodologies in environmental philosophy, eco-criticism, 

environmental history, eco-feminism, Indigenous science, environmental jurisprudence, and 

environmental anthropology. EH not only brings together these disciplinary approaches into a 

coherent discipline, but also aims to bridge traditional divides between the natural sciences and 

the humanities subjects. Natural sciences present us with descriptions of the nonhuman 

environment, and the humanities subjects offer tools to evaluate, analyse, and interpret these 

descriptions in light of the wider cultural and political background. Without the former, 

environmental action is blind. Without the latter, environmental knowledge is impotent. As well 

as being of necessarily interdisciplinary, EH is also decolonial, aiming to integrate Indigenous 

knowledge with western and eastern perspectives on the nonhuman environment and our 

place within it. 

RoN represents a key example of how EH has something vital to contribute to 

environmental debates. Though legal rights of nature have been introduced in various countries 

across the world, a full analysis of these rights from an interdisciplinary perspective is required 

for these rights to be properly understood, interpreted, and acted upon. A full analysis of RoN 

requires (at least): a scientific understanding of the nature of the ecosystems in question, as 

well as of the constituent flora and fauna; an understanding of the natural entity from the 

perspective of Indigenous cosmologies and epistemologies, an ethical analysis of the rights 

and duties in question; a philosophical grasp of the relevant concepts; a comprehension of the 

socio-economic background to the debate; and a socio-legal analysis of how those rights are 

correctly represented and defended within a particular legal system. As well as the humanities 

offering a critical analysis of RoN and its application, the arts can offer the kinds of creative 

reimaginings of our relationship with nature required to motivate the uptake of RoN and 

environmental action more widely. Further, EH is a young discipline, and is still evolving its own 

distinctive methodologies, concepts, and approaches. RoN represents a concrete opportunity 

to develop the interdisciplinary and trans-disciplinary potential of EH. Through a focus on RoN, 

EH can develop as an established platform for future interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary 

research into other vital environmental topics, such as climate change, biodiversity loss, and 

non-anthropocentric approaches towards environmental thought and action.    

PART 2: APPROACH, METHODOLOGY & GAP ANALYSIS  

Our scoping study offers an interdisciplinary perspective using analyses from law, philosophy, 

anthropology, economics, and environmental sciences. To conduct our scoping study, we 

adopted a three-tier approach to support a proper engaged interdisciplinary analysis, this 

created an iterative learning process allowing us to develop some key common themes across 

the disciplines as follows:  
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 Phase 1: Multidisciplinary scoping and gap analysis: in this first phase coordinated input 

from multiple knowledge domains was collected to investigate RoN with the purpose to 

understand RoN from multiple disciplinary perspectives. 

 Phase 2: Interdisciplinary review and common themes: in this second phase a single 

common methodological approach was applied to develop our first common 

interdisciplinary themes of research.  

 Phase 3: Transdisciplinary dialogue & survey: in this third phase we went beyond the 

more conventional academic disciplines by engaging with the practitioners to explore 

with them future areas of research as well as to generate better and new 

understandings of RoN.  

 

  

Figure 2: Three iterative phases of multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary 

approaches undertaken within the project for scoping research on RoN 

2.1. MULTIDISCIPLINARY SCOPING & GAP ANALYSIS  

The objective of our multidisciplinary scoping study is dual: (1) to offer an analysis on the 

meaning/research on RoN in our respective disciplines and (2) to analyse possible common 

themes of research between these disciplines. To do so we have conducted field specific 

analysis of the literature offering gap analysis and conducted multiple project workshops to 

exchange on our findings and develop the most important common themes across the fields. 

Below is a review of the current landscape from the perspectives of: (a) environmental 

philosophy and ethics; (b) law and legal theories; (c) anthropology; (d) environmental sciences; 

and (e) institutional economics.  

Philosophy and Ethics 

Philosophy plays a foundational role in RoN debates. Philosophy as a discipline 

involves conceptual analysis, or the systematic examination of the meaning, interconnection, 
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coherence, and use of concepts; and normative argument, or the presentation of logical 

arguments concerning justification, obligation, and evaluation of a given subject matter. In the 

context of RoN, the role of philosophy involves the clarification and analysis of concepts such 

as ‘rights’, ‘nature, and ‘interests’ and the role they play within RoN debates; the normative 

grounding and justification of the claim rights of nature; and a critical examination of arguments 

for and against certain ethical, legal, political, and metaphysical proposals regarding the RoN. 

The notion and systematic application of human rights emerged from the Anglo-American 

tradition of philosophy, with thinkers such as Thomas Hobbes, John Locke and Edmund Burke. 

Two branches of modern Anglo-American philosophy continue to be particularly relevant to the 

RoN debates. The first is Moral and Political Philosophy. This branch of philosophy might 

explore, for instance, the ethical obligations we might have towards each other and nonhuman 

nature, the justification of nature’s claim rights, and the kinds of representation which 

nonhuman nature could or should have. Many concepts which are central to RoN – such as the 

EJ movement - have emerged from Moral and Political philosophy, and environmental ethics 

more specifically. The second relevant branch of Anglo-American philosophy is Metaphysics 

and Ontology. In the context of RoN, ontology is relevant to understanding – and challenging – 

existing conceptions of nonhuman nature and our place within it, and critically examining and 

arguing for alternative conceptions. To be justified, many legal, political, and ethical notions 

involved RoN require a radical rethink of our ontological concepts involving natural entities. 

Gap Analysis:  

➢ There is no systematic account of which rights natural entities should be understood as 

having, and how these are grounded and justified. 

➢ There is metaphysical and ethical research to be done concerning the nature of the natural 

entities in question, and how such entities might be seen as legitimate bearers of claim 

rights and legal personhood.  

➢ The Anglo-American tradition in which rights are elucidated, defended, and explored needs 
to be more explicitly connected with the Indigenous cosmologies and ontologies which are 
often driving RoN activism and legislation. 

➢ More work needs to be done on how nature’s rights should be represented, by which 

parties they should be represented, and which existing models might be applicable. 

➢ There is currently little exploration of how RoN interacts with recognised human rights, 

property and economic rights, and the rights of nonhuman animals. 

Law & Legal Theories 

Law represents a logical terrain for the expansion of RoN since the movement is often 

labelled as being a ‘legal revolution’. However, we do not yet have a field of law specifically 

focusing on RoN, with research instead emerging from a myriad of different fields of studies. 

Existing research can be viewed at least from three perspectives: (i) research on philosophical 

and legal theories highlighting nature as a source of human laws and ethics leading to a new 

non-anthropocentric approach to nature (e.g. Berry 1999; Burdon 2011; Koons 2012); (ii) 

research on the granting of legal personhood to nature as a pragmatic tool to allow nature to be 

represented in humanly-devised legal-institutional frameworks (e.g. Stone 2010; Tănăsescu 

2016); and (iii) research with a more critical analysis of RoN, particularly within the context of 

integrating the RoN in existing legal-institutional frameworks (Bétaille 2019). Although some 
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legal scholars view RoN as a potentially transformative idea that could revolutionise how we 

perceive and relate to nature (Cullinan 2011; Boyd 2015), the debates remain fragmented and 

sometimes antagonistic. From a RoN perspective there are thus two main strategies: 

- Purely legalistic (positivist): The route followed by Stone to attribute rights to nature on 
the basis of extending legal agency through for example appointing legal guardianship 
or liberalised standing position  

- Naturalist (natural law):  which relates to EJ and wild law, with the argument based on 
the idea that there are other, more important and greater laws than human laws, and 
these laws attribute rights to natural entities.  

Rights claims for nature have been justified relying on different legal theories. There is the 

pragmatic approach that extending rights to nature is a logical step in the genealogical 

evolution of rights. For sustainable development to be meaningful, ethical, environmental and 

governance models are needed so nature is better protected. This is the kind of approach that 

has been supported by Stone or even those who favour extending property rights to nature 

(such as rivers) as a way to protect natural entities from becoming owned or commodities. 

However, critics suggest that the philosophical grounds for justifying legal personhood and 

claim rights in the case of humans and nonhuman animals - such as sentience - are not met by 

natural entities. Another approach to extend the legal recognition of nature as a legal person 

with standing has been inspired by Indigenous worldviews, known for their recognition of the 

interconnectedness and relationality between humans and nature. The merging and mixing of 

Western law with Indigenous laws and cosmologies though is not without its problems of 

colonialism, and leading to increasingly critical literature on these connections.  

Gap-Analysis:  

➢ Legal research tends to be less interdisciplinary - mainly focusing on law and politics. 
➢ Research tends to be site specific - with little comparative legal analysis, notably on 

potential cross-learning between the areas analysed (mainly New Zealand, Colombia, 
Ecuador) - with a massive gap in the analysis on Europe.  

➢ More research is needed on the identification of who are the rights-bearers and their duties 
towards nature - as well as contents of the rights of nature.  

➢ RoN legal literature tends to work in isolation and is not engaging with other critical legal 
studies research critiquing rights based discourses for being too much focused on Western 
liberal ideologies  

➢ Although the field of animal rights has expanded in recent years, there are still little 
connections between research on nature’s rights and animal rights 

➢ The relationship between the RoN and international law has not been explored as most 
cases are examined in their own national context. 

Anthropology 

From an anthropological perspective RoN examines the entangled relationship between 

humans and nonhumans. Anthropology has a long tradition, predating RoN research, to study 

this relationship. While literature from an anthropological perspective on RoN is limited, there 

are some studies focusing on specific case studies, such as the Ecuadorian constitution 

recognising the concept of Mother Earth or the Whanganui River being declared as a legal 

being (Salmond 2014). These studies provide a very nuanced understanding of how 

Indigenous cosmovisions interact with modernist legal framings. While legal RoN discourses 
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may sometimes essentialise Indigenous philosophies and legal theories, anthropology provides 

a more balanced and in-depth understanding of the entanglements of the realities and indeed 

what is presented as opposing epistemologies and ontologies. This approach adds a much 

needed localised and historical understanding of the complex processes and interactions 

between Indigenous cosmovisions and modernity.  

Anthropological theories and methods can add a new pragmatism to RoN, showing not 

just the differences in worldviews and accompanying legal systems, but also offers alternative 

realities about the understanding of RoN that goes beyond the legal discourses that focus more 

on the extension of legal personhood through rights based framings. Studying RoN from an 

anthropological perspective will result in situated, complex, and layered understandings of the 

different realities and interpretations that exist about the relationship between the human and 

nonhuman, but above all that there are different ways to understand nature. Anthropology is 

therefore also a useful lens from which to study the human and nonhuman entanglements. 

Particularly, the more recent ontological turn in anthropology adds an exciting element to the 

study of RoN. In anthropology, thinking through and about difference is not done through 

Western worldviews and perceptions. The other world where humans are entangled with 

nonhumans is experienced through the concepts and queries of different realities as 

experienced by the ‘Other’. The great divide between nature and culture is not only questioned, 

but also transcended. From this posthuman anthropological perspective, human exceptionalism 

is questioned and a multispecies ethnography is pursued, exploring the perspectives of 

nonhuman life non-life forms. Multispecies ethnographies have an advantage as they provide a 

conceptual and methodological toolkit to de-centre traditional approaches to human agency 

and politics; the centrality and hegemonic position of the Anthropos is challenged and human 

and nonhuman relationships can be represented through different perspectives. This type of 

anthropological enquiry adds a new dimension to RoN research to think about the paradigm 

shift from the perspective of the nonhuman. To do this well, anthropology could be put more 

into conversation with arts and humanities research, or indeed bringing anthropology more into 

the fold of the environmental humanities. For example, analysing Indigenous arts practices, 

Indigenous literatures or ecocriticism can add new perspectives to the understanding and 

perspectivism of nonhuman realities and ways of being. 

Gap Analysis:  

➢ RoN research - especially the legal research - could benefit from a closer engagement with 
anthropology to move beyond a research agenda that focuses on drawing out the 
differences to one that sees ways of integrating different realities and possibilities without 
colonising or essentialising Indigenous worldviews. 

➢ Anthropology can inform methodological novelties and practices in interdisciplinary 
research. Studying the coming together of different ontologies and epistemologies of RoN 
research could benefit from its own anthropological study to analyse how these new 
constellations of inter- and transdisciplinary research can be more successfully managed so 
research is more impactful at the policy and practice based level. 

➢ Because of its rather siloed and highly specialised practice, anthropological research on 
RoN could benefit from a more direct interaction with the environmental humanities.  

➢ While anthropology provides the methodological tools and theoretical framings to open a 
wide range of options to study nonhuman agential capacities (e.g. through biosemiotics), 
these insights have not yet been embraced by the legal scholarship in RoN.     
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Environmental Sciences 

Both the RoN movement and environmental sciences take a holistic and connected 

view of the ecosystem but there are few studies explicitly linking the two, perhaps because of 

the recent emergence of RoN and the lag time between designation and measurable changes 

in the ecosystem. In environmental sciences there has been a historical focus on the 

stewardship of nature leading to the wilderness or preservation approach to conservation (e.g. 

National Parks in U.S). This focus also underlies approaches to ‘mending’ or restoring 

ecosystems where ‘reference’ (supposedly pristine) systems are identified and attempts are 

made to return impacted sites to this condition (e.g. the Water Framework Directive of the EU). 

More recently some have argued that there should be a transition to a mutually enhancing 

human-earth relationship; some international organisations (e.g. EU, UN) have developed 

policies along these lines although they are still constrained by a ‘growth insistent narrative’ 

(e.g. the SDGs of the UN). Stewardship approaches and the rise of local organisations 

safeguarding their environment are conceptually very different from RoN but the end results for 

the ecosystem could be similar. Thus new scientific research is urgently needed to evaluate the 

potential for RoN to produce transformative ecological change. Four fundamental research 

gaps have been identified for ecology and environmental management, which are relevant to 

all ecological systems, and particularly rivers that have been the focal ecosystem for the RoN 

movement. 

Gap analysis 

➢ The failure of environmental legislation to slow or reverse biodiversity loss is one of the 
factors highlighted by RoN advocates. Yet, despite case-specific research, no study has 
systematically evaluated the ecological and environmental drivers for RoN across a range 
of ecosystems to identify common themes, develop transferable methods for analysis of 
ecological condition or impact, or assess the impact of RoN on socio-ecological learning. 

➢ The specification of ‘nature’ in RoN has significant implications for the representation of 
ecosystems and management of natural resources due to scale dependencies and framing. 
Scaling is a particular issue for rivers, because the identification and quantification of 
processes and interactions, assessment of drivers of change, and mapping of the social-
ecological system are strongly affected by the definition and framing of the ecosystem, 
spatially (i.e. channel and floodplain, catchment, transnational river basins) and temporally 
(e.g. stationary vs non-stationary systems)  

➢ Research is needed on the mechanisms by which RoN could affect environmental 
management to positively impact ecological systems across the hierarchy of legal 
designations for nature conservation, from local nature reserves to internationally protected 
sites. This is necessary for the evaluation of how new forms of legal protection or 
designation through RoN can affect the achievement of ecological targets and timelines, 
adaptive capacities of management, and inclusivity and participation. 

➢ Concerning rivers, environmental scholars have identified rights of a river based on the 
scientific assessment of fluvial geomorphological processes and explored how eco-centric 
rights could transform the management of river basins and estuaries. However, RoN must 
be placed into the wider context of integrated environmental management and sustainable 
development to assess its potential impacts on nature and society. 
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Institutional Economics 

Institutional economics as a discipline at the intersection of political sciences, sociology, 

law and economics is particularly suitable for an inter- and transdisciplinary analysis necessary 

for the understanding of RoN. Institutional economics involves analysis of the formal and 

informal rules in use that shape human interaction in relation to issues of shared concern. 

Institutional analysis can help understand the causes, processes, and outcomes of institutional 

change, that is, rule-making and their enforcement. New institutional economics has re-ignited 

the global academic interest in the institutions in the last decades particularly with the 

pioneering works of Douglas North, Elinor Ostrom and Oliver Williamson. Analytical 

frameworks such as the Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) framework, Social-

Ecological Systems framework, institutional change and path dependence, transaction costs 

economics have emerged largely within new institutional economics. Institutional economic 

analysis is performed at multiple social levels, spanning from the analysis of customs, 

traditions, norms, religion governing the broader societal processes (level 1), formal 

constitutional-level rules, especially collective definition of property rights, polity, judiciary (level 

2), to more operational governance levels such as selection and evaluation of regulatory-

hierarchical, economic-market-based, voluntary-advisory instruments (level 3), and continuous 

operational rules of social interactions focusing on optimization of (human-natural) resource 

allocation (level 4). Analyses at the higher levels involve inputs from Economic History and 

Economic Sociology, Political Economy, while analyses at the lower end are often the object of 

analysis in more classical economic studies that look into concepts such as labour, markets, 

and prices. Each of these levels of analysis is also interested in transaction costs – a broader 

set of costs related to institutional change (costs of agenda setting, negotiations, agreement, 

implementation, revision and adaptation). Institutional economic analysis similarly involves 

classical economic as well as natural science analyses for understanding the characteristics of 

the resource system, for example in terms of resource subtractability (does one’s use diminish 

others’ chance to use?) and excludability of resource users (how difficult is it to close the 

resource system?). Different institutional and governance arrangements might be more or less 

effective, efficient, fair, sustainable depending on these characteristics. Thus, institutional 

economics is a particularly relevant discipline for the analysis of RoN that can link its broader 

interdisciplinary drivers, processes and outcomes with its operationalization on the ground. 

Gap analysis  

➢ Economic as well as institutional economic analysis tends to analyse RoN from the 
perspective of human agents and seeing nature rather as a resource base or a part of the 
biophysical environment. Some literature exists contrasting RoN or such linked concepts as 
Buen Vivir to more conventional economic and anthropocentric concepts such as capital, 
development and commodities. The role of RoN in decommodification of nature needs to be 
better understood. 

➢ The existing literature has early indications that the terms Guardianship, Stewardship, 
Trusteeship have different roots and therefore likely to carry different institutional biases. 
They represent and create different path dependencies, where historical events limit the 
scope of available choices at present. Further research is necessary to understand under 
what conditions these concepts could represent more socially equitable and 
environmentally sustainable relationships. 
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➢ Empirical evidence is necessary to understand how RoN affects the bundles of property 
rights and how potential conflicts arising from granting rights to nature can affect the 
livelihoods of different groups within the populations.  

➢ Operationalisation of RoN represents a major gap from an institutional economic 
perspective. If RoN are adopted, which measurable indicators will allow implementing the 
rights on the ground? Institutional economics could offer insights for tackling this challenge 
through analysis of intrinsic, instrumental and relational values of nature. 

➢ A significant gap exists in terms of measuring/delineating potential changes in livelihoods of 
affected actors (e.g. income, opportunities, and living standards) due to the introduction of 
RoN. A relevant question is whether allocation of benefit and cost streams hinders or 
facilitates certain outcomes, making them more or less equitable and sustainable, 
simultaneously affecting power structures. Further, what positive and negative externalities 
(benefits and costs to third parties) would RoN entail and how they can be equitably 
allocated at various scales?  

 

2.2. INTERDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH & COMMON THEMES  

Based on our multidisciplinary review, we have then engaged in an interdisciplinary analysis - 

via two main activities: (1) developing interdisciplinary themes for future research; and (2) 

undertaking interdisciplinary systematic review.  

2.2.1. COMMON INTERDISCIPLINARY THEMES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH ON RON  

Based on our multidisciplinary analysis, we have focused on finding common themes across 

our disciplines that represent key themes for future research on RoN. We focus on 3 common 

themes: (a) dichotomy between Nature and Humans; (b) valuation and commodification of 

nature; (c) the importance of the concepts of stewardship and guardianship. All the issues and 

questions identified below demand interdisciplinary research, in which the humanities, arts, and 

social and environmental sciences communicate together. 

a) Dichotomy between Nature and Human 

A common theme which emerges across the different disciplines concerns the criticism of the 

traditionally recognised distinction between ‘nature’ and human culture. Viewing nature as 

outside of and alien to human culture allows us to conceptualise it as a mere resource for 

human use. Within environmental sciences, a disciplinary gap between natural and human 

environments is also common. The RoN vocabulary is one way to bridge the gap between 

nature and culture – by giving natural entities a ‘voice’ within the socio-legal system. A vital 

source for alternative models of human being’s relation to the natural world come from outside 

the ‘western’ traditions. As many Indigenous scholars and activists have pointed out, there are 

many examples of Indigenous communities existing in productive and sustainable relationships 

with nature prior to colonisation. There is, however, legal, sociological, anthropological and 

philosophical research to be done exploring exactly how well western ‘rights’ discourse actually 

interacts with the Indigenous cosmologies which typically drive RoN legislation and activism. 

There is also research to be done exploring what the precise goals of RoN should be – 

environmental protection, ecological restoration, rewilding, a sustainable relationship between 
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humans and the natural world, or some combination of these goals. Future areas of 

interdisciplinary research include: 

 The exact rights of natural entities – and their political and philosophical justification. 

 The cohesion or lack of cohesion between the western framework of rights and the 
Indigenous worldviews such a framework attempts to capture. 

 Clarifying the different aims and goals of the RoN framework. 

 Exploring how RoN is connected to ecological concepts such as ecosystem ‘health’. 

b) Valuation and Commodification of Nature 

Questions about how we ought to value nature dominated early debates within environmental 

philosophy and EH generally. Typically, a distinction is drawn between intrinsic and 

instrumental value. Things which are valued intrinsically are valued for their own sake. Another 

feature of intrinsically valuable things is that they are not considered exchangeable or 

commodifiable. Things which are valued instrumentally, on the other hand, are valued as a 

means to some other good. As such, they can be assigned an exchange value and so 

commodified. Under these structures ecosystems, and natural communities are being treated 

as private property. For this reason, many environmental theorists have attempted to argue that 

nonhuman nature is intrinsically valuable, and as such should not be viewed as a commodity or 

resource for human use or indeed being regarded as property. One way of viewing the RoN 

debate is an attempt to enshrine this value in law. When we attribute legal personhood to any 

entity, we recognise it as an entity which has moral standing, which cannot be owned, 

commodified, or treated as a mere resource or private property. As such, RoN marks a 

movement towards less anthropocentric environmental legislation, compared – for instance – to 

language of ‘natural capital’ and the ecosystem services model used in the UK, which aim to 

protect the environment by attributing economic or instrumental value to ecosystems. However, 

many modern environmental philosophers are suspicious of the practical use of notions such 

as ‘intrinsic value’. From a more practical and instrumental view, ‘rights talk’ may be viewed as 

a mechanism to facilitate more effective, holistic, or locally engaged nature conservation or 

management. In this light, physical geography and ecology are commonly used to inform 

environment policy and management strategies around the instrumental value of natural 

resources. Questions of value, then, are central to RoN debates. Future areas of 

interdisciplinary research include: 

 The ways in which we can and should value nature, and our purposes in doing so. 

 The ways in which RoN interacts with existing human needs to use their environment, 
property rights, and human rights more generally. 

 Which ways of conceptualising the nonhuman environment are more conducive to the 
goals of conservation, management, or different relations with nature? 

c) Understanding the concepts of Guardianship and Representation 

Natural entities cannot defend their own rights and require representation (at least in human led 

political and legal institutions). This raises the question of the requirements of legitimate 

representatives. In many modern RoN contexts, the responsibility of the representation of 

nature’s rights is taken on by Indigenous peoples, or other ‘guardian institutions’. It remains to 

be seen how nature’s rights might legitimately be represented in contexts where there are no 
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Indigenous peoples to act as default representatives. Do representatives require ecological 

knowledge? Must they have local knowledge? Must they be Indigenous? Research in 

posthumanisms and new materialism (also referred to as ontological turn in anthropology or 

vitalism) also suggests that it is possible for things, including nature, to have agency and for 

being able to represent itself through non-communicative language or pre-linguistic meaning 

making such as biosemiotics as a form of alternative nonhuman production and interpretation 

of signs. There are also questions concerning representation and the scale of an ecosystem. 

Local representation for small-scale natural features might make sense, but as the size of the 

system expands, the diversity of drivers, pressures and processes that must be considered 

when managing the system also expands, possibly beyond the comprehension of the same 

kinds of local representation. Additionally, research is required to understand the nature of this 

representation: should this representation, for instance, be understood under analogy to 

parental representation; to the legal representation of those who lack capacity; or to the political 

representation of a constituency? These forms of representation each have their own norms 

and justifications concerning how the perceived best interests of those represented should be 

protected – which, if any, are more applicable to representing an ecosystem? Future areas of 

interdisciplinary research include: 

 What kind of groups should count as ‘legitimate’ representatives of nature’s rights? 

 What kinds of models of representation allow us to understand this representation? 

 How does the scale and other features of an ecosystem determine representation? 

 What is the role of biosemiotics in the progression of RoN? 

2.2.2. INTERDISCIPLINARY SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW  

A systematic review attempts to gather all empirical evidence that fits pre-specified criteria to 

answer a specific research question. It follows an explicit, reproducible methodology doing a 

comprehensive, objective, and reproducible search of a range of sources to identify as many 

relevant studies as possible and assesses the validity of the findings. Because of its high 

transparency and methodological standards, it is considered as having particularly high 

evidence and replicability. The aim of this systematic review was to examine existing scholarly 

work with an approach developed with the inputs from all disciplines represented within the 

project. To do so, we adapted the Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) Framework 

(Ostrom 2007) which provides a structure to combine biophysical characteristics with 

community attributes, and institutional variables. The IAD Framework is especially relevant to 

our study as it was conceived to study governance of common-pool resources particularly by 

communities and without solely depending on state or market interventions - a situation akin to 

some important elements behind the RoN movement. Based on the IAD Framework and input 

from the individual disciplines, the following research question has been developed (Figure 3): 

“What are the biophysical-environmental, community-related and institutional factors of granting 

rights to nature?”  
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Figure 3: Interdisciplinary design of the research question 

Using a search string on 'Rights of Nature' and related terms 'Web of Science' returned 251 

results (as of September 2021).1 Refining the search on peer-reviewed and English articles we 

had 153 articles to include in the systematic review. After a screening of paper titles, abstracts, 

and the text we narrowed down the number to 60 papers providing information to answer the 

research question. Within the research team, we discussed indicators and further factors to 

describe the emergence of RoN as an institutional arrangement and finally decided on a list of 

94 questions about bibliographic information, facilitating and hindering factors, outcomes and 

evidence strength. The questions were the basis for the coding scheme we used to 

systematically analyse all 60 documents with the software MAXQDA. Bibliographic analysis 

shows that articles from all research areas have been included in the systematic review.2 

Furthermore, we can observe an increasing trend in the number of publications. It was only a 

few years after the first case of RoN in Ecuador's constitution in 2008 that the topic gained 

scientific attention (see Figure 4).  

 

1 We selected 'Web of Science' as a database for data collection because it provides broad citation data 

for over 250 different academic disciplines with more than 171 million items on the platform. 

2 The results are nevertheless limited and influenced by the methodology used. For example, exclusion 

criteria defined by us (such as the exclusion of the literature in the Spanish language or conceptual 

works) or the subjective interpretations in the screening process influence the direction of the results. 
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Figure 4: Number of English peer-reviewed articles by year (blue: all search results, orange: publications 

included in the review of case studies) 

In addition, the results show that interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary research is 

underrepresented. All papers examined used only qualitative research methods (67% case 

studies, 33% comparative case studies). Further, we performed a content analysis that 

revealed that factors from all the three main categories (see Figure 3) have been reported as 

facilitating granting rights to nature. Especially, restorative justice (recognition of historical 

injustice), traditions, norms, and shared worldviews, the population and integrity of the subject 

of rights and reference to scholarly knowledge and other law cases have been more frequently 

mentioned (45-60% of all papers). Among the least mentioned facilitating factors were mainly 

economic factors such as income and material assets, but also procedural justice (non-

transparency). Hindering factors were rarely stated, but institutional factors such as political 

processes were mostly mentioned here. A similar picture of facilitating and hindering factors 

emerges when looking at the individual cases, although details and contexts are lost here due 

to the nature of the data collection. In addition, the time frame of the case studies is crucial in 

the analysis of drivers-outcomes. We were not able to exclude this effect due to a lack of data 

since the empirical evidence is only emerging in the literature. To sum it up, we can conclude 

from the systematic review that despite a large number of case studies (covering mainly 

Ecuador, New Zealand, Bolivia, India, and the USA), many gaps in knowledge present room for 

further research and, especially for such a complex and context-specific topic, interdisciplinary 

dialogue enriches the depth of research. 

2.3. TRANSDISCIPLINARY DIALOGUE AND SURVEY  

The third phase of our project focused on transdisciplinary analysis - e.g. synergies 

between scholars, practitioners, non-scientific knowledge holders, and policymakers. Due to its 

practical and political importance, research on RoN is driven by non-academic knowledge, 

such as local community ecological knowledge, activists’ advocacy and political negotiations. 

All of this non-academic knowledge constitutes an important element of the research on RoN. 

To support the emergence of such transdisciplinary research, we have undertaken two 

activities during our scoping study: (a) an interactive transdisciplinary dialogue with key actors 

working in this field; and (b) a targeted survey of some of the key activists and engaged 

academics on RoN.  
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a) Interactive dialogue with key practitioners 

The objective was to gather knowledge and reflections from targeted key representatives 

from civil society organisations working on the rights of nature or in support of Indigenous 

peoples’ rights (see list of partners in Annex 6).3 This allowed us to share some of our findings 

and reflections, and integrate practice-based analysis and field experiences to our scoping 

study. The major lessons of this interaction confirmed some of the earlier findings we gathered 

through our literature reviews and gap analyses:  

 The need for interdisciplinary research, especially the combination of natural, social 
sciences and the arts and humanities. 

 The importance of a very contextualised understanding of the uniqueness of RoN in 
each case study. 

 A strong emphasis so far on RoN for rivers and the need to diversify this with other 
ecosystems and landscapes.  

 The importance of Indigenous peoples’ worldviews and ways of understanding the 
human and nonhuman relationships, but also paying careful attention to decolonise the 
study of Indigenous worldviews in order to avoid the essentializing or romanticising of 
these experiences.  

 The importance of earlier colonial and imperial legal and social impositions upon 
communities in the so-called Global South which continues to play an important role in 
the RoN movement and the need to understand these particular histories in more detail.  

 

b) Surveying the practitioners  

To support a first transdisciplinary dialogue, we have undertaken a survey of key individuals 

- mainly activists, legal advocates and academics - to ask them their views on academic 

research and also to highlight potential future research (see Annex 3).  The answers were 

collected to support our analysis on what type of academic research could be relevant to 

support future research on the RoN and were treated in an anonymous manner. Many of the 

questions were designed to be open-ended to match the explorative nature of the survey and 

to allow a free flow of exchange. Although we approached 54 individuals, the survey was 

answered by 11 people in total, most of them being legal advocates and activists. The survey 

confirmed much of our academic interdisciplinary research, highlighting the emergence of RoN 

as a field of research open to strong activism. Some of the key messages that came back 

were:  

 The general lack of awareness on RoN and the need for more education and 

knowledge with activists highlighting the role that academics can have access to 

resources to support the work on the ground, with knowledge generation and education.  

 

3 Initially we had planned to hold a five-day residential forum with key practitioners in the field of nature’s rights. 

Due to Covid restrictions we instead organised an online exchange with targeted key practitioners in July 2021 

and an extended project conference with members of the advisory board and practitioners in London in 

December 2021. 



AHRC ‘Where Next?’  – The Future of the Rights of Nature 

 pg. 23 

 

 Several of the participants highlighted the fact that several disciplines are still 

underrepresented, such as biology, environmental and earth sciences, and ecology. 

 The need to support more collaborative work between communities/activists and 

academic research. As one of the participants put it: “Academic research needs to 

move on to be more action oriented and shed light on governments, put pressure on the 

media and link with NGOs and Indigenous people for the protection of nature. What the 

activist has difficulty conveying to the researcher is the sense of urgency and the 

ineffable sense of loss in which the bulk of humanity is marinating, while policy-makers 

seek desperately to preserve the ecological status quo.” 

 Participants also stated that a lack of funding undermines the capacity to support more 

significant research on RoN. With one participant highlighting the imbalance on this 

front “as the campaigns and efforts against these initiatives have almost exclusively 

been led and funded by corporate interests.”  

Overall, all the participants confirmed the importance of transdisciplinary research for future 

research to support our understanding of RoN enriched by a proper knowledge exchange 

between academic research and local activism.  

PART 3: GLOBAL PRIORITIES AND THE RIGHTS OF NATURE 

Research on RoN tends to be taking place in specialised field – not always connecting 

with broader global challenges. The potentially transformative impact of RoN on social and 

ecological systems warrants more reflection on how this new transformative approach to nature 

and rights could address some of these global challenges. The grand challenges that RoN are 

being proposed to address require substantive involvement from researchers across disciplines 

but also the involvement and support from funding bodies and entities engaged in the fight to 

address the global challenges faced by the planet.   

3.1 GLOBAL PRIORITIES AND CHALLENGES 

RoN is increasingly being recognized in laws, legal decisions, and declarations worldwide. 

The reasons for this are complex and place-specific but relate to issues of social equity and 

restorative justice, the (in)effectiveness and/or (non)enforcement of environmental regulation, 

and the pressing concerns for global socio-ecological challenges. RoN is seen by many as the 

paradigm shift needed to truly embed ecology and the environment into nature-based policy 

and management solutions to address biodiversity loss, climate change, and sustainable 

development. 

 Biodiversity loss: Biodiversity is declining faster than at any time in human history as a 

result of multiple stressors such as land use change, pollution and climate change 

(IPBES 2019). RoN offers a novel but poorly researched approach to the reversal of 

biodiversity loss that should be explored and evaluated.  

 Climate change: Climate change is already affecting every region on earth, leading to 

warmer temperatures, more extreme events such as flooding and droughts and rising 

sea levels (IPCC sixth assessment 2022).  This daunting global challenge is an 
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overarching concern of international and national governments, funders and 

stakeholders (IPCC sixth Assessment 2022). The RoN approach intersects with the 

climate emergency through its potential to develop more resilient human communities 

and ecosystems, that may be better able to withstand both the chronic events (e.g. 

rising sea levels) and the more extreme environments (e.g. heat waves, flooding) 

predicted under climate change. 

 Sustainable development: The earth is finite. Human populations are increasing rapidly 

and becoming more urbanised, poverty continues, and agricultural production is 

intensifying. At the same time, the natural environment is becoming degraded and the 

climate is changing. The aim of sustainable development is to recognise and reconcile 

these competing demands and to promote prosperity while protecting the planet. Under 

an RoN approach, nature becomes an actor in policy and decision making, which, in 

current realisations, is represented by communities based on their local and Indigenous 

ecological knowledge. Thus, RoN has the potential to address the twin socioeconomic 

and environmental goals of sustainable development. 

3.2. POLICY DRIVERS AND KEY STAKEHOLDERS 

The global challenges highlighted above are in turn mapped onto global, EU and UK policy.4  

 Biodiversity loss: This is addressed by a raft of global, often overlapping, policies. 

Internationally, numerous conventions and initiatives aim to halt and reverse the loss of 

habitats and species, such as the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, the Bonn 

Challenge, the UN Decade of Ecosystem Restoration, the UN Convention to Combat 

Desertification. European policy responses to global biodiversity decline are found in 

the Green Deal, the Biodiversity Strategy, Water Framework Directive and the Policy on 

Urban Environments. Together these global and European policies form powerful 

drivers for action. At national level, reversing biodiversity loss through nature recovery 

strategies, Natural Capital, biodiversity net gain and ecosystem restoration is a central 

tenet of the UK Environment Act of 2021. Stakeholder engagement includes 

governmental bodies, NGOs and local communities. At the national level in the UK 

stakeholders range from governmental organisations such as DEFRA and Natural 

England/ NatureScot/ Natural Resources Wales through to NGOs such as the Rivers 

Trusts and the Wildlife Trusts and local community groups which often operate through 

local biodiversity action plans. 

 Climate change: the global response to the climate emergency is encapsulated in the 

UN Framework Convention on Climate Change which has near universal government 

membership; its ultimate objective is to stabilize greenhouse gas concentrations in the 

atmosphere at a level that will prevent dangerous human interference with the climate 

system, in a time frame which allows ecosystems to adapt naturally and enables 

sustainable development. At the continental scale the climate emergency is addressed 

 

4 Our focus on UK policies and funding is emerging form the specificity of this call which focuses on the research 

funding landscape in UK higher education.  
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in the EU Green Deal which pledges no net emission of greenhouse gases by 2050 and 

a decoupling of economic growth and resource use. In the UK the National 

Infrastructure Plan combats climate change by decarbonising UK power, heat and the 

transport network and the UK Green Industrial Revolution builds climate and flood 

resilience. Stakeholders include governmental bodies, policy makers, NGOs and 

environmental movements, industry, scientists, managers and local communities; in a 

sense we are all stakeholders in climate change.  

 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) - Agreed by all United Nations Member states, 

the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development provides goals and targets to end 

poverty and hunger, reduce inequalities, ensure access to water and energy, and 

safeguard the environment. Sustainable development is also a core principle of the 

Treaty of the European Union. The SDGs are integrated into all Commission proposals, 

policies and strategies. Stakeholder engagement is deeply embedded in the SDG 

agenda. For example, there are multi-stakeholder initiatives that include Governments, 

intergovernmental organisations and major groups (such as NGOs). There are strong 

links across the SDGs framework and a range of priorities for UK policymakers and the 

public, including levelling up and achieving net zero. All UK government departments 

have now embedded SDGs throughout their outcome delivery planning process and the 

publication of the Net Zero Strategy: Build Back Greener will have a positive impact on 

the UK's contribution to the global SDGs. 

Working with natural processes to solve these global challenges and address other 

environmental and industrial problems (e.g. flood risk reduction, water purification) is becoming 

increasingly common. Organisations at all levels are promoting nature-based solutions, 

including international initiatives in the UN Environment Programme, DEFRA and the 

Environment Agency for the development and delivery of flood and river basin management 

measures and schemes related to net zero (e.g. afforestation) and agriculture. RoN has 

strong potential to support this approach because it could provide innovative responses 

to the inevitable tensions that emerge when attempting to reconcile demands for 

economic growth with reductions in resource use.  

3.3. RESEARCH FUNDING  

The novel interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research that is required to critically evaluate 

RoN and its potential for transformative change to social and ecological systems could be 

delivered via various international and national funders through investigator-led research, 

directed research calls, and directed training of the next generation of researchers. 

The main source of international funding for academic research on RoN and the EH lies with 

the European Union (EU), though there is great potential for UK national research funders to 

develop future collaborative, directed research calls with partners in other countries, building on 

the successes of recent partnerships (e.g. AHRC-German DFG call). The application of RoN to 

address social and ecological challenges aligns with the vision of Horizon Europe, the EU’s key 

funding programme for research and innovation, to tackle climate change and help achieve the 

UN SDGs, resonating strongly with three of the five missions that underpin Horizon Europe 

(Adaptation to climate change, Restoration of oceans and waters and Healthy soils). 



AHRC ‘Where Next?’  – The Future of the Rights of Nature 

 pg. 26 

 

Furthermore, the RoN approach could contribute to European partnerships (established to 

address complex challenges) under the theme of Food, bioeconomy, natural resources, 

agriculture and environment e.g. Rescuing Biodiversity to Safeguard Life on Earth. Horizon 

Europe also offers excellent potential for directed training through their Marie Sklodowska-

Curie Actions. 

Nationally, the vision of UKRI is to fund outstanding research that ‘enriches and improves our 

lives’ and focuses on tackling the ‘many challenges we face as individuals and as communities, 

nationally and globally’. The multi-disciplinary aspect of RoN with its natural environmental, 

social, cultural, and economic dimensions means that it aligns with several of UKRI’s nine 

research councils.  The research councils have similar modes for funding research and 

training: networking grants, discovery (investigator-led) research, directed research calls, 

directed research training (i.e. doctoral training partnerships).  

▪ Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC): The aim of the AHRC is to ‘promote 

and support the production of world-class research in the arts and humanities’ which 

acts as an ‘effective advocate for its social, cultural and economic significance’.  Future 

council priorities on ‘Creating communities and Intergenerational justice’ align strongly 

with RoN, but must be conducted in partnership with other academics and the wider 

society. Research on RoN has been led by researchers in the humanities, but further 

study is needed especially in wider disciplines and their interface with legal and cultural 

anthropological studies. 

▪ Economic and Social Science Research Council (ESRC): The mission of the ESRC is to 

support high quality, independent, and impactful research on economic and social 

issues. A core national priority for research funded over the last four years has been 

climate change, with research needed to ‘inform our understanding and response to 

climate change’, which has been directly linked to the UN SDGs. Thus, the connection 

to RoN is very clear. The 2019 Delivery Plan maintains this priority in the ‘Global 

development, environment and society’ priority and places it in a more explicit 

governance context with its ‘The UK in a Changing World’ priority. 

▪ Engineering and Physical Science Research Council (EPSRC): The vision of the 

EPSRC is to fund ‘outstanding, creative discovery research that drives growth and 

prosperity in the UK and globally’. Whilst its 2019 delivery plan strongly emphasises 

circular economies and innovation, digital technologies, and healthcare, the potential for 

co-funding research on RoN lies potentially within its ‘Resilient nation: Enabling 

adaptable solutions’ priority, which aims to support ‘society to anticipate, adapt to and 

respond to change’. EPSRC has historically funded research on water and waterway 

engineering, which provide essential resource provision and risk reduction services but 

place constraints on nature-centric or nature-based approaches to management and 

governance, requiring innovative solutions.  

▪ Natural Environment Research Council (NERC): The vision of NERC is to ‘place 

environmental science at the heart of responsible management of our planet’, making it 

a key partner for co-funded research on RoN. The world-leading research funded by 

NERC will ‘sustain and benefit from our natural resources, predict and respond to 

natural hazards and understand environmental change’. Research on RoN will help to 



AHRC ‘Where Next?’  – The Future of the Rights of Nature 

 pg. 27 

 

better understand the environmental factors and their interactions with society, culture 

and economy that contribute to environmental change and degradation, strongly 

delivering to the ‘Healthy Environment’ and ‘Resilient Environment’ priorities. 

▪ Charities are an important source of research funding. They include the Leverhulme 

Trust which stresses the importance of interdisciplinary research and is thus particularly 

relevant to RoN, the Wellcome Trust which has a funding stream called ‘Funding and 

Health’ and the Esmee Fairbairn foundation which focuses on the arts, education and 

learning, the environment and enabling disadvantaged people to participate fully in 

society. Learned academies also provide research funding; the British Academy is the 

UKs national body for arts and social sciences with a range of funding schemes from 

fellowships to research grants; the Royal Society is the UKs national academy of 

sciences and also has funding schemes ranging from fellowships to international 

collaborative awards. The British Council funds bilateral research workshops that are 

very relevant to RoN. 

 

Figure 5: Key priorities and overlaps in the remits of AHRC, NERC, ESRC and EPSRC that 

intersect with RoN. 

Overall, more cross-councils’ opportunities that can support future research on RoN are 

needed. There is one existing example of a relevant cross council initiative: the Future of UK 

Treescapes (2020-2025). This is an interdisciplinary programme led by NERC and jointly 

funded with the AHRC and the ESRC which seeks to significantly improve the environmental, 

socio-economic and cultural understanding of the functions and services provided by UK 

treescapes, in order to inform decision-making on the expansion of future treescapes for the 

benefits of the environment and society. Although not per-se about RoN, this initiative could 

certainly support future research and reflection on our relationship with our forests. However, 
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although £12k million has been awarded since 2020 - no project has yet engaged with RoN in 

this context.  

 

 

 

PART 4: CURRENT LANDSCAPE & URGENCY  

4.1. CURRENT LANDSCAPE: ONGOING RESEARCH PROJECTS  

As part of our scoping study, we have explored and analysed the current landscape of 

research projects focusing on RoN.5 To do so we have: (a) approached some of the most 

established, active and prolific authors, researchers, and activists in this field (see survey and 

part 5 of this report) to ask them about their knowledge on ongoing research projects; and (b) 

used the main research web-repositories on projects research (Dimensions, etc.) to list the 

ongoing projects.6  Ongoing relevant projects (we have used the period 2019-present) can be 

divided into two main categories, with first projects focusing on RoN and legal personality of 

nature (Table 1), and projects focusing exclusively on the rights of rivers (Table 2).  

Table 1: Projects focusing on the rights of nature and legal personhood of nature: 7 

Project Funder & 

Timeframe  

Main focus  Disciplinary 

focus    

Geographical 

scope  

Giving Rights to 

Mother Earth. Rituals, 

Indigeneity and 

Ecospiritualities 

Swiss 

National 

Science 

Foundation - 

2020-2021  

Unravel the ontological interlacing 

associated with the rights of nature 

by studying the speeches of the 

European actors of the movement as 

well as their sensitive relationships to 

these natural entities 

Ethnology-  

Religious studies, 

Theology 

European 

philosophies / 

religions  

Legal Personality for 

Nature 

Belgian 

Federal 

This project will extract the best 

practices from New Zealand and 

Politics & 

anthropology  

New Zealand  

 

5 We have focused on projects which either stipulate rights of nature in their titles or have a clear focus 

on rights of nature in their objectives, as such we have not integrated projects which might be relevant 

but have broader focus on environmental humanities but do not specifically focus on rights of nature.  

6 We have notably used the sources listed by DIMENSIONS, one of the most developed platform listing 

ongoing academic research projects: https://app.dimensions.ai/discover/publication - notably using links 

to our project: https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.9471196  

7 As of December 2021.  

https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.8968260
https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.8968260
https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.9487882
https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.9487882
https://app.dimensions.ai/discover/publication
https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.9471196
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Science 

Policy Office 

(BELSPO) - 

2019-2020 

bring them into conversation with the 

wider movement for rights of nature. 

Reimagining the Law 

of the Forest 

 

Arts and 

Humanities 

Research 

Council 

(AHRC) - 

fellowship - 

2018-2021  

Explore the historical basis of 

human-forest relations in England 

and the tension between the extent 

of human needs and rights to exploit 

forests and our responsibilities to 

protect them. 

Law and legal 

studies  

UK  

Ruling on Nature. 

Animals and the 

Environment before 

the Court  

French 

National 

Research 

Agency 

(2020-2024) 

To study how issues related to 

animals and the environment are 

brought before the court in different 

countries; how they are handled by 

lawyers, activists and the state; how 

they are concretely implemented in 

litigation.  

Anthropologists, 

law & Geography  

India, Nepal, 

Sri Lanka, 

China, USA 

States, 

Colombia, 

Italy, and UK 

Table 2: Projects focusing on rights of Rivers: 

Project Funder & 

Timeframe  

Main focus  Disciplinary 

focus    

Geographical 

scope  

RIVERS - Indigenous 

water ontologies, 

Plurilegal encounters 

(2019-2024) 

European 

Research 

Council 

(ERC) - 

Horizon 

2020  

The aims of the project are to: (a) 

analyse the different ways of 

knowing and relating to water and 

life among Indigenous peoples; (b) 

discussing the contributions, 

challenges and pitfalls of interlegal 

translation of differing water 

natures in plurilegal encounters at 

domestic and international levels. 

‘Legal 

ethnographic 

landscape’ 

(human rights 

and 

anthropology)  

Case studies in 

Guatemala, 

Colombia and 

Nepal 

RIVERHOOD "Living 

Rivers and New Water 

Justice Movements" 

ERC - 

consolidator 

grant (2021-

2026) 

To conceptualise and support 

evolving water justice movements 

that struggle for enlivening rivers. 

Interdisciplinary 

team focusing 

on Water 

Governance and 

Social Justice 

Latin America 

(Ecuador, 

Colombia) & 

Europe 

(Netherlands, 

Spain)  

Riverine Rights: 

Exploring the Currents 

and Consequences of 

Legal Innovations on 

the Rights of Rivers 

Norwegian 

Research 

Council 

(2020-2023) 

To investigate the socio-legal 

innovation through comparative 

and in-depth studies of these three 

country cases, to to explore 

possible tensions and synergies 

between human rights and nature’s 

rights 

Interdisciplinary 

approach 

spanning from 

social 

anthropology, 

law, economics 

and resource 

governance. 

New Zealand, 

Colombia and 

India 

https://gtr.ukri.org/project/EA2C7B7E-3648-4539-BDBF-3FF8BDD27FB7
https://gtr.ukri.org/project/EA2C7B7E-3648-4539-BDBF-3FF8BDD27FB7
https://rulnat.cnrs.fr/
https://rulnat.cnrs.fr/
https://rulnat.cnrs.fr/
https://rulnat.cnrs.fr/
https://rivers-ercproject.eu/
https://www.wur.nl/en/project/RIVERHOOD-Living-rivers-and-new-water-justice-movements.htm
https://www.oslomet.no/en/research/research-projects/riverine-rights
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Let the River Speak: 

Working across 

'worlds' for socio-

ecological 

transformation 

 Royal 

Society of 

New 

Zealand - 

2020  

Conduct a pilot study of rivers 

across New Zealand, including the 

Waimatā River in Gisborne  

Sociology & 

Studies in 

Human Society 

New Zealand  

River’s Rights - 

People’s Rights? 

Urban Socio-

Ecological Conflicts in 

Asunción, Paraguay 

Swiss 

National 

Science 

Foundation 

(SNF) - 

2020-2022  

This project aims to understand the 

way(s) in which the recent urban 

redevelopment projects in 

Asunción create a socio-ecological 

conflict between what is 

understood as the “rights” of the 

river as opposed to that of 

marginalized urban communities. 

Ethnographic 

study and 

historical 

archival 

research. 

Paraguay  

Exploring the impact of 

New Zealand's 

granting a river the 

legal rights of a human 

being ('I am the river') 

on water guardianship 

in the United States 

Robert 

Wood 

Johnson 

Foundation - 

2018-2022  

To explore Indigenous peoples' 

approaches to water guardianship 

as a way to improve human health, 

increase sustainability practises in 

the U.S.  

Law and legal 

studies  

U.S.A  

Analysis: our review of the ongoing projects shows that:  

(1) There is still a relatively small amount of interdisciplinary research taking place: 

although recent projects are starting to be more interdisciplinary, the tendency is still to 

remain within either the fields of environmental sciences or social sciences, the two 

rarely joining. 

(2) Most of these projects tend to focus on the rights of rivers, as opposed to the broader 

category of rights of nature, following the trend in the recognition of river rights - but 

leaving research on whether this could work for other ecosystems still relatively 

unexplored. 

(3) Most of the ongoing research is focusing on specific case studies outside of Europe, 

further transdisciplinary research integrating environmental and social sciences is 

needed to understand how RoN could be operationalised in the European context.  

(4) RoN approaches in the UK are lacking, in general UK research seems to be behind the 

curve - with most projects emerging from continental Europe institutions.  

(5) These projects tend to be recent and ongoing, indicating the emergence of more 

research on RoN and its urgency.  

4.2. URGENCY FOR FURTHER INTERDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH IN EUROPE 

AND THE UK   

The Earth is facing multiple interdependent ecological crises including climate change, 

biodiversity loss and habitat loss, leading to a rebranding of the current epoch as the 

‘Anthropocene’ and necessitating an urgent rethink of the ways in which humankind conserve 

and manage natural environments. The emergence of the RoN movement, which proposes a 

fundamentally new way to manage the ecosystems on which humans rely is thus very timely 

https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.9542492
https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.8968232
https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.8968232
https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.8601898
https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.8601898
https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.8601898
https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.8601898
https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.8601898
https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.8601898
https://app.dimensions.ai/details/grant/grant.8601898
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and proper evaluation of its usefulness is a matter of urgency. In such a context, the proposal 

of recognising the rights of nature offers a potential paradigm change which is urgently needed 

to re-evaluate and totally change our approach to nature - but this research has not yet been 

linked to the new green transformative political agenda and climate change and biodiversity.  

The idea of recognising RoN is gaining traction, not only globally but also in Europe. In 2020, 

the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) commissioned a study entitled 

‘Towards an EU Charter of the Fundamental Rights of Nature’ that proposed a separate 

Charter to award nature a higher value in the legal hierarchy of the Union. In 2021, the 

European Parliament’s Policy Department for Citizens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs 

commissioned a study to explore the concept of RoN. At national level, even in a post-Brexit 

context, several initiatives on RoN are being pioneered by local organisations, communities, 

activists, and local councils across the UK and Ireland (GARN 2021; Boulder 2021). These 

initiatives show the momentum behind the idea of granting rights to nature as a potential new 

transformative approach to social-environmental governance in Europe. With its diverse legal 

traditions, strong focus on the rule of law, and the different interplays of regional law-making 

bodies, Europe represents a particularly suitable place for exploring the transformative potential 

of recognising the fundamental rights of nature.  

Until recently the idea of recognising rights to nature has been mainly conceptual, but with 

several rivers having been granted their own legal personality, new horizons for more applied 

and interdisciplinary research are opening up. In Europe, the movement is catching up with 

several recent developments (see Annex 2) - in such context, the relatively low-level of projects 

focusing on RoN in Europe and the UK is an indication of lack of supported funding in this area 

despite its potential transformative nature.   

PART 5: KEY INDIVIDUALS AND ORGANISATIONS 

The RoN movement has been mainly developed by the action of civil society 

transnational movements. Efforts to support changes in our relationship with nature and 

recognise its rights domestically and internationally are mainly driven by transnational networks 

of activists, NGOs, lawyers and policymakers. This has led to a tight network of organisations 

working on RoN - which we have started to list and analyse (see annex 2). This network is 

composed of both global advocacy organisations and local organisations working towards the 

recognition of nature’s rights in very localised areas. One striking point in our analysis of the 

organisations working in this field is the lack of academic research institutions. There is no 

specialised academic research centre on RoN and no academic departments specialised or 

working on the issue.  In such a context, academic research is not in the driving seat and often 

lags behind. There is also a lack of collaboration between current networks. More 

transdisciplinary research - between academia and civil society - is necessary to link practical 

experience on the ground and analysis on nature’ rights.  

As part of our study, we reached out to UK based organisations and key activists to 

explore with them the scene for future research on RoN. As part of our survey and 

transdisciplinary analysis, we invited some of the key researchers and activists in the UK to 
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participate in our final workshop in December 2021. 8  Their contribution confirmed the 

emergence of RoN discourse and practises in the UK and the need to support further academic 

research and transdisciplinary work with civil society organisations in the UK.  

PART 6: CHARACTERISTICS OF INTERVENTION NEEDED  

Research in RoN must be fostered by significant cross-council and international 

funding. Due to the urgency of the social-ecological challenges that the research is addressing 

(e.g. biodiversity, climate change, sustainable development), the new transdisciplinary 

analytical frameworks needed for the research, and the limited pool of academic researchers 

with the essential experience and skills to conduct the transdisciplinary research, funding is 

needed at all stages of the research pipeline: networking grants to support interdisciplinary 

dialogue, small grants to kick-start research, directed training schemes to develop early career 

researchers, directed research to tackle current research questions, and larger collaborative 

calls to address emerging research challenges across disciplines. 

6.1: SCOPE & CRITICAL AREAS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  

Here we list some potential critical areas for future research based on weaknesses identified in 

our scoping study exploring the literature, the disciplines, and the ongoing project exploring the 

potential transformative role that RoN could play. Seven critical areas especially require 

attention:  

(1) Need for more integrated interdisciplinary modelling on potential of RoN: our scoping 

study confirms that interdisciplinary research - notably between environmental sciences, 

humanities and social sciences is still lacking - most existing projects and research that 

could be classified as interdisciplinary tend to be located on the cross-disciplinary 

interface between humanities and social-sciences. Our preliminary work between 

humanities, social sciences and environmental sciences confirms that further 

interdisciplinary work is needed to develop analytical modelling tools to analyse and 

evaluate the potential transformative nature of granting rights to nature from both social 

and environmental perspectives.  

(2) Methodological innovation for transdisciplinary research: In order to progress the 

interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary scope of RoN research, there is a need to be 

more creative and speculative with the research methods. Particularly, bringing in a 

strong arts-based focus drawing upon the arts practices of Indigenous peoples, site-

specific environmental arts and literature studies allows a new inquiry about the agency 

 

8 These are: (1) Mumat Ito - founder and director of the International Centre for Wholistic Law - heads the 

European Citizens’ Initiative for Recognizing and Respecting the Inherent Rights of Nature; (2) Sue 

Wilman: Assistant Director and Supervising solicitor in King’s Legal Clinic where she is developing the 

human rights and environmental law clinic; (3) Helen Dancer is the principal Investigator for the research 

project entitled: Reimagining the Law of the Forest, and is also a key instigator of the UK Earth Law 

Judgments Project; (4) Paul Powlesland, is Barrister who co-founded Lawyers for Nature (LFN). 
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and ‘legal personhood’ of nature that has remained somewhat hidden and implicit in the 

current methodological anthropocentric framings.  

(3) Need for greater understanding and development of environmental science tools. There 

are many environmental science tools that are potentially useful for assessing the 

impact on the ecosystem of a RoN approach, for example identification of the 

characteristics that enable the system to survive and flourish (e.g. biodiversity levels) 

and measures of the resilience of ecosystems. However, these tools require a 

systematic evaluation of their usefulness in a RoN context and, potentially, new tools 

may need to be developed in order to allow a robust assessment of ecosystem changes 

under RoN. More collaboration between humanities and environmental sciences to 

develop these tools could support future research to evaluate and analyse whether 

legal recognition will have a significant effect on the protection of the environment. 

(4) Need for more embedded primary - case study research: research on case studies 

tends to be very focused on a few emblematic case studies (mainly New Zealand, 

Colombia and Ecuador) with very little analysis on other case studies. There is little 

primary research yet conducted on case studies despite the emergence of more than 

150 potential case studies across the world. There is a need for more primary research 

as RoN is still very theoretical and needs to be evaluated. For this there is a need for 

developing systematised analysis and interdisciplinary reflection on the relationship 

between environmental humanities, RoN and environmental sciences using primary 

research on existing case studies.  

(5) Research on drivers-outcomes analysis of RoN: while, RoN sparks the imagination of 

rights-based and environmental activists, the issue that RoN are also competing with 

other rights, most notably economic rights, creates a tension between the different 

proponents of RoN. Some may see RoN as an alternative market mechanism that can 

support a green economy, others are far more radical and see RoN as a paradigm shift 

that can transform the way nature has been commodified and appropriated.  

(6) Need for a better dialogue and integration of RoN with critical legal studies: Rights-

based discourses have for many years been criticised in critical legal studies, such as 

legal feminism, critical race theory, and post-colonial legal theories. The tension that 

exists between the RoN movement that uncritically adopts a rights-based discourse 

versus decolonial critical legal studies that depart from rights-based discourses, also 

indicates that there is a clear need for the RoN scholarly debate to engage critically with 

the issue of colonialism. This awareness is more mature in the empirical social sciences 

and humanities than in the normative legal RoN debate. Particularly, environmental 

lawyers tend to embrace RoN uncritically, avoiding the wider issue that a rights-based 

discourse has for many years been criticised in critical legal studies. 

(7) Need for more analysis on the epistemologies and ontologies of RoN in Europe: RoN 

still privileges anthropocentrism, through its strong rights discourse, and lacks a 

meaningful integration with the biophysical parameters of ecosystems thinking. While 

Indigenous worldviews can provide insights how human and nonhuman relations can be 

better integrated in a RoN framework, very little research exists on their resonance in 

Europe. It is important that RoN research sets up a dialogue with posthumanism, a 

theory that sits comfortably in the environmental humanities and which allows to criticise 

and potentially dismantle the dichotomous thinking that is embedded in Western 

knowledge systems. There is a lack of research on European and non-Indigenous 
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philosophies and local ecological practises and how they could relate and integrate RoN 

in a European context.  

6.2. SCALE & TIMELINE OF INTERVENTIONS NEEDED   

Funding interventions are required that span a range of types, scales, and timelines to support 

the strong and growing pipeline of transdisciplinary research needed on RoN. 

Recommendations for interventions include: networking and workshop grants, seed funding for 

small research projects, directed training grants to develop early career researchers grants, 

and directed research calls that cross UKRI councils and partner with international 

organisations (Table 3). Suggested interventions by start date are: 

▪ Start immediately: To facilitate dialogue between researchers in different disciplines and 

support the scoping of new transdisciplinary research on RoN, funding for networking, 

workshops, and pump priming research is required. Whilst UKRI has had calls for 

networking grants, these are limited in scope and dedicated to the development of specific 

research projects. We are suggesting a) more speculative networking grants for smaller 

amounts to foster dialogue between disciplines, and b) grants for more sustained networks 

which can continue ongoing discussions. We would also encourage a more creative and 

speculative call for pump priming that incites a more imaginative curation of research 

projects. For example, a call for residential workshops that bring together artists, academics 

and practitioners could create a fresh way of developing new research in the area of RoN. 

These types of workshops should be encouraged to take place in nature in order to 

stimulate an embodied experience of nature and its agency.  A small research grant 

scheme focused on RoN and the EH would be an effective way to spur on research and 

strengthen its foundation. A focus on early career researchers would help to support, and a 

transdisciplinary angle would complete the arts and humanities focus of the existing British 

Academy scheme. 

▪ Start within 2 years: Five funding interventions are proposed for the short-term. First, the 

nascent RoN research networks should be strengthened by a UKRI Network Plus scheme 

to ‘promote cooperation across the academic community’ to support the transformation of 

research to address the pressing social-ecological crises of our time. Second, a funding 

sandpit should be proposed on RoN to transition from the exploratory, small-scale research 

into a cross-council funded project or directed call. Third, a funding call focusing specifically 

on establishing a strong collaboration between academic research and the arts (visual, 

music, theatre, multimedia, dance literature, poetry, and curatorial practices) in order to 

engage more directly with the wider public about RoN.  Fourth, to support the career 

development of early and mid-career researchers and international collaboration, short-

duration (e.g. 3 month) incoming fellowships should be considered across the UKRI 

councils. Finally, funding should be allocated to support a Centre for Doctoral training to 

deepen disciplinary understanding of RoN and support development of early career 

researchers. 

▪ Start within 5 years: Five interventions are suggested for the mid-term timeline. Firstly, 

building on the linkages developed in the short term funding interventions we advocate for 

the development of new forms of Industrial partnerships and KTPs that require a more 

modest financial input from funding partners who we envisage will be small charities, 
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activist groups etc. This will support transdisciplinary research in the environmental 

humanities and RoN. Secondly, topic-driven fellowships will build capacity on RoN and 

develop resources within disciplines on particular topics. Thirdly, a directed research call on 

Socio-ecological knowledge and relationships to support effective environmental action and 

justice will further focus on the interdisciplinary research that is fundamental to 

understanding RoN and will capitalise on, and respond to, the findings of the sandpit 

proposed above. Fourthly, a Doctoral Training Partnership on transdisciplinary research in 

environmental sciences and humanities will train early career researchers in 

transdisciplinary approaches building on the connections developed previously. For our 

final mid-term intervention, we suggest building on the previously established Network Plus 

scheme, by developing a network of interlinking and collaborative interdisciplinary 

fellowships centred on RoN. 

▪ Start within 10 years: Two related interventions are suggested for longer-term 

development. Firstly, we suggest that the knowledge, understanding and capacity built 

during the short and medium term interventions should be cemented and further developed 

by the creation of a national UKRI- funded Research Centre on RoN. Secondly, we propose 

the development of a hybrid Physical/ digital library of RoN with working space for 

practitioners and academics to foster continued transdisciplinary studies in this area. 

Table 3: scale of suggested interventions  

Topic Funder/Council Timeline (Start) 

Networking grants to support RoN research cross-UKRI immediate 

Transdisciplinary workshops and residential forums for 

co-creation and knowledge exchange 

Arts Council / UKRI / National 

Lottery / British Council 

immediate 

Small-scale, directed interdisciplinary research 

projects on RoN 

cross-UKRI immediate 

Network plus on social-ecological research cross-UKRI < 2 years 

Funding sandpits on Rights of Nature and its potential 

to address environmental crises and SDGs 

NERC / AHRC / ESRC / 

EPSRC / multinational 

< 2 years 

Collaborative academic research with creative 

industries on Rights of Nature 

AHRC / Arts Councils / 

National Lottery/ British 

Council 

< 2 years 

Incoming fellowships - short duration  AHRC/ESRC < 2 years 

Centre for Doctoral Training for multidisciplinary 

research and skills training on Rights of Nature 

AHRC / ESRC / NERC < 2 years 

A new form of ‘Industrial partnerships and KTPs’ to 

support transdisciplinary research on social-

environmental issues 

Innovate UK/ ESRC / AHRC < 5 years 
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Topic-driven fellowships (to develop resources within 

disciplines on particular topics) 

AHRC/ ESRC/ NERC < 5 years 

Directed research call:  Socio-ecological knowledge 

and relationships to support effective environmental 

action / justice 

NERC /ESRC / AHRC /multi-

national 

< 5 years 

Doctoral Training Partnership - transdisciplinary 

research on environmental sciences and humanities 

ESRC / NERC / AHRC < 5 years 

Interdisciplinary fellowships - network of interlinking, 

collaborative fellowships 

cross-UKRI < 5 years 

Research centre cross-UKRI < 10 years 

Physical/ digital library of RoN with working space for 

practitioners and academics 

AHRC/ National lottery/ 

British Library 

< 10 years 

 

CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS  

The recognition of the Rights of Nature (RoN) is gaining momentum worldwide and 

represents a significant paradigm shift, from nature seen as a resource or object of protection 

to a subject of rights on its own. RoN is increasingly lauded as the legal transformation needed 

to address the pressing social-environmental crises of our time, including climate change, 

habitat destruction, and biodiversity loss. Our interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary scoping 

study concludes that recognising RoN could enhance local communities’ participatory role by 

recognising their ‘guardianship’ role towards nature, which could contribute to a better socio-

cultural, ecological model of social-environmental governance and transform our relationship 

with nature to address some of the most urgent social-environmental challenges of our planet. 

To address these challenges, our project proposes a new transdisciplinary and 

synergetic framework and analysis to determine whether, to what extent, and under what 

conditions RoN could become a workable, effective, and transferable approach to revolutionise 

our relationship with nature. Our scoping study highlights that despite its promising role to offer 

a truly transformative approach to our relationship with our environment, academic research 

and funding have yet to fully engage with this emerging field of research. Research projects are 

still anecdotal despite the tasks of exploring the transformative nature of this new approach to 

our environment. In such context it feels urgent that funding bodies engage more systematically 

with the research on RoN to support an ambitious and potentially ground-breaking research on 

RoN. Although new research projects have begun to explore the anthropological and political 

aspects of RoN focusing on specific case studies outside of Europe, further transdisciplinary 

research integrating environmental and social sciences is needed to understand how RoN 

could be operationalised in the European context.  
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ANNEX 1: CHRONOLOGY ON THE EMERGENCE OF THE RIGHTS OF NATURE 

- 1972 

- The Southern California Law Review published law professor Christopher Stone’s 

seminal article “Should trees have standing-towards legal rights for natural objects”. 

Stone described how under the existing structure of law, nature was considered right-

less, having no legally recognized right to defend and enforce 

- 1989 

- Professor Roderick Nash, published The Rights of Nature: A history of environmental 

Ethics in which he explains how, throughout history, the right-less-slaves, women, 

others- have struggled to expand the body of legal rights to include themselves.  

- 2001 

- Thomas Berry published The Origin, Differentiation and Role of Rights in which he 

described how all members of the Earth community possess inherent rights. 

- 2003 

- Wild Law: A Manifesto for Earth Justice, was published authored by South African 

attorney Cormac Cullinan, with Thomas Berry, he opens up a new front on the Rights of 

Nature- adding a significant spiritual and moral element to the legal and historic 

discussions begun by Stone and Nash. 

- 2006  

- Tamaqua Borough, Pennsylvania, in the US, banned the dumping of toxic sewage 

sludge as a violation of the rights of nature. Tamaqua is the very first  place in the world 

to recognize the rights of nature in law. Since 2006, dozens of communities in ten states 

in the US have enacted Rights of Nature's Laws. 

- 2008 

- The constitution of Ecuador gives legally enforceable rights to nature.  

- 2009 

- The UN General Assembly, at its 63rd session proclaimed 22 April “International Mother 

Earth Day” (A/RES/63/278) - Bolivian president, Evo Morales delivered a statement at 

the General Assembly on the declaration of International Mother Earth Day 

(A/63/PV.80) 

- 2010  

- The Universal Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth was drafted at the World 

People’s Conference on Climate Change and Mother Earth’s Rights, held in Bolivia 

- First Report of the Secretary-General on Harmony with Nature published (A/65/314)- 

Requesting the Secretary General to host the first Interactive Dialogue to commemorate 

International Mother Earth Day, issue a Second Report on Harmony with Nature and 

start developing the Harmony with Nature website. 

- Creation  of the “Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature” 

- Bolivia’s Legislative Assembly passed the Law of the Rights of Mother Earth 

- An ordinance recognizing the Rights of Nature was passed unanimously by the City 

Council of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, USA, as part of a ban on shale gas drilling and 

fracking. This the first major city in the U.S. to codify the legally enforceable Rights of 

Nature. 
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- The first case on rights of Nature in Ecuador: heard by the Provincial Court of Justice of 

Loja, featured the Vilcabamba River as the plaintiff. Thus, the river itself was able to 

defend its own rights to ‘exist’ and ‘maintain itself’ – as it sought to stop a government 

highway construction project that was interfering with the natural flow and health of the 

river. The court ruled that the project be stopped. 

- 2011 

- The UN General Assembly adopted the third Resolution on Harmony with Nature 

(A/RES/66/204) - and the second report of the Secretary-General on Harmony with 

Nature (A/66/302) was published. 

- A campaign was launched in Nepal to advance the Rights of nature - leading to the 

Parliament to consider a Rights of Nature constitutional amendment.  

- The people of Barnstead and Nottingham, New Hampshire, USA, recognized the rights 

of local ecosystems. Barnstead passed a Rights of Nature amendment to a 2006 Right 

to Water ordinance and Nottingham residents used their law to stop corporate water 

privatisation. 

- 2012  

- Third report of the Secretary-General on Harmony with Nature was published 

(A/67/317) - the UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20), outcome 

document “The Future We Want”, paragraph 39 on Harmony with Nature mentions 

Rights of Nature. 

- The UN General Assembly adopted the fourth Resolution on Harmony with Nature 

(A/RES/67/214) - leading to the UN to set up a Harmony with Nature programme, which 

promotes an ecocentric worldview. 

- The International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) adopted a policy to 

incorporate the Rights of Nature in its decision-making processes. 

- The national government of New Zealand reached an agreement with the Whanganui 

Rivers iwi, and local Maori people, to recognize a legal persona for the Whanganui 

River.  

- Bolivia adopted its Law Under the Mother Earth and Integral Development for Living 

Well. Passed by Bolivia’s Plurinational Legislative Assembly, the law recognizes the 

Rights of Mother Earth in statutory law.  

- A campaign was launched in India by Canga Arction Parivar and the Global Interfaith 

WASH Alliance-India to recognize rights of the Canga River through national legislation.  

- 2013: 

- The campaign for the European Citizens Initiative for the Rights of Nature was 

launched.  

- The UN General Assembly, at its 68th session, adopted the fifth Resolution on Harmony 

with Nature (A/RES/68/216). - fourth Report of the Secretary-General on Harmony with 

Nature was published (A/68/325). 

- The Mora County, New Mexico county commission passed the Mora County 

Community Water Rights and Local Self-Government Ordinance. It banned corporate 

hydrocarbon extraction while simultaneously recognizing enforceable human rights to 

water, water for agriculture, a sustainable energy future, and the rights of La Querencia 

de la Tierra, local Indigenous people’s conception of homeland. 

- 2014 

https://undocs.org/A/RES/66/204
https://undocs.org/A/66/302
https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/66/288&Lang=E
https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/66/288&Lang=E
https://undocs.org/A/RES/67/214
http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/68/216
http://undocs.org/A/68/325
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- The UN General Assembly, as its 69th session, adopted the sixth Resolution on 

Harmony with Nature (A/RES/69/224) and the fifth Report of the Secretary-General on 

Harmony with Nature was published (A/69/322). 

- The Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature sponsored an International Gathering on 

Rights of Nature and held the International Rights of Nature Tribunal in Lima during the 

COP20 

- Te Urewera Act 2014 passed in New Zealand  

- The first Rights on Nature state constitutional amendment was proposed in Colorado 

- 2015 

- The UN General Assembly, at its 70th session, adopted the seventh resolution on 

Harmony with Nature (A/RES/70/208) and the Sixth Report of the Secretary-General on 

Harmony with Nature was published (A/70/268). 

- The Third International Rights of Nature Tribunal in Paris during COP21 

- Sweden’s Riksdag considered a motion to create a commission to prepare a proposal 

on how the Rights of Nature can be incorporated into Swedish law. 

- Pope Francis, in calling for a new era of environmental protection at the U.N. declared 

“A true right of the environment does exist” 

- 2016 

- The Green Party of England and Wales adopted a Rights of Nature policy platform. The 

Greens in Scotland as well. 

- Colombia’s Constitutional Court ruled that the Rio Atrato possesses rights to “protection, 

conservation, maintenance and restoration”, and established joint guardianship for the 

river shared by indigenous people and the national government. 

- The Ho-Chunk Nation took a first vote for a Rights of Nature tribal constitutional 

amendment, the first tribal nation in the U.S. to do so. 

- The Grizzly Treaty, a document signed by more than 200 U.S. and Canadian tribal 

nations, recognized the grizzly bear’s right to exist in a healthy ecosystem. 

- State constitutional change was introduced for the first time in New Hampshire that 

would allow local governments to recognize the rights of ecosystems. 

- 2017 

- Yarra River Protection (Wilip-gin Birrarung murron) Act 2017 and The Awa Tupua 

(Whanganui River Claims Settlement) Act 2017 - adopted in New Zealand  

- Colombian Constitutional Court recognised Atrato River’s legal personality  

- The High Court of Uttarakhand in India issued rulings recognizing Canga and Yamuna 

Rivers, glaciers and other ecosystems as legal persons and certain rights. 

- The Municipality of Bonito, in the State of Pernambuco in Brazil, enacted a rights of 

Nature law 

- Mexico City incorporated language into the city constitution which requires a law to be 

passed which would “recognize and regulate the broader protection of the rights of 

nature formed by all its ecosystems and species as a collective entity subject to rights”. 

- U.S.A developments:  

o Colorado River v. State of Colorado was filed in the U.S. federal court.  

o The Ponca Nation of Oklahoma adopted a customary law recognizing the rights 

of Nature.  

o Lincoln County, Oregon voters approved a Rights of Nature Law 
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o The Ohio Ballot Board approved state constitutional language for a proposed 

ballot measure that would allow local governments to recognize the rights of 

ecosystems  

o Lafayette Colorado in the U.S. enacted the first Climate Bill of Rights recognizing 

rights of humans and nature to a healthy climate, and banning fossil fuel 

extraction as a violation of those rights. 

- 2018 

- The UN General Assembly, at its 74th session, adopted the eleventh resolution on 

Harmony with Nature (A/RES/74/224) 

- Colombia’s Supreme Court of Justice ruled that the government must abate climate 

change by stopping deforestation in the Amazon and declared the Amazon an entity 

subject of rights. 

- The Administrative Court of Boyacá recognized the Páramo in Pisba as a “subject of 

rights” 

- Municipality of Paudalho, in the State of Pernambuco in Brazil enacted a rights of 

Nature Law.  

- Developments in the USA: 

o One third of the New Hampshire House of Legislators voted in favour of 

advancing state constitutional change empowering local communities to 

recognize Rights of Nature at the local level.  

o The White Earth band of the Chippewa Nation adopts the “Rights of the 

Manoomin” law securing legal rights of Manoomin, or wild rice. This is the first 

law to secure legal rights of a particular plant species. Rights of Manoomin were 

also adopted by the 1855 Treaty Authority. 

- 2019 

- The UN General Assembly, at its 74th session, adopted the eleventh resolution on 

Harmony with Nature (A/RES/74/224) - and the ninth report of the Secretary-General on 

Harmony with Nature was published (A/74/236). https://undocs.org/en/A/74/236 

- Bangladesh’s High Court has given orders to give some legal rights to all the rivers. 

- In Colombia, the Superior Court of Medellín recognized the Cauca River, including its 

basin and tributaries, as a subject of legal rights.  

- Uganda enacted the National Environmental Act of 2019 in which nature is recognized 

as having “the right to exist, persist, maintain and regenerate its vital cycles, structure, 

functions and its processes in evolution.” 

- A bill to recognize the Rights of Nature was introduced into the Congress of the 

Philippines 

- The Rights of Nature and Future Generations Bill was introduced into the Parliament of 

Western Australia. It recognizes rights for “Nature, including all ecosystems, ecological 

communities and native species” as well as “present and future generations” 

- The Dutch Municipality of Nordeast-Fryslan passed a motion that proposed granting 

special rights to the Wadden Sea. It also proposed an independent governance 

authority for ecosystem protection. 

- Development in the U.S.A: 

o Residents of Exeter, New Hampshire, enacted a law securing the rights of 

Nature, including the right to a “stable and healthy climate system” and the right 

to be free from chemical trespass” 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/74/224
https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/74/224
https://undocs.org/en/A/74/236
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o The city of Toledo, Ohio, declares Lake Erie a person. 

o The Yurok tribe initiated efforts to recognize legal rights of the Klamath River. 

o Denver, Colorado voted on a “Rights to Survive” ballot measure, advancing a 

human rights paradigm compatible with the Rights of Nature. 

o The National Lawyers Guild amended the organization’s constitution to include 

the rights of Nature, stating “human rights and the rights of ecosystems shall be 

regarded as more sacred than property interests” 

o The Municipality of Florianopolis passed a law recognizing rights of Nature 

o The Congress of the State of Colima approved an amendment to the state 

constitution recognizing the Rights of Nature. 

- 2020 

- In Costa Rica, the municipality of Curridabat, afforded citizenship to pollinators, trees 

and native plants.  

- The Mar Menor lagoon was recognized as a subject of rights by the Spanish 

municipality of Los Alcazares.  

- The Blue Mountain Council of New South Wales, Australia, resolved to integrate the 

Rights of Nature in its municipal planning and operations.  

- In Colombia following the verdict in appeal of the Superior Court of Ibagué for the 

tutelary action - los Nevados National Natural Park was declared a special subject of 

rights for its protection, recovery and conservation with an integral approach.  

- The Special Tribunal of Nature Rights for Chiquitania was held. The mismanagement of 

the fires in Chiquitania by the Plurinational State of Bolivia has been qualified as 

ecocide by the judges of the Tribunal.  

- In Ecuador, a judge at the Cotacachi Court ruled that the Ministry of the Environmental 

failed at its job of protecting species on the Llurimagua mining concession in north-

western Ecuador’s biodiversity cloud forests.  

- Developments in the USA: 

o For the first time in U.S. history, the rights of a specific ecosystem were argued 

in federal court in defence of the Lake Erie Bill of Rights. 

o For the first time in U.S history, a state was successfully pressured to enforce a 

local Rights of Nature law, in Grant Township, Indiana County, Pennsylvania. 

o The Menominee Indian Tribe of Wisconsin asserted that the Menominee River 

has the right to exist naturally, flourish, evolve, remain unpolluted and carry out 

its natural ecosystem functions. 

o The Nez Perce Tribe General Council passed a resolution recognizing the 

Shake River as a living entity that has rights, including the right to exist, flourish, 

evolve, flow, regenerate- and a right to its restoration. 

2021 

- The Declaration of the Rights of the Moon was released, recognizing the fundamental 

rights of the Moon to “the right to be defined as a self-sustaining, intelligent, cohesive, 

intact lunar ecosystem”. 

- The Magpie River in Canada was recognized as possessing legal rights through 

resolutions adopted by the Innu Council of Ekuanitshit and the Minganie Regional 

County Municipality.  
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- Five Members of Parliament in Switzerland submitted an initiative to the federal 

government requesting that the government draft a constitutional amendment to 

enshrine the human right to a healthy environment and the Rights of Nature in the 

Swiss Constitution. 

- Legislation was introduced into the Peru Congress on the rights of nature. 

- In Northern Ireland, the Local Derry City and Strabane District Council, and the Local 

Fermanagh and Omagh District Council, approved rights of nature motions. 

- In Ecuador, the provincial court of El Oro upheld a lower court ruling in support of the 

rights of nature. The court determined that the rights of nature were violated by mining 

activities. 

- The Ecuadorian Constitutional Court ruled on a case based on the Rights of Nature 

enshrined in Ecuador’s Constitution. It heard arguments in a case to protect the Los 

Cedros Protected Forest from mining.  

- The Blue Mountains City Council in New South Wales Australia, unanimously adopted 

the rights of nature as a foundational principle to consider how the rights of nature may 

be integrated into the city’s operations. This is the first municipality in Australia to 

advance the rights of nature in policy. 

- Developments in the USA: 

o The Facilities, Infrastructure, Transportation, Environment and Sustainability 

Policy Committee of the City Council of Berkeley, California approved a 

recommendation to “to recognize that the natural living world has a right to exist, 

thrive, regenerate and evolve its life cycles”, with the proposed resolution now 

moving to the full City Council for consideration. 

o Nederland, Colorado, adopted a resolution recognizing the rights of Boulder 

Creek and the Boulder Creek Watershed.  

o The first rights of nature case was filed in a tribal court, to enforce the rights of 

manoomin (wild rice), the White Earth Band of Ojibwe, and White Earth tribal 

members.  

o Legislation was introduced in the Florida House of Representatives, in the US, to 

overturn a state law which prevents local communities from establishing rights of 

nature laws.  
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ANNEX 2: LIST OF ORGANISATIONS FOCUSING ON RON  

1. Global and international focus:  

Name Website 

Earth Law Centre https://www.earthlawcenter.org 

Nature’s Rights http://www.natures-rights.org/ 

The Gaia Foundation www.gaiafoundation.org 

The UN Harmony with Nature 

Initiative  

www.harmonywithnature.org 

Eradicating Ecocide  http://eradicatingecocide.com/  

Earth Law Alliance  http://earthlawyers.org/ 

The Global Alliance for the Rights of 

Nature  

www.therightsofnature.org 

Indigenous Environmental Network 

(IEN) Indigenous Leadership 

www.ienearth.org    

Women’s Earth and Climate Action 

Network- (WECAN) 

wecaninternational.org   

The Centre for Environmental Ethics 

and Law  

www.environmentalethicsandlaw.org 

Client Earth https://www.clientearth.org 

Earth Justice https://earthjustice.org 

CIEL Centre for International 

Environmental Law 

https://www.ciel.org 

Friends of the Earth https://friendsoftheearth.uk/who-we-are/our-history 

Earth Rights https://earthrights.org/ 

Stop Ecocide https://www.stopecocide.earth/ 

Center for Earth Jurisprudence http://www.earthjurist.org/  

Health of Mother Earth Foundation https://homef.org/  

Navdanya https://www.navdanya.org/site/ 

Foundations for the Rights of Future 

Generations 

https://www.intergenerationaljustice.org/#  

2. Europe 

Name Website 

European Environmental Law 

Forum 

http://www.eelf.info 

WildLaw UK www.wildlawuk.org 

France: Nature Rights http://www.naturerights.com/site/page-17.html  

Germany: Rechte der Natur https://www.rechte-der-natur.de/en/  

Bavarian Initiative: Rechte der Natur 

– Das Volksbegeheren 

https://gibdernaturrecht.muc-mib.de/  

https://www.earthlawcenter.org/
http://www.natures-rights.org/
http://www.gaiafoundation.org/
http://www.harmonywithnature.org/
http://eradicatingecocide.com/
http://earthlawyers.org/
http://www.therightsofnature.org/
http://www.ienearth.org/
http://www.environmentalethicsandlaw.org/
https://www.clientearth.org/
https://earthjustice.org/
https://www.ciel.org/
https://friendsoftheearth.uk/who-we-are/our-history
https://earthrights.org/
https://www.stopecocide.earth/
http://www.earthjurist.org/
https://homef.org/
https://www.intergenerationaljustice.org/
http://www.eelf.info/
http://www.wildlawuk.org/
http://www.naturerights.com/site/page-17.html
https://www.rechte-der-natur.de/en/
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Friends of the River Frome  https://friendsoftheriverfrome.co.uk 

Environmental Law Foundation https://elflaw.org 

United Kingdom Environmental Law 

Association 

https://www.ukela.org/  

ELA Environmental Law Association https://elasa.co.za 

Living Law https://www.livinglaw.co.uk/firm 

3. Latin America 

Name Website 

Fundación Pachamama, Ecuador  www.pachamama.org.ec 

Centro para el Desarrollo del Indigena 

Amazónico (CEDIA)  

www.cedia.org.pe 

Shinai   www.shinai.org.pe 

Fundación Herencia  www.herencia.org.bo 

Comité Permanente de la Defensa de 

los Derechos Humanos  

www.cdh.org.ec 

Frente de Defensa de la Amazonia www.texacotoxico.org  

Ecolex, Corporación de Gestión y 

Derecho Ambiental  

www.ecolex-ec.org 

Fundación Ambiente y Sociedad  www.ambienteysociedad.org 

Bioneers https://bioneers.org 

Nunamaisha https://www.nunamaisha.org/nunamaisha-is/ 

4. North America 

Name Website  

Community Environmental Legal 

Defence Fund (CELDF) 

www.celdf.org 

Global Exchange  www.globalexchange.org 

Pachamama Alliance  www.pachamama.org 

Council of Canadians  www.canadians.org 

Canadian Environmental Law 

Association 

https://cela.ca 

Centre Juridique International des droits 

de la nature, Quebec 

https://cidce.org/en/ 

Observatoire Nature https://www.observatoirenature.org/copie-de-accueil-cx5dl  

5. Pacific 

Name Website 

Australian Earth Laws Alliance 

(Formerly Earth Laws)   

 http://www.earthlaws.org.au/ 

https://friendsoftheriverfrome.co.uk/
https://elflaw.org/
https://www.ukela.org/UKELA/Home/UKELA/Default.aspx?hkey=f227b89d-4909-4031-856d-585e829df30b
https://elasa.co.za/
https://www.livinglaw.co.uk/firm
http://www.pachamama.org.ec/
http://www.cedia.org.pe/
http://www.shinai.org.pe/
http://www.herencia.org.bo/
http://www.cdh.org.ec/
http://www.texacotoxico.org/
http://www.ecolex-ec.org/
http://www.ambienteysociedad.org/
https://bioneers.org/
https://www.nunamaisha.org/nunamaisha-is/
http://www.celdf.org/
http://www.globalexchange.org/
http://www.pachamama.org/
http://www.canadians.org/
https://cela.ca/
https://cidce.org/en/
https://www.observatoirenature.org/copie-de-accueil-cx5dl
http://www.earthlaws.org.au/
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Fiji Environmental Law Association https://www.fela.org.fj/home.html 

New Zealand Centre for Environmental 

Law  

http://www.nzcel.auckland.ac.nz/en/nzcel.html   

6. Africa 

Name Website 

EnAct International   www.enact-international.com 

Natural Justice https://naturaljustice.org/about-us/ 

Zimbabwe Environmental Law 

Association 

http://www.zela.org 

7. Asia 

Name Website  

Navdanya International  www.Navdanya.org 

Bela: Bangladesh Environmental Lawyers 

Association 

https://belabangla.org 

 

  

https://www.fela.org.fj/home.html
http://www.nzcel.auckland.ac.nz/en/nzcel.html
http://www.enact-international.com/
https://naturaljustice.org/about-us/
http://www.zela.org/
http://www.navdanya.org/
https://belabangla.org/
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ANNEX 3: SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE & LIST OF PEOPLES CONTACTED  

Survey Questions: 

1. The terminology used is somewhat contradictory and confusing: terms such as rights of nature 

(RoN), ecosystems rights, wild law, earth law are used. What would be your definition for each 

of these terms, and what would be your favourite term (and why)? 

2. To what extent do you support the idea of granting legal rights to nature in very general terms? 

How does the value you place on nature and natural ecosystems shape your views on the 

rights of nature? Do you think that we should protect natural ecosystems for their own sake, for 

the sake of human beings, for the sake of other animals, for the sake of future generations, or 

some other reasons? 

3. In your view, what are the main challenges to make the rights of nature global reality? 

4. What are the key elements of academic research which could support this realisation? 

5. What role do activists play in the Rights of Nature movement? How would you describe the 

relationship between activism and academia in the Rights of Nature movement? How do they 

influence each other? Do you think this relationship is productive? 

6. So far RoN has started to be implemented in mainly Latin America and New Zealand/ 

Aotearoa- could you cite other recent examples you might have worked on/supported/are 

aware of? In your view what are the main issues with the implementation and the realisation of 

these new cases (when RoN are recognized) 

7. Could you highlight the specific characteristics and strategies used in the different “iconic” RoN 

case studies in India, Aotearoa, Colombia and potentially others you have identified as 

important? 

8. In your view, are there any useful lessons from these case studies and their developments for 

Europe? 

9. Looking back at achievements so far it feels that the strong and most developed emergence of 

RoN is in places that have very proactive indigenous advocates who have linked their fight 

against colonization and discrimination to RoN. In your view, would the RoN still be relevant in 

places without the strong indigenous advocacy communities and how? 

10. The best of your knowledge, which specific academic disciplines are involved in the research 

you are aware of? What fields/disciplines are being covered? In your view, what disciplines are 

missing (or underrepresented)? 

11. Are you aware of research on RoN that combines interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary, or 

transdisciplinary perspectives from humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences? How do 

you understand these terms, and which one would seem the most relevant to support future 

research on the RoN? 

12. If you know about research being conducted, what common methodologies have been used to 

enable work across disciplines? 
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ANNEX 5: KEY TERMS - MULTIDISCIPLINARY TERMINOLOGIES  

ANTHROPOCENTRISM – literally ‘human-centred’. An anthropocentric view is one which 

privileges or prioritises the interests of human beings over other living beings. Contrasted with 

‘bio-centric’ or ‘eco-centric’ views. 

COMMUNITY ECOLOGY:  The study of the organization and functioning of communities of 

organisms. As populations of species interact with one another, they form biological 

communities. A community of organisms consists of all the interacting populations of the 

species living within a particular area or within a particular habitat. Community ecology also 

studies the relationships of the members of a community to their environment.  

EARTH JURISPRUDENCE: Earth Jurisprudence is a philosophy of law and human 

governance that is based on the idea that humans are only one part of a wider community of 

beings and that the welfare of each member of that community is dependent on the welfare of 

the Earth as a whole. 

EARTH LAW: Earth Law is a body of law which, in recognising the intrinsic value of nature and 

the interconnectedness of all life on Earth, puts the well-being of the planet as a whole ahead 

of human self-interest alone. 

ECOSYSTEM APPROACH: An ecosystem approach is a strategy for the integrated 

management of land, water and living resources that promotes conservation and sustainable 

use in an equitable way. 

ECOSYSTEM SERVICES – benefits derived from the natural environment, either directly (e.g. 

provisional of food and water) or indirectly (e.g. supporting other services), and may be 

monetary or non-monetary.   

ECOSYSTEM: An ecosystem is a community of living organisms in conjunction with the non-

living components of their environment, interacting as a system. The major types of 

ecosystems are forests, grasslands, freshwater and marine. 

GAIA HYPOTHESIS: This proposes that all organisms and their inorganic surroundings on 

Earth are closely integrated to form a single, synergistic and self-regulating complex system, 

maintaining the conditions for life on the planet. The concept was proposed by Lovelock and 

Margulis (e.g. Lovelock 1979)  and was based on a number of observations 1. The atmosphere 

is in an extreme state of thermodynamic disequilibrium owing to the activities of life, yet aspects 

of its composition are remarkably stable. 2. Present conditions at the surface of the Earth are 

close to optimal for the dominant organisms. 3. Life has persisted for over 3.8 billion years 

despite increasing solar strength and variable exchange of matter with the inner Earth. 4. The 

Earth system has repeatedly recovered from massive perturbations.  

INDIGENOUS CUSTOMARY LAW: “Customary law” is a phrase used to describe legal 

systems and obligations which arise from practice, rather than from formal written laws. 

Customary law is found in many legal cultures (for example, international customary law), 
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including Indigenous non-western legal cultures. Many Indigenous groups are governed by 

customary law. For example, in Aotearoa/New Zealand, Māori are governed by a system of 

customary law called tikanga Māori.  

LEGAL PERSONHOOD (OR LEGAL PERSONALITY): A legal person is an entity which can 

sue and be sued, own property, and enter into contracts. This includes natural persons (human 

beings), but it also includes entities such as companies and ships.   

LEGAL STANDING: The ability to bring a lawsuit to court. In other words, courts will only hear 

cases brought by legal persons who the court recognizes as having standing. In some 

countries, such as the United States, standing has strict requirements: For example, a person 

must have suffered an injury, caused by the defendant and which the court is capable of 

resolving.  

METAPHYSICS – a branch of philosophy dealing with the general subjects such as reality, 

existence, being, time, space, self, and other abstract concepts foundation to our 

understanding of the world and ourselves. A metaphysical argument might seek to establish 

the reality or irreality of a given entity such as ‘ecosystems’, or to clarify our understanding or 

use of abstract concepts, such as ‘nature’.  See also Ontology. 

NATURAL CAPITAL – components of the landscape that provide goods; stock of natural 

assets. 

NATURE: All the animals, plants, rocks etc in the world and all the features, forces and 

processes that happen or exist independently of people e.g. seas, mountains, weather, growth 

(Definition from the Cambridge English Dictionary). 

ONTOLOGY – from ontos (being), and logos (rational account of), ontology is a sub-branch of 

metaphysics dealing with questions about what is real or what exists. Ontological arguments 

might seek to establish or disprove the existence of certain entities, such as ‘ecosystems’, or 

might aim to present an argument about which entities do or do not fall inside certain 

categories – such as ‘natural’. The word is also used more loosely to describe a person’s or 

culture’s account of what exists or is real, in a way that makes ‘ontology’ somewhat 

interchangeable with ‘world-view’.  

POSTHUMANISM: Theory that looks beyond the human as the basic category of thought; 

seeing the human entangled with the nonhuman world, which could be both technological and 

natural. 

SENTIENT - Capable of having sensational feelings such as pleasure and pain. For many 

philosophers, sentience is a prerequisite for a creature having moral standing or rights. Without 

the capacity to feel pleasure or pain, these philosophers argue, nothing can matter to a non-

sentient entity.  

WILD LAW: human laws that are consistent with Earth jurisprudence; wild law is a law made by 

people to regulate human behaviour that privileges maintaining the integrity and functioning of 
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the whole Earth community in the long term, over the interests of any species (including 

humans) at a particular time. 

ANNEX 6: TEAM MEMBERS & PARTNERS  

Interdisciplinary Research Team: 

- Jeremie Gilbert (PI) is a legal scholar working in the field of human rights and 

indigenous peoples’ rights, he led the project and the research on the legal and political 

analysis;  

- Robert Grabowski is a specialist in catchment science, he led the research of 

geomorphology, ecosystem and geography; 

- Saskia Vermeylen is a socio-legal property scholar, she led the research on socio-legal 

and anthropological analysis;  

- Anne Robertson is professor in Ecology specialised on groundwater ecology, she led 

the research on ecology;  

- Ilkhom Soliev is an institutional economist with research focus on governance of 

common pool resources, he led the research on institutional economics and 

governance;  

- Neil Williams is a philosophy scholar applying a pragmatist framework to issues in 

environmental ethics, animal rights and issues around social class, he led the research 

on philosophy and ethics.  

Partners and advisors:  

- Carlotta Byrne is the Earth Jurisprudence Programme Coordinator for the Gaia 

Foundation 

- Shrishtee Bajpai & Ashish Kothari are from Kalpavriksh an Environmental Action group 

in India  

- Grant Wilson is the Executive Director & Directing Attorney of the Earth Law Center. 

- Erin O’Donnell is a member of the inaugural Birarrung Council, the statutory voice of the 

Birrarung/Yarra River in Melbourne, and a leading scholar in the field of river rights 

globally 

- Lieselotte Viaene is the principal Investigator of the research project entitled: RIVERS - 

Water/human rights beyond the human? Indigenous water ontologies, plurilegal 

encounters and interlegal translation (2019- 2024 - funded by the European Research 

Council) 

- Axel Borchgrevink is the lead researcher for the project entitled: Riverine Rights: 

Exploring the Currents and Consequences of Legal Innovations on the Rights of Rivers 

(2020 – 2023, financed by the Research Council of Norway). 

- Lucy Claridge is the Head of Strategic Legal Response Centre for the Forest Peoples 

Programme 

- Helen Dancer is the principal Investigator for the research project entitled: Reimagining 

the Law of the Forest, and is also a key instigator of the UK Earth Law Judgments 

Project. 
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‘The future of the Rights of Nature: An 

interdisciplinary scoping analysis  

 

Funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council (Grant Ref: AH/V00574X/1), this 

scoping project reviewed the current application of the Rights of Nature (RoN) from an 

interdisciplinary perspective. The aim is to explore the rights of nature across different 

disciplines to analyse common themes that might support future research in the 

emerging field of the rights of Nature. The project was developed between December 

2020 and December 2021. 

Lead Research Organisation: University of Roehampton  

 

Contact: Professor Jérémie Gilbert – Email: jeremie.gilbert@roehampton.ac.uk  
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https://gtr.ukri.org/organisation/0107329B-F086-4C36-8652-5AF6752EC6DC
https://pure.roehampton.ac.uk/portal/en/persons/j%c3%a9r%c3%a9mie-gilbert
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