
WHAT IF
RIVERS 
HAD RIGHTS?
R I G H T S  O F  N A T U R E

'R i ghts of  Nature'  i s  a  concept,  or  way of

thi nking about  how we can r edef i ne our

rel at i onshi p  with  the natural  wor ld .  By  bui l d ing

on thi s  re lat i onship  wi th  reci procity  and care,

we can l earn  (or  remember)  how to l i ve  i n

harmony wi th  nature.  

WHO WILL SPEAK FOR THE

WATERS?

Ri ver s are  essentia l  to  l i fe ,  p lay i ng an essenti a l

ro l e  in  Ear th’s  hydrol ogi c  cycle ,  as  wel l  as

provi d ing habitat  for  a  huge diversity  of

speci es.  R ivers  support  humans by provi d i ng

food sources,  l i vel i hoods,  water  for  dr i nki ng and

sanitat i on,  and much more.  However ,  many

r i vers  on the i s land of  I re land are  pol luted and

dying.  What if  r ivers had the r ight to f low,  to

be free from pol lution,  to  be restored,  to

thrive?  An i ncreasing number  of  countr ies now

recogni se the r ights of  thei r  r ivers  -  i ncl uding

I ndi a ,  New Zeal and,  Col ombi a,  Bangladesh and

the Uni ted States.  An i nternat i onal  coal i t i on

has penned the Uni versal  Decl arat i on of  the

Ri ghts of  R i vers.  If  the forests are the Earth’s

lungs,  the r ivers are her  arteries -  they

should be free to f low!  

WILL WE?

Communi t i es are  a l ready cal l ing  for  the Ri ghts

of  the Foyle  and the Rights of  the Shannon -

r i vers  so preci ous to  us yet  at  threat  from

mini ng,  i ndustr i a l  agr i cul ture and other  forms of

extract ive capi ta l ism.  The  r i ghts of  nature

movement in  I r e land i s  connecting wi th  other

communit i es across the wor ld  who have

achieved r ights for  thei r  r ivers.  Could the next

step be to recognise the r ights of  r ivers on

our island?
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HOW COULD WE RECOGNISE RIGHTS OF

NATURE IN OUR LAWS, POLICY AND

PRACTICE?

There are d ifferent  spheres in  which this  can be done -  

 f rom  engagement at  community level,  to changes in

laws,  pol icy  or  even constitut ions by  local  and national

governments,  but a lso extending to  the development of

a new  international  r ights of  nature movement .  

On 3rd  Apr i l  2021  the community of Greencastle ,  Co.

Tyrone asserted the r ights of  community  and r ights of

nature in  the face of  a  mining threat  and associated

government abandonment of  the ancient  Green Road.

‘People,  nature and eco-systems are al l  part  of  our

community including mountains,  hi l ls,  r ivers,  streams,

bogs,  trees and al l  l iving therein. ’  The assert ion was a

powerful  message of  community  empowerment and

sol idar ity  with  nature.

Taking inspirat ion from Blue Mountains County Counci l  in

Austral ia ,  Derry  City  and Strabane Distr ict  Counci l

became the f i rst  local  council  on the is land to declare a

motion on the Rights of  Nature.  Others have fol lowed,

including Fermanagh & Omagh,  Belfast ,  Newry,  Mourne and

Down,  and Donegal  County Counci l ;  the latter  being the

f irst  Counci l  south of  the border  to  do so.  After  these

histor ic  declarat ions,  the job remains of  f inding a

pathway to embedding the Rights of  Nature in  local  law,

pol icy,  p lanning and pract ices.   

A l ready countries  such as Ecuador ,  Bol iv ia ,  Uganda and

the state of  Oaxaca,  Mexico have wr itten Rights of

Nature into their  constitut ions.  Nature now has those

who wi l l  speak for  her  i f  threats ar ise.  Of  course this  isn’t

the end of  the story  as b ig  business a lso has its  voice,

but  nature is  no longer  s i lent  and governments have been

forced to l isten.  The  international  community  has a lso

recognised r ights of  nature and the Rights of  Nature

movement is  sweeping the g lobe.  Organisat ions such as

Centre for  Democrat ic  and Environmental  R ights (CDER)

and the Global  Al l iance for  R ights of  Nature (GARN) are

helping communit ies,  counci ls  and states take a  stand for

nature.  The United Nations are a lso taking steps forward -

in  2009  the General  Assembly  adopted its  f i rst  resolut ion

on 'Harmony with  Nature' .  There are a lso advances in  the

global  cal l  to  make ecocide an international  cr ime.  

For more information and resources,  visit

www.ejni .net/rights-of-nature 

or  email  Lynda@ejni.net


