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“Caring for Home through Nature’s Rights” 
 

 As we celebrate International Mother Earth Day, this Interactive Dialogue provides 
us the opportunity to examine the role of economics in furthering an ethical relationship 
between ourselves and the Earth.  The root of “economics” is from the Greek meaning to 
manage our home.  How are we managing our home, from our closest connections with 
family and friends, outwards to our communities, nations and the planet as a whole? 
 

At all levels, we can do better.  Our current economic system misguidedly assumes 
that infinite economic growth is possible on a finite planet, that wealth concentrated in the 
hands of a few benefits all, that more wealth brings more well-being, and that the natural 
world is a “resource” for our use.  As a result, Mother Earth, which sustains us, is visibly 
declining. 

 
Scientists estimate that because of our actions, a quarter of mammals and 40% of 

amphibians may become extinct in the foreseeable future.  This rate of extinction is 1,000 
times the average across history.  Climate change accelerates these impacts, creating a 
heightened urgency for action.  The World Bank recently studied the potential impacts of a 
4oC temperature increase, an increasingly likely scenario.  They found that this would 
create a “transition of the Earth’s ecosystems into a state unknown in human experience.”  

 
 There is no Planet B.  We are of the Earth, and we are dependent on the Earth every 
moment of our lives.  There is no separation between what we do to the Earth and what we 
do to ourselves.  Just as the World Bank warns of climate change’s impacts on the 
environment, so too does it warn of “unprecedented heat waves, severe drought, and major 
floods” broadly affecting human lives and livelihoods.  
 

What then is the benefit of the current economic system?  Why do we cling to it?  
Does money really buy us well-being?  Numerous studies show that income beyond that 
necessary to meet basic needs does not translate to greater well-being.  Moreover, many of 
the world’s peoples cannot achieve even this modest goal, as the benefits of the current 
economic system are increasingly captured by the most wealthy and powerful.  The 
spreading divide between rich and poor endangers community and societal stability.  We 
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need to address poverty, but a system that separates people from each other, and all of us 
from the natural world, is not the way to do it. 
 
 Yet, we attempt to rationalize away the impacts before us, believing that the flaw is 
not in the economic system itself, but in our failure to fully subsume everything into the 
economic system.  This brings us to where we are now, attempting to assign monetary 
value to the environment to force it to reveal its maximum economic utility in the 
marketplace of human-made goods and services. 
 
 Even the terminology used here at the United Nations reflects an inherent bias 
towards protecting the same economic system that is consuming the Earth.  We talk about 
“sustainable development” and the “green economy,” without recognizing the adjective-
noun problem inherent in those terms.  The noun, the focus, is the “economy” and 
“development.”  The adjectives “green” and “sustainable” are tangential to the real goal of 
sustaining the current economic model in the face of its fundamental flaws. 
 

We imprison our imagination and ingenuity with such language.  To test this theory, 
I invite you to imagine writing an essay on the environment that does not use the term 
“natural resources.”  We trivialize the fullness of life and diversity of natural world and all 
its elements – forests, rivers, oceans, mountains, fish and wildlife – by labeling them 
“resources” so they better fit within our chosen economic model.  Every element of our 
economic system is intertwined with the idea that the natural world is property.  Workers 
are not exempt from this marginalization. They are similarly called “human resources” on 
corporate balance sheets, which treat contributions to their well-being as a cost to 
business, not a benefit to society.  Our economic system is feeding itself with our collective 
well-being, and we must find an alternative. 
 
 Changing the economic system to reflect our interconnections with the natural 
world and each other requires a fundamental re-ordering of our understanding of our place 
on Earth.  Our current neoclassical economic models arose only about two hundred years 
ago, and their modern permutations even more recently.  We created them.  They are a 
subset of human existence, while we ourselves are a subset of life on Earth.  The reality is 
that Earth itself is the overarching entity to which we humans must respond.  Our 
economic system must serve us and the Earth.  We currently have it upside down; we try to 
contort the environment, and increasingly ourselves, to fit within our economic model.  We 
must instead recognize the economy’s place as servant to humans and the Earth, not the 
master of both. 
 

How do we go about accomplishing this?  Let us start by examining the term 
“sustainable development.”  Is “sustainable development” really our end goal?  Or is it 
“sustainable communities”; that is, integrated communities of humans, natural ecosystems 
and species?  Elements of sustainable human communities include not just the economy, 
but also relationships, healthy food, clean drinking water, housing, education, labor, and 
many other elements.  Sustainable environmental communities similarly require healthy 
nutrients; clean air, soil and water; biodiversity; restoration in the face of destruction; and 
thriving, connected habitats.  Both types of communities are intimately connected. 

 



 
 
Linda Sheehan, Earth Law Center 
United Nations Dialogue on Harmony with Nature 
Page 3 of 7 
 

 

 

An operating system premised on “development” as the end goal of defining 
“sustainability” is not equipped to ask and answer the urgent questions about how we 
should conduct our lives.  Only a governance system based on a humble acknowledgment 
of our place within a web of inter-relationships with other humans and natural world can 
be deemed “sustainable.”   

 
If we decide our end goal is sustainable communities – or better yet, thriving 

communities – what kind of economic system do we seek?  What is the foundation of an 
economic system that serves its root meaning of caring for home?  

 
Adam Smith, credited with the neoclassical economic theory we observe today, 

provides insight in this regard.  Smith recognized the importance of caring for community, 
writing that the “chief part of human happiness arises from the consciousness of being 
beloved” – by those closest to us, and within our larger communities.  He believed that 
“wise and virtuous man” was “at all times willing that his own private interest should be 
sacrificed to the public interest” – contrary to the motive of wealth maximization that 
drives economics today.  In fact, Smith believed that “[t]he rate of profit … is always 
highest in the countries which are going fastest to ruin.”  Indeed, we currently measure 
growth by harmful goods and actions, as well as those that help and heal.   

 
Is there an economic model today that reflects a foundation of care for relationships 

and community?  Ecological economics comes closest to achieving this vision.  It focuses 
both on achieving a healthy human society and flourishing natural world, and incorporates 
inter-generational equity.  The economy is viewed as a servant of a healthy environment, 
which itself is acknowledged as essential to our collective well-being.  This is a wisdom 
already understood by indigenous communities throughout the world, who recognize that 
well-being arises from caring for the Earth’s systems that nurture us. 

 
By contrast, today’s neoliberal economic system fails to protect our homes and 

communities.  The ethical qualities that create happy, prosperous homes – love, 
cooperation, friendship, duty – both arise from and create strong relationships.  We have 
discarded these ethics, however, in favor of an economic system premised on separation 
and greed.  We can do better. 

 
An essential element of this shift in perspective is realizing that relationships can 

flourish only if we recognize the inherent rights of their participants.  Over time, we have 
learned that the denial of rights creates separation.  As we came over time to acknowledge 
the rights of people who were formerly treated as property, we began to have full, thriving 
relationships with them.  These lessons extend to the natural world.  We are first and 
foremost Earth citizens and must recognize the rights of ecosystems and species to exist 
and thrive, if we are to flourish ourselves. 

 
When the United Nations was drafting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 

the drafting committee observed that “the supreme value of the human person…did not 
originate in the decision of a worldly power, but rather in the fact of existing.”  So too must 
we recognize the supreme value and rights of the natural world as arising from the fact of 
existing.  Recognition of the rights of nature will help us build strong relationships with the 
natural world, and guide our actions to care for it. 
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Acknowledgement of the rights of nature is a movement that is spreading 

throughout the world.  Ecuador recognized these rights in its Constitution in 2008, stating 
that nature “has the right to exist, persist, maintain itself and regenerate.”  Under the 
Constitution, “[a]ny person” may “demand the observance of the rights of the natural 
environment before public bodies,” including the rights of nature to be “completely 
restored.”  Bolivia has passed two sets of laws on rights of Mother Earth, and hosted the 
World People’s Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth in April 
2010.  This conference, attended by over 35,000 people from 140 countries, resulted in the 
“Universal Declaration on the Rights of Mother Earth,” which states, among other things, 
that Mother Earth has a right to life and to exist.  Other countries are increasingly taking 
up this model, including New Zealand, which recognized the rights of the Whanganui River 
and its tributaries last summer. 

 
Recognition of the rights of nature is essential to help us build closer relationships 

with the environment and correct our upside-down ordering of Earth, humans and 
economic system.  But we cannot complete this change in perspective solely through rights 
of nature.  We also must specifically reject the current neoliberal economic system and its 
false assumptions, and replace them with alternatives, such as those described by 
ecological economists.  Roughly three dozen communities, large to tiny, across the United 
States have taken up this particular cause, with more joining in.  Threatened by unwanted, 
destructive activities such as mining and hydrofracking, these communities have passed 
local laws that recognize the rights of local natural systems to exist, thrive and evolve.  
Significantly, these laws also reject the rights of corporations who would conduct these 
harmful activities, over the rights of local community members to live in harmony with 
each other and their environment.  That is, these laws support a community’s right to 
nurture its home, rather than witness its destruction.   

 
This movement is not limited to communities rejecting immediate threats to their 

well-being.  Others are moving proactively to protect their current well-being and preserve 
gains achieved in living sustainably.  For example, the Vermont Legislature has already 
voted in support of community and human rights over corporate rights.  Towns in Vermont 
now are passing resolutions calling for a state Constitutional amendment to recognize the 
rights of nature.  If passed, this would work in tandem with the state’s commitment to a 
sustainable economy premised on ecological economics models. 

 
Other communities are taking this a step further, pairing local rights of nature laws 

with community sustainability plans.  As Thomas Kuhn wrote, rejection of one paradigm 
means simultaneous acceptance of a new one.  These communities are creating this new 
paradigm by passing laws that reject the current economic system, that create relationships 
with the natural world by acknowledging its rights, and that support city sustainability 
plans that set specific, measureable, and accountable goals for the city’s government, 
businesses, and people.  Such sustainability goals establish the day-to-day structure of 
community life in harmony with other residents, businesses and nature, both locally and in 
the context of the larger world. 

One such example is Santa Monica, California, which adopted a “Sustainability 
Rights Ordinance” two weeks ago, in part to protect the goals of their Sustainable City Plan 
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from destructive economic interference.  This new, local law states that “natural 
communities and ecosystems possess fundamental and inalienable rights to exist and 
flourish,” and provides citizens with enforcement authority to protect these rights.  It adds 
that Santa Monicans possess rights to “clean water from sustainable sources; marine 
waters safe for  . . .  recreation; clean . . . air; a sustainable food system that provides 
healthy, locally grown food . . . and a sustainable energy future based on renewable energy 
sources.”  Each of these areas is addressed further in Santa Monica’s Sustainable City Plan.  
The new law also rejects the current economic paradigm by stating that “corporate entities  
. . . do not enjoy special privileges or powers under the law that subordinate the 
community’s rights to their private interests.”   

 This model – rejection of the current economic paradigm, acknowledgement of the 
rights of the natural world, and commitment to specific government, business and 
individual actions that ensure thriving communities - can advance as well in other nations.  
For example, I recently spent time as a Research Fellow at the University of Victoria in 
British Columbia, where I examined the potential for municipalities there to pass similar 
laws in the face of massive extraction projects.  Canada’s Constitution delegates to the 
provinces the power to make laws regarding municipalities. Though municipal authority 
can be circumscribed as a result, British Columbia municipalities can pass local laws that 
protect public health and the rights of waterways.  Vancouver in particular could provide 
the next model law.  Like Santa Monica, Vancouver adopted a “Greenest City 2020 Action 
Plan” that includes categories of targets such as reducing the city’s ecological footprint and 
setting protective drinking water standards.  The adoption of a local law recognizing the 
rights of waterways and their connected systems will help support actions grounded in 
relationship with a rights-bearing environment, a foundation essential to lasting well-
being.   

 Rights-based initiatives to care for our shared home can also take root and flourish 
at the international level.  The United Nations is currently in the process of establishing its 
post-2015 Millennium Development Goals and Rio +20 Sustainable Development Goals.  
To be successful, these initiatives must embrace the model of ecological economics, which 
serves sustainable communities, and reject the current neoliberal economic model, which 
degrades them.  They also must recognize the inherent rights of the natural world and tie 
that acknowledgement of rights with steps to achieve them.  For example, we applaud the 
United Nations’ recognition of the human right to drinking water; we urge as well the 
United Nations’ recognition of the rights of waterways to water, along with implementation 
of actions that ensure the environment enjoys clean, adequate water flows.  With that level 
of attention to the Earth that nourishes us, we will all flourish together. 

In sum, as we face an uncertain future driven by ongoing climate change, species 
extinctions and habitat destruction, we need a vision sufficiently broad to encompass our 
interconnections with the natural world, and to commit us to actions commensurate with 
the sweep and importance of the challenges before us.  Let us together embrace an 
economic system that guides us to fully care for each other, our communities, and the 
Earth as a whole, one that recognizes the rights of the environment to thrive, and for us to 
prosper with it.  We look forward to working with you to achieve this vision.  Thank you. 
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