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MEDIA RELEASE 
United Nations and IUCN Support for the Rights of Nature 

 
In light of the skyrocketing, illegal trade in endangered species, and facing a new study concluding 
that humans have destroyed a tenth of Earth’s remaining wilderness in the last two decades, a 
United Nations report and the world’s largest conservation organization - the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) - have identified recognition of nature’s fundamental 
rights to exist and thrive as critical to reversing environmental degradation.  
 
At the IUCN’s 2016 World Conservation Congress in Honolulu, over 1,300 members from 
more than 170 countries took action to recognize the inherent rights of wildlife and ecosystems 
to exist, thrive and evolve. This work will support implementation of new decisions from the 
just-completed Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) conference.  
 
First, the IUCN recognized the inherent rights of nature in two approved Motions, on 
Crimes against the Environment and Humanity’s Right to a Healthy Environment. Second, 
IUCN members included nature’s rights in its just-completed 2017-2020 Programme of work 
priorities, which “aims to secure the rights of nature.” The IUCN committed to specifically 
supporting CITES and other wildlife conventions by “advance[ing] rights regimes related 
to the rights of nature” through a “rights-based approach to conservation.” 
 
At its last quadrennial Congress in 2012, the IUCN passed Resolution 100, “Incorporation of the 
Rights of Nature as the organizational focal point in IUCN’s decision making.” There, the IUCN 
called for nature’s rights to be a “fundamental and absolute key element in all IUCN 
decisions.” The new IUCN action to include nature’s rights in its Programme of work will help 
ensure implementation of this key Resolution and aid conventions such as CITES. 
 
“Governments and conservation groups around the world have signaled that we cannot address 
species and habitat destruction without incorporating nature’s rights into our laws and 
practices,” said Linda Sheehan, Executive Director of the Earth Law Center (ELC), which 
spearheaded the IUCN effort with broad coalition of IUCN members. She added, “The IUCN’s 
actions illustrate that if humans hold fundamental rights due to their existence on Earth, so too 
do ecosystems and species.” Instrumental to the success of the IUCN’s actions on nature’s 
rights was the Ecuador-based Fundación Futuro Latinoamericano (FFLA), which advances 
sustainable development throughout Latin America. 
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The IUCN’s decisions on nature’s rights came immediately after the United Nations released 
an “Expert Report on Earth Jurisprudence,” which recommends that we must respect the 
“fundamental legal rights of ecosystems and species to exist, thrive and 
regenerate.” Responding to a U.N. General Assembly request, this U.N.-sponsored report 
provides insights and recommendations from 120 experts worldwide in law, science, economics, 
education, ethics and other disciplines toward implementing Earth-centered worldviews and 
actions, including nature’s rights. This is a catalytic step in “establishing legal and economic 
systems that protect nature’s inherent rights, and hold us to respecting them,” Sheehan said, 
“rather than treat nature as a mere commodity to feed the myth of infinite economic growth.”  
 
To implement this initiative, the United Nations has just approved the first round of support for 
a trust fund set up for this purpose, which was spearheaded by Bolivia.  
 
ELC is a member of the Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature, which leads the movement to 
recognize nature’s inherent rights to exist and thrive. The Women’s Earth and Climate Action 
Network (WECAN) and the London-based Gaia Foundation are also part of the Global Alliance 
and similarly supported the recent action for nature’s rights at the IUCN and the United 
Nations. “WECAN brought grassroots and Indigenous women Earth defenders to the IUCN to 
share their struggles and solutions to the climate crisis, consistent with nature’s rights,” 
WECAN Executive Director Osprey Orielle Lake said. The Gaia Foundation similarly advocated 
at the IUCN for nature’s rights and indigenous people’s rights through “No Go policies” in 
sacred natural sites. “The passage of the IUCN ‘no go’ policies comes at a crucial moment, as 
sacred sites and other protected areas around the planet are coming under increasing threat 
from demand for commodities such as timber and fossil fuels,” added Gaia Foundation’s 
Advocacy Officer Hal Rhoades. 
 
The threats to humans and nature due to industrial activities and development projects are 
escalating. One study showed at least 185 land and environmental defenders were killed across 
16 countries in 2015. ELC continues to daylight the rising number of such “co-violations” of 
nature’s rights, human rights, and indigenous people’s rights around the world. These are 
featured in ELC’s report, “Fighting for Our Shared Future” and updated online in ELC’s 
interactive world map. This information demonstrates that by advancing global recognition of 
nature’s rights, the recent actions at the U.N. and IUCN will help protect human rights 
worldwide as well. 
 
 
 
 
 


