
Rights for the Ocean and Marine Species: not such a novel idea 
 

● In 2010, a conference held on Cetacean Rights in Helsinki produced a 
Declaration on the Rights of Cetaceans for universal adoption.  

● The Marine Life Proclamation passed in Malibu in 2014 resolved that whales and 
dolphins have the right to free and safe passage and “encourages citizens of the 
world to do all within their power to protect them and preserve the oceans in 
which they were destined to spend their lives.”  

● Also in 2014, San Francisco passed the “Free and Safe Passage of Whales and 
Dolphins in San Francisco’s Coastal Waters” Resolution supporting the free and 
safe passage of cetaceans in their waters and to be free from captivity. 

● The International Whaling Commission passed a moratorium on commercial 
whaling in 1082.  

● Laws prohibiting cetaceans in captivity are growing internationally. 
● Laws prohibiting the practice, sell and trade of shark fins internationally, 

including many species listed under CITES.  
● Over two dozen municipalities in the United States have passed local ordinances 

or resolutions recognizing the rights of nature, including Santa Monica and 
Toledo; in 2014 passed the Sustainability Rights Ordinance that includes the 
right of the community to self governance and that the marine waters possessed 
the “fundamental and inalienable rights to exist and flourish” and Toledoans for 
Safe Water advanced a Lake Erie Bill of Rights that will appear on the ballot in 
February 2019. 

● Ecuador, Bolivia and Mexico City now protect Rights of Nature in their 
constitutions or national law.  

● Recent New Zealand treaty agreements declare a river, national park, and sacred 
mountain as legal entities with “all the rights of a legal person.”  

● Colombia declared both the Atrato River and Colombia Amazon as a “legal entity 
subject to basic rights” through court decisions. 

● Galapagos Marine Reserve- includes the rights of nature as a guiding principle 
for management. Commercial fishing is prohibited, and fishing is limited to 
sustainable artisanal fishing. In Ecuador regulations have been passed as a result 
of the constitutional amendment, including the National Plan for the 
Conservation of Marine Turtles, the Protection of hammerhead sharks from 
bycatch and prohibitions on certain types of fishing gears. (For more on the 
Special Law of the Galapagos.) 

● Court cases in Ecuador highlight how rights of nature improves enforcement and 
supports conservation efforts, especially in regards to the Galapagos. 
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● The Belize Barrier Reef was recognized as subject of rights. Adoption of an 
indefinite moratorium signed into law on 29 December 2017 to preserve the 
World Heritage site reef builds on earlier recognition of Nature as subject of 
rights. 

● A case in the Philippines successfully revoked a permit for oil exploration in the 
Tanon Strait (a marine protected area) and found that “there should be no 
questions of their [the petitioners] right to represent the resident marine 
mammals since the primary steward, the government, had failed in its duty to 
protect the environment pursuant to the public trust doctrine.” 

● A campaign was launched in 2018 to recognize the Great Barrier Reef as a legal 
entity subject of basic rights.  

● Over 20 countries have some form of rights of nature law or judicial decision: 
http://www.harmonywithnatureun.org/rightsOfNature/ 

● Initiatives are growing internationally recognizing the rights of marine waters 
and species: www.earthlawcenter.org/oceanrights  
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