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Abstract

A Rights of Wetlands framing invites society to 

ecological integrity and connectedness to the greater 
whole of nature. Wetland science can play a key role 

conservation, restoration, and management pathways, 
and providing ecological data in support of diverse 
ways of knowing. Many leaders in the wider Rights 
of Nature movement are now valuing contributions 
of science and scientists to Rights of Nature, and the 

of Rights of Wetlands development have largely been 
foundational, work in the coming decade will need to 
focus on supporting implementation on the ground, 
widening connections to broader society and the 

attention to the central role that Rights of Wetlands 

collaboration with holders of diverse ways of knowing, 
including ancestral/traditional knowledges.
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Rights of Nature expertise.

Science in support of Rights of Nature/Wetlands

largely by Indigenous peoples, local communities, 
attorneys, and rights activists, as outlined by Biggs 

However, as documented by  

Wetland Scientists [SWS] Rights of Wetlands Section 
and the Rights of Wetlands Initiative members13

have developed approaches to Rights of Nature/

and data into nature rights thinking and practices. 

importance of the involvement of scientists ever since 
the 2020 publication of the proposed Declaration 
of the Rights of Wetlands
the past year, leading Rights of Nature academics 

and various Rights of Rivers groups have joined 

the role of science and scientists in advancing Rights 

science may understand and accept Rights of Nature 
as a tool for achieving greater nature conservation and 

growing interest from the broader Rights of Nature 
community led to some of the key leaders giving 
presentations in the March 4, 2026, Advancing Rights 
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of Wetlands online conference, which is available for 
viewing at . 
In other words, science and scientists can help 

conservation and restoration tool.

Declaration of the Rights of Wetlands was to ensure 

sound wetland science, and also that the rights are 

rights are based in sound ecological science, it stands 
to reason that implementation of those rights, and their 
defense in court, may be more successful. Also, the 
focus has been on clarifying the ways in which a rights-
based approach complements the prevailing approaches 

or for nurturing biodiversity as a web of life.

involvement,  journalist Surma 
spent several months interviewing SWS members and 
researching Rights of Wetlands, including shadowing 
Gillian Davies, Matt Simpson, and Ritesh Kumar at 

Rights of Wetlands from the broader Rights of Nature 
community, thus helping us to connect with others 

members interviewed for this article included Nick 

unwritten custom, or as oral tradition but lack written documentation are not included.
2  All data on Rights of Wetlands initiatives comes from the 

Inside Climate News journalist Katie Surma interviewing IMWI researchers Chaturangi 

Wickramaratne and Radheeka Jirasinha.

The growth and scope of Rights of Wetlands globally

As of March 2026, there were 181 initiatives worldwide 
1 either generally or 

for particular wetland ecosystem types or areas.2
initiatives have emerged in 27 countries spanning all 
world regions, as well as at the international level.3 

are either newly drafted or submitted and awaiting 

including state and national constitutions, legislation, 
administrative policy, local government resolutions, 

Indigenous declarations.

While 20 initiatives address wetlands in general, 

types or areas. Rivers are by far the most common 

remaining initiatives include twelve addressing lakes, 
ten addressing lagoons or marshes, nine addressing 

addressing estuaries, and one each for reefs and 
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year. However, between 2019 and 2025, there were 
an average of 20 new initiatives each year, with 26 

as a viable approach to wetland conservation and 
restoration worldwide.

Implementing Rights of Wetlands

Key to demonstrating the value of Rights of Wetlands 
in achieving improved wetland conservation and 
restoration outcomes has been the Rights of Wetlands 

of the United Kingdom through its Darwin Initiative 
program and led by Matt Simpson and Wetlands 

explored the implementation of the Rights of Wetlands 

levels and built support for Rights of Wetlands in the 
global Ramsar Convention on Wetlands community. A 
follow-on project is being planned.

Community workshop in Bolivia. (Photo ©Matt Simpson)

Partner of the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands and a 
key supporter of the Rights of Wetlands, has recently 
adopted implementation of these rights as a key 

communities and national governments were already 
practitioners of Rights of Nature prior to the start 

experiences and expertise with other countries and 
communities who are newer to Rights of Nature. 

Figure 1: Number of Rights of Wetlands Initiatives Per Year
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Rights of Nature has been a newer concept, with the 
project introducing or supporting early interest in 

In Sri Lanka in 2023, a new president wished to initiate 
a national 
Rights of Nature, just as the Darwin Initiative project 

leading, along with Sri Lankan project team members 
Chaturangi Wickramaratne and Priyanie Amerasinghe 
from the International Water Management Institute and 
others, was asked to advise the Sri Lankan attorney 
charged with drafting the . 

Cabinet. 

A further result of Darwin Initiative project team 
collaboration with members of the Sri Lankan 
government was the development and presentation of 
a Draft Resolution on Rights of Nature in Wetlands

Committee in early 2025. Many members of the 
Standing Committee responded favorably, but a few had 
questions or were opposed, so the Sri Lankans withdrew 

project team members presented a side event on 
Rights of Nature in Wetlands for representatives of 
Ramsar Convention on Wetlands Contracting Party 
governments and others, with approximately 75 people 
attending, and also engaged in individual discussions to 
address questions.

COP15 Rights of Wetlands Side Event presenters (left to right): Manjula Amararathna, 

Gillian Davies, Matt Simpson, Suelma Ribeiro Silva, Julie Mulonga, Ritesh Kumar, and 

Chaturangi Wickramaratne

Rights of Wetlands educational and training materials, 
including infographics/quick guides, training courses, 
policy briefs, and community-produced videos about 

www.rightsofwetlands.org.

Another 2025 advance for Rights of Wetlands was the 
development of the Rights of Wetlands Initiative logo:

Recent Rights of Wetlands activities

Besides presenting at the Ramsar Convention on 

of Wetlands Section, along with others, have given 
a number of presentations and symposia at recent 
conferences, including:

•
November 11–16, 2024: Rights of Wetlands & 

Rights of Wetlands Taiwan symposium presenters and attendees (left to right): Matt 

Simpson, Gavin Parisien, Rob McInnes, Bramley Lemine, Gillian Davies, Max Finlayson
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• Rights of Wetlands Writeshop, held at Wetlands 
International HQ, Ede, Netherlands, March 
10–13, 2025: Drafting of journal article which 
elaborates the rights and also the responsibilities 
that underpin the implementation of these rights.

Rights of Wetlands Writeshop at Wetlands International HQ, Ede, Netherlands. 

Participants (left to right): Matt Simpson, Nick Davidson, Dave Pritchard, Gillian Davies, 

Ritesh Kumar, Kai Huschke

• 

Wetlands plenary presentation – Matt Simpson, 

Gillian Davies, Ritesh Kumar, Shona Myers, 

Matt Simpson giving plenary presentation on Rights of Wetlands at INTECOL 

International Wetlands Conference, Tartu, Estonia

• SWS Annual Meeting in Providence, RI, USA, 

presentation – Gillian Davies, and Rights of 

• 

• Rights of Wetlands virtual presentation for Earth 
Law Center on how to integrate science into 

• 

November 24–27, 2025: Rights of Wetlands 
Section members Matt Simpson, Siobhan 

and Gillian Davies, along with other Rights 
of Wetlands partners, including Chaturangi 
Wickramaratne from IWMI and Sevvandi 

attended the meeting and are working to advance 

work plan, including in the next Global Wetland 

Ramsar Convention on Wetlands Scientific & Technical Review Panel meeting 

participants (left to right): Gillian Davies, Siobhan Fennessy, and Matt Simpson, Gland, 

Switzerland

• Advancing Rights of Wetlands International 

following speakers: Katie Surma, Inside Climate 
; Louisa Chinyavu, Wetlands International 

Kenya; Manjula Amararathna, Department of 
Wildlife Conservation, Sri Lankan Government; 
Patricia Gualinga, Sarayaku, Ecuador; Craig 
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Powlesland, Lawyers for Nature, UK; and 
Yolanda Nogales, Practical Action, Boliva, 
as well as SWS and Rights of Wetlands 
Initiative members Matt Simpson, Gillian 
Davies, and Ritesh Kumar. A recording of this 
online meeting is available at https://vimeo.

.

Upcoming Rights of Wetlands activities

• 
London, England, May 14–16, 2026: Along with 

SWS members Matt Simpson and Gillian Davies 
will be presenting a paper on Rights of Wetlands 
and the Darwin Initiative project at this annual 
international event focusing on “Interdisciplinary 
exploration of ideas and practices for earthly 

https://mothfestival.org/

• 
symposium at SWS Annual Meeting in New 

Gillian Davies, Ritesh Kumar, Gavin Parisien, 

• SWS Europe Chapter Annual Meeting, University 

Wetlands plenary presentation – Gillian Davies.

• 

• Drafting and publication of several additional 
journal articles, including one co-authored 

Ecuador.

In addition to the above-mentioned activities, SWS 
Rights of Wetlands Section and Rights of Wetlands 
Initiative members have updated the Rights of Wetlands 
implementation guide, created Rights of Wetlands quick 
guides in 10 languages, and have been drafting a few 
journal articles, with one submitted thus far.

Conclusion

Discourse and deliberation are fundamental to 
growth and maturation of any concept, including 

the Rights of Wetlands. Since the publication of the 
Universal Declaration of the Rights of Wetlands in 

concepts, but also to enable implementation through 
a dedicated project and to create a discourse on the 
topic by reaching out to a wider set of actors and 

been foundational, work in the coming decade will 
need to focus on supporting implementation on ground, 
widening connections to broader society and the larger 
Rights of Nature movement, and bringing attention 
to the central role that Rights of Wetlands plays in the 
broader movement. 

By grounding the Rights of Wetlands in well-
established principles of wetland ecology, science can 
help ensure that articulated rights—such as the right 
to maintain ecological character, the right to natural 
hydrologic regimes, and the right to characteristic 
biodiversity—are ecologically meaningful and can be 

grounding increases the likelihood that Rights of 
Wetlands will be clearly interpreted and monitored, 
and is more than symbolic. Using contexts based 
on Western law to advance rights, they must be 

Ecological science provides the tools to do this. 

Looking forward, we see science supporting the 

development of indicators and monitoring frameworks 
that are critical to translating rights into measurable 

Wetlands to national wetlands condition assessments, 
restoration targets, and biodiversity reporting. Second, 
stronger collaboration between scientists, Indigenous 
leaders, and legal scholars will further explore and build 

traditional knowledges and science and help ensure that 

science can help non-Indigenous audiences understand 
the interconnected worldview embedded in many 
Indigenous knowledge systems that have informed the 

studies that evaluate where Rights of Wetlands are 
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successfully implemented will be essential to show its 

to replace existing conservation tools and approaches, 
but to complement and broaden the overall toolkit 

value and ecological integrity that must be maintained. 
Neither science nor people in general confer rights, as 
rights are inherent. But science can demonstrate what 

wetland systems are disturbed, help identify pathways 

ecological data in support of diverse ways of knowing 
particularly.

SWS members interested in Rights of Wetlands are 
encouraged to join the Rights of Wetlands Section. 

justin.mccarthy@
wearemci.com
https://www.rightsofwetlands.org/ is a repository of 
information on the rights and materials to support 
implementation, including an implementation guide, 
and training resources.
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