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The Noun Project (Feather by Alex Burte)

This issue presents the contributions of the parti-
cipants of the international DAAD Blended Mobi-
lity Project “Giving nature its own rights - ethical
and legal perspectives and the influence on the
realization of selected SDGs” which took place in
wintersemester 2025 at Trier University of Applied
Science, Environmental Campus Birkenfeld (UCB)
under the guidance of Prof. Valeva and Prof. Nit-
schmann and in collaboration with the Pontifical
Catholic University of Peru and the University of
Coimbra supported by Prof. Zegarra (PUCP) and
Prof. Aragao (University of Coimbra).

The DAAD funded project used the concept of
global education to strengthen students’ democra-
tic competences and social participation and in-
tegrates intercultural dimensions into teaching. Its
content is in the context of Education for Sustaina-
ble Development (ESD) and is linked to the curricu-
lar content of the studies “Non-Profit Management”,
“Environmental Economics and Environmental
Law” and “Sustainable Business and Technology” at
the UCB. As part of the project, students and pro-
fessors from Peru and Portugal visited the UCB for
a workshop week in the winter semester 2024/25.

Understanding and methods for interpreting
the global agenda of the UN regarding the SDGs
were developed within the framework of this ESD
project. Students worked together in teams virtu-
ally and in person under the guidance of experts
to critically evaluate existing anthropocentric sys-
tems and their imbalances and to develop stra-
tegies for overcoming the challenges of an eco-
centered approach for the law and the system in
general (institutions, companies, civil society).

Ahead of the mobility phase and the technical
content on the SDGs and diverse Rights of Nature
(RoN) perspectives, language and culture were key
themes in the two virtual kick-off events. This ap-
proach made it possible to raise transcultural and
ecological awareness and thus paves the way for
interdisciplinary knowledge building in teams. The
intense mobility week started off with creating

international mixed teams which were the work
groups for the whole week. Input was given by
experts within moderated panel discussions refer-
ring to different perspectives such as ethics and
society and law and culture.

The project focused on the Hunsriick-Hoch-
wald National Park as a natural entity and local
example, serving as a starting point for case stu-
dies from selected countries to provide a broad
basis for interpreting SDGs 13,14, 15,and 16. Stu-
dents were introduced to the biodiversity of the
park by an expert ranger and used it as an expe-
rience-oriented and stimulating place to experien-
ce the intelligence of nature.

To perform a well-prepared simulated parlia-
ment debate, four internationally composed teams
were defined, whereby a particular real case study
in the area of RoN was assigned to two teams. The
preparation of the debate included the assignment
of the debate’s roles to the team’s members and
clarification of the functions of the given roles. The
material preparation included research for and di-
scussion about the relevant information, and the
training of the argumentation scenarios. They pre-
pared themselves for two possible scenarios: con-
firmation of the launching of RoN or rejection of it.
The two case studies were defined as follows:

1. Grant legal rights to the Maranon River,
demanding its protection as a rights-bearing
entity, now!

2. Grant the status of a subject of rights to the
little fox “Run Run”, now!

The debate concept allowed the students to trans-
fer their theoretic knowledge in practical skills and
thus contributes to the learning outcome of defen-
ding democratic values by contributing actively in
democratic processes. With the idea to perpetuate
the outcome of the project this issue publishes the
student works related to the final debate and is
completed by professors’ perspectives.
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The task assigned in this dynamic consisted of de-
veloping arguments in favor of the recognition of
the rights of nature. Given the recent social de-
monstrations throughout the world in favor of this
paradigm shift, at first glance, it seemed an advan-
tage to adopt this position. However, as progress
was made in compiling and elaborating the argu-
ments, various obstacles were encountered both
at the theoretical and practical level. Thus, in or-
der to present an orderly, coherent and convincing
development, the position was divided into 4 key
points.

At the beginning, there was a forceful intro-
duction based on the legal possibility of this re-
cognition from various philosophical theories.
Then, from a social perspective, the central role
that NGOs and other groups that support en-
vironmental protection have been playing was
highlighted. The third argument was also legal,
but, unlike the first, it started from the practical
perspective of judicial representation and the use
of general principles of law. Finally, as a closing
argument, an economic argument was proposed

that brings together the main objective concerns
of many States to adopt this paradigm shift.

In this short text, a summary of these 4 argu-
ments will be presented. It should be noted that
each one was developed taking into account the
main criticisms formulated by the opposition, not
only with the aim of countering these questions,
but mainly to strengthen the position.

It was decided to start with the discussion about
the philosophical-legal possibility of this recogni-
tion, because, fundamentally, this is a discussion
that arose at a theoretical level from Christopher
Stone's text "Should trees have standing?’, which,
in turn, commented on the Sierra Club vs Morton
case in 1972 (Jan Darpo, 2021). It was therefo-
re consistent to highlight the importance of the
theoretical approach of ecocentrism, in order to
understand how and with what objective it arose.
The main conclusion from the analysis of this par-
ticular article and, specifically, from the dissenting
position of Judge William O. Douglas in the cited

case is that,among the concerns of the opposition,
the impossibility of nature to acquire subjectivity
by not having a conscience or affordable forms of
representation was raised.

This critique is based primarily, but not exclu-
sively, on the theory of legal subjectivity, which
proposes that only humanity or, failing that, hu-
man organizations (companies, corporations, and
other types of legal persons) can be subjects of
law (Escobar 1998 and Kersten 2017). However, ac-
cording to Gwendolyn Gordon, “legal personality
is not binary; it is not a yes or no proposition. The
differentiation of legal rights and responsibilities
begins, not ends, with the question of whether or
not something can be considered a person by a
law” (2018:50).

In this sense, it is not enough to argue the
mere absence of conscience, understood in an-
thropocentric terms, to flatly reject this recogni-
tion of subjectivity, especially when, as contrasted
with reality, the law provides protection to various
figures that do not exist materially, it is enough to
observe trusts, company shares, loans, among ot-
hers. Thus, conscience is rejected as a requirement
for judicial protection which, as is also observed in
reality, can take various forms,among which is the
recognition of subjectivity.

It is necessary to clarify that this new para-
digm, by implying an adaptation of current legal
figures, means renouncing the concept of liabi-
lity understood as the product of pre-existing or
acquired obligations. As will be seen in the third
argument, while nature can resort to jurisdictio-
nal forums in search of protection through figu-
res such as representation, on the other hand, it
is evident that it will not be able to assume the
costs of any eventual liability. Thus answering the
usual question of the opposition: If a tree falls and
destroys my property,can | sue nature? The simple
answer is no.

At this point, one could delve into the theories
of responsibility and obligations, but that would be
pointless,since the central axis of this questioning
is to discredit the subjectivity of nature based on
its inability to take responsibility and, to do so, it
takes up again as a basis the lack of conscience. In
the meantime, as part of any theory of obligations,
the person who can be attributed (both objectively
and subjectively) the production of the damages
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and/or losses caused as a result of his action (in
some cases even inaction) is responsible. From the
law, this is understood in the classic description of
the person as the entity that has both rights and
obligations. Both are components or sides of the
same coin (Trevino 2002).

If we start from the above, giving subjective
recognition to nature, that is, seeing it as a subject
of rights, has as a consequence allowing its recog-
nition as an active subject through rights and as
a passive subject through obligations. However,
in an effort that borders on redundancy, what is
proposed from ecocentrism is to leave aside this
traditional description of a person and think of na-
ture as a different entity that, for that reason, will
play by different rules than those established for
humans, without thereby losing its legal personal-
ity. Let us think for a moment about other subjects
of law, such as States, international organizations
and legal persons. Do they all have rights and obli-
gations in the same way?

If there is any persistent quality in law, re-
gardless of its legal family (common law or civil
law) and the legal system or State in which it is
formulated, it is that it can always be adapted to
the needs of the society in which it is applied. The
central proposal of ecocentrism proposes preci-
sely this change, especially when considering the
current situation of nature.

As indicated in the 2023 Global Risks Report,
Europe has a risk index of 2.4, which is conside-
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rably low compared to other continents (Blndnis
Entwicklung Hilft / IFHV 2023). As Sergio Parra
(2024) later points out, these figures only indicate
an existing risk margin that can be determined by
other factors such as the quality of infrastructure
and social cohesion. The advantage in Europe is
that, unlike other States, protection and preven-
tion policies have been improved, a clear example
of this being the creation of the SEAR (Solidari-
ty and Emergency Aid Reserve). Despite its relief
work since 2021, the capacity of this EU body has
been overwhelmed by the number and magnitude
of recent catastrophes, which reaffirms the urgen-
cy of strengthening the protection currently provi-
ded to nature.

Even from an anthropocentric perspective,
studies such as that of Jacques-Yves Cousteau pla-
ce the protection of nature as an inherent part of
the preservation of humanity, understood not only
from the present needs, but also future ones, thus
affirming the path of the “rights of future generati-
ons” (Kenneth, 1997). A central part of this first ar-
gument lies precisely in rethinking previous cons-
tructions and adapting them to current needs. In
this sense, considering that there is no compelling
philosophical impediment to limit this recognition
and that, in reality, the current state of societies
requires greater protection; it is coherent to admit,
at least, the possibility of giving rights to nature.

Based on the case of the Marandn River in Peru,
there is a growing trend of social mobilizations
that fight to strengthen the mechanisms for the
protection of nature, one of which is to recognize
its rights as a subject. Although the aforementio-
ned case is generated in a legal, political and so-
cial context different from that of Europe, it is no
less significant, especially when one observes that,
throughout Latin America, there are manifestations
along the same lines, the most notable case being
that of the Constitution of Ecuador, which, since
2009, recognizes nature as a subject of rights.

The opposition frequently criticises the appli-
cation of an approach that has not emerged in Eu-
rope, which in the long term may affect the inter-
national cooperation of States on the continent. In
this regard, on the one hand, it must be recognised
that this criticism reinforces stereotypes of super-

iority of certain countries over others, ignoring the
contribution that other regions of the world can
provide to our increasingly globalised reality. This
is precisely the notion that the movement called
TWAIL (Third World Approaches to International
Law) (Mejia, 2020) seeks to combat. If this ques-
tioning is accepted as true, there is a risk of rejec-
ting any advance or idea of progress that does not
come from the so-called “developed countries”,
which is counterproductive when what is sought
is to develop sustainable solutions to problems
that affect us as humanity.

On the other hand, it is recognized that Latin
America is the continent with the greatest mobili-
zations in favor of policies based on ecocentrism,
perhaps due to the high presence of indigenous
peoples and native communities that consider,
among their principles and philosophy of life, a
closer relationship with nature. However, this does
not lead to the necessary conclusion of restricting
this type of relationship to these social groups, sin-
ce nature is not found in a specific country or conti-
nent, so Europeans can also have this type of link.

Observable evidence of this shift can be found
in recent European social movements in favour of
environmental protection,which have in fact led to
court cases that have ended up recognising rights
to rivers, take the Mar Menor in Spain as an exam-
ple. Such is the importance that has arisen on the
subject that the EU,in 2020, through the European
Economic and Social Committee, commissioned a
group of researchers to carry out the study entit-
led “Towards an EU Charter of the Fundamental
Rights of Nature” which later concluded in the re-
port “Can Nature Get It Rights? A Study on Rights
of Nature in the European Context”. The authors of
these reports end by concluding that “we need the
rights of nature as a new conceptualisation of the
legal paradigm within 'Earth Jurisprudence’ (Fern-
andez Dos Santos, 2024, environmental law blog).

Thus,to argue against the external emergence
of ecocentrism is nothing more than proof that the
question of who or what we recognize as a legal
entity with specific rights is, to a large extent, a
question of traditions and, of course, of social and
economic interests (Kersten, 2017:10). Because it
focuses only on the origin of the approach and not
on its benefits in a context that, in fact, has bet-
ter conditions to face this change, because unlike

most Latin American countries, Europe has a more
eco-friendly infrastructure and great investment
potential in renewable energy.

As an example of this growing social concern,
it is enough to mention some of the most active
non-governmental organisations in Europe. Firstly,
the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), based in Switzer-
land and working in collaboration with the United
Nations, the World Bank and the European Asso-
ciation. Secondly, SEO Birdlife, an ornithological
society founded in Spain. Thirdly, Oceana, which,
although founded in the USA, is also active in Eu-
rope and is the main global NGO involved in the
care and preservation of the marine environment.
Fourthly, Friends of the Earth, also a Spanish NGO.
Finally, Greenpeace, which is based in Amsterdam
and, despite certain incidents, continues to emer-
ge as one of the environmental NGOs with the
greatest international presence and activity. These
organisations are just a small example of how that
position initially formulated in a theoretical way
is now a demanded reality that has a basis in re-
presentation in these groups, which show not only
concern for the environment, but also pave the
way for greater social empowerment and reflect
that, indeed, society is ready to face this change.

One of the key positions of the opposition was to
point out the limited contribution of ecocentrism,
since there are already environmental protection
regulations, many of them in reform precisely be-
cause of their low effectiveness, so adding a new
commitment implies increasing the burden of the
already overloaded current system. On the sur-
face, this is a valid criticism, given the reality of
many countries, however, it means starting only
from the problems and not from the potential of
the solutions, which has the effect of ignoring
that, in reality, it is not necessary to change or tear
down the entire current system, but to adapt it
using current tools.

As was stated in the first argument, there are
solid legal bases for this transition. Obviously, it
will be necessary to redesign or even leave out
certain institutions such as those of responsibili-
ty and obligations because they are not coherent
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with the environmental protection system. Howe-
ver, this is an exception that will also have to be
defined. The focus must then be on the protection
potential that the new egocentric paradigm im-
plies.

From the perspective of representation, part of the
opposition's criticism also appears in Stone's text,
as a solution to the problem of implementing the
figure of the guardian, which is directly related to
the judicial representation currently available in
various legal systems and which allows, precisely,
that when a person (such as nature) cannot appear
in a process, they are allowed to be represented
by a third party who will be present, but will not
be a direct beneficiary of the issued sentence. This
is the figure implemented in the Peruvian case of
the Marandn River, since the claim is initially filed
by an indigenous people and then in the decision
the same group is designated, in collaboration
with public entities, to exercise the role of guar-
dians of the aforementioned body of water.

In this sense, it is shown that this is only an
apparent problem that is easily solved if the le-
gal instruments available are used correctly. This
logic, in fact, is derived from the so-called pro-
gressive interpretation method, frequently used in
matters of human rights, which, as indicated by the
IACHR (Inter-American Court of Human Rights) in
the Cantoral Benavides case of 2000, assumes that
human rights must always advance, thus prefer-
ring interpretations that favor this development
(Galdamez 2008). Under this order of ideas, it is
perfectly possible to propose the readjustment
and even direct application of figures such as ju-
dicial representation, especially when, as has been
repeated, the central objective of this reform lies
in strengthening the mechanisms for the protec-
tion of nature.

In addition to the progressive interpretation,
it is equally relevant to highlight the importance
of the general principles of law, especially those
of prevention and precaution. The first has been
widely developed in principle 17 of the Rio De-
claration and is developed as the configuration of
methods, for example, environmental impact stu-
dies; to identify the degree of impact of certain
human activities on the environment with the aim
of neutralizing them or reducing their negative
consequences. As for precaution, it proposes cauti-
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ous or measured action in case of ignorance of the
potential damage due to technological innovation
(Silva 2019). Both have an approach integrally di-
rected to the protection of the environment, ho-
wever, they do not leave aside human needs and,
in fact, appeal to a harmonious coexistence bet-
ween what humans require from nature without
this posing a danger to the latter.

Thus, it has been demonstrated that there are
currently legal tools that can be adapted to make
this paradigm shift possible. This does not leave
out the future of humanity, because something
that seems to be misinterpreted in this position
is that it appeals to the supremacy of nature and
this is not true. What is sought, on the contrary, is
to achieve balance and, looking at the current pa-
norama, it is clear that it is humanity that has the
greatest advantage without nature having grea-
ter protection than the minimum. This is what we
want to change.

One of the most reasonable concerns from the op-
position was to question the real capacity of the
States to assume this paradigm shift. Although
the proposal raises more than anything a change
in social thinking and the relationship of people
with nature, it is evident that in the middle the-
re are various economic activities of great impact,
such as mining, energy generation and storage,

animal consumption,among others. Activities that,
objectively, cannot be paused or even completely
paralyzed given their importance for human sub-
sistence.

As stated in the previous section, the response
of ecocentrism does not call for a halt to these
activities. To accept this logic would be to accept
the decline in technological progress, which is
genuinely what has allowed humans to position
themselves at the top of the natural food chain. In
this sense, the central idea is once again to adapt
current processes to make them more sustainable,
while promoting research and implementation of
eco-friendly technology that, instead of using na-
tural resources as a mere object of exploitation,
observes in nature a being of coexistence and mu-
tual sustainability.

This is precisely the logic of two current eco-
nomic phenomena: the circular economy and cor-
porate environmental responsibility. The basic idea
of the first component proposes the reuse of re-
sources to avoid unusable and unsustainable mass
production (Jones, N; Nikolaou, I, & Stefanakis, A.,
2021) . A policy that many companies currently im-
plement, not only because of the environmental
commitment it entails, but above all because of
the savings it can generate (this is not a general
conclusion). The second concept, more closely tied
to state commitments, comes from the concern of
States for environmental degradation, which is
why it implements a system that can vary by either
granting benefits to companies that demonstrate
this responsibility or, on the contrary, sanctioning
those that do not reflect this commitment. In some
cases, both methods can be combined.

In addition to demonstrating that, once again,
there are tools available to make this change
possible, this argument seeks to demonstrate
that companies are really capable of adapting
and not thereby generating large economic los-
ses, especially for the European continent which,
as indicated above, unlike other States and even
continents, has an advance in technology and in-
frastructure that allows for better, faster and more
effective adaptation.

In conclusion, it has shown that the idea of nature
as a mere object for humans is unsustainable. Just

look at where it has led us: natural disasters that
are increasingly frequent and destructive in the
world. Therefore, it is time to act, because not only
are we at risk,there is also a real impact on future
generations.

The proposal does not seek to ignore human
needs, in fact, it proposes to recognize humanity's
dependence on existence with nature, which is
why the way it is viewed must change and, in this
way, achieve harmonious coexistence.

The apparent legal problem related to the ju-
dicial representation of nature and its lack of sub-
jectivity can be overcome. It would not be the first
time that law is used to translate what happens in
reality. The idea is to focus more on solutions than
on problems.

As proof that society is ready for this change,
various cases have been mentioned outside and
within the continent with this trend,the most recent
being the case of the Marandn River in Peru, which,
although it comes from a different legal and social
culture, is no less important. The world is highly
globalized, so it is possible to take solutions from
different countries, especially when the problem to
be solved affects humanity as a whole, beyond na-
tionalities. The idea of giving rights to nature may
have been born in Latin America, but in Europe one
can also have a connection with nature.

From a purely legal perspective,as mentioned,
law and reality have always had a connected de-
velopment. Although there is currently no specific
rule or cases in Europe with this particular trend,
there are many general principles of law that can
be used. Therefore, a specific rule is not necessa-
ry to achieve this paradigm shift, especially when
talking about a change in the protection of rights.
It is pertinent to remind the reader that, in fact,
historically every struggle for the recognition of
human rights was commonly born in the courts
using the progressive interpretation of the gene-
ral principles of law that later generated specific
rules and even treaties. The only difference with
this proposal is that it does not refer to humans
but to nature and that is why it is important to re-
consider the objectives of these principles that are
general, that is, for everyone, not just for humans.
As regards environmental aspects, there are the
principles of precaution and prevention that focus
precisely on human rights, but from nature. Thus,
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by applying a progressive and systematic interpre-
tation of these principles, it is no longer necessary
to change the entire current legal system.

Finally, it is important to mention that this
is not just an ideological scenario in a theoreti-
cal debate. On the contrary, we have concrete and
observable objectives that materialize in the eco-
nomic aspect, since we are aware of the impact
on costs that this change implies. Fortunately, the
continent has an advantage in development and
innovation in technology that will allow it to face
this change and that can even serve to encourage
good business behavior through circular economy
policies and corporate social responsibility. Subse-
quent international cooperation will only be pos-
sible if at least one State takes the necessary step
of adaptation.
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