The Ōtautahi Declaration on Wetlands
Final Resolutions Adopted at the 11th INTECOL International Wetlands Conference
Ōtautahi, Christchurch, Aotearoa New Zealand, 10-15 October 2021

Tēnā koutou katoa
More than 480 INTECOL wetlands conference participants from 54 countries, representing a wide range
of expertise in wetland science, Indigenous knowledge, technology, policy, and management met and
collaborated at the virtual conference held online in October 2021. Agreement was reached on the
following three resolutions:

1. Resolution to Promote the Rights of Wetlands
Sponsor: Society of Wetland Scientists Rights of Wetlands Initiative
Nick Davidson
Gillian Davies
Siobhan Fennessy
C. Max Finlayson
Royal Gardner
William Moomaw
Erin Okuno
Dave Pritchard
Matthew Simpson
Whereas:
1) Many Indigenous Peoples and local communities have recognized the living beingness and rights of
wetlands and other elements of Nature for millennia;
2) There is a growing global trend and among many cultures to recognize the legal personhood and
rights of wetlands and other elements of Nature;
3) In Aotearoa New Zealand, iwi have led recent rights of Nature achievements, such as in establishing
legal recognition of the legal personhood of the Whanganui River, recognizing the River as an indivisible
and living whole from the mountains to the sea (Te Awa Tupua Act 1). This aligns with a view of

1

The Act recognises Te Awa Tupua as “an indivisible and living whole comprising the Whanganui River from the
mountains to the sea, incorporating all its physical and metaphysical elements” with its own legal personality and

ecosystems long held by Māori that mana whenua (authority over land and resources) is held by the
land itself, negating ownership of land and emphasising that humans perform a guardianship role,
rather than that of dominion.;
4) The global community of scientists and others have recognized the extreme urgency to act now to
reverse climate change and biodiversity loss and degradation;
5) The global community of wetland scientists and others have recognized the extreme urgency of acting
immediately to reverse wetland loss and degradation and in recognition that despite the formal
articulation of this need by governments 50 years ago with the establishment of the Ramsar Convention
on Wetlands, the extent and condition of wetlands has continued to deteriorate;
6) The global community of wetland scientists and others have recognized the critical role of wetlands in
maintaining a stable climate, in providing resilience and adaptation to climate change, and in supporting
biodiversity, and the unique vulnerabilities of wetlands to climate change;
7) Many voices, particularly those of Indigenous Peoples and local communities, have long understood,
and more recently so has the scientific community, that climate change is integrally linked to
biodiversity loss and degradation, including the loss and degradation of wetlands, forests, and other
critical ecosystems;
8) These losses often result from land and water use changes that cause direct destruction
(development, burning of forests, over-extraction of groundwaters and surface waters) or conversion
(to agriculture and forest plantations, channelizing and damming of rivers) of biodiversity and wetlands
and from indirect damages resulting from human-caused climate disruption (sea level rise, ocean
acidification, more severe storms and flooding, increased air and water temperatures, incidence of
drought and aridification) and other indirect impacts such as dispersal of invasive species. As such,
solutions to the climate, biodiversity and wetlands emergencies need to be accompanied by a change in
the relationship between humans and Nature;
Therefore, be it resolved by the attendees of the 11th INTECOL International Wetlands Conference that:
1) An ethical and legal paradigm shift in the human-wetlands relationship is needed to respond
effectively to the global climate, biodiversity, wetlands and land use change emergencies, which are all
aspects of the underlying misalignment of the relationship between people and Nature;
2) This paradigm shift can be facilitated by support for the Universal Declaration of the Rights of
Wetlands, which recognizes the inherent rights and living beingness of all wetlands as defined by the
Ramsar Convention on Wetlands;
3) The delegates to the INTECOL International Wetlands Conference endorse and support the Universal
Declaration of the Rights of Wetlands and are committed to working towards widespread adoption of
the Declaration;

all the corresponding rights, duties and liabilities of a legal person (Kahui V and A Cullinane 2019. The ecosystem
commons. NZJ Ecology 43(3))

4) The global scientific and wetlands communities, as individuals and organizations, , and others, are
urged to support and promote the Universal Declaration of the Rights of Wetlands in order to advance
the ethical and legal paradigm shift in the human-wetlands relationship that is necessary to accelerate
wetland and biodiversity conservation and restoration, thereby contributing to the re-establishment of a
stable climate and equitable and sustainable adaptation to long-term effects of climate change.
5) To this end, the Contracting Parties of the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands are invited to recognize
that wetlands have rights, and to work towards effective integration of this principle into future policy
and practice under the Convention.
Further information about the Rights of Wetlands is freely accessible at
https://www.publish.csiro.au/mf/MF20219 and at https://www.rightsofwetlands.org/
SEE BELOW Universal Declaration of the Rights of Wetlands, which can be reproduced and shared freely
by anyone, with appropriate acknowledgement of the source.

Universal Declaration of the Rights of Wetlands
Acknowledging that wetlands are essential to the healthy functioning of Earth processes and provision of
essential ecosystem services, including climate regulation at all scales, water supply and water
purification, flood storage, drought mitigation and storm damage prevention;
Acknowledging that wetlands have significance for the spiritual or sacred inspirations and belief systems
of many people worldwide, but particularly for Indigenous peoples and local communities living in close
relationship to wetlands, and that wetlands provide opportunities to learn from and about Nature, which
supports scientific understanding and innovation, cultural expression and artistic creativity;
Further acknowledging that humans and the natural world with all of its biodiversity depend upon the
healthy functioning of wetlands and the benefits that they provide, and that wetlands play a significant
role in global climate regulation;
Alarmed that existing wetland conservation and management approaches have failed to stem the loss
and degradation of wetlands of all types around the globe;
Further alarmed that global climate destabilization and biodiversity losses are accelerating and that
efforts to reverse these trends are failing;
Acknowledging that peoples around the world of many cultures and faiths have recognized for millennia
that Nature, or elements of Nature, are sentient living beings with inherent value and rights independent
of their value to humans, and that Indigenous peoples, local communities and non- governmental
organizations have been contributing to a global movement to recognize the rights of Nature;
Aware that continued degradation and loss of wetlands threatens the very fabric of the planetary Web of
Life upon which depend the livelihoods, wellbeing, community life and spirituality of many people,
particularly Indigenous peoples and local communities who live in close relationship with wetlands;

Guided by recent legal recognition of the inherent rights of Nature, including recognition of the entire
Colombian Amazon as an “entity subject to rights” by the Colombian Supreme Court; recognition of the
rights and legal and living personhood of the Whanganui River through the Te Awa Tupua Act
(Whanganui River Claims Settlement Act) agreed upon by the Māori iwi and the New Zealand
Parliament; and Ecuador’s first-in-the-world recognition of the rights of Nature in their Constitution;
Convinced that recognizing the enduring rights and the legal and living personhood of all wetlands
around the world will enable a paradigm shift in the human – Nature relationship towards greater
understanding, reciprocity and respect leading to a more sustainable, harmonious and healthy global
environment that supports the well-being of both human and non-human Nature;
Further convinced that recognizing the rights and legal and living personhood of all wetlands and the
paradigm shift that this represents will lead to increased capacity to manage wetlands in a manner that
contributes to reversing the destabilization of the global climate and biodiversity loss;
WE DECLARE that all wetlands are entities entitled to inherent and enduring rights, which derive from
their existence as members of the Earth community and should possess legal standing in courts of law.
These inherent rights include the following:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

The right to exist.
The right to their ecologically determined location in the landscape.
The right to natural, connected, and sustainable hydrological regimes.
The right to ecologically sustainable climatic conditions.
The right to have naturally occurring biodiversity, free of introduced or invasive species that
disrupt their ecological integrity.
6. The right to integrity of structure, function, evolutionary processes and the ability to fulfil natural
ecological roles in the Earth’s processes.
7. The right to be free from pollution and degradation. 8. The right to regeneration and restoration.
Source: https://www.publish.csiro.au/mf/MF20219

2. Resolution to Address the Global Climate Emergency
Sponsor: Society of Wetland Scientists Climate Change and Wetlands Initiative

Nick Davidson
Gillian Davies
C. Max Finlayson
William Moomaw

Participants at the 11th INTECOL 2021 International Wetland Conference urge policymakers and natural
resource managers to elevate the role of wetlands when developing sustainable solutions to the rapid
and pervasive global changes in climate and land use. In particular through:
•

•
•

•
•

•

protecting and where necessary, restoring, existing high carbon wetlands such as peatlands
(including those that are forested, or underlain by permafrost) and coastal (blue carbon)
wetlands;
taking steps to increase the continuing sequestration of carbon in wetlands;
protecting and restoring the biodiversity and ecological function of wetlands and their essential
ecosystem services (including providing resiliency to increased precipitation intensity, flooding,
drought and sea level rise) as the world warms;
working collaboratively across disciplines to meet global environmental challenges as they work
to protect and restore wetlands;
encouraging all nations to take the opportunity of the 2021 United Nations Climate Change
Conference, known as COP26, to be held in the city of Glasgow, Scotland (31 October to 12
November 2021), to reach decisions that effectively address the climate emergency; and
also encouraging all nations to take the opportunity of the 2022 Conference of the Ramsar
Convention on Wetlands to reach decisions that effectively address the impacts of the
biodiversity and climate emergency for wetlands.

They further request all wetland managers and scientists to share this statement and support local to
global efforts to combat climate change for the betterment of humankind.

3. Resolution to Support a Global Indigenous Water Science and Wetlands Network
As a result of kōrero (discussion) at the 11th INTECOL 2021 Wetlands Conference in Aotearoa New
Zealand, participants resolve that a global indigenous water science and wetlands network be
facilitated, led by Indigenous representatives, in collaboration with and supported by the Wetlands
Working Group of INTECOL and other freshwater societies, groups and agencies. The Network will
aim to build and add value to existing Indigenous global networks, through celebrating and
promoting Indigenous science and local/Traditional knowledge systems. The Network will embed
Indigenous ways of being, ways of knowing and ways of doing, to increase visibility of Indigenous
water science and wetlands research. Water is at the core of many Indigenous cultures, it is strongly
connected to language, lore, story, song, dance, identity, and knowledge, hence the importance of
supporting and establishing the Network.

This declaration is signed on behalf of the participants in Ōtautahi Christchurch, Aotearoa New
Zealand October 2021, by the INTECOL Wetlands Working Group and the chairs of the
organising committee of the conference.

