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Lesson Plan: Reconnecting with Earth—Legal Rights of Rivers 
 

 
The Whanganui River 
 

 
For Consideration: 

 
In “Developing Bonds to Place,” Starhawk endorses the idea of finding a place and becoming 

indigenous to it, becoming rooted there and learning about it intimately. She argues that the bond a 
person creates with a place can be compared to a bond that person has with a mother or close family 
member. She refers to the Okanagan who use the same word for “our place on the land” and “our 
language”. The Okanagan explain that the land talks to them and teaches them. The word for land also 
shares the same root syllable with the word body. Thus, the bond between land and flesh is real and is 
celebrated. Without a land, one is without language and thus disconnected and displaced. 
 

Recently, the Maori tribe of Whanganui in New Zealand won a legal battle. Their river has been 
“granted the same legal rights as a human being,” according to The Guardian. The river is now 
considered to be their ancestor, their kin. The lead negotiator for the tribe stated, “. . . treating the river as 
a living entity is the correct way to approach it, as in indivisible whole, instead of the traditional model for 
the last 100 years of treating it from a perspective of ownership and management.” The reason behind 
the creation of this new status is to protect the river. If someone harms or abuses the river, the law will 
consider that person to be harming and abusing the tribe. Now the river will have two appointed 
guardians to protect it. 
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Shortly after the ruling in New Zealand, Indian courts granted the Ganges and Yamuna Rivers the 
same legal rights as people in an effort to protect the rivers against pollution. These rivers were also 
granted legal guardians to protect them although the full extent and implications of this ruling is unclear. 
Still, environmentalists are enthusiastic.  

 
 
Here is a conversation about the new legal status of the river in New Zealand: 
 

New Zealand river granted same legal rights as human being 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NToP9lHFgVs 

 
 
 
Brainstorm: 
 
In small groups, spend a few minutes discussing human beings’ connection and/or relationship to 
the land. Consider whether the land is meant to be used by humans or if land is meant to be seen 
as an extension of humans, as family. 
 
 
 
The group will complete the following chart: 
 

Create a simile (or more than one). Sitting next to a river, ocean, or lake is like. . . 
 
 
 
 
Create a metaphor for a body of water (such as a river or an ocean). Be creative. 
 
 
 
 
We feel a connection to the land when. . .  
 
 
 
 
Some favorite places in nature to be alone are. . .  
 
 
 
 
We feel responsible for protecting the land when. . .  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NToP9lHFgVs


3 

 

Write: 
Choose one prompt below. In groups, brainstorm for ten minutes on the topic your group 
selected. Consider a map or plan for an essay. Then individually, write a five-paragraph essay. 

 If one considers the land to be an extension of him/herself, that person might change the way 
s/he treats the land. Explain three ways a person might change her/his interaction with the land 
based on identifying with land as an ancestor. Be specific. 

 

 Argue how these international court rulings could apply to waterways in the United States. In your 
essay, name specific rivers or bodies of water that need protection. From what do they need 
protection? What could change based on a United States ruling granting waterways legal status 
as human beings? 

 

 Corporations in the United States have been granted personhood. Compare/contrast the two 
situations, providing legal personhood to corporations vs. providing legal personhood to 
land/nature. 

 

 Describe a time when you felt a strong connection to the land. Where were you? Describe how 
you felt. Use appeals to the senses and strong verbs. Immerse your reader in your essay. 

 

 Explain why the Maori tribe is celebrating the designation of the Whanganui River as a human 
being. 

 
 
 
 

Resources: Two Articles Below 
 
 

 

New Zealand river granted same legal rights as human 
being 
After 140 years of negotiation, Māori tribe wins recognition for Whanganui river, meaning it 
must be treated as a living entity 

Eleanor Ainge Roy in Dunedin 

 

@EleanorAingeRoy  

 
Thursday 16 March 2017 00.50 EDTLast modified on Thursday 16 March 
2017 18.00 EDT 

In a world-first a New Zealand river has been granted the same legal rights as a human 
being. 

The local Māori tribe of Whanganui in the North Island has fought for the recognition of 
their river – the third-largest in New Zealand – as an ancestor for 140 years. 

On Wednesday, hundreds of tribal representatives wept with joy when their bid to have 
their kin awarded legal status as a living entity was passed into law. 

https://www.theguardian.com/profile/eleanor-ainge-roy
http://twitter.com/EleanorAingeRoy
http://twitter.com/EleanorAingeRoy
https://www.theguardian.com/world/newzealand
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“The reason we have taken this approach is because we consider the river an ancestor 
and always have,” said Gerrard Albert, the lead negotiator for the Whanganui iwi [tribe]. 

“We have fought to find an approximation in law so that all others can understand that 
from our perspective treating the river as a living entity is the correct way to approach it, 
as in indivisible whole, instead of the traditional model for the last 100 years of treating 
it from a perspective of ownership and management.” 

The new status of the river means if someone abused or harmed it the law now sees no 
differentiation between harming the tribe or harming the river because they are one and 
the same. 

Chris Finlayson, the minister for the treaty of Waitangi negotiations, said the decision 
brought the longest-running litigation in New Zealand’s history to an end. “Te Awa 
Tupua will have its own legal identity with all the corresponding rights, duties and 
liabilities of a legal person,” said Finlayson in a statement. 

“The approach of granting legal personality to a river is unique ... it responds to the view 
of the iwi of the Whanganui river which has long recognised Te Awa Tupua through its 
traditions, customs and practice.” 

Two guardians will be appointed to act on behalf of the Whanganui river, one from the 
crown and one from the Whanganui iwi. 

Albert said all Māori tribes regarded themselves as part of the universe, at one with and 
equal to the mountains, the rivers and the seas. 

The new law now honoured and reflected their worldview, he said, and could set a 
precedent for other Māori tribes in New Zealand to follow in Whanganui’s footsteps. 

“We can trace our genealogy to the origins of the universe,” said Albert. “And therefore 
rather than us being masters of the natural world, we are part of it. We want to live like 
that as our starting point. And that is not an anti-development, or anti-economic use of 
the river but to begin with the view that it is a living being, and then consider its future 
from that central belief.” 

Financial redress of NZ$80m is included in the settlement, as well as an 
additional NZ$1m contribution towards establishing the legal framework for 
the river. 
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Ganges and Yamuna rivers granted same legal rights as 
human beings 
Indian court cites the Whanganui in New Zealand as example for according status to two rivers 
considered sacred 

Michael Safi and agencies 

 

@safimichael  

 
Tuesday 21 March 2017 07.44 EDTFirst published on Tuesday 21 March 
2017 05.27 EDT 
 

The Ganges river, considered sacred by more than 1 billion Indians, has become the first 
non-human entity in India to be granted the same legal rights as people. 

A court in the northern Indian state of Uttarakhand ordered on Monday that the Ganges 
and its main tributary, the Yamuna, be accorded the status of living human entities. 

The decision, which was welcomed by environmentalists, means that polluting or 
damaging the rivers will be legally equivalent to harming a person. 

The judges cited the example of the Whanganui river, revered by the indigenous Māori 
people, which was declared a living entity with full legal rights by the New Zealand 
government last week. 

Judges Rajeev Sharma and Alok Singh said the Ganges and Yamuna rivers and their 
tributaries would be “legal and living entities having the status of a legal person with all 
corresponding rights, duties and liabilities”. 

The court in the Himalayan resort town of Nainital appointed three officials to act as 
legal custodians responsible for conserving and protecting the rivers and their 
tributaries. It ordered that a management board be established within three months. 

The case arose after officials complained that the state governments of Uttarakhand and 
neighbouring Uttar Pradesh were not cooperating with federal government efforts to set 
up a panel to protect the Ganges. 

Himanshu Thakkar, an engineer who coordinates the South Asia Network on 
Dams, Rivers and People, said the practical implications of the decision were not clear. 

“There are already 1.5bn litres of untreated sewage entering the river each day, and 
500m litres of industrial waste,” he said. 

https://www.theguardian.com/profile/michael-safi
http://twitter.com/safimichael
http://twitter.com/safimichael
https://www.theguardian.com/world/india
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/16/new-zealand-river-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-being
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/rivers
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“All of this will become illegal with immediate effect, but you can’t stop the discharge 
immediately. So how this decision pans out in terms of practical reality is very unclear.” 

Indian courts have been critical of three decades of government efforts to clean up the 
Ganges, a 2,500km waterway named after the Hindu goddess Ganga. The latest cleanup 
initiative has set 2018 as its deadline, one that water ministry officials have reportedly 
conceded is unlikely to be met. 

Thakkar said Monday’s decision could be an effort by courts to broaden their scope for 
intervention in the river’s management. “[The] government has been trying to clean up 
the river by spending a lot of money, putting in a lot of infrastructure and technology, 
but they aren’t looking at the governance of the river,” he said. 

He gave the example of the Yamuna, which is monitored by 22 sewage treatment plants 
in Delhi. “But none of them are functioning according to their design in terms of 
quantity and quality, and we don’t know the reason,” he said. 

“You need a simple management system for each of the plants and give independent 
people the mandate to inspect them, question the officials and have them write daily 
and quarterly reports so that lessons are actually learned.” 

Environmental activists say many rivers in India have become dirtier as the economy 
has developed, with city sewage, farming pesticides and industrial effluents freely 
flowing into waterways despite laws against polluting. 

The Yamuna is the main tributary of the Ganges that officials say is tainted with sewage 
and industrial pollution. In some places, the river has stagnated to the point that it no 
longer supports life. Water from the Yamuna is treated chemically before being supplied 
to Delhi’s nearly 19 million residents as drinking water. 

In New Zealand, the local Māori iwi, or tribe, of Whanganui in the North Island had 
fought for the recognition of their river – the third largest in New Zealand – as an 
ancestor for 140 years. 

Last Wednesday, hundreds of tribal representatives wept with joy when their attempt to 
have their kin awarded legal status as a living entity was passed into law. 

“We have fought to find an approximation in law so that all others can understand that, 
from our perspective, treating the river as a living entity is the correct way to approach 
it, as an indivisible whole, instead of the traditional model for the last 100 years of 
treating it from a perspective of ownership and management,” said Gerrard Albert, the 
lead negotiator for the iwi. 

http://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/energy-and-environment/river-ganga-unlikely-to-be-cleaned-up-by-2018/article17390253.ece
http://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/energy-and-environment/river-ganga-unlikely-to-be-cleaned-up-by-2018/article17390253.ece

