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Rivers have rights: 
New strategy to 
protect planet

For some, human rights are not enough - it’s
nature’s turn, now. In a growing global movement,
environmentalists are trying a new legal route to

protect the planet - vesting rivers, reefs and threat-
ened habitats with “rights of nature” that override the
long-held human right to harm. Supporters say they
are starting to notch victories and see momentum
growing, particularly as the rising effects of climate
change spur an openness to untried strategies. Critics
call the efforts unwieldy, ineffective - or illegal.

Take Toledo, a lake city in the US Midwest whose
citizens have worried about the quality of their water
since toxic algae seeped from Lake Erie into the city’s
system five years ago. Stymied residents - fed up with
a lack of action - took matters into their own hands this
year and voted to give their local water source, the
massive Lake Erie, rights to stay clean. “It’s about say-
ing Lake Erie has a legal right to exist, and that’s a right
that we get to defend,” said resident Markie Miller.

Miller said the 2014 algae outbreak in the world’s
11th-biggest lake left half a million people with no safe
water over three stifling summer days. And it turned
out that similar outbreaks had gone unchecked for
years, a product of agricultural runoff, she said. “That
bothered me - we’ve been watching and tracking this
problem but not doing anything,” Miller told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation by phone. “We should
be considering the whole health of the ecosystem, not
just the burden on people.”

Officials did little, she said, but organizers had
heard about an idea that eventually went before voters:
Recognising Lake Erie as a legal entity, on whose
behalf citizens could sue. “We’re working in a system
that isn’t designed to allow us to win - it’s designed to
regulate and allow harm,” she said. “So the idea behind
all of this was that we wanted to change the system.”

Ultimately, the Lake Erie Bill of Rights, which 61
percent of voters approved in February, would amend
the Toledo city charter to state that Lake Erie had the
right to “exist, flourish, and naturally evolve” and to do
so free of violation. The effort received no support
from the city, Miller said, and has been tied up in legal
wrangling ever since.

Lawyers for local farmer Mark Drewes called it “an
unconstitutional and unlawful assault on the fundamen-
tal rights of family farms” that gave the people of
Toledo authority over nearly 5 million Ohio residents.
A spokesman for the Toledo mayor’s office declined to
comment, citing the ongoing litigation. Other Ohio
communities have since tried similar moves, but on July
17, state legislators outlawed all such action, saying:
“Nature or any ecosystem does not have standing to
participate in or bring an action in any court of com-
mon pleas.”

‘Is it thriving?’
In Western law, the idea that nature has rights dates

to the 1970s, when legal scholar Christopher Stone
published a touchstone article that was cited in a
Supreme Court case. It lay largely dormant until this
past decade when the notion regained currency, in the
United States and beyond. “It’s certainly having an
effect internationally,” said Jay Pendergrass, a vice
president at the Environmental Law Institute, a
Washington think tank. “It’s accelerated in terms of the
countries and places that are saying this is an impor-
tant legal principle that they’re going to act on.”

Bolivia and Ecuador have model “rights of nature”
laws - the issue is even in the latter’s constitution. India
has recognized rights on the Ganges and Yamuna rivers,
while New Zealand has a similar agreement on the
Whanganui river. In July, Bangladesh recognized all rivers
in the country as having legal rights. Advocates want to
use rights law to address some of the world’s worst cases
of environmental destruction - be it the decaying Great
Barrier Reef or the melting Himalayan glaciers.

Seven countries have “rights of nature” laws, said
Shannon Biggs, co-founder of the Global Alliance for
Rights of Nature, which runs ‘tribunals’ where judges
hear cases on fracking, indigenous land rights and
more. “Is that ecosystem regenerating itself? Is it
thriving? Those are the benchmarks,” she said of the
tribunal’s decisions. It also upends long-held ideas
about the rights that come with a land title. As Biggs
said: “Property ownership isn’t a permission slip to
destroy the ecosystem.”

While the tribunals’ decisions are not binding,
Biggs points to a recent case that she said had
helped halt construction of a proposed highway
through the Bolivian rainforest. Proponents say word
is spreading far and wide, influencing distant courts
and guiding countries that lack their own laws. Mari
Margi l , associate director at  the Community
Environmental Legal Defense Fund (CELDF) - a
player in several key pushes to win rights of nature -
pointed to a 2016 Colombian suit over the Amazon
as a case in point. — Reuters

Fish vendor Mercy Allotey waits at the beachfront in
Ghana’s capital Accra for customers to buy the fresh-
est catch brought in by the brightly-colored dugout

canoes plying the coast. But she complains the local fisher-
men are now netting less and less as a combination of ille-
gal techniques and unscrupulous trawlers have devastated
stocks.  “It is spoiling our fishing,” she told AFP. “Many
times when they go they don’t get the fish.”

The fishing sector is crucially important to this West
African nation. It provides support for more than two mil-
lion people, up to 10 percent of the population, and the
produce it generates accounts for about 60 percent of the
protein in the diet of Ghanaians. But the figures are star-
tling. United Nations data shows that production fell from
almost 420,000 tons in 1999 to 202,000 tons in 2014.

To blame are both the mainly Chinese-operated
boats trawling offshore and the damaging practices
employed by artisanal fishermen as they scramble to
make up for losses. Last month a report from Ghanaian
NGO Hen Mpoano and the European Environmental
Justice Foundation said the trawlers cost the country’s
economy some $50 million a year. In a practice known
locally as “saiko”, they illegally target the staple catch
of local fishermen - including sardinella and mackerel -
and sell it to the communities on shore via middlemen.
The report estimated some 100,000 tons of fish were
scooped out of the water in this way in 2017, drastically

reducing employment opportunities for Ghanaians
reliant on fishing. 

Fishing bans 
Ghana is looking to crack down on saiko as well as ille-

gal practices employed by local fishermen including using
bright lights to attract fish, poisoning them with chemicals
or even tossing dynamite into the water. In a bid to replen-
ish stocks the government banned artisanal fishing for a
month from May to June and will forbid trawlers in August
and September. But even those in charge admit a lot more
needs to be done to rectify the situation. 

“The big challenge is a complete understanding of the
system by policymakers and everybody down the line
down to the fisherman,” said Emmanuel Kwafo, who is in
charge of fisheries law enforcement at Ghana’s navy. He
said there needed to be a more fundamental shift in Ghana
from a mindset where illegal methods are seen as permissi-
ble to make ends meet. “When we do the right thing, we
rather enhance our chances of survival,” he said.  Kwafo
was part of a major maritime conference held last week in
Accra that brought together naval chiefs from around West
Africa and abroad to discuss tackling issues including ille-
gal fishing and the scourge of piracy in the Gulf of Guinea.
Illegal fishing has a devastating cost on the region - the UN
estimates that nearly 40 percent of all fish caught in West
Africa are done so illegally, resulting in a loss of $2.3 billion.

‘Survival of Ghana’ 
Kamal-Deen Ali, director of the Accra-based Centre

for Maritime Law and Security Africa, does not hold back
when talking about the need to fix the fishing sector.
“Fisheries (are) linked to food security, the national secu-
rity and the survival of Ghana as a country,” he told AFP.
He insists the first scourge to focus on is the saiko
trawlers. But he said existing laws also need to be
enforced for the local fishermen - with politicians often
pandering to their communities and turning a blind eye to
wrongdoing. 

Few know the threats better than Nii Quaye, a former
fisherman who now works as a spokesman for the local
trade in the Accra district of James Town. Among his
duties is checking the catches coming in to ensure they
have not been caught using chemicals or dynamite. He
said that fishermen had not seen an increase in stocks fol-
lowing the artisanal suspension, and that success will
come with law enforcement.

“When you arrest a person using chemicals or illegal
fishing if they go to jail maybe for three to six months,
when they arrest five people I think everything will be
stopped,” he said. But he fears that if nothing major is
done, then in a few years there may not be any fish left
to catch. “Everybody in James Town will be hungry
because there is no fish,” he said. “We are begging, so
(that) they stop it.” — AFP 

A fisherman casts his net in the waters of the Gulf of Guinea, outside Jamestown, the oldest fishing community in Accra, on July 21, 2019.  — AFP 

Ghana grapples with illegal fishing 

Old woes 
still haunt
Zimbabwe 

Langton Chiwocha chose Emmerson
Mnangagwa among 23 candidates
in Zimbabwe’s presidential elections

a year ago. Today he says he deeply
regrets his choice. “We had high expecta-
tions as many promises were made, but
things have turned worse since the elec-
tions,” Chiwocha told AFP. “I wish I could
take back my vote, or maybe I shouldn’t
have bothered to vote at all.”

Mnangagwa, 76, who took over from
long-time autocrat Robert Mugabe, went
into the July 30 2018 elections vowing to
revive Zimbabwe’s sickly economy, end
cash shortages, mend fences with former
western allies and lure foreign investors.
Chiwocha, who holds a business studies
diploma from a college in the capital

Harare, says his hopes have been cruelly
dashed. “I graduated in 2012 and I have
not had a job. I thought after winning the
elections, Mnangagwa would fix the
economy and all who had qualifications
would get jobs.”

But within months of Mnangagwa’s
election, the ghosts of Zimbabwe’s eco-
nomic past returned: severe power
rationing and shortages of fuel, bread,
medicine and other basics. In June this
year, the annual inflation rate hit a
decade-high 175 percent. Memories
revived of the terrifying hyperinflation
that reached 500 billion percent in 2009,
wiping out savings and wrecking the
economy. That episode ended when the
US dollar became the national currency,
replacing the Zimbabwean dollar, which
had been proudly introduced upon inde-
pendence in 1980.

But in June, Zimbabwe in theory ended
the use of greenbacks, replacing them
with “bond notes” and electronic RTGS
dollars, which would combine to become
a new Zimbabwe dollar, a currency that
has yet to be introduced in paper form.

Exodus 
Zimbabweans say it is a nightmare to

get common documents such as pass-
ports, drivers’ license discs and vehicle
registration plates - the government is
too poor to import the materials to make
them. Over the past two decades, hun-
dreds of thousands of Zimbabweans
have fled abroad seeking work. Many
others are now seeking to join the exo-
dus as the economy withers. “We are
sitting in a vehicle whose wheels have
fallen off,” Derek Matyszak, a senior
researcher at a South African think tank,
the Institute of Security Studies, told
AFP. “Nothing is moving”.

“Mnangagwa was fully aware that
Mugabe had left behind an economic dis-
aster. To get out of it required re-engage-
ment to attract investment from wealthy
countries, improved governance and
respect for human rights,” he said. Two
days after the election, at least six people
were killed when soldiers opened fire on
protesters demanding the results of the
ballot be published. In January, at least 17
people were shot dead and scores injured

as soldiers were ordered to crush nation-
wide protests triggered by a doubling of
fuel prices. “The events of August 1 last
year and January this year have set back
the re-engagement effort and possibility
of a bailout,” Matyszak said.

Pessimism 
Power is usually turned on between 10

pm (2000 GMT) and 5 am (0300 GMT) -
at other times, businesses are at a loss to
know whether they will get electricity.
“Factories and industries will not open for
the duration of the power cuts,” said
Matyszak. “That’s hours of production
lost. It means Zimbabweans are going to
sink deeper into the hole”.

Tony Hawkins, a professor at the
University of Zimbabwe’s School of
Economics, agreed. “It’s very difficult to
be anything other than pessimistic and
negative at the moment,” he told AFP.
“Jobs are being lost and exports are being
lost. The fact is you are not going to get
the economy back on the rails without
some kind of accommodation with the
main opposition. — AFP

DR Congo makes 
new push to fight 
Ebola epidemic

An Ebola epidemic raging in eastern DR Congo
marks its first year today in a mood of fear mingled
with hope that fresh money and a change of leader-

ship will turn the tide. So far, 1,790 people have died of the
dreaded haemorrhagic virus since the first cases were
recorded on Aug 1 last year. It is the second highest death
toll from an outbreak in Ebola’s history, and the mortality
rate is high - two-thirds of patients have died, against a
historic average of 50 percent.

Despite a campaign backed by the United Nations and
international donors, doctors are struggling against an
epidemic spreading with the help of mistrust, superstition
and militia attacks. In Goma, the capital of North Kivu
province, the mood among many is frustration and despair.
“We are carrying out the guidelines, we respect the rules
(about daily handwashing and checking temperatures), but
what we want is for this epidemic to end quickly,” said
Jonas Shukuru, a motorcycle taxi boss. “The government
has to make tackling it a priority - we don’t want to die
both from lack of security and this epidemic.” 

“The authorities have to assess what’s working in the
response against Ebola - a whole year has gone by,” said
John Banyene, a civil society leader. Fears are high that the
highly contagious virus will cross the Democratic Republic
of Congo’s porous borders. “Economic and human
exchanges are very intense,” the Central African
Republic’s health minister, Pierre Somse, warned last week.
“Our livestock farmers sell their cattle in DR Congo. Rebel

groups and poachers go back and forth across the border.
The risks are high.”

Money influx 
The good news is that concerns about funding have

eased since the UN’s World Health Organization (WHO)
on July 17 declared the outbreak a “public health emer-
gency of international concern,” a rare designation only
used for the gravest epidemics. The World Bank has
already said it will contribute a further $300 million in
addition to $100 million it has already donated. “Especially
in the last couple of weeks there is renewed commitment
to finance the shortages we were facing,” WHO chief
Tedros Ghebreyesus said in the Nigerian capital Abuja on
Saturday after holding talks with DR Congo President
Felix Tshisekedi.

Beyond money, however, the anti-Ebola campaign faces
hefty challenges on the ground. Attacks on health workers
have had a devastating effect. Fighting Ebola is a labor-
intensive operation - like a land war, it requires an army of
personnel. These workers provide hygiene advice or go
door-to-door to trace people who have been in contact
with Ebola patients. Clad in full-protection suits, they also
care for the sick and bury the dead. In a region where
many people survive on just a few dollars a day, their
recruitment has made them a target for jealousy and
extortion, sometimes lethally so. “They get threatened,
including death threats,” a prevention worker hired by an
international organization told AFP. “People say, ‘You are
pocketing money from the fight against Ebola. Give me
$2,000 - if you don’t have $2,000, we’ll shoot you’.” Seven
health workers have been murdered and more than 50
have been seriously hurt, according to an unofficial tally.  

Vaccine controversy 
The Ebola campaign is undergoing a leadership change,

with Tshisekedi himself taking over the reins - a move that

caused Health Minister Oly Ilunga to quit. Tshisekedi’s
pointman in the crisis is Jean-Jacques Muyembe, an Ebola
veteran who was part of the team that investigated the
very first known outbreak of Ebola in what was then Zaire,
in 1976. One of his first decisions will be to determine the
future of immunization strategy. 

The outbreak is the first time that vaccines have been
used as a weapon against the virus. A vaccine by German
pharma giant Merck has already been administered to
nearly 170,000 people, especially frontline workers. The
WHO has recommended the introduction of a second
product made by healthcare company Johnson & Johnson,
which could be used for populations removed from the
epicentre, while saving limited stocks of the Merck vaccine
for the front lines. But the health ministry under Ilunga had
resisted such a move, citing the risks of introducing a new
product in communities where mistrust of Ebola respon-
ders is already high. — AFP

A health worker wearing protective gear mixes water and chlo-
rine in Goma yesterday. — AFP 


