EDMUND RICE  INTERNATIONAL  (ERI)

Biodiversity and Human Rights – 

Survey by Special Rapporteur (Human Rights & the Environment)
Comments on Question 4 

4. “Please give examples of how the rights of those who may be particularly vulnerable to the loss of biodiversity, including but not limited to Indigenous peoples, are (or are not) provided with heightened protection.”

Moy Hitchen, Advocacy Officer, ERI

Introduction

These comments will briefly analyse how children are vulnerable to the loss of biodiversity, and then give examples of how they can be provided with heightened protection against this loss, mainly through a systemic attempt to influence education systems, both formal and informal.

The concept of ‘biodiversity’ used here refers directly to the local ecosystem(s) in which the child is living and to which the child has access
. It does not refer to introduced species, domestic varieties, or agricultural and pastoral systems. Each terrestrial and marine ecosystem has evolved in relation to a specific geographic region of Earth’s surface, usually well before the advent of human beings to that region. 

As with any invasive species, when human beings arrive for the first time in an ecosystem, the ecosystem changes, and often reaches a new dynamic balance. Sometimes it is permanently damaged
, sometimes it is partially destroyed
, sometimes it is replaced by an artificial ecosystem, maintained by humans
. In each case, biodiversity is reduced, usually severely. Small low-density stable human populations seem to preserve the most biodiversity, once the new ecological balance is achieved
.

Urban populations, to which most of the human race now belongs, are a special case. They occupy a region where the original ecosystems, often including major wetlands, may be almost completely destroyed. Through complicated global networks, involving long supply chains, they draw on many other ecosystems for their resources (food, water, fuel, materials, etc). They also generate wastes (gases, liquids and solids) that may impact on all other ecosystems
 or some of them, also negatively affecting biodiversity. The cultural and religious traditions of urban groups (and some rural groups) may have formed in ecosystems far removed from where they now live.

Some argue
 that large human populations, whether rural or urban, are inherently unstable and ecologically unsustainable, and will exhaust their resources. Sustainable Development Goal 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities) attempts to meet this challenge.

Children as Persons particularly Vulnerable to Biodiversity Loss
Children, as a distinct group in every society
, are particularly vulnerable to biodiversity loss. Biodiversity is critical to their being able to enjoy their right to health and education, as well as other rights.

Most children in the world live in places of greatly reduced biodiversity, as outlined in the Introduction above. This means most children have some of their rights to biodiversity already threatened, if not denied or violated. The cultural and religious traditions of many groups assume their children have access to and direct experience of local ecosystems and their biodiversity. Children in these groups, which include many Indigenous groups, suffer even more violations of their rights.

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) lists over 40 rights children enjoy. Many of these depend on or require biodiversity. A few may be threatened by biodiversity.

The eleven main child rights dependent on biodiversity are the rights to life, survival and development (art 6), identity (art 8), freedom of thought, conscience and religion (art 14), best interests of the child (art 18), special protection by the State (art 20), right to a clean and safe environment (art 24), right to decent living standards (art 27), right to education (arts 28 and 29), right to culture, religion and language (art 30), right to cultural life (art 31) and right to know these rights (art 42).

For an Indigenous child, these rights are often connected with spiritual and cultural traditions explicitly linked with aspects of biodiversity, and physical dependence on ecosystems with sufficient biodiversity to sustain a healthy lifestyle. For urban and rural children in non-Indigenous groups, the connections with some of these rights are less direct, but real. 

For example, sufficient biodiversity is an essential component in the agricultural, medical, and manufacturing systems that underpin both rural and urban lifestyles and economies. Another example is that the biodiversity necessary for understanding one’s own cultural and religious traditions, and for education in the physical and social sciences, has to be accessible to all children; this biodiversity may be experienced indirectly (through books, electronic, and other media) by children, but it still depends on concrete living examples of such ecosystems being preserved somewhere in the world.

Threats to children’s rights from biodiversity include direct risks to life, health and safety from some species in the local ecosystem, such as microbes, venomous plants, venomous or disease-bearing invertebrates, and large predators and herbivores. Urban and rural environments currently also pose many risks to children’s life, health and safety, of course. The critical issue is access to health care when it is needed, and balanced risk management.

Examples of Heightened Protection for the Rights of Children threatened by Loss of Biodiversity

The following list is based on reports from the network of projects, schools and centres in over 30 countries linked to Edmund Rice International. The examples are listed under geographic regions or continents, which are themselves listed alphabetically. In most of these examples, children were the main or key agents in protecting their rights to biodiversity and healthy environment, in accordance with Article 29(d) of the CRC.

Africa

· Regeneration of Local Ecosystem in Urban Slum (Nairobi, Kenya) – Urban children and community groups lobby for water, sewerage and waste disposal systems, and adopt less polluting domestic fuels, and so improve air and river quality, to enhance biodiversity.

· Regeneration of Local Ecosystems in Rural Villages (Kenya) – Villagers harvest rainwater and advocate successfully for more local government support for this, and plant both local trees and fruit trees, to adapt to climate change and increase biodiversity.
· Regeneration of Local Ecosystem in Urban Shopping Centre (Bulawayo, Zimbabwe) – School children clean up shopping centre and plant local species to feature biodiversity and its role in healthy lifestyles.

· Contact with Local Ecosystem through Eco-centre in Suburbs (Stellenbosch, South Africa) – Local youth are involved in building the eco-centre on sustainable principles, participating in training courses there, and introducing local children to their local ecosystems.
America Latina

· Contact with Local Ecosystem through Ecojustice Programme (Lima, Peru) – School staff develop a programme to give a children of all ages the ongoing experience of planting, caring for, and communing with local species of plants, in a slum area, and thus increasing biodiversity.
· Regeneration of Local Ecosystem in School Grounds (Buenos Aires, Argentina) – A whole school Environment Education programme enhances biodiversity (increased local vegetation and wildlife), and reduces the school’s ecological footprint.
Europe

· Regeneration of Local Ecosystems in Conference Centre Grounds (Dublin, Ireland) – Meadows, wetlands and native forests allowed to regenerate so local children and visiting groups of children can make contact with and learn from natural biodiversity.
· Regeneration of Local Ecosystems in Eco-Centre (Carrick-on-Suir, Ireland) – A local team runs retreats and excursions, to introduce children and youth to local biodiversity as part of their religious and cultural (Celtic) heritage.
India

· Local Biodiversity in School Grounds (Asansol, Goa, Kurseong, Mt Abu, Nainital, New Delhi - India) - Mammals (monkeys, mongoose, squirrels), many birds, reptiles and amphibians are allowed to visit and breed in school grounds, due to religious and cultural traditions which venerate all life, making local biodiversity an everyday part of the school children’s experience.

· School Principals, staff and students undertake Eco-spirituality Retreats (Mt Abu, India) – Principals, staff and students camp out (in tents) in an eco-centre surrounded by a national park where bears and leopards roam, to link their spiritual lives directly with the local biodiversity.

· Regeneration of Local Ecosystems in Schools Grounds (Asansol, Bajpe, Bhopal, Goa, Kolkata – India) – Trees are labeled to aid identification and local species planted, with staff and student Ecology Clubs monitoring biodiversity. 

North America

· Regeneration of Local Ecosystems in Schools Grounds (Vancouver, Canada) – Local species are planted in school grounds to aid recognition and appreciation of local biodiversity.
· Support of Pod of Killer Whales (Vancouver, Canada) – Student Ecology Club raises funds through recycling waste to support scientific research into a local pod of killer whales, thus linking biodiversity and recycling.
Oceania

· Local Biodiversity in School Grounds (Perth, Australia) – School students and parents actively manage four acres of local heath ecosystem on school property, including a nesting site for local ospreys.

· Biodiversity Courses run through School (Adelaide, Australia) – School employs an environment-educator to run courses both for students, local people, and other schools, with excursions into nearby national park to experience local biodiversity.

· Regeneration of Local Ecosystems in School Grounds (Brisbane, Canberra, Hobart, Sydney, Wollongong- Australia) Several schools actively manage local ecosystems in their grounds, to educate students and staff about local biodiversity.

· School Excursions and Outdoor Education Centres in Local Ecosystems (Many schools – Australia) Most schools run excursions into local (or distant) ecosystems, as part of Environment Education or Science courses, and some run Outdoor Education Centres, in such ecosystems, to familiarise their students with local biodiversity.
· Training Youth Leaders as Guides for Wilderness Hiking (Perth, Australia) Refugee and local youth trained as tour guides for groups hiking and camping out overnight in wilderness areas, providing survival skills and a total immersion in local biodiversity.

· Indigenous-led Excursions to Sacred Sites (western NSW, Australia) – Indigenous people guide groups (including children and students) to important Indigenous sites, historical, cultural and spiritual, most in areas of high biodiversity.

· Indigenous Language Courses Link Participants with Local Ecosystems (Walgett, Coffs Harbour – Australia) - Indigenous children learn about local biodiversity through the teaching of their local language.

· Indigenous Youth Trained in Defence of Human Rights threatened by Climate Change (Kiribati) – I-kiribati youth are systematically trained in techniques and strategies of defending human rights of low-lying island-States impacted by Climate Change, including threats to the biodiversity associated with each group of islands.

· Indigenous Villagers Lobby for Protection from Extractive Industries threatening Local Biodiversity (New Ireland – PNG) - Local Indigenous villages use UN mechanisms (UPR, Special Procedures, side-events) to protect local biodiversity (on which they depend) from illegal logging operations.

· Indigenous Villagers Lobby for Protection from Extractive Industries and Private Armies which are increasing the Risks of Environmental Disasters from Climate Change (Mindanao, Leyte – Philippines) – Local Indigenous villagers use UN mechanisms (UPR) to reduce negative  impact of extractive industries and private armies on biodiversity (on which they depend).

· Indigenous Villagers Train in Organic Farming of Coffee to Protect Biodiversity (Railaco, Timor Leste) – Local Indigenous families who farm coffee (as their sole crash crop) are trained in organic farming methods to protect local biodiversity and increase yields.

· Children Train in Sustainability on Holiday Camps (Murupara, Auckland, Christchurch, Dunedin – New Zealand) – Children (including Maori children) attending annual holiday camps are trained in sustainability, including respect for local biodiversity.

Conclusion

The examples given are a fairly trivial and local in application, but they are part of a systemic attempt, extending over twelve years, to influence a whole network of over 250 schools and over 50 projects in 30 countries to respect and protect biodiversity. The vast majority of these actively involve children in defending their rights to a healthy environment, sound environmental education, participation in decisions affecting them, ensuring access to their own cultural and religious traditions, and sometimes protecting their lives, livelihood and even national existence from external threats.

To protect the rights of vulnerable groups, especially children and even more so Indigenous children, in the face of biodiversity loss, these efforts show that building a respectful relationship with the local ecosystem lies at the heart of such protection. To enable children to make contact with and stay in a respectful relationship with the local ecosystems, the regeneration of local ecosystems in both urban and agricultural areas is essential. Children need to be active partners in this regeneration and restoration.

The ecosystems themselves are usually quick to re-establish themselves, if given a chance. The sustainable cities and agricultural systems of the future will have to move beyond the concept of ‘parks and gardens’ and develop working relationships with local ecosystems, alongside a more comprehensive system of protected areas across the State. This is the main way most children will exercise their right to engage with local biodiversity.
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�  Most children have limited access to a few ecosystems. A few children, in wealthier groups, have access to many ecosystems.


�  The damage may actually result in humans being unable to survive there, as happened on Easter Island.


� The ecosystem may partially regenerate, and reach a subclimax phase or one of ‘secondary regrowth’.


�  Most agricultural and  pastoral systems of this type.


�  Many Indigenous groups exhibit such a pattern, at least before the impacts of colonisation and globalisation are felt.


�  For example, greenhouse gases and the resulting climate changes, or solid plastics in global marine ecosystems.


�  For example, Jared Diamond in his popular works, Guns, Germs and Steel (1997) and Collapse (2005).


� ‘Children’ are here considered as all persons under 18 years of age, following the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), art 1.
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