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The Director’s Perspective
This time of year marks the first weeks of Spring and holds 

promise of new life emerging–even for those of us in a Florida 
bioregion! Our colleagues and friends in the northern 

climes are longing for the signs of Spring to emerge and 
release the icy grip of a challenging winter. In addition, 
we celebrate World Water Day and its commitment to 
protect and respect water as an essential source of life 
for all inhabitants of the natural world, and Earth Day, 
recognizing Earth as the essential support of all our 
human activities.

We at CEJ are observing the current Florida legislature 
and its various committees as they address–or 
ignore–the demands for clean and healthy water 
bodies throughout the state. Given our commitment to 
protecting the inherent rights of nature to be healthy, 

we focus our energy on Florida’s unique springs and 
springsheds.  The legislative process is rife with opposing 

interests, while committed voices advocate for the restorative 
health of water, and for the springs and their springsheds.  

What is hopeful is the number of local communities, cities, and 
counties that are acting to protect the rivers and water bodies in 

their ecosystems by urging their elected leaders to adopt stronger 
fertilizer regulations and inspections of septic tanks. I recently 

spoke at a Healing the Earth, Healing Ourselves conference in 
Vero Beach where nearly 100 participants explored what Earth rights 

looked like specifically in their bioregions, and also examined the 
structural connections between ecological collapse, privileged corporate 

personhood, and addictive behaviors. CEJ’s partnership in the Clean 
Water Summit and with the Floridian Clean Water Declaration strengthens 

our bonds with hundreds of others across Florida who are committed to 
reversing the decline of water quality and quantity in the state.  We join with 

other water rights advocates in working for the adoption of Florida’s Water 
and Land Conservation Amendment that will be on the ballot in November. 

Finally, I want to acknowledge the work of the Global Alliance for the Rights of 
Nature, which coordinated the world’s first Ethics Tribunal on the Rights of Nature 
and Mother Earth in Quito, Ecuador. I was privileged to attend a week of strategy 
meetings with international colleagues and indigenous leaders that ended with 
the Ethics Tribunal hearing nine cases of violations of the rights of Mother Earth. 

For more information and access to videos, check out the Global Alliance for 
the Rights of Nature at http://therightsofnature.org/rights-of-nature-tribunal.

May spring birth a season of new life and give greater resiliency to 
our efforts to protect and restore ecological and social health in all 

aspects of the Earth community. 
-Sister Pat

Something remarkable happened in 
Orlando in November:  Close to 250 
people representing over 100 advocacy 
organizations gathered to talk about 
Florida’s water problems at a Citizens’ 
Clean Water Summit organized by the 
Sierra Club and emceed by the Center 
for Earth Jurisprudence’s Jane Goddard. 
Motivated by severe water crises—from 
North Florida’s lakes, rivers, and springs 
to South Florida’s Everglades, lagoons, 
and estuaries—people came from all 
over Florida to brainstorm how we might 
begin to reverse the damage that has been 
allowed to happen.

The idea of a Clean Water Summit would 
have been laughable when I was growing 
up in Orlando in the 1960s. Then, we thought our water supply was infinite. Today, 
knowing that our water supply is finite, no one is laughing and I wonder why water 
advocates work so hard yet have so little to show for our efforts.

Part of the reason we have so little to show is that our laws favor commerce over 
the environment, according to Thomas Linzey and Mari Margil of the Community 
Environmental Legal Defense Fund (CELDF), who visited CEJ this past April to 
lead one of CELDF’s weekend Democracy Schools. If Florida is to save her 
watery wonders, we clearly need stronger legal protections for our 
natural systems—protections that level the playing field between 
commerce and the environment. Imagine how our water situation 
might improve if Silver Springs, the Everglades, and the Indian River Lagoon 
had the legal rights to exist and flourish, and guardians who could defend 
those rights in court. 

With their legal rights to exist and flourish recognized by law, Florida’s 
waters would no longer be at the mercy of pollution by fertilizers, septic 
tanks, and stormwater and industrial discharges, or at the mercy of 
overuse through excessive withdrawals by industry, agriculture, and 
individuals. Instead, Florida’s waters would be respected for what 
they are: the wellsprings of the state’s economic success and social, 
cultural and ecological health.   

It takes time, however, for change to seep into a culture—time for 
people to reach a point at which they agree to change their laws. 
Slavery was not abolished overnight and the suffragists did not 
immediately win voting rights for women. Granting legal rights to 
natural systems will not happen quickly, either; our culture will have to 
change in order to support this new idea. One way to encourage such a 
cultural shift is to begin raising ethical questions about how our waters 
are managed.

Water Ethics, Culture Change,  
and the Rights of Nature
By Lucinda Faulkner Merritt 



Imagine a scenario that may sound familiar:  A state agency seeks 
comments on a proposed action at a public meeting that includes 
extensive PowerPoint presentations of scientific data. A water advocate 
or independent scientist questions the agency’s data and there is 
a group discussion about whose “science” is right. The audience is 
confused, someone suggests that more studies are needed, and that 
is where the conversation ends. The agency either takes the action it 
originally planned or delays doing anything that could help our waters in 
favor of conducting further studies.

If we injected ethics into the discussion at this point, however, the 
conversation could continue in new and possibly more productive 
directions. We could point out, for example, that it’s not surprising that 
different scientists come to different conclusions; it happens all the time 
because that’s how scientific investigation unfolds. We could stress that 
while we must rely on science to make accurate decisions, we must 

also rely on ethics to make good decisions, especially in situations 
where there are conflicting scientific opinions. We could open the 
discussion to include the Precautionary Principle:  When in doubt about 
situations in which grave harm could be caused, we are justified in 
choosing the action that will cause the least harm to natural systems.

We could begin to raise other ethical questions, too. Do we have the 
right to destroy natural systems that have existed for thousands of 
years, depriving future generations of the benefits of those systems? 
Are we trading long-term water and economic security for all of us for 
short-term economic gains for only a few? Should we continue to allow 
industry to use our freshwaters as sewers? With regard to water use, 
what are the rights and responsibilities of business, agriculture, and 
individuals?

Profound culture change happens when people choose to act together 
for the common good and for the good of the commons. We witnessed 
the beginning of such a change with the birth of a new statewide 
movement for clean water at the recent summit. We can foster that 
change by injecting ethics into our water policy discussions and by 
signing the Floridians’ Clean Water Declaration, an outcome of the 
summit that calls for us “to work together to create a new water ethic, 
find solutions to Florida’s water quality and quantity problems and 
send a clear message to our water managers that the people of Florida 
demand clean water.” (See sidebar for more information and a link to 
the Floridians’ Clean Water Declaration.)

The more opportunities we can find to raise ethical issues about our 
water use, the closer we will be to granting natural systems the legal 
protections they need in order for them—and us—to survive. Those 
opportunities have been growing: on January 22, 2014, Clean Water 
Rallies were held statewide, and on February 18, the Clean Water 
Campaign took its message to Tallahassee with a rally and meetings 
with legislators. Now we can take action by signing the Clean Water 
Declaration.

The more people who sign the Clean Water Declaration, the stronger 
our collective voice for our waters will be. From North Florida’s lakes, 
rivers, and springs to South Florida’s Everglades, lagoons, and estuaries, 
we need a great wave of support to preserve Florida’s waters for 
generations to come. 

Lucinda Faulkner Merritt is a writer and long-time springs lover with an academic background 
in anthropology and public administration. She currently serves as secretary of the Ichetucknee 
Alliance, a nonprofit that is committed to the restoration, preservation and protection of the 
Ichetucknee River and its associated springs (http://ichetuckneealliance.org). 

CEJ’s DIrECTor, sIsTEr PaT sIEmEn, was invited 
to participate in TedxJacksonville in october 2013. 
Experience her Ted talk here!

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4EPnsw0j5Go  



nEWs From CEJ

sister Pat represents CEJ at Global 
alliance for the rights of nature 

Conference
In January, CEJ’s Director Sister Pat Siemen was one of 
the leaders invited to gather in Quito, Ecuador, to as-
sess achievements and determine next steps in Rights 
of Nature advocacy in varying global contexts and 
cultures. A primary focus of the five-day worldwide 
conference was to identify emerging global strategies 
for the Rights of Nature movement. The conference 
also sponsored the first World Ethics Tribunal on the 
Rights of Nature, chaired by Dr. Vandana Shiva. Also 
in attendance were Cormac Cullinan, Pablo Salon, 
Alberto Acosta, Thomas Linzey, Mari Margil, Linda 
Sheehan, Osprey Orielle Lake, Michele Maloney, Natalie 
Green, and dozens of other members of the Global Alli-

ance. View videos of the cases presented to the Tribunal 
at http://therightsofnature.org/rights-of-nature-tribunal.  

CEJ Hosts Distinguished speakers 
Legal scholar and author Eric Freyfogle and former secretary 

of the Department of Community Affairs Tom Pelham were 
among the featured speakers at CEJ’s Public Lands, Public  

Waters, Public Trust conference on February 7, 2014. Other 
speakers included Christopher T. Byrd, Esq. of The Byrd Law 

Group; Cris Costello, Regional Organizing Representative for Sierra 
Club; Clay Henderson, Esq. of Holland & Knight; Mike Knight of 

Brevard County’s Environmentally Endangered Lands Program; CEJ’s 
own Rob Williams, Esq.; and law professor Mary Christina Wood. 

The topics of 
the day were 

the successes and 
failures of past and 

current regulatory 
water policies, and 

the changes that 
need to be made in 

environmental law to 
recognize and protect 
the rights of Florida’s 
natural communities to 
exist and flourish.

Video highlights from the 
presentations will soon 
be posted on the CEJ 
website, EarthJuris.org.   
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The Floridians’ Clean Water 
Declaration Campaign
Imagine if an alien anthropologist from another planet visited Florida today  
and was asked to describe, based on earthlings’ 
behavior, our shared vision for the 
state’s waters. That alien might say, 
“Floridians believe it’s all right to 
use up all their water and to 
allow their fresh waterways 
to be used as sewers.”

The clear realization 
that such actions are 
unhealthy and damaging 
sparked the Citizens’ 
Clean Water Summit in 
Orlando in November 
2013, the first time that 
water advocates statewide 
have come together for such 
an event.

One result of the summit is the Floridians’ 
Clean Water Declaration, a document that offers 
a positive vision by inspiring everyone to work together to create a new water ethic, to 
find solutions to Florida’s water quality problems by stopping pollution at its source, and 
to send a clear message to our water managers that the people of Florida demand 
clean water.

The Declaration recognizes that clean water is essential for healthy people and 
a healthy economy, that Florida water quality and quantity are interdependent 
variables, and that Florida’s waters are held in public trust by the State of Florida 
for the benefit of its people and natural ecosystems. The document goes on to 
describe the rights of the people of Florida with regard to our waters as well 
as the responsibilities of the people, state government, and the industries 
that benefit from Florida’s natural resources. The Declaration concludes by 
enjoining the people who sign it to work together in good faith to solve 
our water problems.

Surely if we can send men to the moon, we can clean up our 
waters—but we need an outpouring of support to demonstrate 
to our elected officials and water managers that the people of 
Florida want clean water. The more signatures there are on the 
Declaration, the stronger our collective voice can be.

Visit the Floridians’ Clean Water Declaration Campaign website 
to sign the document, “Like” and follow the campaign’s 
progress on the Facebook page, and then share this 
information.

Website: http://goo.gl/rK8VkM 
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/FCWDcampaign 
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Coming Events:
marion County springs Festival
Florida Springs Institute & partners 
Saturday, April 26, 2014 • 10 a.m.–4 p.m.
Silver Springs State Park 
Silver Springs, FL 
Exhibits, vendors, music, food, kids programs and more, surrounded  
by Florida’s first attraction, the historic and magical Silver Springs.  
Contact: (352) 236-7148 • FloridaSpringsInstitute.org

Growing native annual Conference
Florida Native Plant Society
May 15-18, 2014
Florida Gulf Coast University 
Ft. Myers, FL
Field trips, speakers, education, socials, and a plant sale, all featuring the intriguing 
world of native plants.
Contact: rodakma@msn.com • FNPS.org

river City EcoFest 
River City Eco Foundation
Saturday, May 17, 2014 • 10 a.m.–10 p.m.
Metropolitan Park
Jacksonville, FL
Outdoor Music/Eco Festival & River Race with workshops, clinics, outdoor 
recreation expo, a film festival, food, trucks and music.
Contact: (904) 502-7733 • RiverCityChallenge.org

Finding the Fountains of Youth: Exploring the myth  
of Florida’s magical Waters 
Ongoing through April 27, 2014
Rincon Gallery, South Florida Museum • Bradenton, FL
Graphic designer Rick Kilby examines how Florida’s reputation for 
healing, restorative waters entered popular culture and created its 
tourist economy.
Contact: (941) 746-4131 • SouthFloridaMuseum.org 

springs Eternal:  Florida’s Fragile Fountains  
of Youth
Ongoing through May 30, 2014
Gallery for Innovation and the Arts
R.A. Gray Building • Tallahassee, FL 
Photographer John Moran’s images from the past and 
present create a then-and-now narrative of Florida’s 
springs.
Contact: (850) 245-6470 • SpringsEternalProject.org

CEJ Events Combine Water, art  
and Popular Culture  

Internationally recognized Florida artist and author Margaret Ross 
Tolbert and collector and prize-winning author Rick Kilby explored 

aspects of their common interests—the unique nature of Florida 
springs—in recent events presented by CEJ, The Myth and 
Magic of Florida Springs.   

Gainesville artist Margaret Ross Tolbert guided the audi-
ence through the inspiration for her large scale paintings via 
sketches and photographs, and movingly described how her 
underwater adventures led to the book AQUIFERious, which 
combines her dazzling images with literary and technical 
writings by some of Florida’s leading writers and explorers.   

Graphic designer Rick Kilby’s lively presentation explained 
how his obsession with Ponce de León images and memo-
rabilia drew him through 20th Century Florida culture and 
development to the ecosystems upon which the state’s 
prosperity is based.  The resulting book, Finding the Fountain 
of Youth: Ponce de Leon and Florida’s Magical Waters, recently 

was awarded a bronze medal from the Florida Book Awards.  

CEJ staff member Kayaks the Entire 
st. Johns river

During the Christmas holidays, CEJ’s Associate Director Jane God-
dard completed her quest to kayak the entire 310 miles of the St. 

Johns River. With her fiancé, Jim Durocher, she spent ten days on the 
river, traveling from Blue Cypress Lake, west of Vero Beach, to Lake 

Monroe and the town of Sanford, some 130 miles north.  

In May 2013, Jane kayaked 180 miles from Sanford to the ocean, east of 
Jacksonville, with Delaney Dean and Debbie LaFreniere in an expedition 

called Paddle to the Sea. During the planning of that trip, Jane realized she 
wanted to kayak the entire river. Only a handful of people have made that 

trip, and Jane is the first woman to complete the journey by through-paddle.

Partner with Us: 
If you’d like to support our work, please consider making a tax exempt financial 
donation to the Center for Earth Jurisprudence at Barry University.  We are also 
seeking partners for our programs and initiatives. Contact Sister Patricia Siemen at 
(321) 206-5779 or psiemen@barry.edu. Together, let’s explore ways to support the 
health of the Earth community.

Founded in 2006, the Center for Earth Jurisprudence is an initiative of the Barry University School 
of Law to advance a transformative Earth-centered paradigm that advocates protecting the intrinsic 
value and legal rights of nature. The Center’s work includes research, education, publication, and 
policy advocacy.


