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Context: Climate Change
u How we live, work and travel has affected our eco-system and has led to an increase in

global temperatures, causing environmental changes

u Climate Change interventions seek to mitigate these negative effects and encourage
society to innovate to protect the environment and our natural resources

u It is a global issue, requiring countries across the world to do their bit

u Paris Agreement (2015): a legally binding international treaty to limit global warming to
well below 2, preferably to 1.5 degrees Celsius, compared to pre-industrial levels, via
limitation of greenhouse gas emissions

u UN Climate Change Conference (COP26) in November 2021 will seek to accelerate actions
to tackle Climate Change



Climate Change Legislation at the Assembly
u As part of the New Decade, New Approach agreement the Executive made a

commitment to bring forward legislation that would set out how NI will reduce its
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and meet the Paris Pledge

u A Climate Change Bill, sponsored by an individual MLA, was introduced in March
2021 and referred to the AERA Committee for scrutiny

u Call-for-evidence exercises between May and September 2021 to gather evidence
to help inform Committee recommendations

u A separate Climate Change Bill (No.2) was introduced by the Minister for the
Department for Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs in early July 2021



Climate Change (No.2) Bill: Key Features

GHG Emissions

§ NI will achieve at least an 82% reduction in total GHG emissions compared to baseline
levels by 2050, with following interim targets:

�Net GHG emissions will be at least 48% lower than baseline levels by 2030

�Net GHG emissions will be at least 69% lower than baseline levels by 2040

§ This is in line with the UK Committee on Climate Change’s Sixth Carbon Budget projection as
to what is achievable, given the composition of the local economy and ability to “capture”
carbon from the atmosphere

§ Climate Change (No.1) Bill proposes a net-zero GHG emissions position in NI by 2045



Climate Change (No.2) Bill: Key Features

Changes to Targets

§ DAERA will have authority to change emissions levels, target years and baselines through
regulations, subject to Assembly approval

§ Climate Change (No.1) Bill stipulates that the 2045 deadline only can be brought forward (i.e.
to achieve net-zero sooner)

Pathway to Deliver Targets
§ DAERA will set “Carbon Budgets” setting out the maximum permissible GHG emissions from NI

for a period of 5 years

§ All government Departments responsible for not exceeding the Budget and must set out
policies/strategies to adhere to this

§ Climate Change (No.1) Bill proposes 5-yearly Climate Action Plans with associated GHG and
biodiversity targets, along with sectoral specific plans to deliver these



Climate Change (No.2) Bill: Key Features

Progress Reporting

§ DAERA must report to the Assembly as follows:

- By end of Year 1 of each Carbon Budget period, the strategies to be delivered by government

- An interim progress report by end of Year 3

- A final statement on Budget compliance within 24 months of the end of a Budget period

- Any Budget breaches must be explained via a report with proposals to address and account
for excess emissions

§ Climate Change (No.1) Bill plans for annual reports to be laid before the Assembly on
the delivery of Climate Action Plans



Climate Change (No.2) Bill: Key Features

Independent Oversight

§ The UK Committee on Climate Change will provide independent reports to DAERA on
the achievement of Carbon Budgets (submitted 6 months after each final statement),
with a subsequent response from DAERA laid with the Assembly

§ Under Climate Change (No.1) Bill a new Climate Office for NI will be established with
a Climate Commissioner who will have responsibility for preparing independent annual
reports on the Climate Action Plans

Public Body Responsibilities

§ DAERA will take responsibility for most of the requirements set out in Climate Change
(No.2) Bill, whereas The Executive Office has primacy in Climate Change (No.1) Bill
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What is air pollution?
• Gases and particles in the air which 

cause harm to human health and the 
environment

• Main health concern – PM 2.5 and 
Nitrogen Dioxide (NO2)

• 43% of PM 2.5 comes from residential 
and small-scale commercial 
combustion

• 34% of Nitrogen Dioxide comes from 
road transport



Exposure Pathways

SOURCE: Every breath we take report, 2016.



Clear evidence that long-term PM 
exposure is associated with all-cause 
mortality and mortality from 
cardiovascular disease (CVD), respiratory 
disease, lung cancer – especially strong 
evidence for PM 2.5 (WHO, 2021)

Strong evidence for long-term NO2 
exposure and chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease (COPD) mortality

Short-term PM and NO2 exposure 
associated with all-cause mortality, and 
PM also linked with CVD, respiratory, 
cerebrovascular mortality.



Consistent associations between chronic 
exposure to air pollution and reduced 
global cognition, but inconsistent 
associations with other cognitive domains

Epidemiological evidence suggests long-
term air pollution exposure is causally 
associated with cognitive decline and 
increased risk of developing dementia

Unclear which pollutant is implicated

(Delgado-Saborit, 2021)



Short-term exposure to daily NO2 and 
Ozone associated with higher risk of 
asthma exacerbation (more A&E visits and 
hospital admissions) in adults

Consistently linked to asthma in children 
(Dick et al., 2014)

Exposure to traffic-related air pollution 
contributes to the development of asthma 
(Khreis et al. 2017)

NO2 and PM associated with reduced 
birth weight and preterm birth (Stieb et al., 
2012)

PM associated with reduced birth weight 
(Tsoli et al 2019).



• Health and Social Care costs in NI estimated at £1.5m in 2017 (and potentially up to £5.4m)

• Between 2017 and 2035:
• Total H&SC cost projected to be £182m - £635m
• 84,000 new cases of disease

• British Heart Foundation NI:
• “…over the next decade heart and circulatory disease deaths in Northern Ireland 

attributed to particulate matter air pollution could exceed 4,500 people”

Costs of Outdoor Air Pollution in NI



• In September 2021, the WHO recommended new air quality guidelines:
• Annual average PM 2.5 is now 5 micrograms per cubic metre (down from 10)
• Annual average NO2 is now 10 micrograms per cubic metre (down from 40)

• A significant share of the population are likely to live in areas above the recommended PM 2.5 level

Guidelines and Policy



Indoor Air Quality

• I am chair of the UK Clean Air Steering committee, which co-ordinates the work of 
various UK Government departments and research councils and is funding a wide range 
of research projects about Clean Air. 

• The three most recently funded projects focus on indoor air quality, which is my 
particular interest 

• Air Quality and Urban Homes. University of York in conjunction with the Born in 
Bradford NHS study

• Air Pollutants and Child Asthma. Imperial College  with groups in West London

• A new pollutant hazard platform. University of Manchester
• A combination of fuel poverty and people spending more time indoors  may mean that 

indoor air pollution may have as significant and effect on health as outdoor pollution. 
Greater control of emissions from materials is being introduced by the EU by regulating 
hazardous products. 



Thank you for listening



Austin Orr 
Policy and Public Affairs 
Northern Ireland



Nearly 3,000 English medical centres (37% of all 
GPs and 29% of hospitals) are located in areas of 
high PM2.5

• A child born in toxic air every two minutes

• ‘The Health and Social Care Trusts in Northern 
Ireland do not routinely monitor air pollution 
outside hospitals or health care centres’ –
Minister for Health (23/11/2021)

• Dangers for health of at-risk groups where they 
should feel safe and for health-care staff
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Over a quarter of care homes in England (26%) are 
located in areas with PM 2.5 over levels recommended 
by the World Health Organisation (WHO)

• Older population twice as likely to die from respiratory 
condition as younger counterparts – M. Bell et al. 
(2013) 

• Air pollution shown to accelerate cognitive decline in 
older population – RCs of Physicians and, Paediatrics 
and Child Health (2016)

• Progressive respiratory conditions most severe in 
older population such as COPD.

• Majority of deaths from asthma in NI are in those 65+
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Nearly a third of English schools and colleges 
(31%) are located in these areas of high PM2.5

• 1-in-4 cars on the road during the morning
peak are on the school run.

• Idling outside schools = comfort-over-health

• No Idling programmes: Ards and North Down and 
Lisburn and Castlereagh councils
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Dr Peter Doran, School of Law, Queens University BelfastDR PETER DORAN SCHOOL OF LAW QUEENS UNIVERSITY BELFAST 

Nature’s Right

INDIGENOUS RAP GROUP, BRÔ MCS, BRAZIL: LYRIC “MY SPEECH IS STRONG, INDIGENOUS VOICE, THE VOICE OF NOW…”.



The What, How and Why of Rights of Nature 

• What….?

• How….?

• Why….and where do we start?

• But first……Once Upon A Time…..in a faraway land…



Once Upon A Time…..in a faraway land…

Gruesome public 
experiments conducted on 
live animals throughout the 
17th century. 

Robert Boyle smothering a 
live bird in a primitive 
vacuum tube. 

Painting by Joseph Wright

Enlightenment



The Pursuit of Progress

Nature as Machine 



“Animals and Nature Are Machines” 

• One of the most influential philosophers of the 
European “Enlightenment”, Descartes, believed that 
animals were robots and machines, and that animals 
could not reason or feel pain. 

• Cruel experiments were conducted in the name of 
progress

• Francis Bacon’s (1561-1626) experimental method 
initiated a tradition of human power over nature, 
constraining nature by human technology. Science as 
inquisition. [Bacon was a lawyer] René Descartes (1596-1650)



Sir William Blackstone 
(1753) on Property

• “There is nothing which so generally 
engages the affections of mankind, as 
the right of property; or that sole and 
despotic dominion which one man 
claims and exercises over the external 
things of the world.” 
• (Sir William Blackstone on Property)



The 'Cartesian' of division allowed scientists to treat matter as dead and completely separate 
from themselves, and to see the material world as a multitude of different objects assembled 
into a huge machine

….in that strange 
far-away land, the 
European tribe 
produced an exotic 
and unique vision of 
the world and 
nature as a field of 
objects….dead 
matter….subject to 
the laws of 
property.



The dice are loaded….against Nature

• Our laws – including environmental 
law – are forms of property law

• Nature is dead matter bereft of 
agency, meaning or rights to exist

• Valued for the most part according 
to its value to the market system 
(“natural capital”)



Climate Change is just one of 

five inter-linked ecological 

crises

The other critical planetary 

boundaries:

Biosphere Integrity

Land System Change

Biogeochemical Flows

Plastic pollution 



Andreas Weber • The deep split between us and the 
natural world is arguably the root 
cause of most of the 
environmental catastrophes 
unravelling around us. Until we 
come to terms with the depths of 
our alienation, we will fail to 
understand that what happens to 
nature also happens to us.

Biologist and Philosopher 



What?



The law has seen the beginning of an evolution 
toward recognition of the inherent rights of Nature to 
exist, thrive and evolve.

United Nations Harmony With Nature Programme



…Nature should have a status and a right to exist independent of its 

benefits to humans.

(Begley, Rose Bishop, McGovern, Reilly 2022, Climate Bar Ireland)





How?



How The World Is Enshrining Rights of Nature

Forums Means Country Examples

Through the courts Common Law India, Canada 

Through Constitutions Introduction of a legal identity of 
Nature 

Ecuador and Bolivia

New legal interpretations based on 
the interdependence of human and 

nature’s interests (wellbeing)

Protecting Nature by qualifying 
economic interests

New Zealand, Mexico, Colombia



David Boyd, United Nations Special 
Rapporteur on human rights and the 
environment (2018-2021)

The Rights of Nature: 
A Legal Revolution that Could Save 
The World



Where can we start?



Invite Dept. of Finance to Declare Rights of 

Nature for the Stormont Estate 

Tell a New Story….



Rights of Nature at Stormont 
(“Mountain Crossing”)

• An annual Rights of Nature Day at the Stormont Estate

• Story telling on the grounds by the birds, mammals, trees, and wild 
flowers…

• A bi-annual ‘Council of All Beings’ in the Assembly Chamber with 
representatives of our rivers, loughs, woodlands, endangered birds 
and mammals….



THANKYOU

BRÔ MCS



Rights of Nature
Who will speak for the trees?



1. The need for the Rights of Nature and systemic failings

2. A movement, an idea, new laws, love letter to the future 
“from nature as object to nature as relative”

3. Some thoughts on practical examples at a local level



Divided ecosystems



An historic achievement

• Derry City and Strabane District Council motion in June 2021

- Recognises the rights of nature
- Recognises a regenerative economy rather than an extractive economy
- Moves us way from economy - versus - environment
- Towards a Declaration for the Rights of Nature with collaboration and 

participation

• Followed by Fermanagh/Omagh, Newry Mourne and Down, Belfast 
and others
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The idea of Rights of Nature may initially seem quite complex but is 
actually quite a simple concept – it is the idea that our ecosystems 
(such as mountains, rivers,  peatlands, sea loughs) and species have 
legally enforceable rights. 

And because we are part of nature these are also the rights of 
humankind.


