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Good Afternoon Chairman Tusler and members of the committee.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify in support of Assembly Bill 421, a narrowly tailored but
critically important proposal that preserves the integrity of Wisconsin’s legal system by
prohibiting local governments from enacting so-called “rights of nature” ordinances. This bill
simply provides that political subdivisions may not enact ordinances that confer legal rights on
natural resources.

The purpose of this bill is straightforward: to ensure that legal rights in Wisconsin remain
unimpeachable, grounded in human dignity, constitutional structure, and long-standing principles
of standing and legal validity. Our legal system is built upon the premise that rights belong to
people and to recognized legal entities created by law. The “rights of nature” movement seeks to
fundamentally invert this structure by granting legal standing and, in some cases, legal
personhood to nonhuman entities such as rivers, forests, and ecosystems. This represents a
profound and dangerous departure from settled American jurisprudence.

This is not an abstract concern. Across the country, more than 30 local governments in at least 10
states have attempted to pass these types of laws, including efforts here in Wisconsin. Other
states have recognized the severity of this threat to constitutional order and have acted
accordingly. Florida, Ohio, Utah, and Idaho have already enacted prohibitions, and this bill
positions Wisconsin to stand alongside them in defense of constitutional integrity.

From a legal perspective, “rights of nature” ordinances destabilize settled doctrines of standing.
The United States Supreme Court has made clear, including in Sierra Club v. Morton (1972), that
only persons or recognized legal entities have standing to sue in court. Allowing natural objects
to be rights-bearing plaintiffs would invite a flood of litigation, undermine due process, and
inject ideological standards into judicial decision-making that are incompatible with the rule of
law.

From a practical perspective, these ordinances threaten private property rights and economic
stability. By allowing lawsuits to be brought in the name of rivers, wetlands, or ecosystems,
private landowners, farmers, and businesses would face perpetual legal uncertainty. Routine,
lawful land use could be challenged not by injured parties, but by activists purporting to speak on
behalf of nature itself. This would stall infrastructure projects, discourage investment, and
burden courts with speculative claims untethered from actual, cognizable injury.
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At a more fundamental level, this legislation is necessary to preserve the philosophical
foundation of our constitutional system. Our founding tradition recognizes that rights are
inherent to people, endowed by their Creator, not to inanimate natural objects. This is not merely
rhetorical. It is the foundation upon which our constitutions, statutes, and common law rest. If we
allow this foundation to erode, we erode the meaning of rights themselves. When everything has
rights, rights lose their coherence and their moral force.

Importantly, this bill does not weaken environmental protection. Wisconsin already has robust
environmental laws enforced by state agencies and courts. This legislation simply ensures that
environmental regulation remains within constitutional and democratic boundaries, rather than
being outsourced to ideological legal constructs that distort the role of the judiciary and
undermine the rights of actual people.

In summary, AB 421 is a necessary guardrail. It preserves the sanctity of legal rights, protects
property owners, maintains clear and constitutional standards for standing in court, and prevents
the importation of a radical legal theory that is incompatible with Wisconsin’s legal traditions. I
respectfully request the committee’s support for this bill.
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Thank you, Chairman and committee members, for allowing me to testify in
support of Assembly Bill 421. This legislation would prohibit local governments
from enacting any legislation that would grant legal rights and protection to nature.

Our Declaration of Independence states that “all men are created equal, that they
are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are
Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights,
Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the
consent of the governed.” Rights are something that properly belong to human
beings, and throughout history it has been recognized that governments are set up
to secure and protect these rights. While the history of rights is extensive, it is
understood only to refer to human beings. Recently, local governments in
Wisconsin have started passing ordinances that would give rights to nature.

Green Bay recently voted to draft a resolution that sought to recognize the rights of
nature. In their July 15, 2025 meeting, the City of Green Bay discussed drafting a
resolution that would confer rights to nature. The resolution would view “rivers,
wetlands, forests, and other living communities as legal persons that hold the right
to exist, flourish, and be defended in a court of law.” This is a radical departure
from our current law. Rights are something that human beings have, and if
violated, can be redressed in a court of law. The Green Bay resolution proposes
that trees, rivers, and bodies of water are to be seen as human beings, and can be
treated as such in a court of law.

This concept of granting nature rights is something that has been done primarily in
foreign countries. .According to the Center for Democratic and Environmental
Rights, multiple Indian Tribes have adopted rights of nature polices and laws,
countries such as Ecuador, Bolivia, Panama, Spain, Uganda, and New Zealand,
“In God We Trust”
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Courts in Colombia, Bangladesh, Peru, and India have recognized that rivers and
other ecosystems have legal rights, and in 2023, The Wisconsin Farmers Union
adopted a rights of nature resolution. Many of the countries who have adopted
rights of nature, particularly those in South America, have strong ties to Socialism
and Communism. It is well known that socialism and communism are antithetical
to the American Democratic Republic, primarily because they do not believe in
private property rights.

Rights of Nature laws are a direct threat to private property. The right to the
pursuit of happiness listed in our Declaration of Independence includes the right to
private property, which is understood to include the fruit of one’s labor. Our
Founding Fathers understood that private property was an important part of a
flourishing human life, and government must be organized in such a way so that it
was restrained from infringing upon that unalienable right.

Imagine if you bought some property up north and it happened to include an
extensive amount of forest or water on the land. Any normal Wisconsinite would
see this as perfect land for hunting during the fall, possible snowmobiling in the
winter, and fishing and boating during the spring and summer. If the land was
granted the same rights as humans, it is possible that someone could sue you, the
landowner, for harming the land. Land owners will cultivate the land in order to
make it suitable for hunting, which may include cutting down trees, dredging
around a lake or pond, and creating paths for using ATV’s or snowmobiles. While
the land owner has a right to do this, he opens himself up to litigation for harming
the natural environment in the name of cultivation. If this were the case, private
property is not so private, and the owner would not have the right to cultivate and
till his own land. It is not hard to imagine a radical environmentalist searching for
some action that violated the right of the forest or lake on your land.

The ‘rights of nature’ are incompatible with our Declaration of Independence and
Constitution, and are therefore incompatible with the American understanding of
the Rule of Law. The Declaration talks about the “laws of Nature and Nature’s
God”, not the rights of nature. As countries around the world, and other local
governments in America begin to place nature above human beings, it is important
that this be stopped in Wisconsin before it goes any further than a non-binding
resolution. Nature should not supersede human beings and nature has no
inalienable rights like man.




Private property is central to our nation and the freedom of all Wisconsinites. If
local governments were allowed to pass ordinances granting rights to nature, they
would be infringing upon the rights of we the people. This legislation would
prohibit local governments from taking away one of the core inalienable rights of
man, that of private property.




Draft Testimony - In Support of AB421 (SB420)
Good afternoon, Chair [Name], members of the Committee,

My name is Vanya Koepke, and | am a resident of Hobart, Wisconsin, where |
currently serve as an elected Village Board Trustee. | am here today to express
my strong support for Assembly Bill 421, which would prohibit local
governments from enacting “Rights of Nature” ordinances that grant legal
personh'ood or rights to rivers, forests, ecosystems, or other natural features.

As a trustee, | work on local issues that balance environmental protection,
economic vitality, property rights, and the needs of our residents and
businesses. While | deeply value Wisconsin’s natural resources—our lakes,
rivers, forests, and farmland are essential to our quality of life and economy, |
believe that local ordinances would create serious legal, practical, and
economic challenges that outweigh their symbolic benefits for these five
reasons.

First, Rights of Nature laws undermine established legal frameworks. Our
current environmental protections—state statutes, federal Clean Water Act
and Clean Air Act, local zoning, nuisance, and land-use ordinances—already
provide strong tools to safeguard natural resources. Granting legal
personho’od to nature would introduce vague, subjective standards (e.g., what
does it mean for a river to “flourish”?). This invites endless litigation, ’
inconsistent court decisions, and conflicts between local rules, state and
federal authbrity. '

Second, Rights of Nature laws threaten property rights and local
economic activity. Such ordinances could expose farmers, small businesses,
homeowners, developers, and even municipalities like Hobart to lawsuits for
routine activities such as farming, home construction, road maintenance, or
stormwater management, if they are alleged to infringe on a natural entity’s
“rights.” This kind of legal uncertainty deters investment, burdens property
owners with legal costs, and complicates local decision-making.




Third, local ordinances create a harmful patchWbrk of rules across
Wisconsin. Our state is diverse, with varying economic realities and
environmental priorities from county to county and from city, to village to
town. Allowing every local unit to define and enforce its own version of
nature’s rights would lead to confusion and inconsistency. A business
operating in multiple jurisdictions—or even a farmer near a municipal
boundary—could face conflicting standards. A uniform statewide policy, as
provided by AB421 (SB420), promotes clarity, predictability, and fairness for all
Wisconsinites.

Fourth, these ordinances are largely symbolic and add little practical
protection. Where similar measures have been attempted elsewhere, they
have often been struck down in court or failed to deliver meaningful
environmental gains. Wisconsin already has effective mechanisms for
citizens and organizations to challenge pollution and habitat harm through
existing laws and the Department of Natural Resources. Adding a new layer of
“rights” for nature simply multiplies courtroom battles without solving real
problems.

Finally, fundamental questions about legal personhood belong at the
state level. Local governments like the Village of Hobart have important roles
in land use, zoning, and community planning—but creating new categories of
legal rights that could affect property statewide is not an appropriate local
function. AB421 respects local authority where it belongs while preventing
overreach that creates broader conflicts.

Milwaukee County’s 2023 resolution endorsing the Rights of Nature concept
was a well-intentioned gesture, but it should not become a model for local
action across Wisconsin. | respectfully urge this committee to

advance AB421 to preserve a consistent, effective, and balanced approach to
environmental protection that safeguards property rights, supports our
economy, and avoids unnecessary legal chaos.

Thank you for your time and for considering my testimony as both a concerned
resident and an elected Village Board Trustee.
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Submitted on Behalf of Lambert Cleveland, Vice President, Ho-Chunk Nation
January 21, 2026

Introduction

Hello, my name is Lambert Cleveland, and I am the Vice President of Ho-Chunk Nation.
I, as an elected Representative of the Nation, am obligated by our Constitution and my oath to
uphold our Sovereignty, advance the general welfare of our people and perpetuate our existence.
The Ho-Chunk Nation opposes Assembly Bill 421, which seeks to prohibit local units of
government from adopting Rights of Nature ordinances.

This legislation is not merely a “clarification” of law, it is a direct assault on the sovereign
rights of the Ho-Chunk Nation, an illegal stripping of local municipal authority, and a violation of
the Wisconsin State Constitution.

Failure of Tribal Consultation and a Violation of Sovereignty

The Ho-Chunk Nation is a sovereign government with a footprint spanning 70 of
Wisconsin’s 72 counties. In 2018, the Ho-Chunk people voted to amend their Constitution to
include the Rights of Nature. By moving AB 421 forward without robust, government-to-
government consultation, the State is ignoring its duty to respect Tribal sovereignty.

The Rights of Nature movement is neither radical nor new; it is a global mandate
successfully implemented in nations such as Ecuador, New Zealand, and Colombia. In the United
States, the Ho-Chunk Nation’s adoption of these laws is not an abstract legal theory—it is a critical
defense of our federal treaty rights and our very cultural survival.

When the United States guaranteed our rights to hunt, fish, and gather on ancestral lands,
it implicitly guaranteed the continued existence and health of the ecosystems that make those
activities possible. Our inherent right is not merely to cast a net or shoot an arrow, it is the right
to find clean water for fish, healthy forests for game, and thriving ecosystems for our traditional
medicines. Our tribal Rights of Nature laws are the modern expression of these federal protections.
While our treaties provide the human legal mechanism for defense, the Rights of Nature provides
the complementary framework that transforms environmental stewardship into an inherent duty
for all levels of government—Tribal, State, and Local.




Assembly Bill 421 seeks to dismantle the very legal mechanisms we use to uphold these
federal commitments. To pass this bill is to move beyond mere policy debate and actively interfere
with the Ho-Chunk Nation’s right to protect the ancestral lands that sustain our people.

Violation of Wisconsin Constitution and the Public Trust Doctrine

AB 421 flies in the face of the Public Trust Doctrine enshrined in Article IX, Section 1 of
the Wisconsin Constitution. This doctrine dictates that all navigable waters are held in trust by the
State for the benefit of all citizens. This is not a suggestion,; it is an affirmative constitutional duty
to protect water quality.

Rights of Nature and the Public Trust Doctrine share the same DNA— the principle that
natural resources must be protected for the communal good over private profit. Rooted in the
Constitution, the Doctrine declares all navigable waters are held in trust by the State for its citizens.
This imposes an affirmative constitutional duty to protect water quality and aquatic habitat.
Though the Doctrine frames protection for the benefit of the people, it achieves the same practical
outcome: placing a higher, communal value on the integrity of the natural system that demands
governmental stewardship and defends the resource itself against purely private interests. By
prohibiting the recognition of the Rights of Nature, AB 421 effectively attempts to legislatively
bypass the State’s own constitutional mandate to act as a steward of our waters.

While Assembly Bill 421 targets only local governments, it is vital to understand that when
a local community supports Rights of Nature, they are often standing with Tribes and affirming
our efforts to protect the shared environment. Prohibiting this local support would negatively
impact the local government and Nation’s ability to protect Wisconsin’s most vital resources which
are protected by the Public Trust Doctrine enshrined in our state constitution.

Eroding Local Authority and the “Home Rule”

This bill represents a dangerous overreach by the State legislature to strip municipalities of
their local authority. Under Wisconsin’s Home Rule (Article X1, § 3), local governments have the
power to determine their local affairs and protect the health, safety, and welfare of their residents.

Water is the lifeblood of our local economies. When a municipality like Milwaukee passes
a resolution supporting the Rights of Nature, they are exercising their right to protect their local
natural resources. AB 421 creates a regulatory vacuum where local citizens are left defenseless
against environmental degradation, effectively silencing the voices of the communities who live
closest to the land and threaten their water.

Clearing Up the Rhetoric of “Legal Chaos”

We also want to address the specific, misleading claims being circulated by the opponents
of this concept. Opponents of the Rights of Nature movement rely on fearmongering and
misinformation.



The Claim of Legal Overreach

In 2023, Milwaukee passed a resolution allowing this Rights of Nature. This is presented
as if arevolution took place. Resolutions like this are often non-binding expressions of community
values. AB 421 seeks to ban even the expression of these values. It supports the concept, nothing
more.

The Claim of Dangerous Precedent

Opponents claim that Rights of Nature represents a radical shift by granting “legal
personhood” to the environment. This is a legal fiction designed to distract from the truth that
Wisconsin’s legal foundation already affirms these principles. The Public Trust Doctrine,
enshrined in our State Constitution, is a profound and binding legal commitment to the well-being
of our waters. It establishes that nature is not merely a commodity for private consumption, but a
public asset that the State has an affirmative, constitutional duty to protect. The Public Trust
Doctrine is the direct legal ancestor of the Rights of Nature.

Furthermore, the assertion that these laws “hinder development” is false. Rights of Nature
does not abolish property rights; it demands responsible stewardship. It establishes a framework
where development must coexist with the ecosystem’s inherent right to exist and flourish. This
enables local communities to reject predatory or destructive projects that would leave our children
with the bill for a ruined environment. Far from being “radical,” Rights of Nature is a modern,
necessary expression of the same conservation values that Wisconsin has championed for over 175
years.

The Claim of Legal Chaos

Opponents point to a case in Minnesota involving wild rice (Manoomin) as proof of
disaster. This is a profound mischaracterization. The fact is, that case involved the White Earth
Band’s Tribal ordinance, protecting a resource already guaranteed to them by treaty. The Tribe
sued the state in tribal court, but the State of Minnesota, like Wisconsin, enjoys sovereign
immunity. The state could not be forced to court and set no precedent affecting non-tribal entities.
Tribal nations, like the Yurok Tribe, who declared rights for the Klamath River, and the White
Earth Band of Ojibwe have adopted these rights to establish clear legal advocacy routes that reflect
community values. These laws provide the necessary framework for people, communities, and
the ecosystems themselves to defend the environment. Opposition has taken a concept that has no
actual legal impact on property rights or the integrity of the State’s legal system and blown it out
of proportion with fear and misinformation.

The pursuit of a “more perfect union” requires considering and protecting the ecosystems
essential for human well-being. The principles of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness are
contingent upon foundational infrastructure like clean air, stable climate, and abundant water.




Protecting the environment is viewed not as an expense, but as an investment in the foundational
infrastructure that allows the country and its citizens to flourish and evolve.

A Request for Partnership

The Ho-Chunk Nation urges this Committee to reject Assembly Bill 421.

AB 421 is an unnecessary piece of legislation built on a foundation of biased information
and corporate interests. This legislation is unnecessary, based on biased information, and runs
counter to the spirit of environmental stewardship enshrined in our own State Constitution. We
should be encouraging local governments to partner with us to protect the water, not prohibiting
their good intentions.

The pursuit of a “more perfect union” requires protecting the foundational infrastructure of
life: clean water and a stable climate. We urge this committee to respect the wisdom of our local
communities, honor the foundational treaty commitments made to the Ho-Chunk Nation, and
uphold the Wisconsin Constitution. We also ask you to remain compatible with America’s
founding principles for a “more perfect union.”

The Nation stands ready and willing to meet with any member of the Legislature for a more
detailed, educational discussion on this vital issue.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Ho-Chunk Nation urges this committee to reject Assembly Bill 421.
This legislation is a solution in search of a problem, built on misinformation and a fundamental
disregard for Tribal sovereignty. By stripping municipalities of their local authority and bypassing
mandatory Tribal consultation, this bill creates a dangerous rift between the State, local
governments, and sovereign Nations. It actively impedes our collective ability to protect the clean
air and water upon which every Wisconsin citizen’s health and prosperity depend.

We ask you to honor the State’s constitutional obligations and the spirit of our treaties—
oppose AB 421 and affirm the right of local communities to stand with us in defense of our waters,
our lands, and our shared future.

Thank you.
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Joshua Parise
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Thank you for having me here to testify today.

My name is Joshua Parise of Suamico, Wisconsin. | am a Wisconsin landowner, a hobby
farmer (we grow pumpkins and have started an orchard), and a business owner. | am here
today in support of Assembly Bill 421.

This bill is a common sense measure to provide regulatory certainty by preempting local Rights
of Nature ordinances. To be clear, this is not an attack on environmental protection. Wisconsin
already maintains robust environmental laws. This is about preventing a radical legal framework
that transforms our natural resources into a litigation weapon against property owners and
farmers.

Rights of Nature ordinances grant legal standing to natural features like rivers or wetlands,
allowing third party activists to file lawsuits on their behalf. We have seen the fallout in other
states. In Ohio, the Lake Erie Bill of Rights was struck down by a federal court for being
unconstitutionally vague. It created legal chaos and cost taxpayers significant money without
improving the health of the lake.

In response, states like Florida passed statewide bans to protect their economies from a
patchwork of unworkable local laws. Florida did not weaken environmental protection; they
protected the rule of law.

In Wisconsin, this is no longer a theoretical debate. Milwaukee County has already passed a
Rights of Nature resolution, and similar measures have been proposed for Green Bay and
Devil’s Lake.

As a farmer and landowner, this deeply concerns me. Under these ordinances, routine activities
like drainage, fencing, or crop management could be targeted by any individual claiming to
represent a tree or a stream. Even if a case is meritless, the cost of defense is a litigation tax
that small businesses and farmers simply cannot afford.

Finally, as a person of faith, | believe in stewardship, not legal inversion. In Genesis 1:28, God
blessed humanity and said:

“Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the
sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth.”

Dominion is not a license to destroy; it is a mandate for responsible management. Scripture
calls us to work and take care of the land, but it does not equate the creation with the steward.
We must care for nature, but we should not grant it legal authority over human decision
making.

Wisconsin can protect its land and water without adopting a legal theory that invites endless
litigation. | urge this committee to support Assembly Bill 421.

Thank you.




Speech Against Granting Rights to Nature

Ladies and gentlemen,

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today in support of Assembly
Bill 421.Today, | come before you as an elected official. | am on City
Council in Green Bay. | want to express my concerns regarding the
movement to grant legal rights to nature. While the intention behind
this movement is rooted in compassion and a desire to protect our
environment, | firmly believe that adopting such measures would have
detrimental effects on our community.

The Concept of Rights for Nature

Granting rights to nature implies that natural entities—rivers, forests,
even ecosystems—would be afforded the same legal protections as
individuals or corporations. While this idea may sound appealing at
first, it raises a number of significant complexities and challenges.

Legal Complications

Firstly, granting rights to nature would result in a labyrinth of legal
complications. Who stands to represent these rights? Which entity
would hold the authority to advocate for a river or a forest? Imagine
the legal battles that could ensue, where local governments and
citizens might be pitted against nature itself, fighting over
interpretations of what it means for a natural entity to have rights.
Would logging companies face lawsuits for cutting down trees? Would
farmers be sued for cultivating land that is deemed "sacred" by a
certain species of grass? The potential for endless litigation could
paralyze our community, slowing down essential business operations
that support our economy.




Economic Impact

Green Bay thrives because of its hardworking residents, local
businesses, and industries that contribute to our economy. Granting
rights to nature could severely hinder economic development by
imposing restrictions on activities that are crucial for our growth.
Industries such as agriculture, manufacturing, and tourism would face
increased scrutiny and hurdles, potentially leading to job losses and
decreased investment in our community. ‘

Practical Concerns

Beyond legal and economic issues, there are practical considerations.
Nature does not operate according to human concepts of rights and
responsibilities. The ecosystems around us are dynamic, and changing
conditions—climate change, invasive species, and natural disasters—
affect how we manage our land and resources. Granting rights to these
ecosystems could conflict with effective environmental management
practices. Would we be allowed to intervene when natural disasters
strike? Would we be constrained by nature's rights, even when action is
necessary to protect human lives?

Conclusion

In conclusion, while we all share a commitment to protecting our
natural environment, granting legal rights to nature is not the answer. It
would create complex legal dilemmas, jeopardize our local economy,
and lead to practical inefficiencies. Instead, let us focus on fostering
stewardship and responsible management of our natural resources,
ensuring that we safeguard Green Bay and all of Wisconsin for
generations to come. '



| urge you all to consider the implications carefully and stand against
the movement to grant rights to nature. Together, we can create a
sustainable future without compromising our community's wellbeing.

Thank you for hearing my testimony today.




