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How Zoning Can Serve as a Vehicle for Reciprocity
Traditional zoning laws have long been used to regulate land use, balancing urban development, environmental conservation, and economic activity. However, these frameworks have typically prioritized human needs over ecological health, leading to biodiversity loss, environmental degradation, and an unsustainable relationship with nature. Reciprocal zoning seeks to change this by embedding principles of mutual benefit between humans and ecosystems—reciprocity—directly into zoning ordinances.
By designing zoning laws that actively support ecosystem health while also benefiting human communities, local governments can move beyond simply mitigating environmental harm to fostering regenerative and resilient landscapes. This approach aligns with the growing Rights of Nature movement, which recognizes ecosystems as legal entities with rights to exist, thrive, and evolve. It also helps shift the human relationship with land from one of dominion over nature to one that establishes a duty of reciprocity back to the land. 
If the 'bundle of sticks' represents the different property rights—such as the right to exclude, transfer, and use—then reciprocal zoning establishes a corresponding duty to nourish the tree from which those sticks came, ensuring it remains healthy and self-sustaining.
Examples of reciprocal zoning in practice:
· Urban areas: Establishing migration corridors across adjacent properties; fostering healthy soil biomes in yards; safeguarding pollinator pathways.
· Forested regions: Establishing no-logging buffer zones around water sources while actively restoring native vegetation to enhance watershed health and improve downstream ecosystems.
· Deserts: Restoring native plant landscapes to not only improve soil retention but also replenish groundwater, support biodiversity, and reverse desertification.
This document provides a legal framework for municipalities to incorporate reciprocal zoning into their planning ordinances, helping to foster a balanced relationship between human activity and ecological integrity.
[bookmark: _heading=h.57v3y95iobhd]Definition of Reciprocity
Reciprocity with nature refers to the interconnected actions and relationships between humans and ecosystems that create mutual benefits, fostering balance and well-being for both people and the natural world. Rather than a one-sided extraction of resources, reciprocal zoning recognizes that humans are embedded in nature and must act as stewards rather than mere consumers.
To implement reciprocal zoning effectively, municipalities must develop policies that require positive contributions to ecological systems in return for land-use approvals. This means shifting the legal paradigm from minimizing harm to actively enhancing ecological health.
For municipalities to adopt reciprocity legislation, it requires articulating and raising public awareness of nature’s rhythms and recognizing nature as a partner rather than merely a resource to be exploited, commodified, and liquidated. This is a giving and receiving relationship that necessitates human empathy and a legal framework that fosters long-term ecological resilience.[footnoteRef:0] [0:  Hess, G. 2024. Virtual Ethics and Ecological Self: From Environmental to Ecological Virtues, MDPI, p.1.  https://www.mdpi.com/2409-9287/9/1/23; Sandler, R., 2013, Environmental Virtue Ethics, Wiley, pp.1,2.   https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/9781444367072.wbiee090. ] 

The definition of reciprocity is premised on the concept that humans are part of nature:
“Reciprocity with nature encompasses actions, interactions, and experiences between people and all ecosystems and other components of nature that result in positive contributions and feedback loops that accrue to all—both directly and indirectly—across all levels of the human and nature relationship.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  This definition is an altered version of the definition included in the following article: Ojeda, J., Salomon, A., Rowe, J., Ban, N., 2022,  Reciprocal Contributions between People and Nature: A Conceptual Introduction, Bioscience Vol. 72, Issue 10, pp. 952-962.  https://academic.oup.com/bioscience/article/72/10/952/6638973.] 

This definition underscores a mutually beneficial relationship, reinforcing that humans and nature cohabit in a shared system of interdependence.
[bookmark: _heading=h.k7ils6f6v9al]Revised Ethical Framing
While previous legal models have often treated nature as property to be used and managed, reciprocal zoning acknowledges the interconnectedness of all life. However, terms such as "moral covenant" or "virtuously" should be replaced with language that emphasizes mutual benefit and ecological resilience. Rather than framing reciprocal zoning as an ethical obligation, it should be presented as a pragmatic and forward-thinking approach to sustainable development.
For example:
· Before: "A moral covenant between humans and nature requires humans to behave virtuously towards nature."
· After: "Reciprocal zoning recognizes that a healthy environment is essential for human well-being and that zoning policies should foster sustainable and regenerative relationships with ecosystems."
A proposed example of such a zoning ordinance is set forth below.




ORDINANCE NO.___

AN ORDINANCE OF THE [LEGISLATIVE BODY] OF THE [NAME OF MUNICIPALITY] AMENDING ZONING ORDINANCES TO INTEGRATE RECIPROCITY WITH NATURE IN ALL ZONING MATTERS THAT COME BEFORE [NAME OF MUNICIPALITY].     

     Whereas, [name of municipality] recognizes that the relationship between humans and nature has long consisted of the human view that nature and all its resources existed for the use and benefit of humans.      
     
    Whereas, this anthropocentric worldview is changing into an ecocentric worldview. Illustrative is the fact that numerous countries and cities around the world have recognized that nature has inherent rights, and that human society has the responsibility to protect and steward nature in a manner consistent with our interconnected and reciprocal relationship.

     Whereas, [name of municipality] desires to change this anthropocentric paradigm and to adopt and incorporate into its existing zoning ordinances a mutually beneficial reciprocal relationship with nature that embodies a view of nature as being a bequest of bounty to cherish and protect. This encompasses a shift from merely mitigating environmental harm to actively fostering positive contributions to nature and ecosystems.

     Whereas, [name of municipality] recognizes the necessity of defining this relationship so that a common understanding is provided regarding the reciprocal relationship of [name of municipality] with nature.

      Whereas, [name of municipality] understands that the implementation of this relationship requires specific actions that [name of municipality] will implement and undertake in regard to zoning issues that come before [name of municipality] and that relate to the natural world and its ecosystems. 

     NOW, THEREFORE, we, the [name of the legislative body] of the [name of Municipality] does hereby adopt and amend its Zoning Ordinances to include and incorporate principals of reciprocity with nature as follows:

     	Section 1.  Reciprocity with Nature Definition. The [name of municipality] adopts the following definition of reciprocity with nature to be included and incorporated in its Zoning Ordinances.

Reciprocity with nature encompasses actions, interactions, and policies that foster mutual benefits between human communities and ecosystems. Rather than solely minimizing harm, reciprocal zoning ensures that development projects contribute positively to ecological regeneration, resilience, and long-term sustainability.

     	Section 2. The [Planning and/or Zoning Commission] of [name of municipality] shall require all zoning applications to include an assessment of any positive and reciprocal impact on nature and its ecosystems called a “Reciprocity Assessment”) in any matter or application that comes before the [Commission]. This Reciprocity Assessment shall be submitted and reviewed in the manner described herein.

    	Section 3. The Applicant shall submit a narrative report, not to exceed 2,000 words, explaining how the applicant’s proposed project complies with the definition of Reciprocity with Nature set forth in this ordinance.  The Applicant is encouraged, but not required, to address some or all of the categories contained in the Reciprocal/Nature Scorecard, attached as Appendix A, in its narrative report.

   	Section 4. The [Commission] shall evaluate each project using the Reciprocal/Nature Scorecard (Appendix A), indicating a score for the proposed project on each category included in the Scorecard. Scores shall reflect the project’s overall ecological contribution.

	Section 5. Approval of an application is not contingent on the results of the Reciprocal /Nature Scorecard assessment. However, the Applicant’s narrative report and the Reciprocal/Nature Scorecard will be included in any approved application and become part of the public record.

	Section 6. The [Municipal Planning Department] shall produce an annual report assessing the overall impact of reciprocal zoning policies, including successes, challenges, and areas for improvement. This report shall also explore mechanisms to incentivize reciprocity with nature, such as by expedited permitting for high-scoring projects or other municipal incentives.

	Section 7.  The effective date of this Ordinance shall be _____________.



Appendix A
Reciprocal /Nature Scorecard

This scorecard is an approximate indication of how the value and duty of Reciprocity to Nature is represented in the proposed project.

	Reciprocity Categories**
	Rating (1-5)  
*1 is low; 5 is high
	Comment

	Maximizes sustainable and regenerative stewardship of Nature, including soil health and carbon sequestration[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  For guidance, see e.g., https://www.jmu.edu/stewardship/what-is-environmental-stewardship.shtml ] 

	
	

	Maintains and restores biodiversity for long-term ecosystem resilience[footnoteRef:3] [3:  For guidance, see e.g., https://www.amnh.org/research/center-for-biodiversity-conservation/what-is-biodiversity ] 

	
	

	Strengthens habitat connectivity and protection for thriving wildlife populations[footnoteRef:4] [4:  For guidance, see e.g., https://www.natureandculture.org/understanding-and-protecting-animal-habitats/ ] 

	
	

	Promotes holistic ecosystem health within watersheds and bioregions[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  For guidance, see e.g., https://www.epa.gov/hwp/benefits-healthy-watersheds and https://www.oneearth.org/what-is-a-bioregion/] 

	
	

	Restores native landscapes and fosters ecological aesthetics[footnoteRef:6] [6:  For guidance, see e.g., https://www.nrs.fs.usda.gov/pubs/jrnl/2007/nrs_2007_gobster_003.pdf ] 

	
	

	Implements nature-based solutions to mitigate climate change and ecological degradation[footnoteRef:7] [7:  For guidance, see e.g., https://www.doi.gov/ppa/integrative/nature-based-solutions] 

	
	

	Engages in meaningful consultation (before and after application approval) with environmental organizations, academic institutions, and/or ecological experts
	
	

	Enhances resilience and regenerative capacity of natural systems[footnoteRef:8] [8:  For guidance, see e.g., https://www.unep.org/resources/report/harnessing-nature-build-climate-resilience-scaling-use-ecosystem-based-adaptation and https://www.undrr.org/implementing-sendai-framework/sendai-framework-action/nature-resilience ] 

	
	

	Facilitates free movement for wildlife, establishing connected habitat corridors for migration and climate adaptation[footnoteRef:9] [9:  For guidance, see e.g., https://www.oregonconservationstrategy.org/key-conservation-issue/barriers-to-animal-movement/] 

	
	



** Related links are provided as a resource to assist in an objective evaluation of each category. These links are for information only and placement here does not act as endorsement of information or opinions presented.
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