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In memory of Robinson López Descanse (1984-2020), 
indigenous-amazonic leader of the Inga Peoples.

He served as governor of his community. Founder 
and president of the Association of Indigenous 
Councils of the Inga Peoples of the Municipality of 
Villagarzon, Commissioner of the National Human 
Rights Commission for Indigenous Peoples and 
Coordinator of the National Human Rights and 
for Peace Organization of Indigenous Peoples of 
the Colombian Amazon. Later, he was appointed 
Climate-change Coordinator of the Coordinating 
Body of the Indigenous Organizations of the 
Amazon Basin.

Robinson, of only 36 years of age, died on August 21st 
2020 due to COVID-19.

We respectfully dedicate this report to Robinson, a 
man who devoted his life to his people.



©FAO/ Mauricio Mireles

Indigenous Territory in Talamanca, Limón Province, Costa Rica.
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prologue fao

As I write this prologue, Latin America and the Caribbean 
due to COVID-19 faces one of the worst health, economic, and 
humanitarian crises of its history, due to COVID-19. Compared 
to that, the great climate change crisis may appear far off. 
Nevertheless, climate change threatens to be equally or even 
more dangerous than the pandemic. If the current situation 
has taught us anything, it is that we cannot afford to ignore 
scientists’ warnings about imminent threats, and that the cost of 
overcoming this kind of catastrophe can be much greater than 
avoiding or mitigating it.

Even so, with such a strong economic crisis, no country in the 
region has the financial capability to redirect funds allocated to 
address the pandemic’s devasting effects on health, welfare, and 
the economy, and channel them into efforts focusing exclusively 
on climate change. Collectively, we will have to be extremely 
creative and innovative to find the policies and investments that 
can help us to recover from the pandemic but also contribute to 
the inescapable tasks of mitigating and adapting to climate change.

Collaborating with the region’s indigenous and tribal peoples to 
protect the forests in their territories fits the bill. These peoples 
are rich when it comes to culture, knowledge, and natural 
resources, but some of the poorest when it comes to incomes 
and access to services, and among the most affected by the 
pandemic, healthwise and economically. Supporting them to 
protect and manage their forests could help to create or recover 
hundreds of thousands of jobs in forestry, agroforestry, tourism, 
education, and cultural activities, and to avoid new pandemics, 
as well as providing other social, environmental, and cultural 
benefits. It also has the potential to attract hundreds of millions 
of USD dollars per year from international sources, since there 
is strong evidence that taking care of these forests is one of the 
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most cost-effective options for limiting carbon emissions, 
which is of vital interest to the entire planet.

Indigenous and tribal peoples and the forests in their ancestral 
territories play vital roles in global and regional climate action 
and in fighting poverty, hunger, and malnutrition on the 
continent. Their territories contain about one third of all the 
carbon stored in the forests of Latin America and the Caribbean 
and 14 percent of the carbon stored in tropical forests 
worldwide. Historically, these forests have suffered much less 
deforestation and degradation than other forests in the region, 
but that is changing rapidly, and there is an urgent need to take 
action to revert these new trends.

The report presented here, based on an exhaustive review 
of the recent scientific evidence, explains this situation, and 
presents a set of priority measures for governments and 
international agencies to implement, in close collaboration with 
the indigenous and tribal peoples. It shows how the cultural, 
geographic, economic, and political conditions and factors that 
have favored the preservation of the forests in the indigenous 
and tribal peoples’ territories and the millenary cultures of their 
inhabitants are changing drastically; and the consequences 
could be disastrous, both environmentally and financially.

To respond to these challenges, the report proposes a set of 
investments and policies that have great potential to reactivate 
the economies of the indigenous and tribal territories, mitigate 
climate change, preserve biological and cultural diversity, and 
reduce social and environmental conflicts. This innovative 
proposal is based on five pillars:

i.	 Recognition of collective territorial rights. 

ii.	 Compensation for environmental services. 

iii.	 Community forest management.

iv.	 Revitalization of ancestral knowledge.



Fo
re

st
 g

ov
er

na
nc

e 
by

  
in

di
ge

no
us

 a
nd

 tr
ib

al
 p

eo
pl

es
ix

v.	 Strengthening of grassroots organizations and  
mechanisms for territorial governance.

All within a framework of respect for indigenous and territorial 
peoples’ right to Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC).

For each of these pillars the report presents solid evidence, 
based on previous experience, that the proposed activities can 
achieve results. It also presents an econometric analysis and a 
preliminary indicative financial analysis, which show that the 
proposed measures can by highly profitable.

For the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), promoting 
social inclusion and reducing the inequalities that 
disproportionately affect the indigenous and tribal peoples of 
Latin America and the Caribbean is central to our mandate. 
We are especially concerned with the eradication of hunger 
and promotion of rural development, using a gender-sensitive 
and inter-generational approach, which recognizes collective 

©️FAO/ Ana Reyes  

Entering the forests of Yurumanguí, Cauca Valley, Colombia.
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territorial rights. On behalf of FAO, and together with the 
Fund for the Development of the Indigenous Peoples of Latin 
America and the Caribbean (FILAC), whose collaboration we 
are truly grateful for, we want to express our recognition for 
the indigenous and tribal peoples’ many contributions to 
the preservation of natural and cultural assets and we hope 
that this research can make its own modest contribution to 
improving equitable access to climate finance and to rural 
economic recovery.

����� ��������
FAO Assistant Director General and Regional  
Representative for Latin America and the Caribbean
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prologue filac

The present report shows how important and urgent it is to 
protect the forests and communities of indigenous and tribal 
peoples’ territories. It demonstrates that the threats to these 
forests and their inhabitants are growing in a way that is 
disproportionate and unsustainable, even though indigenous 
and tribal peoples have been good guardians of nature. 
In response, it proposes a set of investments and policies 
for climate funders and government policymakers to, in 
coordination with indigenous and tribal peoples, help catalyze 
culturally sensitive sustainable development processes for this 
sector of the population.

For the Fund for the Development of the Indigenous Peoples 
of Latin America and the Caribbean (FILAC), territorial rights 
are one key component for indigenous peoples to be able to 
define how they live. They provide a space where indigenous 
peoples can reproduce, practice, preserve, and revitalize their 
own political, economic, social, legal, and cultural system, in 
harmony with nature.

In that context, it is worth highlighting the emphasis this report 
gives to how important the indigenous and tribal territories are 
in terms of their:

•	 vast landmass;

•	 great capacity to capture and store carbon;

•	 enormous biodiversity;

•	 rich and diverse cultures; and

•	 potential contribution to culturally sensitive rural development 
and achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

It is fundamental to compensate indigenous peoples for 
helping to revert the negative consequences of the current 



xii
A

n 
op

po
rt

un
it

y 
fo

r c
lim

at
e 

ac
ti

on
  

in
 L

at
in

 A
m

er
ic

a 
an

d 
th

e 
Ca

rib
be

an

development model, which has been especially harmful for 
indigenous and tribal peoples. The indigenous and tribal 
peoples of Latin America and the Caribbean are increasingly 
worse off compared to other groups. This deficit began with the 
loss (dispossession) of many of their territories and servitude, 
enslavement, and forced labor. Some contemporary forms 
of enslavement persist to this day, and “should be eradicated 
immediately”, as the Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights (IACHR) noted in 2009 in relation to the indigenous 
Guaraní communities in the Chaco region.

Three quarters of the planet are covered with water. Barely 
two decades ago, it seemed like there would be enough of the 
vital liquid to meet every woman and man’s needs. On average, 
Latin America and the Caribbean is the region with the most 
available water: 33 580 cubic meters of water per person per year, 
without even including the great subterranean Guarani aquifer, 
between Argentina and Uruguay. The region has four of the 

©FAO/ Mauricio Mireles

Traditional clothing of the Guna Indigenous People Púcuro Indigenous Territory, Darién Province, Panama.
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most important rivers in the world (Amazon, Paraná, Orinoco, 
and Magdalena) and some of the largest lakes. Nevertheless, 
unrestrained forest destruction and waste, among other things, 
have made some nations, literally, die of thirst.

Based on their view of the good life (buen vivir) our indigenous 
peoples protect the water, the air, the earth, the forest, life, which 
interrelate with each other and form the basis for life.

Indigenous and tribal peoples’ persistent demands for their rights 
and own forms of development, and their persistent defense of 
their territories and natural resources have become increasingly 
visible in recent years. This has also come with a resurgence of 
the criminalization of indigenous movements, and their leaders 
and authorities, and the propagation of undesirable practices of 
discrimination, persecution, racism, and assassinations.

A new relationship with indigenous peoples implies allocating 
resources to revitalize their intangible wealth of cultures and 
ancestral knowledge. That immaterial cultural patrimony 
provides a holistic foundation for the indigenous peoples’ 
systems of communal living, including their forestry 
management practices, such as assisted forest regeneration, 
selective harvesting and reforesting, and assisted growth of trees 
within existed forests. 

In recent years FILAC has learned various lessons, based on its 
experiences implementing community-designed sustainable 
development projects. Now that the world faces a global 
emergency and the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, FILAC is 
more convinced than ever that specific strategies and approaches 
are need for indigenous and tribal peoples for three reasons:

i.	 The great majority of indigenous and tribal peoples live under 
structurally vulnerable conditions – many of them live far 
from urban areas and have extremely limited access to basic 
services, including healthcare and water.
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ii.	 These are peoples with their own cultures and require an 
approach that integrates academic knowledge with their own 
contexts, knowledge, and ancestral practices, including their own 
languages and medical systems, among others.

iii.	 For indigenous communities, especially those that belong 
to peoples with small populations, keeping the virus out of 
their territories is a matter of life and death, not only for the 
individuals concerned but for their existence as a people. Given 
the immunological situation of many communities, the presence 
of COVID-19 can have dramatic consequences for these peoples, as 
happened in the past with other diseases.

Given all this, the time has come to create a more inclusive, 
resilient, and sustainable future. This requires new ways of 
conceptualizing and “doing” development, to achieve a “good 
co-existence” between peoples and between humans and other 
living beings, nature. That is the basis for really addressing the 
threats against and rapid destruction of the forests and habitats 
of indigenous and tribal peoples’ territories.

����� ���������m ����
President of the Fund for the Development  
of the Indigenous Peoples of Latin America  
and the Caribbean (FILAC)
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Archaeological zone of Yaxchilán, ancient city of the Mayan Culture, Municipality of Ocosingo, Chiapas, Mexico.
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Woman of the Tikuna People, Leticia, Amazon, Colombia.
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Introduction

This report highlights the importance and urgency for climate 
action initiatives of protecting the forests of the indigenous 
and tribal territories1 and the communities that look after 
them.2 Based on recent experience, it proposes a package of 
investments and policies for climate funders and government 
decision-makers to adopt, in coordination with the indigenous 
and tribal peoples.

The indigenous and tribal peoples that inhabit Latin America 
and the Caribbean’s forest regions find themselves in a 
paradoxical situation. Despite being rich in natural and cultural 
resources, they are poor in monetary incomes and access to 
public services. This report addresses both aspects. It proposes 
measures that take advantage of indigenous and tribal peoples’ 
natural and cultural riches to mitigate and adapt to climate 
change and protect wildlife and biological diversity, while 
reducing extreme poverty, food insecurity and social conflict. 
The COVID-19 pandemic makes such measures more urgent than 
ever. The indigenous and tribal peoples are among the groups 
most affected by the virus and its economic impacts, and the 
pandemic underscores how forest destruction and biodiversity 
loss can fuel zoonotic diseases that put human lives at risk.

Forests are extremely important for climate stability because it 
would be extremely difficult to limit the rise in average global 
temperatures to less than 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial 
levels without conserving and restoring the world’s forests 
(Houghton et al., 2017). Practically all scenarios for achieving this 

1	 The term “indigenous and tribal territories” refers to areas that indigenous or tribal 
peoples manage collective or semi-collectively.

2	 This report focuses exclusively on indigenous and tribal peoples in forested 
regions and those regions themselves. However, much of its analysis and 
proposals apply to other traditional forest and riverbank communities. Those 
communities manage tens of millions of hectares of additional forests.
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goal include some combination of reducing deforestation and 
forest degradation, reforestation, and natural forest regeneration 
(IPCC, 2018), the main “climate actions” discussed in this report.

In this context, the forests of Latin America and the Caribbean’s 
indigenous and tribal territories are key for global, regional, and 
local climate mitigation and resilience.3 They contain almost 
30 percent of the carbon of the region’s forests and 14 percent 
of the carbon in tropical forests worldwide4 (Saatchi et al., 2011; 
Walker et al., 2014; Frechette et al., 2018). In fact, they store 
more carbon than all the forests in Indonesia or the Democratic 

3	 Unless otherwise noted, this report uses the term “forest” to designate all land 
where the tree canopy covers more than 10 percent of the area, including primary, 
secondary, and planted forests, mangroves, and some agroforest systems.

4	 While this report covers all Latin American forests, it emphasizes the tropical 
forests, which contain the great majority of the region’s forest area and carbon 
stored in its vegetation.

©FAO/ Alicia MucúChoc

Maya Q'eqchi 'woman, community midwife (attends deliveries), also goes through the forests to fulfill her tasks, Guatemala.
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Republic of Congo, the two countries with the most tropical 
forest area after Brazil (Walker et al., 2014).

Besides being great warehouses of carbon, forests also matter 
for the climate because they affect the temperature and rainfall 
patterns in other ways. Forests have higher evapotranspiration, 
greater surface roughness, and lower albedo than other land 
uses, and that has major effects on local temperatures and both 
local and distant rainfall patterns (Ellison et al., 2017; Sheil, 
2018; IPCC, 2019). Extensive forest cover can help to prevent 
extreme temperatures and changes in rainfall patterns, and thus 
maintain agricultural yields, avert heat stress, and prevent forest 
fires associated with droughts (Costa et al., 2019; Suter et al., 2019).

Historically, forests in indigenous and tribal territories have 
suffered much less destruction than the region’s other forests. 
Nevertheless, several factors that protected these forests have 
weakened, and threats to these forests and their inhabitants 
are growing rapidly. To reverse these negative trends requires 
various measures, which can be grouped in five categories:

i.	 Strengthening communal territorial rights.

ii.	 Compensating indigenous and tribal communities for 
environmental services.

iii.	 Facilitating community forest management.

iv.	 Revitalizing traditional cultures and knowledge.

v.	 Strengthening territorial governance and indigenous and tribal 
organizations.

These measures offer an excellent opportunity to markedly 
reduce carbon dioxide in the atmosphere at a low cost per 
ton of avoided emissions, as well as generate other relevant 
environmental and social benefits. A holistic package of 
reforms and investments that incorporates these elements 
could contribute greatly to achieving many Sustainable 



4
A

n 
op

po
rt

un
it

y 
fo

r c
lim

at
e 

ac
ti

on
  

in
 L

at
in

 A
m

er
ic

a 
an

d 
th

e 
Ca

rib
be

an
4

Development Goals (SDGs) and targets of the Paris 
Agreement, and the 2030 Agenda.

The report begins by analyzing the forests in the territories that 
indigenous and tribal peoples manage communally and their 
importance for climate action. Then, it tackles the reasons those 
forests have been better conserved than other forests in the 
region. Thirdly, it studies the new dynamics accelerating these 
forests’ destruction threatening indigenous and tribal peoples. 
Finally, we propose a package of policies and reforms to reverse 
these trends, with emphasis on five types of interventions.

It is worth mentioning that this report centers on indigenous 
territories with significant forest cover. It also includes evidence 
about afro-descendants who could be considered “tribal” under 
international standards (Dulitzky, 2005).5

The report is based primarily on a review of over 300 studies 
published in the last two decades, including 73 studies published 
in the last two years (2019 and 2020). Hopefully, it will pique 
the interest of decision-makers and professionals who work in 
government agencies, grassroots organizations, international 
organizations, academic centers, and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) related to climate and forest policies and 
to land tenure and the rights of indigenous and tribal peoples.

5	 Tribal peoples are those “not indigenous to the region [they inhabit], but that share 
similar characteristics with indigenous peoples, such as having social, cultural and 
economic traditions different from other sections of the national community, 
identifying themselves with their ancestral territories” (Inter-American Court of 
Human Rights, 2007).
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©FAO/ Mauricio Mireles

Indigenous woman leader from the Guna People, Púcuro Indigenous Territory, Darién Province, Panama.
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Who are the indigenous 
and tribal peoples of Latin 
America and the Caribbean?

According to the United Nations (UN), more than 5 000 
different peoples, with a population of over 370 million people, 
divided between 70 countries on five continents, fall under the 
category of “indigenous peoples” (UNIPP, 2012). These peoples 
are quite diverse. Each has their own culture, language, history, 
worldview, and productive, food, and medicinal systems. 
Nevertheless, they share a series of common characteristics 
and problems, which are the basis for their struggles and for the 
international policies that concern them.

While there are various meanings of the term “indigenous” 
or “indigenous peoples”, the term has come to be used 
internationally in the context of global debates about the rights 
of ethnic minorities, tribal peoples, natives, aborigines, and 
indigenous populations. These are groups that have been, and 
continue to be, discriminated and marginalized, as the result 
of colonialism and postcolonial processes of building and 
developing modern nation states.

The International Labor Organization (ILO) was the main 
forum for international discussions about indigenous and 
tribal peoples between the 1920s and the approval of the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in 
2007, and was responsible for the only international legal 
instruments focused exclusively on the rights of these people. 
In June 1989, the ILO approved Convention 169 on Indigenous 
and Tribal Peoples, which has been a key legal instrument 
references by organizations, agencies, and states that work on 
these issues ever since.

Article 1 of ILO Convention 169 establishes in broad terms the 
indigenous and tribal peoples to which the convention applies 
as follows:
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a.	 “tribal peoples in independent countries whose social, cultural 
and economic conditions distinguish them from other sections 
of the national community, and whose status is regulated 
wholly or partially by their own customs or traditions or by 
special laws or regulations;

b.	 peoples in independent countries who are regarded as 
indigenous on account of their descent from the populations 
which inhabited the country, or a geographical region to which 
the country belongs, at the time of conquest or colonization 
or the establishment of present state boundaries and who, 
irrespective of their legal status, retain some or all of their own 
social, economic, cultural and political institutions (ILO, 2014).”

The Convention’s first article also establishes self-identification 
as indigenous or tribal as a fundamental criterion for 
determining which groups the Convention’s provisions should 
apply to. Many other international instruments and many 
indigenous and tribal peoples have also adopted this criterion.

There are 826 different indigenous peoples in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, with an estimated population of 58 
million people (ECLAC, 2014) (Table 1) . These peoples share 
common concerns that form the basis of their global and 
regional agendas. These include various aspects of the right to 
self-determination: 

•	 Political: right to autonomy and self-government.

•	 Territorial: territorial rights and natural resources.

•	 Economical: right to own development model.

•	 Cultural: right to own cultural identity.

•	 Legal: right to own legal system. 

•	 Participatory: right to Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC), 
and right to consultation. 

These rights are fundamental for indigenous and tribal peoples’ 
dignity and quality of life.
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Table 1. Indigenous peoples in Latin America and the Caribbean, 2014.

Country Indigenous peoples

Argentina 32

Bolivia (Plurinational State of ) 39

Brazil 305

Chile 9

Colombia 102

Costa Rica 8

Ecuador 34

El Salvador 3

Guatemala* 3

Honduras 7

Mexico 78

Nicaragua 9

Panama 8

Paraguay 24

Peru 85

Uruguay 2

Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic of ) 57

Total 826

* These three peoples speak 24 distinct languages.

Source: ECLAC, 2014.

As mentioned previously, this report focuses on the indigenous 
peoples that live in territories with forest cover. Probably 
only between three and seven million of Latin America’s 58 
million indigenous inhabitants live in these territories (ECLAC 
and FILAC, 2020; Thiede and Gray, 2020). On average, the 
forest communities suffer from some of the highest levels of 
multidimensional poverty on the continent, even compared to 
other indigenous groups. At the turn of the 21st century, only 
about 43 percent of the indigenous population fifteen years of 
older in these areas had completed primary school, and only 56 
percent had access to electricity (Thiede and Gray, 2020).
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As far that the tribal peoples are concerned, the Brazilian 
Quilombolos, Surinam’s Maroons, Garifuna Central American, 
and many Afro-Colombians and Afro-Ecuadorians, manage 
forest territories communally and relate to the forests in 
ways similar to indigenous peoples, and are concentrated 
in countries whose political constitutions recognize their 
collective territorial rights. Nevertheless, the area of forest 
these groups manage is less than 10 percent of what the 
indigenous peoples manage, and much less is known about 
these groups and their territories. There are no good statistics 
that show what portion of Latin America and the Caribbean’s 
27 million rural afro-descendants should be considered “tribal” 
under international standards, but it is probably only a few 
million of them (Freire et al., 2018).

©️FAO/ Ana Reyes  

Young people from Yurumanguí learn about community forest management in the forests that surround them in the Cauca Valley, Colombia.
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The importance of the territories 
where indigenous and tribal 
peoples are involved in 
communal forest governance

The territories where indigenous and tribal peoples engage in 
communal forest governance are critical due to:

•	 their huge size;

•	 the large amounts of carbon they capture and store;

•	 their great biodiversity;

•	 their great wealth and cultural diversity; and

•	 their potential for culturally appropriate forms of rural 
development and for meeting the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).

©FAO/ Mauricio Mireles

Indigenous Reserve of San Lorenzo de Caldono, Department of Cauca, Municipality of Caldono, Colombia.
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A holistic effort to reduce deforestation and forest 
degradation in indigenous and tribal territories 
would significantly reduce extreme poverty 
and improve food security and human health. 
It would also help to improve the rule of law, 
democratic participation, and conflict resolution.

a. The forests in the indigenous peoples’ territories

Indigenous peoples physically occupy 404 million hectares 
in Latin America and the Caribbean, which is about one 
fifth of the region’s total area (Garnett et al., 2018) (Table 2) . 
This includes all the places whose inhabitants self-identify 
as indigenous, not just those where they manage forests or 
territories collectively. Of these 404 million hectares, 237 
million (almost 60 percent) are in the Amazon Basin (RAISG, 
2019). That is an area larger than France, Great Britain, 
Germany, Italy, Norway, and Spain combined (Map 1) .

©FAO/ Lilian Artola

Fish producers of the Q'eqchi 'People, Peniel, Municipality of San Miguel de Tucurú, Alta Verapaz, Guatemala.



Map 1. The indigenous territories of the Amazon Basin.

The borders, names, and designations used on this map do not 
imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of FAO 
concerning the delimitation of its borders or limits. Dashed lines on 
map represent approximate boundaries for which there may not 
yet be full agreement.

Source:  
Amazon Geo-Referenced Socio-Environmental Information 
Network (RAISG). In accordance with Map 4170. Rev.18. 1 of the 
United Nations (February, 2020).
Basemap: Esri Satellite Map. 

Prepared by the SIG Unit of the FAO Regional Office for Latin 
America and the Caribbean.
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Forests cover more than 80 percent of the area indigenous 
peoples occupy (330 million hectares). Of that, 173 million 
hectares are “intact forests” (Garnett et al., 2018; Fa et al., 2020).6 
Almost half (45 percent) of the intact forests in the Amazon 
Basin are in indigenous territories (Fernández-Llamazares et al., 
2020). The remaining 153 million hectares of forests are more 
fragmented and/or disturbed.

Table 2. Land and forest area occupied by indigenous peoples in Latin 
America and the Caribbean (millions of hectares).

Total area Area occupied 
by indigenous 

peoples

% of total 
area occupied 
by indigenous 

peoples

Land 2 004 404 20

Forest 935 330 35

Source: Prepared by the author on the basis of FAO, 2017;  
Garnett et al., 2018; and Fa et al., 2020.

Together, about 35 percent of the region’s forests are in areas 
occupied by indigenous groups (Saatchi et al., 2011; Fa et al., 
2020; Walker et al., 2020). Most of that is in Argentina, Brazil, 
the Plurinational State of Bolivia, Colombia, Mexico, Peru and 
the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela (Table 3) . Indigenous 
peoples also occupy almost half (48 percent) of the forests of 
Central America (UICN, 2016) and a significant portion of those 
in Ecuador (30 percent), Guyana (15 percent), and Suriname (39 
percent) (Fa et al., 2020) (Map 2) .

6	 Potapov et al. (2020) define “intact forests” as forest ecosystems larger than 500 
square kilometers that do not have large-scale human activity.



Map 2. Area occupied by indigenous peoples and protected areas in Central America.

The borders, names, and designations used on this map do not 
imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of FAO 
concerning the delimitation of its borders or limits. Dashed lines on 
map represent approximate boundaries for which there may not yet 
be full agreement.

Source:  
International Union for Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN). Map of Indigenous territories, 
Protected Areas and Central America’s Natural 
Ecosystem (Gland, Switzerland), created 
in collaboration with the IUCN Regional 
Office for Mexico, Central America and the 
Caribbean (IUCN-ORMACC). Available at: 
http://iucn.cr/arcgis/apps/webappviewer/index.
html?id=3df3649c80d44ac59094818872858c32 
[08/05/2020]. 
In accordance with Map 4170. Rev.18. 1 of the 
United Nations (February, 2020).
Basemap: Esri Satellite Map. 

Prepared by the SIG Unit of the FAO Regional 
Office for Latin America and the Caribbean.
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Of the 404 million hectares occupied by the indigenous peoples, 
governments have formally recognized their collective 
property or usufruct rights over about 269 million hectares.7 
(See table 4) . That recognition takes various forms, but it 
almost allows includes recognition of indigenous peoples’ rights 
to remain in the territory and to use its resources to subsist. 
Once these rights are recognized, in most cases they cannot 
be lost. They are imprescriptible, inalienable, indivisible, and 
un-mortgageable.8

7	 This figure should be considered a first approximation; since some countries do 
not have high-quality up-to-date statistics and, those statistics do not always 
distinguish between indigenous and non-indigenous territories.

8	 In Mexico’s ejidos the agricultural lands can be sub-divided and sold, but not the 
forest lands (Boege Schmidt 2008).

©Sergio Garrido

Cabo Pantoja, on the banks of the Napo River, Loreto, Peru, close to the border with Ecuador.
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Table 3. Area occupied by indigenous peoples (total, forest, and relatively undisturbed) 
and total national forest area in Latin America and the Caribbean (millions of hectares).*

Country Total area 
occupied by 
indigenous 

peoples

Forest in 
indigenous 

areas

Total 
national 

forest 
area

Relatively undisturbed 
areas occupied by 

indigenous peoples
(“human footprint” <4)

Argentina 62.1 23.4 27.1 33.5

Belize 0.7 0.7 1.4 0.4

Bolivia (Plurinational State of ) 28.9 20.1 54.8 20.8

Brazil 118.3 118.1 493.5 111.8

Chile 8.9 2.1 17.7 6.1

Colombia 32.1 31.1 58.5 27.9

Costa Rica 0.6 0.6 2.8 0.1

Ecuador 7.5 7.4 12.5 5.4

El Salvador 0.5 0 0.3 0

Guatemala** 6.5 6.5 3.5 1.1

Guyana 3.2 3.2 16.5 2.8

French Guyana† 0.7 0.7 8.1 0.6

Honduras 3.6 3.6 4.6 1.4

Mexico 28.9 25.4 66.0 9.8

Nicaragua 4.2 4.2 3.1 1.9

Panama 3.1 3.1 4.6 1.5

Paraguay 5.4 5.4 15.3 3.8

Peru 37.2 23.7 74.0 23.6

Suriname 5.7 5.7 15.3 5.4

Uruguay 0 0 0

Venezuela  
(Bolivarian Republic of )

46.1 45.6 46.7 38.4

Total 404.2 330.6 926.3‡ 296.3

*	 Strictly speaking, the estimates of “forests in indigenous areas” and “total national forest area” cannot be directly compared, since 
they were elaborated using distinct definitions and methodologies.

** Even though the source says indigenous peoples occupy 6.5 million hectares of forest in Guatemala, the correct figure is probably less 
than two million hectares (GPTC, 2009).

† French Guyana is part of France, not an independent country.
‡ This figure is a smaller than the total forest area in Table 1 (it does not include Uruguay or the Caribbean).

Source: Prepared by the author on the basis of FAO, 2017; Garnett et al., 2018; and Fa et al., 2020.
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b. The forests in the tribal peoples’ territories

Much less is known about the forests of the tribal peoples 
than those of indigenous peoples. Brazil has the largest 
area of tribal territories (Quilombolos), but there is no 
reliable estimate about the size of that area, much less 
of its forest cover. Journalistic sources mention that 
Quilombolos cover twenty million hectares, but do 
not mention the source of that estimate or how it was 
calculated (Belmaker, 2018). Nor are there good estimates 
of the area occupied by Suriname’s Maroons, which may 
be millions of hectares (Kambel, 2006).

In total, over the last thirty years, governments have 
titled about eight million hectares of tribal peoples’ 
collective territories, including five million hectares 
in Colombia (Map 3) , two million hectares in Brazil, and 
one million hectares between Ecuador, Honduras, and 
Nicaragua (Rapoport Center, 2009; Herrera Arango, 2017; 
RRI, 2020). Most of that has forest cover. In addition to 
Brazil and Surinam, significant areas remain to be titled 
in Colombia (mostly outside the biogeographic Choco 
region), Ecuador’s Pacific region, and the north coast of 
Honduras. However, the area that could be titled in those 
countries probably does not exceed four million hectares 
in total. In total there are probably between 320 and 
380 million hectares of forests in indigenous and tribal 
territories, including areas governments have formally 
recognized and those they have yet to recognize.
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c. The importance of the territories with 
forest cover that indigenous and tribal 
peoples manage communally

Given the large quantity of carbon that they store, the water 
that they pump from their roots into the atmosphere, and 
their growing vulnerability, the forests in the indigenous and 
tribal peoples’ territories have a significant role in stabilizing the 
local, regional, and global climate. The forests of the indigenous 
peoples’ territories that have been well-mapped in the 
continent store about 34 000 million metric tons of carbon 
(MtC); that is almost 30 percent of all the forest stored in the 
forests in Latin America and 14 percent of all the carbon in 
the tropics worldwide (Saatchi et al., 2011; Walker et al., 2014; 
Frechette et al., 2018). Of that, 72 percent (24 651 MtC) is in the 
Amazon Basin (Frechette et al., 2018).

The trees in these forests do not only store carbon; they 
constantly capture additional carbon from the atmosphere. 
Between 2003 and 2016 the carbon captured by the indigenous 
territories in the Amazon Basin was equal to 90 percent of all 
the carbon emitted from these territories due to deforestation 
or forest degradation (Walker et al., 2020). In other words, 
these indigenous territories practically do not produce any net 
carbon emissions.

In the Amazon Basin, loss of a major part of the indigenous 
and tribal territories’ forests could lead to a tipping point. The 
loss of the forests would reduce rainfall and increase local 
temperatures. The resulting droughts and forest fires would, in 
turn, destroy even more forests, creating a negative feedback 
loop. In a few decades, this process could convert the humid 
forest ecosystems in the south and east of the Amazon Basin 
into savannas — just like the Cerrado ecoregion. That would 
greatly affect Latin America’s rainfall patterns, as well as local 
and global temperatures (Lovejoy and Nobre, 2019).
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Deforestation and forest 
degradation in indigenous 
and tribal territories

On average, the forests in the indigenous and tribal territories 
have been much better conserved than other forests in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, and their low carbon emissions 
reflect that. 

In just about every country in the region indigenous and 
tribal territories have lower deforestation rates than other 
forest areas. Among the studies that confirm this are:

Plurinational State  
of Bolivia

Killeen et al., 2008
Müller et al., 2012
Paneque-Gálvez et al., 2013
Salinas et al., 2017
Blackman and Veit, 2018
van Dam, 2019
Painter et al., 2020

Brazil Nepstad et al., 2006
Adeney, Christensen Jr. and Pimm, 2009
Ricketts et al., 2010
de Espíndola et al., 2012
Nolte et al., 2013
Carranza et al., 2014
Blackman and Veit, 2018
Jusys, 2018
Bayi, 2019
Baragwanath and Bayi, 2020
Begotti and Pérez, 2020
Paiva et al., 2020

Colombia Armenteras, Rodríguez y Retana, 2009
Blackman and Veit, 2018
Romero and Saavedra, 2019 
Bonilla-Mejía and Higuera-Mendieta, 2019
van Dam, 2019
Vélez et al., 2019
de los Ríos Rueda, 2020
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In other cases, protected areas without indigenous population 
avoided deforestation more effectively than the indigenous 
territories, including Brazil between 2009 and 2014 (Jusys, 
2018), Colombia (Armenteras, Rodríguez and Retana, 2009; 
Bonilla-Mejía and Higuera-Mendieta, 2019), Ecuador (Holland 
et al., 2014), and Panama13 (Vergara-Asenjo and Potvin, 2014).14 
Even in these cases, however, both the indigenous territories 
and non-indigenous protected areas had lower deforestation 
than other forests.

Less information is available about forest degradation and 
it is less consistent.15 On average, the indigenous territories of 
the Amazon Basin have higher carbon density per hectare, and 
that is partly because their vegetation is in better condition 
(Walker et al., 2020). The previously mentioned Schleicher et al. 
(2017) study of the Peruvian Amazon also found that indigenous 
territories avoided forest degradation more effectively than 
protected areas. Studies of Brazil and Latin America as a region 
found fewer forest fires in indigenous areas (Nepstad et al., 2006; 
Nelson and Chomitz, 2011). On the other hand, a recent study of 
the whole Amazon Basin found that indigenous territories avoid 
deforestation more effectively than forest degradation, and in 
some countries forest degradation in indigenous territories has 
reached worrisome levels (Walker et al., 2020).

13	 Although another study (Halvorson, 2018) found that titled indigenous territories 
in eastern Panama had lower deforestation rates than non-indigenous protected 
areas between 2000 and 2014.

14	 No comparative study was identified that analyzes why indigenous territories 
limit deforestation more effectively than non-indigenous protected areas in some 
places, but not others.

15	 This report uses the term “forest degradation” in a broad sense, to describe any 
loss of quality of a forest ecosystem, short of the forest’s total disappearance. 
However, when referencing the Walker et al. (2020) study the term refers 
specifically to a decline in average carbon density in the forest vegetation.
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Why forests in indigenous 
and TRIBAL territories have 
been better conserved

Six factors help to explain why the forests in communally 
managed indigenous and tribal territories have been better 
conserved than other forests:16

iii.	 Cultural factors and traditional knowledge;

iv.	 Recognition of collective territorial rights;

v.	 Forest incentive policies;

vi.	 Land use restrictions;

vii.	 Limited accessibility and low profitability of agriculture; and

viii.	 Limited access to capital and labor (Kaimowitz, 2015).

In the following pages we will discuss each of these factors’ 
role in preserving the forests but not their relative weight. 
It is worth noting that no one has done a study examining 
the relative importance of all six factors, some of which 
are intimately related to each other. To assess their relative 
importance, any study would have to disentangle those 
complex interrelations. 

Also, this section doesn’t debate what to do with these 
factors in the future. That point is made in another section 
of this document.

16	 Including Afro-descendant territories in Colombia. In fact, Colombia is the only 
country where studies could identify deforestation rates in tribal territories.
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a. Cultural factors and traditional knowledge

Indigenous and tribal cultures and traditional knowledge have 
contributed to reduce forest destruction in various ways.

Many indigenous and tribal peoples have productive systems 
that are less harmful to forest ecosystems. This is an empirical 
finding, based on data, not a naïve ideological or romantic 
notion. It is well demonstrated that the continent’s rural 
production systems are characterized by marked ethnic 
differences, both between indigenous peoples and mestizos 
and between distinct indigenous groups (Eden and Andrade, 
1988; Godoy, Franks and Alvarado, 1998; Atran et al., 1999; 
Sierra, 1999; Rudel, Bates and Machinguiashi, 2002; Frizzelle 
et al., 2005; Hvolkof, 2006; Gray et al., 2008; Killeen et al., 2008; 
Stocks, McMahan and Taber, 2008; Lu et al., 2010; Barsimantov 

©ITINKUY.COM/ Miguel Arreátegui 

Indigenous resident of the Amazon Awajun community. Loreto, Peru.
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and Kendall, 2012; Müller et al., 2012; Bonilla-Moheno et al., 
2013; Paneque-Gálvez et al., 2013; Torres et al., 2018; Vasco, 
Bilsborrow and Griess, 2018; Gray, and Bilsborrow, 2020; 
Ojeda-Luna et al., 2020).

These differences are partially due to ethnic disparities in access 
to resources (natural, human, and capital) and to markets and 
services (Simmons, 1997; Sierra, 1999; Caviglia-Harris and Sills, 
2005; Gray et al., 2007). For example, one reason indigenous and 
tribal peoples tend to use less machinery and agrochemicals is 
that they have less access to capital.17

Nevertheless, even when one accounts for the differences in 
access to resources and services, ethnicity is still a significant 
factor (Godoy, Franks and Alvarado, 1998; Chowdhury and 
Turner, 2006; Barsimantov and Kendall, 2012; Bonilla-Moheno 
et al., 2013; Vasco, Bilsborrow and Torres, 2015; Ellis et al., 2017a; 
Torres et al., 2018; Vasco, Bilsborrow and Griess, 2018).

The simple fact that two ethnic groups can produce things 
the same way does not necessarily imply that they want to do 
so. Several historical and ethnographic studies highlight the 
importance of traditions, norms, preferences, and ancestral 
knowledge (Atran et al., 1999; Rudel, Bates and Machinguiashi, 
2002; Hvolkof, 2006; Stocks, McMahan and Taber, 2008; Pérez 
and Smith, 2019). Every culture has its own vision of what a 
“good life” is and how to achieve it.

The close relation between indigenous and tribal peoples 
and the natural ecosystems in places they have inhabited for 
many generations has greatly influenced their cultures. This 
is reflected not only in their languages, food and medicinal 

17	 This has important implications for deforestation, since one major direct cause 
of deforestation is the expansion of mechanized soybean and cereal cultivation, 
especially in Argentina, the Plurinational State of Bolivia, Paraguay, and the 
Brazilian Cerrado (de Sy, 2015; Graesser et al., 2015).
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greater traditional ecological knowledge conserve their 
forests more and better than those that lack that knowledge 
(Paneque-Gálvez et al., 2018). That suggests that people who 
spend more time in the forest and know how to get greater 
benefits from them, take care of them better, even when both 
groups share the same ethnicity.

Culture and knowledge are not static; they evolve (Rudel, 
Bates and Machinguiashi, 2002). Though it is better not 
to overgeneralize given that each indigenous people is 
unique (Stocks, McMahan and Taber, 2008; Lu et al., 2010). 
Nevertheless, until now, one can say many indigenous and 
tribal peoples have conserved their forests better than other 
non-indigenous or tribal social groups.

b. Recognized collective property or usufruct rights

In most indigenous and tribal territories, the principal 
threats to the forest come from outsiders. Among the most 
important, are land occupations by ranchers, colonos, miners, 
oil palm producers, mechanized soybean and cereal farmers, 

©ITINKUY.COM/ Miguel Arreátegui 

Awajun warrior in his community in the Peruvian jungle. Loreto, Peru.
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(Nelson, Harris and, Stone, 2001; Hayes, 2007; Botazzi and 
Dao, 2013; Nolte et al., 2013; Ding et al., 2016; Blackman et 
al., 2017; Bayi, 2019; Pérez and Smith, 2019; Velez et al., 2019; 
Baragwanath and Bayi, 2020; de los Ríos Rueda, 2020). Börner et 
al. (2020) compared the effectiveness of various conservations 
policies and programs and found that the formal designation 
of indigenous areas was the most effective. Between 2000 and 
2012 deforestation rates in titled indigenous territories in the 
Bolivian, Brazilian, and Colombian Amazon were only one 
third to one half of those in other forests with similar ecological 
characteristics and accessibility to markets (Ding et al., 2016). 
The benefits from that lower deforestation were also much 
higher than the costs of land demarcation and titling and other 
associated measures (Box 1) .

©Sergio Garrido

Leticia, Amazon, Colombia.
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c. Forest incentive policies

When governments help communities that care for forests 
to benefit economically from their efforts that gives them an 
extra incentive not to destroy those forests. Some community 
forestry and payment for environmental services policies 
and programs favor indigenous and tribal territories more 
than other landowners, and that may help explain why the 
territories’ forests are in better shape.

Thanks partly to favorable community forestry policies in 
Mexico and other countries, sustainable timber production 
has generated substantial incomes for hundreds of the region’s 
indigenous communities (Torres-Rojo and Magaña-Torres, 
2006; Merino-Pérez and Martínez, 2014; Del Gatto et al., 2018). 
The income from forest management gives these communities a 
strong incentive to maintain forest cover and probably helps to 
explain the low deforestation rates in indigenous areas such as the 
Sierra Norte of Oaxaca and Southern and Central Quintana Roo 
(among others) (Barsimantov and Kendall, 2012; Merino-Pérez 
and Martínez, 2014; Ellis et al., 2017b; Ellis et al., 2020). To ensure 
the forest resources are sustainable, many of Mexico’s indigenous 
forest enterprises reserve a significant portion of their forest for 
conservation and harvest less timber than their management 
plans permit (Bray et al., 2003; Pazos-Almada and Bray, 2018).

Some government payment for environmental services programs 
favor indigenous territories, including the Socio Bosque program 
in Ecuador, the National Forest Conservation Program (PNCB) 
in Peru, the Environmental Payment for Services program 
in Mexico, the Forest Incentives for Land Holders with Small 
Areas Suitable for Forests or Agroforests program (PINPEP) in 
Guatemala, the indigenous component of the Amazon Vision 
program in Colombia, and the Indigenous sub-program of the 
REDD+ Early Movers (REM) program in Acre, Brazil.22

22	 The payment for environmental services program of Costa Rica’s National Fund for 
Forest Finance (FONAFIFO) includes indigenous territories but has not prioritized 
them over other landowners.
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These environmental payment for services programs 
reduced forest destruction in the territories they support. 
The Mexican, Ecuadorian, and Peruvian programs reduced 
deforestation, especially in places with higher deforestation 
risks23 (Alix-García, Sims, and Yáñez-Paganas, 2015; Costedoat 
et al., 2015; Cuenca et al., 2018; Mohebalian and Aguilar, 2018; 
Alix-García et al., 2019; Eguiguren, Fischer, and Günter, 2019; 
Giudice et al., 2019; Wunder et al., 2020). It is likely these 
programs also reduced forest degradation. Mexican indigenous 
communities that receive payments monitor forests, control 
fires, and reforest more and report less commercial hunting 
and uncontrolled fires. Ecuadorian communities in Socio 
Bosque have less damage in their forests that have been logged 
and commercially valuable timber species are more prevalent 

23	 In Peru, the reduction was small, at least during the program’s initial stage (Giudice 
et al., 2019.).

©Sergio Garrido

Woman of the Tikuna People, Leticia, Amazonas, Colombia.
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(Rodríguez-Robayo, Ávila-Foucat, and Maldonado, 2016; 
Arriagada et al., 2018a; Mohebalian and Aguilar, 2018; Alix-
García et al., 2019; Eguiguren, Fischer, and Günter, 2019).

d. Land use restrictions – protected areas

Protected areas restrict land use changes and extractive 
activities and it is harder to legally privatize public lands 
that have been designated as protected areas. Consequently, 
protected areas tend to have lower deforestation.

Latin America’s indigenous and tribal territories heavily 
overlap with protected area. In principle, that alone might lead 
one to expect these territories would have lower deforestation. 
Almost half (47 percent) of the area that indigenous peoples 
occupy have been designated as protected areas, compared to 
only 17 percent of the non-indigenous areas (Garnett et al., 2018).24 
Even when governments don’t recognize indigenous or tribal 
rights in these territories, their classification as protected areas 
sometimes help forestall external incursions.

While the great overlap between indigenous and tribal 
territories and protected areas explains some of the low 
deforestation in these areas it is only one of various relevant 
variables. Indigenous territories that do not overlap with 
protected areas also have lower deforestation rates than other 
forests (Blackman et al., 2017; Blackman and Veit, 2018; Walker 
et al., 2020). Panama’s indigenous territories that are entirely 
outside of protected areas reduce deforestation more than the 
indigenous territories that do overlap with protected areas 
(Vergara-Asenjo and Potvin, 2014). Moreover, protected areas 
that overlap with indigenous territories often have lower 
deforestation than other protected areas (de los Ríos Rueda, 
2020). That implies that being an indigenous territory helps to 

24	 In Central America, 37 percent of the area indigenous peoples “use and occupy” is 
in protected areas (See Map 2). The areas they use and occupy correspond to what 
this report refers to as “areas occupied by indigenous peoples”.
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conserve the forest, and that the protected area status alone 
is not enough to explain the results (Hayes, 2007; Stocks, 
McMahan, and Taber, 2008; Norman and Chomitz, 2011; 
Blankespoor, DasGupta, and Wheeler, 2014; Holland et al., 
2014; Schleicher et al., 2017; Walker et al., 2020).25 

e. Low profitability of agriculture and 
limited accessibility

In general, locations with less access to markets and services, 
infertile soils, steep slopes, and high precipitation generally 
have lower deforestation rates (Kaimowitz and Angelsen, 1998). 
Commercial agriculture is less profitable there. Throughout the 

25	 Although Adeney, Christensen Jr. and Pimm (2009) did not find significant 
differences between the two types of protected areas in the case of forests 
fires in Brazil.

©FAO / Cecilia Ballesteros

Mayantuyacu (Huánuco) in the Peruvian Amazon.





Fo
re

st
 g

ov
er

na
nc

e 
by

  
in

di
ge

no
us

 a
nd

 tr
ib

al
 p

eo
pl

es
51

f. 	 Availability of capital and labor

Another possible explanation for why indigenous and tribal 
territories have lower deforestation rates is that indigenous 
and tribal peoples lack the resources needed to clear large 
forest areas and establish crops and pasture. Deforesting 
large areas for farming and ranching requires a lot of capital 
and/or labor. Since indigenous and tribal peoples in forest 
regions generally have low incomes, they often lack the 
funds required to purchase cattle or machinery for extensive 
cattle ranching or mechanized agriculture – the two main 
activities behind deforestation. In addition, indigenous and 
tribal peoples have less access to agricultural credit and 
public subsidies and that limits their ability to deforest 
large areas. Theoretically, they could obtain capital from 
companies, large farmers, or non-indigenous organizations, 
but ethnic discrimination and other obstacles often impede it 
(Schwartzman and Zimmerman, 2005; Morsello, 2006).27 

Low population densities in some indigenous territories might 
also explain the good condition of their forests, if they did 
not have enough labor to clear the forest and cultivate large 
areas, especially in the Amazon. It is probably no coincidence 
that Brazil’s indigenous territories and quilombos with the 
highest population densities have a smaller proportion of 
their land in forest. On the other hand, though, almost half of 
Brazil’s indigenous territories have population densities higher 
than the neighboring areas, but still conserve a much higher 
percentage of their vegetation than their neighbors (Begotti 
and Pérez, 2020).

27	 Although in some places criminal groups have been willing to fund indigenous 
and Afro-descendant villagers to engage in illegal mining or cultivating illicit 
crops, and that has greatly damaged the forests.
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Increased pressure on the 
forests of the indigenous 
and tribal territories

Unless decisive action is taken soon, indigenous and tribal 
peoples will probably not be able to continue safeguarding 
their forests, as they have done until now. This is partly due 
to general trends affecting all the region’s forests and partly to 
trends that specifically affect these territories.

Pressure on Latin America’s forests is increasing. Annual 
carbon emissions related to changes in forest condition rose in 
all nine Amazon Basin countries between 2012 and 2016. For the 
entire Amazon Basin, they increased 200 percent during that 
period (Walker et al., 2020). In the Plurinational State of Bolivia, 
Brazil, Colombia, the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, and 
Mesoamerica deforestation has been on the upswing since 2015 
(Butler, 2019).

This general trend has also affected the indigenous and 
tribal territories. Between 2016 and 2018, deforestation rose 
150 percent in the indigenous territories in Brazil (Walker et 
al., 2020). Forest clearing also rose sharply in the indigenous 
regions of Campeche, Oaxaca, and Yucatan in Mexico and the 
Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua, among others (Ellis et al., 2017a; 
Bryan, 2019; López Portillo and Mondragón, 2019).

The indigenous territories in almost all the Amazon Basin 
countries have suffered from increased forest degradation due to 
fires, mining, and unsustainable logging since 2012 (Walker et al., 
2020). Forests in the indigenous territories of the Plurinational 
State of Bolivia, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Paraguay have 
become more fragmented. Consequently, between 2000 and 
2016 the area of intact forests in these territories fell by 20 
percent in the Plurinational State of Bolivia, 30 percent in 
Honduras, 42 percent in Nicaragua, and 59 percent in Paraguay 
(Fa et al., 2020).
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a. General causes of increased pressure on forests

The structural trends increasing pressure on the region’s forests 
include the following:

ECONOMIC
•	 Increased international demand for minerals, fuels, foodstuffs, 

forest products, illicit crops, and tourism (Bebbington et al., 2018; 
Butler, 2019; Pendrill et al.,2019; Seymour and Harris, 2019).

•	 �Expansion of roads and other transportation, storage, energy, 
and communications infrastructure (Bebbington et al., 2018; 
Vilela et al., 2020).

POLITICAL
•	 Greater political influence of elite groups linked to agriculture and 

extractive sectors (Carneiro da Cunha et al., 2017; Fernández 
Milmanda, 2019).

•	 Politicians’ desire to reactivate national economies by 
expanding extractive and agricultural activities to new regions 
(Arsel, Hogenboom, and Pellegrini, 2017).

GOVERNANCE
•	 Reductions in government budgets for environmental 

regulation and environmentally friendly activities (Sarmiento-
Villamizar, Ordóñez-Cortés and Humberto-Alonso, 2017; 
Provencio and Carabiasas, 2019; Pereira et al., 2020).

•	 Greater presence of organized crime in forest regions, seeking 
to grow and transport illicit crops, engage in illegal mining, and 
launder money from criminal activities (McSweeney et al., 2018; 
Clerici et al., 2020).

TECHNOLOGICAL
•	 Technological innovations in mining, oil and gas production, 

and agriculture, which allow producers to expand into new 
areas and make use of their natural resources (Kaimowitz and 
Smith, 2001; Deonandan and Dougherty, 2016).
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DEMOGR APHIC
•	 �Constant migration to forest areas by colonos and indigenous 

villagers (Ellis et al., 2017a; He et al., 2019; Thiede and Gray, 2020).

ENVIRONMENTAL
•	 �Climate change and forest fragmentation that make forests 

more susceptible to fire (Aragão et al., 2018).28

�High international gold prices (Álvarez-Berríos and Aide, 
2017) and a power vacuum in Colombia’s post-conflict zones 
following the peace accords there (Clerici et al., 2020) are 
relevant shorter-term trends.

b. The effects on indigenous and tribal territories

These general trends have greatly affected the indigenous and 
tribal territories. For example:

ECONOMIC
•	 The infrastructure investments improve access to the territories 

and increase the pressure over their forests and inhabitants 
(Carneiro Filho and Braga de Souza, 2009; Fa et al., 2020; 
Ferrante, Gomes, and Fearnside, 2020).

GOVERNANCE
•	 Some countries’ governments have downgraded their efforts to 

recognize and ensure other groups respect indigenous and tribal 
tenure rights in titled territories, facilitating these groups efforts 
to usurp territorial resources (Ellis et al., 2017a; RRI, 2018; Brito 
et al., 2019; Bryan, 2019; He et al., 2019; Begotti and Pérez, 2020).29

28	 These processes threaten to reach a tipping point, beyond which the humid forest 
ecosystem will be permanently converted into a savanna (Lovejoy and Nobre, 2019).

29	 For example, the Brazilian government recognized (“declared”) less than one third 
as many new indigenous territories during the last decade than in the previous 
decade (Begotti and Pérez, 2020).
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Five types of measures for 
mitigating climate change in 
indigenous and tribal territories

The recognition of collective land rights, payment for 
environmental services, and community forest management 
help to reduce forest destruction in indigenous and tribal 
territories. Unfortunately, these policies have weakened in 
recent years and new threats to the communities and forests 
have appeared. This section presents measures to address 
these threats.

The growing pressure on the population and forests of the 
indigenous and tribal territories requires a major holistic 
response, including public and private investments and 
policies, procedures, and institutional frameworks. Key 
components include: 

i.	 strengthening territorial rights;

ii.	 compensating environmental services;

iii.	 promoting community forestry;

iv.	 reaffirming traditional cultures and knowledge; and

v.	 supporting territorial governance and indigenous and tribal 
organizations and institutions.

Given the strong synergies between these components, they 
should be thought of as a package – not just a menu to select 
options from.
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a. Effective collective territorial rights

Formal recognition of indigenous and tribal peoples’ 
collective rights over their territories has been a key factor 
that explains the territories’ low carbon emissions. Legal 
certainty about rights over land, forests, and forest carbon limits 
encroachment and makes it easier to access funds, services, 
and markets.

Latin America and the Caribbean has gone farther than 
Africa and Asia in recognizing traditional rural communities’ 
collective rights over their ancestral territories (RRI, 2018). All 
Central and South American countries have laws recognizing 
these rights except El Salvador, Suriname, and Uruguay (Wily, 
2018). Through diverse legal mechanisms, the governments 
of the region have recognized the indigenous and tribal 
communities’ long-term property or usufruct rights to more 
than 275 million of hectares of land and 200 million hectares of 
forests, the majority of which is in the Amazon Basin.32

Despite those developments, the region’s indigenous and 
tribal peoples have customary rights over tens of millions 
of hectares that governments have yet to recognize (RRI, 
2020). It is hard to say how much land remains to be recognized 
since much of the unrecognized area has not been mapped. 
Nonetheless, the Plurinational State of Bolivia, Brazil, Peru, 
Suriname, and the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela probably 
each still have more than ten million hectares of unrecognized 

32	 Each country has its own legal framework that regulates those collective rights. 
These vary with regard to: legal hierarchy (constitutional, ordinary law, decree); 
who owns the property (the indigenous or tribal community, national or municipal 
government, civil association, cooperative, or development association); the 
procedures used to recognize and register the territory and its owners; the bundle 
of rights provided (e.g. self-government, exclusion, management, due process); 
the groups benefited (e.g. indigenous, tribal, riverine, campesinos of varied 
ethnicities); and the number of communities per territory (i.e. one, multiple) 
(Roldán Ortega, 2004; Herrera-Garibay and Edouard, 2012; RRI, 2012; ECLAC and 
FILAC, 2020). To analyze the environmental and social implications of these 
differences merits a separate study.
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viii.	 Promoting co-management of protected areas inhabited by 
indigenous and tribal communities and intercultural dialogues 
between the environmental authorities and the communities.

ix.	 Ensuring that communities can exercise their right to Free, 
Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) with regards to investments 
and policies that affect their territories.

x.	 Guaranteeing the right to life and physical security of territorial 
leaders and inhabitants and ensuring those responsible for 
violating these rights are punished.

b. Compensation for environmental services

Compensation for environmental services offers one of the 
main incentives for communities to take care of their forests 
and provides them with resources to do so. This compensation 
can take various forms, but payments for environmental 
services are the most common (Rosa, Kandel, and Dimas, 2004). 

The Costa Rican, Ecuadorian, Guatemalan, Mexican, and 
Peruvian payment for environmental service programs 
have been the main mechanisms to compensate indigenous 
and tribal communities for their territories’ environmental 
services.36 Those programs have funded hundreds of indigenous 
and tribal communities to conserve more than four million 
hectares of forest(Rosa da Conceição, Borner, and Wunder, 2015; 
Figueroa et al., 2016; Arriagada et al., 2018a; Fischenich, 2018; 
Giudice et al., 2019; von Hedemann, 2019).37 These programs had 
positive environmental results.

36	 The indigenous components of the REDD+ in the Colombian Amazon and in 
Acre, Brazil, could also be considered compensation for environmental services, 
although they are not payment for environmental services programs, since they do 
not condition payment on specific environmental outcomes.

37	 This is about 10 percent of the titled indigenous or tribal land in the regions where 
these programs operate.
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c. Community forest management

Community forest management is the other main promising 
way to incentivize indigenous and tribal peoples to take good 
care of their forests and use forest resources to improve their 
welfare and standards of living. The low deforestation rates 
in community managed forests reflect that. To a large extent, 
the funds needed for these efforts can come from the forests 
themselves. 

In the indigenous and tribal territories of Latin America and 
the Caribbean, community forestry principally takes places in 
four contexts:40

i.	 pine production in the coniferous forests of Mexico and 
Central America;

40	 Many mestizo communities are also involved in community forest management, 
but they are beyond the scope of this study.

©Margarita Antonio

Miskito Indigenous Community, Krukira, on the north coast of the city of Bilwi, in the North Caribbean Coast Autonomous Region (RACCN), Nicaragua. (Ravaged 
in 2007 by Hurricane Felix, and again in 2020 by hurricanes Eta and Iota.)
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intermediaries must also be strengthened. Marketing 
based on location of origin and type of producer, as 
well as different types of social and environmental 
certification can be useful tools. 

•	 The communities themselves can do much of the 
monitoring of these systems of production. That 
reduces costs, facilitates adaptative management, and 
helps communities to own the management process. 
Recent studies show that participatory monitoring 
methodologies can generate high quality reliable data 
(Balderas Torres and Skutsch, 2015; Mateo-Vega et al., 
2017; Yepes et al., 2018).

The immediate priority should be to reactivate forest 
management initiatives in the Plurinational State of 
Bolivia, Mexico, Peru, and Central America that had 
made major progress but were weakened by changes 
in public policies and the COVID-19 pandemic. It would 
also be important to prioritize support for indigenous 
and tribal territories where pressure on forests is 
growing rapidly, as in Brazil and Colombia.

d. Culture and traditional knowledge

Various aspects of indigenous peoples’ cultures 
and knowledge favor good stewardship of forestry 
and agroforestry areas. This includes some of their 
values, beliefs, customs, productive practices, and field 
experiences; all of which are intimately related to their 
languages and cultural identities. Given the importance of 
these aspects for biodiversity conservation and climatic 
stability and the survival of these peoples as such, cultural 
revitalization and inter-generational transmission of 
knowledge is important for any holistic effort to protect 
indigenous and tribal territories. Cultural revitalization 
also favors the formation of social capital, which is 
essential for any collective action, including indigenous 
management of forested territories.
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e. Territorial governance and forms of organization

Strengthening territorial governance and indigenous and 
tribal organizations is a pre-requisite for maintaining the 
territories’ well-being and ecosystems over the long-term. 
This means establishing more effective, inclusive, participatory, 
transparent, and culturally appropriate mechanisms for 
making decisions, managing resources, resolving conflicts, 
sharing benefits, applying norms, disseminating information, 
and interacting with external actors (F. Edouard, personal 
communication, April 26, 2020).

Traditional community governance in forest regions was 
based largely on kinship relations, communal assemblies, 
and traditional leaders (Padilla and Contreras Velozo, 2008). 
Community norms about the use of natural resources were 
mostly informal. Local leaders and groups did not handle 
much money and villagers participated in many community 

Indigenous brigades of PREVFOGO / IBAMA plan with the indigenous community of Porquinhos, Maranhão, Brazil.

©Felipe Werneck
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Conclusions

Latin America and the Caribbean’s indigenous and tribal 
territories play a prominent role in the stability of the regional 
and global climate and house a large part of global biological 
and cultural diversity, but their inhabitants lack decent incomes 
and access to services. Historically, these areas did not have 
much deforestation or forest degradation. Cultural factors, 
formal recognition of indigenous and tribal territorial rights, 
economic benefits indigenous and tribal peoples received 
from maintaining forest, government restrictions on land use 
change, remoteness, environmental conditions unsuitable for 
commercial agriculture, lack of capital, and low demographic 
pressure contributed to that.

Now, the threats to the people and forests of the indigenous 
and tribal territories are increasing. Demand for food, minerals, 
energy, timber, tourism, and other products and services is 
growing. That makes the territories’ natural resources more 
valuable and encourages efforts to capture them.

Many factors that kept these forests from being destroyed 
have weakened:

•	 Road construction has made the territories more accessible.

•	 Technological advances have enabled mineral and hydrocarbon 
extraction and crop and livestock production in new regions.

•	 Some governments have curtailed their efforts in support of 
collective land rights.

•	 Various countries have reduced funding for payments for 
environmental services and to support community forestry.

•	 New companies and households have brought capital and/or 
labor to forest frontier regions.
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