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By Ahmed Djoghlaf, Executive Secretary, Convention on Biological Diversity

The loss of biological diversity and 
climate change are intrinsically 
linked. Since becoming Executive 

Secretary I have spent countless hours 
pondering why biodiversity loss is not 
as well known to the general   public  as 
the issue of climate change, and what 
we need to do to raise the profile of bio-
diversity to ensure that our mission to 
slow the rate of extinctions is successful. 

It is quite true to say that the general pub-
lic in the developed world do not have a 
detailed knowledge of what biodiversity is 
and how it affects our daily lives.  Surveys 
in Australia and Japan have indicated that 
less than 10 per cent of the public have any 
real knowledge of the impact biodiversity 
loss has on human society.  However, in the 

developing world, people rely 
more closely on nature for their 
immediate needs of food, shel-
ter and medicine and hence 
have a more intimate aware-
ness of what biodiversity loss 
will mean for their daily lives.  
Yet while climate change has 
managed to capture broad at-
tention in both the developed 
and the developing worlds, 
biodiversity loss sadly has not.

Ultimately, hand in hand with 
rising global temperatures 
and extreme weather events 
life on Earth is disappearing 
fast and will continue to do so 
unless urgent action is taken.

Last summer, the Arctic sum-
mer ice shrank to its smallest on 
record, eclipsing the previous 
2005 record by more than 20 
per cent according to U.S. sat-
ellite data dating back 30 years.

There are now 41,415 spe-
cies on the IUCN Red List. Some 
16,306 of them are threatened 

with extinction, up from 16,118 last year. 
In our lifetime, the total number of extinct 
species has reached 785, with a further 
65 only found in captivity or in cultiva-
tion.  One in four mammals, one in eight 
birds, one third of all amphibians and 70 
per cent of the world’s assessed plants on 
the 2007 IUCN Red List are in jeopardy. 

We are living through the sixth crisis of the 
extinction of living species in the history of 
our planet, with the rate of extinction being 
accelerated by 100 times or more.  Scien-
tists are warning of a looming biodiversity 
extinction crisis, one that will rival or ex-
ceed the five historic mass extinctions that 
occurred millions of years ago. Unlike these 
past extinctions, which were variously the 

result of catastrophic climate change, extra-
terrestrial collisions, atmospheric poison-
ing, and hyperactive volcanism, the current 
extinction event is one of our own making, 
fuelled mainly by habitat destruction (and 
in particular land scale conversion of habi-
tat to agricultural lands – includ ing mono-
cropping and extractive over-exploitation 
of certain species.  Looking solely at species 
loss resulting from tropical deforestation, 
some researchers have forecast extinction 
rates as high as 75 per cent. 

Faced with this bleak future, it cannot be 
business as usual.   Indigenous and local 
communities come to us with their tradi-
tional knowledge and urge humanity to 
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remember what we have forgotten – that 
we are all interconnected and what we do 
to one another and to Mother Earth, we in 
fact do to ourselves. We have to rediscover 
our roots and respect Mother Earth – or Pa-
chamama, as the peoples of the Andes call 
her.  

Recently, in finalizing work on the compos-
ite report, the Secretariat also completed 
some initial research on indigenous and 
local communities highly vulnerable to 
climate change. The results are disturbing.  
Indigenous and local communities, often 
among the world’s most marginalized and 
impoverished peoples, will bear the brunt of 
the catastrophe of climate change. Already 
indigenous and local communities, particu-
larly in regions and situations such as the 
Arctic, small islands and high altitudes, low-
lying lands and river deltas, semi-humid 
and arid lands, and especially pastoralists 
and semi-nomadic peoples, are experienc-
ing accelerated climate change and should 
thus be considered highly vulnerable.  

However, I want to emphasize that indig-
enous and local communities are not sim-
ply the passive victims of climate change 
but valuable partners in the global efforts 
to address climate change.  Indigenous 
and local communities are already using 
their traditional knowledge to address 
and adapt to climate change at the lo-
cal level.  They have a great deal to con-
tribute in designing and implementing 
solutions to address biodiversity loss, in-
cluding that caused by climate change.

If we are to achieve the 2010 Biodiversity Tar-
get, to significantly reduce the loss of biodi-
versity, in light of the climate change crises, 
we must fully recognize and value indige-
nous and local communities as custodians 
of the Earth’s biodiversity. The active involve-
ment of indigenous and local communities 
around the world is essential for achieving 
this ambitious target.  As diversity contains 
the potential for adaptation, there must be 
a global effort to work together, drawing on 
the unique knowledge of all the peoples 
of the world, with a special appreciation 
for the knowledge of indigenous peoples.

Our lives are inextricably linked with biodi-
versity and ultimately its protection is es-
sential for our very survival. As the world 
begins to respond to the current crisis of 
biodiversity loss, hand in hand with the 
human-induced catastrophe of climate 
change, the Secretariat of the Convention 
on Biological Diversity has a special role to 
play as a centre of excellence in interna-
tional networking, information exchange 
and as an active and objective facilitator 
on inter-governmental decision-making 
processes and will be essential in assist-
ing in the design and implementation of 
effective conservation strategies in part-
nership with Parties, Governments and 
indigenous and local communities – for 
the benefit of both peoples and nature.

Many times you have heard me say that 
the Convention is about saving life on 
Earth – and I mean it. Should we not suc-
ceed, life as we know it will perish.  If cli-
mate change is not adequately addressed 
– we will inherit not only a warmer world 
but an empty world, devoid of colour, life 
and diversity, and one unable to support 
human civilization and future generations. 

The work being carried out in the next 
two year period provides an opportu-
nity for the World’s indigenous and lo-
cal communities to help shape interna-
tional commitments that will emerge, 
not just in the immediate future but in 
the years ahead - after the 2010 target.  

To this end, I want to encourage a part-
nership between the Convention and in-
digenous and local communities to cel-
ebrate the International Year of Biodiversity 
(2010) and to highlight their contributions 
to maintaining biodiversity and provid-
ing solutions to the climate change crises. 

We must join hands and energies to 
ensure that the loss of biological di-
versity does not become a poor cous-
in to the issue of climate change.  □

For me, 
there is 
only one 

freedom which 
is intrinsic, in-
ternally driven 
and which can 
be controlled by 

the “I” or the “self” with limited external in-
terference. This is the freedom of thought. 
To this end I have some thoughts about 
the International Regime on Access and 
Benefit Sharing  (IRABS) which I will share 
in this article knowing quite well that in 
my  Shona culture; ‘shoko harivhiki’ mean-
ing that one can not protect themselves 
from a spoken word or advice. It gets to 
their ears whether they like it or not. What 
they will use it for is not anyone’s business 
as long as access to information has been 
granted to the recipient or audience.  A 
lot of critical issues surround the Inter-
national Regime on Access and Benefit 
Sharing (IRABS) and thus this short article 
is an attempt to reflect on some of the is-
sues and is hence not an exhaustive list.  
 
Legally Binding or Non-Binding

Although the intention of the Parties 
emerging from the eighth meeting of the 
Conference of the Parties (COP 8) is to con-
sider the adoption of the international re-
gime by 2010, it is not clear at this stage 
of the negotiations what form an interna-
tional regime may take, that is whether is it 
may be a single legally binding instrument 
(such as a protocol) or several instruments 
including guidelines and annexes (Young 
2004). It is also unclear as to what extent 
it will recognise and protect the rights of 
Indigenous and Local Communities (ILCs) 
to genetic resources and traditional knowl-
edge. This lack of clarity adds to the reser-
vations felt by indigenous and local com-
munity organisations participating in the 

International Regime 
on Access and Benefit-

Sharing - Thoughts 
and Reflections from 

the Grassroots 
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Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) 
process regarding what elements  to sup-
port (i.e. legally binding or non-binding). 

However, I believe that a legally binding re-
gime which considers enforcement is more 
appropriate.  In such a regime, ILCs should 
have the right to benefit from the use of 
their resources and their Traditional Knowl-
edge (TK) within the context of a legally 
binding legislative system.  Such a regime 
would enable Parties to ensure compliance 

and would be in their own national inter-
est.  In the case of non compliance to such 
an IRABS, there should be a fair and trans-
parent redress system and mechanism. It 
should include strict penalties, such as the 
revocation of patents (African ILC Position 
Paper 2008). The instrument (s) may be in 
the form of a certificate of origin/source or 
a certificate of compliance to national legis-
lation which should be legally binding with 
provision(s) identifying ILCs as beneficiaries. 
A certificate of national compliance should 
apply both to prior informed consent (PIC) 
and mutually agreed terms (MAT) not just 
to the national level and between Parties 
but to the sub-national level to ensure that 
PIC and MAT are required where genetic re-
sources and traditional knowledge of indig-
enous and local communities are accessed

To go a bit deeper, unlike some people 
who argue that phrases such as ‘endeav-
our to regulate...’ and ‘subject to available 
resources…’ are elements of a legally bind-
ing international instrument (Young 2004), 
I tend to disagree. I consider the use of such 

terms a deliberate attempt to weak-
en and dilute the IRABS’s strength, 
thereby rendering it unclear, impre-
cise and ineffective for implementa-
tion. The regime that truly ‘regulates’ 
gives it the much needed teeth to be 
effective. This would set a manda-
tory tone and thus the regime would 
have mandatory laws, which guide 
people on what to do and what not 
to do (i.e. regulative and prohibitory 
laws). However, voluntary elements 
of law could be part of the regime 

for example contracts, which are en-
tered into voluntarily. A legally bind-

ing instrument needs to be clear,  precise 
and well coordinated  with administrative 
structures from local, national to global 
scale to ensure effective implementation. 

The advantage of a legally binding regime 
is that it imposes a legal duty on the Par-
ties to abide by the provisions of the instru-
ment, unlike a non-binding or voluntary 
instrument whose force and effect is de-
pendant upon the good will of its signa-
tories.  Furthermore, it may be a good idea 

to consider incorporating second genera-
tion and third generation rights (i.e. right 
to development, environmental rights) 
into the regime to ensure justice for af-
fected and aggrieved local and indigenous 
communities in the event of a violation 
of their rights, particularly by non-Parties 
and third parties. The African regional ILCs 
believe that a fair and transparent redress 
system and mechanism should be part to 
the regime and it should include 
strict penalties, like revocation of 
patents (African ILC Position Paper 
2008). However, the central disad-
vantage of a legally binding regime 
is that of enforcement as there may 
not be effective means of ensur-
ing compliance on the part of the 
signatories because enforcement 
might be very costly for developing 
countries. Therefore an enforcement 
mechanism must be cost efficient.

Opting for a nonbinding IR on ABS 
will be merely duplicating the Bonn 

Guidelines whose ideas were designed as 
a starting point for national framework 
development processes and ABS negotia-
tions, rather than as ‘tried –and-true’ recipes 
for implementation (Young 2004). There is 
therefore no need to reinvent the wheel 
considering that negotiations are complex, 
time consuming and costly (NGLS 2007). 

Costs of an International Regime on ABS

When people discuss ABS they 
rush to talk about benefits without consid-
ering the costs. This is precisely where we 
miss the link as benefits should go with 
costs. It is vital to understand that wherever 
ABS transactions are taking place it is main-
ly the ILCs who incur costs. These include 
loss of TK, biological and genetic resources 
and land and in some cases cultural erosion 
and social displacement. Failure to properly 
and clearly address and define ILCs stake in 
the ABS   equation is tantamount to creat-
ing an unjust social system that favours the 
rich and more powerful.  A case in point is 
the  protected area system and its fortress 
conservation approach in  which ILCs are 

denied access to local resources and do 
not derive benefits from wildlife  protect-
ed areas. Benefits go to tourists (mostly 
foreigners) who visit these areas and who 
pay the government for the services ren-
dered. Costs to ILCs also include crop dam-
age, loss of livestock to predators, loss 
of land and waters on a day to day basis 
(Chibememe 2006). The regime therefore 
should have mechanisms to capture this 

Heikinpäivä 2007 Parade - drum carried by a man dressed as a  
Saami Shaman.  (Photo courtesy of  PaulOlson/www.flickr.com)

Kikuyu woman in Kenya (Photo from javic /www.flickr.com)

“ Every delegate participating in the CBD processes leading to the negotiation and development of the IR on ABS should be aware that 
they have a social responsibility not just to today’s generation but to future generations”
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important but highly neglected aspect. 
In fact the benefit sharing equation must 
include the costs otherwise the outcomes, 
in terms of benefits would be unclear.

Postponement of the Issue to a High Level or 
Subordinating the Regime to Other International 
Instruments

There is a propensity among some stake-
holders to refer certain issues, of a pro-
posed the regime, such as the protection 
of traditional knowledge (TK) to other 
entities such as WIPO or TRIPs Council of 
the World Trade Organization (WTO), etc. 
thus rendering a full and effective discus-

sion under the Convention impossible. 
Such positions have developed when 
facing critical issues such as TK, products 
and derivatives. By referring these crucial 
issues to other international instruments 
the Convention itself is undermined and 
the issues are in danger of being trans-
ferred a higher level beyond the Conven-
tion. This has a lot of advantages to those 
Parties and Governments who are against 
a full discussion of these issues under the 
Convention and may result in the pos-
sible exclusion of critical aspects of an IR.  

Conclusion

Every delegate 
p a r t i c i p a t i n g 
in the CBD pro-
cesses leading to 
the negotiation 
and development 
of the IR on ABS 
should be aware 
that they have a 
social responsi-
bility not just to 
today’s genera-
tion but to future 
generations. In the process of the nego-
tiations, tolerance and respect among par-
ticipants is necessary to ensure the “others” 
(the marginalised) can add “their voices” 
to the process.  All stakeholders should 
embrace the ideology of the “right to be 

different” (Ferry 1995) meaning that the 
knowledge of marginalised groups such 
as women and indigenous and local com-
munities should be respected in this pro-
cess.  Indeed, indigenous and local com-
munities must effectively participate with 
the aim of ensuring that both the process 
and the end product(s) fully respect their 
rights. There should be a paradigm shift 
in which we conduct our business in the 
August House. Lest we will be recorded in 
history as men and women who despite 
being presented with a rare opportunity 
to help change the world for the benefit of 
both humanity and biodiversity, have sac-
rificed the integrity of biodiversity and the 
lives of  indigenous and local communities, 

in the quest for commercial and economic 
gain. We are all on a steep learning curve 
and hence we need to humbly accept our 
deficiencies and treat the negotiation and 
elaboration of an IR as a journey where the 
destination must be fair and just for all.  □
 
 References
 
African indigenous and local community position, 
2008, Sixth meeting of the Ad Hoc Working Group 
on Access and Benefit-Sharing of the Convention on 
biological diversity, Geneva, Switzerland.

Bragdon, S. ed, 2008,  
Safeguarding biodi-
versity: The Conven-
tion on Biological 
Diversity (CBD) In A 
guide to internation-
al negotiations and 
rules on intellectual 
property , biodiver-
sity and food security, 
Ed by G. Tansey and T 
Rajote , pp 82-114. 
International Devel-
opment Research 

Centre, Singapole 
Chibememe, G.2006, 

Access and Benefit Sharing Options: Enhancing 
Biodiversity Conservation  and Livelihoods of Local 
Communities, MSc Thesis; Durrell Institute of Conser-
vation and Ecology, University of Kent, Canterbury.
Chibememe, G. 2003, An evaluation of the role of in-

Indigenous peoples have repeatedly 
voiced concern about their exclusion 
from ongoing climate change debates, 

most recently during the protests on 7 De-
cember 2007 at the United Nations confer-
ence in Bali.1 This predicament is alarming 
given that many rural and indigenous com-
munities are finding themselves on the 
frontlines of climate change, suffering early 
impacts due to the particular vulnerability 
of their territories and their reliance upon 
resource-based livelihoods. 

An Indigenous  
Knowledge Forum on 

Climate Change  
Impacts  

by Douglas Nakashima

(continued from page  3)
digenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) in the conserva-
tion and sustainable utilization of biodiversity in the 
Sangwe communal lands of Chiredzi, MEPP Thesis; 
Department of Geography and Environmental Stud-
ies, University of Zimbabwe, Harare.
Ferry, L. 1995,  The new ecological order, Chicago 
Press .
Herald. 2003. Communities lobby for benefits. The 
Zimbabwe Herald, Harare, 1 September: 1
Hoffman G.R, (1990), “What can the Europeans learn 
from African Philosophy” in Oruka H.O. Philosophy, 
humanity and ecology: Philosophy, nature and envi-
ronmental ethics. Lagos:  Earthscan.
Janke T. 1998, Our culture: Our future- Report  on Aus-
tralian indigenous cultural  and intellectual property 
rights , Australian Institute of  Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander studies  and the Aboriginal  and Torres 
Strait Islander Commission, Canberra, Australia
NGLS. 2007, Intergovernmental negotiations and 
decision making at the United Nations : A guide , 
United Nations, Geneva, Switzerland.
Pertherbridge. S. 2004, Australia: Draft regulations on 
access and benefit sharing , In Accessing Biodiversity 
and sharing the benefits: Lessions from implement-
ing the convention on biological diversity, Ed by 
S, Carrizosa . B,Wright and P, McGuire,  pp 271-293 
IUCN. Gland, Switzerland and Cambridge, United 
Kingdom.
Schumacher, E. F, 1975. Small is beautiful : Economics 
as if people 8sity and sharing the benefits: Lessions 
from implementing the convention on biological di-
versity, Ed by S, Carrizosa . B,Wright and P, McGuire,  
pp 271-293 IUCN. Gland, Switzerland and Cambridge, 
United Kingdom.

(Photo from wollombi/www.flickr.com)

“ Indigenous and local communities should have the right to benefit from the use of our 
resources and their traditional knowledge within the context of a legally binding legisla-

tive system”



May  2008 Vol. 2 Issue 2 Page �  

www.cbd.int

In response to this outcry, the United Na-
tions Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO), in partnership 
with the Secretariat of the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (SCBD), the Secretariat 
of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Issue (SPFII) and the Office of the High Com-
missioner on Human Rights (OHCHR), will 
soon launch a grassroots climate change 
forum. This Internet forum will focus on 
the knowledge and experiences of indig-
enous communities and peoples living in 
small islands, the Arctic and other vulner-
able environments. The goal of the forum 
is to seek community-level observations on 
climate change impacts, 
as well as local efforts to 
cope with and adapt to 
these changes. It will pro-
vide an opportunity for 
communities to voice and 
share observations, experi-
ences and concerns, while 
heightening the profile of 
indigenous peoples and 
their knowledge in inter-
national climate change 
debates. 

Frontlines of Climate Change

Indigenous peoples figure 
conspicuously amongst 
groups identified as par-
ticularly vulnerable to 
climate change. Many 
indigenous territories are located in areas 
where impacts from global warming are 
anticipated to be both early and severe. 
Such vulnerable environments include low-
lying islands, the circumpolar Arctic, high 
altitude zones and desert margins. Indeed, 
climate change poses a direct threat to the 
livelihoods of many indigenous groups due 
to their traditional and continuing reliance 
upon resources harvested from their im-
mediate environment. Indigenous peoples 
therefore deserve specific attention when 
considering this global threat.

For the same reasons that they are highly 
vulnerable to climate change, indigenous 
peoples may also be particularly well 
placed to observe environmental changes 
caused by this phenomenon. Attentive-
ness to fluctuations and alterations in the 
natural milieu is an integral part of their 

  Cree hunter (Photo from Douglas Nakashima)

ways of life, and remains of crucial cultural 
importance even in areas where lifestyles 
have been modified by colonialism and 
globalisation. Knowledge of specific lo-
calities may stretch back over many gen-
erations. When shared amongst elders and 
youth, this knowledge provides the basis 
for important comparisons between what 
is observed today, and what occurred in 
the past. Indigenous knowledge thus of-
fers valuable insights into local changes in 
ecological processes. This knowledge can 
consequently supplement and add much 
needed detail and nuance to the broad-
scale view offered by scientific research.  

It is also important to keep in mind that 
indigenous groups have always been con-
fronted with changing environments. Their 
strategies for coping with change have al-
lowed them to successfully negotiate his-
torical shifts in climate and environment, 
by modifying existing practice, shifting 
their resource bases or restructuring their 
relationships with the environment. While 
the environmental transformations engen-
dered by climate change are expected to be 
unprecedented, this in-depth knowledge 
can nonetheless provide a crucial founda-
tion for the new adaptation measures re-
quired to face up to this most recent chap-
ter in global environmental change. 

Finally, there is growing awareness that in-
digenous peoples may find themselves not 
only on the frontlines of climate change im-
pacts, but also of impacts due to rapidly ex-

lands to make way for hydrological devel-
opment, large-scale tree planting schemes 
and biofuel cropping, all of which are be-
ing pushed ahead with the justification of 
reducing or compensating for greenhouse 
gas emissions. As pressures to mitigate 
climate change continue to grow, it is es-
sential that actions that aim to combat a 
phenomenon largely generated by the 
industrialised world are not carried out at 
the expense of indigenous groups who 
contribute little to the creation of this envi-
ronmental hazard. Meanwhile, in northern 
Australia, recognition that traditional Ab-
original fire management practices serve 
to reduce the frequency and extent of late 

season wildfires, and thus re-
duce carbon emissions, has 
opened avenues for the re-
vitalisation of this traditional 
practice as a climate change 
mitigation measure. This 
demonstrates that culturally 
appropriate mitigation plans 
can serve to acknowledge 
and enhance indigenous 
practices. These positive and 
negative consequences of cli-
mate change mitigation serve 
to further underline the need 
for indigenous peoples and 
communities living in vulner-
able environments to play an 
active role in ongoing climate 
change debates. 

 
Climate Change Forum 

The Internet-based forum aims to en-
courage indigenous peoples, small island 
communities, and other peoples living in 
vulnerable environments to share their 
observations and experiences of climate 
change impacts, and their efforts to cope 
and adapt to sea level rise, climate variabil-
ity, the increased intensity and frequency 
of extreme climatic events, accelerated 
melting of circumpolar or high altitude 
snow and ice, and other climate change 
related events. Of equal interest will be 
local level reporting on the negative im-
pacts of mitigation measures, such as the 
expansion of tree plantations, increased 
production of biofuels, and the resul-
tant loss of access to lands and resources, 
as well as positive effects on traditional 
practices through carbon trading or oth-
er climate change mitigation strategies. 
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Ec o s y s t e m s , 
which support 
the social-eco-

nomic and cultural 
livelihood of tradi-
tional communities 
and the conservation 
of local biodiversity, 
are currently being 
used in a disordered, 

unplanned and unsustainable manner.

Environmental impacts caused by inter-
ventions undertaken without consider-
ation of main local ecosystems such as 
fluvial, estuarial and coastal and of its 
people, have permeated all ecosystems 
that make up the Para state territory (Bra-

zilian Amazon). Environmental impacts 
have, for instance, affected water quan-
tity and quality and have interfered with 
the biological diversity of mangrove and 
riparian vegetation, thus diminishing the 
natural environment for a lot of species. 

There is a link between environmental 
impacts and the movement and migra-
tion of traditional communities and of the 
deterioration of their quality of life and 
food security. All this is detrimental to 
the preservation and conservation of sys-
tems that support environmental interac-
tions and subsistence, for instance, ripar-
ian populations, fishermen, small farmers 
and indigenous people.  Unsustainable 
use and over-occupation have lead to a 
critical situation of local lands and waters 
regarding social and environmental qual-
ity, which has worsened even more so due 
to climate change effects in recent times.   

“A relation society-nature, based in the 
exploration of natural resources and in social 
exclusion exceeds the limits of sustainability”

Deforestation is among the main activi-
ties that have contributed to the reduc-
tion of biodiversity, which is in reality 
one of the strongest elements in fighting 
global climate change. These actions car-
ried out by all land users, without due 
care to the preservation of forest areas for 
the future have not taken into account 
the long-term impacts nor the social, eco-
logical and cultural costs to the traditional 
communities and future generations.

These social and environmental conse-
quences include, but are not limited to:

•  Soil impermeability and slopes erosion
•  Reduction and extinction of habitat for 
   numerous species

Facing the Future:  
Acting to Minimize the 

Consequences of Global 
Climate Change

by Edna Maria Costa e Silva

(continued from page  5)

panding efforts to mitigate climate change. 
Themes such as the gender, human rights 
and ethical dimensions of climate change 
will also be highlighted and discussed. 

To stimulate debate and encourage inputs, 
a thought-provoking lead article, address-
ing a particular theme related to climate 
change, will be circulated by email. High-
lights from the responses received will then 
be compiled and distributed in a series of 
subsequent postings at regular intervals. All 
responses will eventually be organised in a 
global database of local observations, ex-
periences, practices and coping strategies. 
The forum will operate in three languages 
(English, French, Spanish), with possible ex-
pansion to other languages in the future. 

Through the forum, UNESCO, SCBD, SPFII 
and OHCHR aim to deepen international 
understanding of the ways this global pro-
cess is impacting at local levels. This will not 
only help to build awareness of this com-
plex issue among and between indigenous 
and other rural communities, but will also 
provide a channel through which indige-
nous communities can communicate their 
experiences and needs to the wider inter-
national policy and research community. It 

may also provide a channel whereby com-
munities who have been largely excluded 
from climate change debates gain recog-
nition for their knowledge and practices, 
while drawing attention to the evolving 
negative impacts of climate change and/or 
mitigation measures on their livelihoods 
and territories.

If you are interested in participating in this in-
digenous peoples and climate change forum, 
please send an email to: links@unesco.org.
 
1 see: Indigenous peoples protest at Bali 
Conference, New Consumer,  
http://www.newconsumer.com/news/
item/indigenous_peoples_protest_at_
bali_conference/ 

Indigenous people lash out at Bali cli-
mate change talks, AFP 
http://afp.google.com/article/ALeqM-
5jGxLdAvLk2yB4MQ8D97kKBRHkl6w

“ The Goal of the forum is to seek community-level observations on climate change im-
pacts, as well as local efforts to cope with and adapt to these changes”

Mayangna ( Photo from UNESCO)

Brazil (Photo from lautsu/www.flickr.com)
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•  Extinction of several fishing areas and  
   mangrove deterioration
•  Dissemination of diseases
•  Riparian populations expelled from their  
   work areas impacting their food  
   provision 
•  Difficult or no access to estuaries and 
   mangrove areas and the resources they 
   supply; 
•  Exclusion of traditional communities
•  Increased respiratory diseases
•  Water contamination and aquifer  
   salinization
•  High demand to buy land
•  Difficulty in identifying cumulative  
   impacts
•  Increased threats to biodiversity 
 

And some of the global consequences are al-
ready being felt locally, such as changes in:

•  Frequency and quantity of rainfall
•  Thermic sensation (extreme and  
   prolonged temperatures)
•  Intensity of winds
•  Increase in sea levels
•  Increase or reduction of water volume in  
   lakes, wet-lands, rivers and streams.

“Water is born and reproduces in the Earth, 
when one clears the forest, water faces its 
end; it’s the forest that keeps the water alive”

The current situation of unplanned and un-
sustainable land use and lack of control mea-
sures for the conservation of areas needed 
for water and forest preservation, threat-
ens the sustainable development within 
and between traditional communities and 
undermines their traditional knowledge.

It is important to stress that actions must 
be based on strengthening control and 
protection policies for the lands and wa-
ters of indigenous and local communities 

Indigenous Peoples 
and Development 

Challenges
by Yolanda Terán Maigua

The following ar-
ticle is based on a 
speech presented 

at the closing ceremony 
of the Fostering Indig-
enous Business and En-
trepreneurship in the 
Americas Conference, 
held in Acoma, New 
Mexico, United States, 

from 7 to 9 November 2007.

“Why the States are taking decisions over 
our lands, territories and resources that 
had been traditionally ours. What is the 

meaning of access, the meaning of shar-
ing – sharing what?” (Ecuadorian elder, 
December 2006)

During these two days we have been dis-
cussing and sharing our concerns related 
to sustainable development and business, 
and its implications for present and future 
generations. We as Indigenous Peoples do 
not deny the importance of development 
and its consequences in our lives. Howev-
er we do care about the way development 
and business are done.

Therefore we must ask the following:
•   Are we only carrying out development 
     and business in the Western way?
•        Are transnational companies concerned  
    with how much damage is being done  
   to our  Mother Earth and Indigenous   
 Peoples in the name of the  
      development?

As Indigenous Peoples we do believe that 
any development or business have to fol-
low the norms, principles and rules based 
in our philosophies, cosmo visions, our 
elders’ wisdom, values, protocols, cultures 
and languages. If we are concerned with 
the well-being of our Mother Earth and 
Peoples, then it will be compulsory to re-
cover our ancestral roots and values to be 
able to see and treat our Mother Earth as a 
mother and the human beings as brothers 
and sisters.

Development and business should be for 
sharing, learning, caring and not for com-
petition or destruction.  Before developing 
projects and business; investors, States, 
and national and international companies 
should consider the following:

•  Indigenous Peoples’ free, prior and in- 
   formed consent, which has to be done   
     on a clear basis, in our languages, within  
  a frame of transparency and mutual  
     respect
• The collective rights of Indigenous  
     Peoples, our right to self determination,  
  the ancestral right over our lands,  
    territories and waters, and our right to  
      say no
•   Indigenous men and women are com- 
      plements not competitors; therefore we  
      should work hand in hand

• Development and business profits  
   should   be used to solve Indigenous  

and environmental education in general to 
stop unsustainable development, includ-
ing deforestation processes, in order to 
preserve biodiversity which is the basis for 
the survival activities of traditional commu-
nities and indeed human civilization today.
Traditional communities, local authorities 
and civil society should act together through 
flexible, transparent and public planning, 
valuing equally traditional knowledge 

and science to ensure sustain-
able development, the ongoing 
availability of natural resources 
and a positive future for us all.  

From fighting forest fires to stop-
ping the degradation of costal 
ecosystems (mangroves), using 
cleaner production mechanisms 
and ensuring responsible con-
sumption, together we can work 

to prevent the consequences of global cli-
mate change, as well as enable the mainte-
nance of the existing natural resources for 
future generations.  □

“ There is a link between environmental 
impacts and the movement and  

migration of traditional communities 
and the deterioration of their quality of 

life and food security”

Brazil (Photo from lautsu/www.flickr.com)
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Peoples  problems due to poverty and  
extreme poverty. These profits should 
provide Indigenous Peoples with a life of 
quality and  basic needs such as potable 
water, electricity, housing, intercultural 
education and health, good and decent 
jobs,     food security and to protect, 
preserve    and practice our traditional 
knowledge, cultures and languages

• Consider Indigenous Peoples as part- 
    ners. Allow their full and affective partic- 
    ipation and act in good faith in respect- 
  ing the terms of mutual intercultural  
    agreements
• States, together with the Indigenous 
    Peoples, should promote the creation of  
 sui generis systems based on our   
  customary law to protect indigenous  
    traditional knowledge.

Climate change and the International Re-
gime on Access and Benefit-Sharing are 
directly linked with Western development 
and business. The International Regime is 
concerned with money, commerce and 
industries. States, in the name of devel-
opment, are dividing our knowledge, 
resources and life into pieces. For Indig-
enous Peoples everything is inter-con-
nected. We do not cut our life into pieces. 
Our plants, resources and traditional 
knowledge are for the collective use and 
well-being of our present and future gen-
erations and not for commercialization. 

Seeking to improve how their web 
sites address biodiversity, 21 Arc-
tic indigenous tourism operators 

and executives of tourism associations, 
together with staff from the Secretariat 
of the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD), local NGOs and government officers 
participated in a three-day workshop in 
November 2007 at the Duchesnay Tourist 
Station situated near Quebec City, Canada.

Held in partnership with Carleton Uni-
versity and with the financial support of 
the Governments of Canada and Spain, 
it was the first of a series of workshops to 
assist indigenous communities in various 
regions of the world to use web-based 
technologies to better market their tour-
ism products while managing their bio-
diversity resources in a sustainable way. 

Tools such as the CBD Guidelines on Biodi-
versity and Tourism Development, the CBD 
Traditional Knowledge portal, the Akwé:
Kon guidelines and various Web-2 resources 
were shown, discussed and adapted by par-
ticipants, with a view to improving their web 
sites and their capacity to reflect traditional 
ways in conserving indigenous land, and to 
allow potential visitors and clients to learn 
about indigenous practices and cultures. 

The first workshop focused on the Arctic 
region in recognition of 2007 as the Inter-
national Polar Year, and considered the dis-
tinct challenges of remote rural Arctic desti-
nations. Additional workshops will build on 
lessons learned and methodologies devel-
oped in Quebec, and will take place in Latin 
America, Africa, the Pacific and South-East 
Asia, with a focus on forest basins, islands, 
mountains, and dry and sub-humid areas.

Participants, who came from Canada (five 
Northern provinces and territories), the 
Russian Federation, the United States, Fin-
land, Sweden, and the International Eco-
tourism Society, worked with individual 
computers in small groups to examine ex-
isting reference web sites, and exchange 
lessons learned on their own web site de-
velopment and management practices. 
To facilitate the exchange of experiences, 

New Information and Web Based Technologies
Arctic Workshop in Quebec, Canada 

Indigenous Communities, Tourism and Biodiversity Workshop Series 
 

(Photo from Franz Dejon)

Therefore it is critical to have sui generis 
systems to protect traditional knowledge 
and the appropriate Code of Ethics for 
business and research based on our cus-
tomary law.

States need to recognize and adopt the 
United Nations Declaration on Indigenous 
Human Rights that was finally adopted last 
September after 27 years of negotiations. 
 
On 2 November, the National Congress 

(continued from page  7)

of Bolivia adopted this declaration as na-
tional law. This is the first example to be 
followed by States in order to end the 
atrocities and social injustice done against 
Indigenous Peoples worldwide.

In this new Pachakutik, Indigenous Peoples 
are fully aware of the meaning of biodiver-
sity with the inclusion of Mother Earth and 
Peoples (Kawsay), and the preservation of 
our holistic relationships towards a collec-
tive well-being (Sumak Kawsay).  □

“ It is critical to have sui generis systems to protect traditional knowledge and the appropri-
ate code of ethics for business and research based on our customary law”
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participants produced quality indicators 
in three important areas:  biodiversity, e-
marketing and technological tools.  These 
indicators were then used in a self-assess-
ment of their web sites.  Based on these 
self-assessments, participants worked on 
a plan to enhance their web sites. Facilita-
tors from Carleton University developed 
a methodology specifically for indig-
enous people, using aboriginal design 
templates and socialization techniques. 

The resulting toolbox for indigenous com-
munities to design and manage their tour-
ism web sites in support of the conservation 
and sustainable use of biodiversity was in-
corporated into a “Wheel” design.  It includes: 

•     A list of functions of tourism web sites,  
 with examples from indigenous  
      products
•  Evaluation checklists for the effective- 
      ness of web sites in promoting and sup- 
      porting cultural and biological diversity  
   and in marketing indigenous sustain- 
   able tourism products (quality criteria  
      refer to Mother Earth, use of indigenous  
     languages, etc)
• Technological tools to enhance the  
  capacities of indigenous tourism web  
     sites
•   E-Marketing techniques.

The workshop materials, including the 
results of the participant’s survey, tech-
niques used, the presentations and the 
final report are available on the CBD Bio-
diversity and Tourism Network at: http://
tourism.cbd.int/events.shtml. Additional 
materials can be found at www.aborigi-
nal-ecotourism.org/spip.php?article485

Outcomes will be transmitted to the ninth 
meeting of the Conference of the Parties 
of the CBD in Bonn, Germany, from 19 to 

Delegates participating in the 3-day workshop at the  
Duchesney Tourist Station, Quebec City, Canada  
(Photo from  Oliver Hillel)

(Photo from Oliver Hillel)

30 May 2008, as well as the sixth meeting 
of the ad hoc open-ended Working Group 
on Article 8(j) and Related Provisions, 
scheduled for 2009. For more informa-
tion, contact chantal.robichaud@cbd.int. □ 

Indigenous Peoples,  Biodiversity  
and Climate Change  

by Viviana Figueroa

Indigenous people 
have a holistic 
worldview of na-

ture and share a close 
relationship with Pa-
chamama  which is 
based on their tra-
ditional knowledge 
handed down from 

generation to generation.

The Pachamama is considered to be wise; 
she is represented as an elderly woman, 
but with the energy of a young woman, 
for her fertility, and because she gives to 
all people everything they need to live. 
In this vision, every being and every ele-
ment of nature should be respected and 
one should only take what is needed to 
live. Mother Nature gives us what we need.

This view is not shared by all cultures. Many 
cultures consider that nature belongs to 
humans, and therefore they can extract 
anything they want from her. This vision 
is part of many occidental legal systems.

I remember a brother from the Wichi 
people who went to the forest to collect 
honey. Upon his return he found a man 
who asked him, “Why didn’t you bring 
all the honey?” He replied, “Because if I 
bring all the honey, there will be no hon-

ey left to feed the bees so they can grow 
and provide more honey in the future”.

Therefore, it is not a coincidence that the 
richest areas in biodiversity today are 
those territories where indigenous peo-
ples have lived for centuries. Not only are 
these lands and waters preserved for the 
present, but also for future generations.

The Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD) recognizes the value of the tradition-
al knowledge of indigenous and local com-
munities in the conservation of biodiversity. 
Traditional knowledge is what indigenous 
peoples have for all kinds of purposes in-
cluding such things as traditional medicine, 
environmental management and even to 
forecast the weather. This recognition is in 
the preamble of Article 8(j), whereby the 
Parties to the Convention have undertaken 
to respect, preserve and maintain the use 
of the traditional knowledge of indigenous 
and local communities. However, it is un-
fortunate, that this recognition has been 
poorly implemented at the national level.   

Climate change is a good example.  Cli-
mate change affects everyone. How-
ever, indigenous and local commu-
nities are particularly vulnerable. 

Climate change can affect indigenous peo-

(Photo from Oliver Hillel)



  May 2008        Vol. 2 Issue 2 Page 10

Let’s save paper! 
Please consider reading on-screen.

ples not just by the initial physical impacts 
but also through the secondary effects of 
climate change adaptation and mitiga-
tion – or responses to climate change. Re-
cently in Argentina, an extreme climatic 
event (linked to climate change) produced 
heavy rains for a prolonged period of time, 
causing flooding of the Pilcomayo and Ber-
mejo Rivers, and thus affecting hundreds 
of indigenous communities in the prov-
inces of Jujuy, Salta, Formosa and Chaco. 

Meanwhile, the hunters, collectors and 
fishermen that comprise the indigenous 
people of Qom (also known as Toba) expe-
rience a different side of climate change. 

The Qom have a large area of forest, rich 
in biodiversity, known as the “impenetra-
ble”, where they would obtain the basics 
for their lives, including food, medicine, 
clothing and spiritual development.  That 
is until it was deforested for Soya bean 
plantations, biofuels and other plantations. 
With the destruction of the forest they 
also lost much of their traditional knowl-
edge, medicine, food and cultural identity. 

As a result, today the people of Qom suffer 
extreme cases of malnutrition, resulting in 
premature deaths. In addition, because the 
deforestation caused the landscape to be 
physically modified, they now have floods 
in many areas which were never flood prone 
prior to these recent changes to the land-
scape. What was years ago a landscape full 
of trees—which contained and managed 
the excess of water—are now flood prone, 
badly eroded and largely unusable lands.       

Faced by the looming crises of climate 
change, proposals have emerged from the 
States on international and national poli-
tics for its “mitigation” and possible “adap-
tation”. These proposals are based on the 
premise that the economy and trade are 
the only possible solutions to the conser-
vation of biodiversity. Among others are: 
mechanisms of clean development, carbon 
sequestration, agro-fuels (biofuels), avoid 
deforestation (REDD), and commercializa-
tion and development of gene resources 
and the establishment of protected areas.

These strategies can have a great impact 
on the lives, culture, spirituality and surviv-
al of indigenous peoples and the lands and 
waters that we have traditionally occupied 
and used for millennia.  Our calls for the in-
volvement and the full and effective partic-
ipation of indigenous peoples throughout 
these processes are based on the premise 
that most biodiversity-rich territories are 
in fact indigenous territories.  The inter-
connectedness of biodiversity and land-
scape and peoples is still not adequately 
understood and neither are their rela-
tionships to climate and climate change.

The impacts of climate change rallies us 
all to the need for synergies among the 
relevant environmental conventions, 
including the CBD, the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change 
and the United Nations Convention to 
Combat Desertification.  Perhaps the cre-
ation of an international tribunal should 
be included in the international agenda 
to protect and preserve biodiversity.

But this alone is not enough. It requires 
that each human being understands that 
every living being should be respected. 
This is only possible in a world where 
you only take from Mother Nature what 
you need and not what you desire.  This 
effort from every person is essential to 
achieve the 2010 Biodiversity Target, to 
reduce the loss of biodiversity and also 
to reduce the impact of climate change.

Indigenous peoples, peoples who pass 
on their millennial wisdom from gen-
eration to generation, have maintained 
their knowledge, and that may be able 
to help restore the balance in Mother Na-
ture, in a framework of respect for their 
rights and an intercultural dialogue.   □

(Photo from Viviana Figueroa)

(Photo from Viviana Figueroa)

(Photo from Viviana Figueroa)

Interesting links on Climate Change: 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change

http://www.ipcc.ch/index.htm

United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change

http://unfccc.int/portal_espanol/
items/3093.php

Permanent forum on Indigenous Issues

http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/es/
session_seventh.html

Website of the United Nations on  
Climate Change

http://www.un.org/climatechange/index.
shtml

UNESCO Website on indigenous and local 
knowledge systems 

http://portal.unesco.org/science/es/
ev.php-UR

“ Climate change affects everyone.  
However, indigenous and local  
communities are particularly  

vulnerable”

“ It is no coincidence that the richest 
areas in biodiversity today are those 
territories where indigenous peoples 

have lived for centuries”

(continued from page  9)



May  2008 Vol. 2 Issue 2 Page 11  

www.cbd.int

built upon this rich cultural background.  
The Mohawk community also provided 
the title of the Akwe:Kon Guidelines for the 
conduct of cultural, environmental and so-
cial impact assessments regarding develop-
ments proposed to take place on, or which 
are likely to impact on, sacred sites and on 
lands and waters traditionally occupied or 
used by indigenous and local communities. 
Akwe:Kon means “everything in creation”.□

Before the United Nations there was 
the League of Nations and a long 
time before the League of Nations 

there was, on these lands and waters , a 
six member League of Nations referred to 
as the Haudenosaunee or Iroquois Confed-
eracy. The Secretariat of the Convention on 
Biological Diversity is based in Montreal, 
on the traditional lands and waters of the 
Mohawk people, who are members of that 
ancient Confederacy. 

The Iroquois legend tells of the journey 
of the Peacemaker who journeyed to all 
five nations of the Haudenosaunee - ask-
ing each to stop warring and live in peace 
with each other. At each stop, he brought 
good fortune, and 
the people believed 
him. When the rep-
resentatives from the 
five nations reached 
the first League meet-
ing, they had brought 
weapons. The Peace-
maker had them bury 
their weapons be-
neath the Great Tree 
of Peace and admon-
ished all who lived 
beneath the tree to 
always look ahead for 
the sake of the League. 
He then gave each an arrow. He broke an 
arrow to show that standing apart from 
each other, they are easily broken. He then 
bundled the arrows and failed to break 
them, showing the strength they will have 
if they stand together. He then told them 
that in the future people will come who do 
not understand the Tree and will hack at 
its roots. When the tree begins to fall, they 
must hold the tree and keep it from hit-
ting the ground. When they can hold it no 
longer, they must have their children hold 
the Tree, for it must never hit the ground.  
And hence was formed the Confederacy.

The Haudenosaunee Confederacy was a 
sophisticated political and social system. 
It united the territories of the five nations 

in a symbolic longhouse that stretched 
across the present-day state of New York 
and well into Quebec. The five nations 
were divided into two groups: the Elders, 
(consisting of the Mohawk, the Onondaga, 
and the Seneca); and the Younger, (the 
Oneida and the Cayuga).  Despite this dis-
tinction, all decisions of the Confederacy 
had to be unanimous and by consensus. 

This decision-making process gave birth to 
the Great Law of Peace  which prevailed for 
a thousand years.

The Confederacy and the Great Law of 
Peace, along with the Creation Story, the 
Two Row Wampum Treaty and the con-

cept of the 
S e v e n t h 
G e n e r a -
tion, form 
the basis of 
local indig-
enous be-
liefs, values, 
traditions, 
p h i l o s o -
phies and 
a unique 
world view. 

The founding 
of the Con-

federacy demonstrates the value of work-
ing together in a respectful and peaceful 
manner; the Great Law provides a demo-
cratic model for governing; the Creation 
Story explains how we came to be on this 
Earth and what our duties are as human 
beings to each other and other life forms; 
the Two Row Wampum instructs us on how 
to interrelate with other governments and 
nations; and the concept of the Seventh 
Generation reminds us to be respectful of 
future generations. 

The contemporary Mohawk community 
of Kahnawake, who kindly opened the 5th 
meeting of the Working Group on Article 
8(j) in October 2007, has sustained itself and 

For each edition of Pachamama we will highlight a particular indigenous peoples or a local community who have worked with the Convention on Biological Diversity.   
In our first instalment, we spotlight the Mohawk people on whose traditional territories the Secretariat is situated. 

The Mohawk  
by John Scott

Members of the Mohawk community of Kahnawake open the fifth meeting 
of the Ad-hoc Open-ended Working Group on Article 8 (j) and Related Provi-
sions in Montreal, Canada (Photo from  Franz Dejon)

Native American Culture – The Pow Wow 

Originally held in the spring to welcome 
the new beginnings of life, a Pow Wow is a 
chance for Native American Indians to meet 
and join together in dancing, singing, renew-
ing old friendships and making new ones.  
 
Often different tribal nations would come 
together, and during these meetings Native 
Americans would settle arguments between 
different groups, form alliances and trade with 
one another. 

A Pow Wow is often set up as a series of large 
circles. The circle is an important symbol to 
Indian cultures because it symbolizes the con-
tinuation of life. To the Native American people, 
life is never ending, like a circle, thus the Pow 
Wow brings the circle of the people closer to-
gether - closer to their community and their 
culture. 

(Source: www.kahnawakepowwow.com)

Young Native dancer at the Kanahwake PowWow  
(Photo from  Iman Keira)
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Climate Change and Biodiversity in Polar Regions 
by Ahmed Djoghlaf, Executive Secretary, Convention on Biological Diversity

Po l a r 
ecosys-
tems are 

home to an 
array of plants 
and animals 
that survive in 
some of the 
most extreme 
c o n d i t i o n s 
in the world. 
However, the 
seas surround-

ing the Antarctic are rich in plankton, which 
support a rich marine food chain, while the 
Arctic itself supports 
many mammals and 
has an important role 
in the annual cycle of 
migratory birds. The 
scientific studies car-
ried out at the occa-
sion of the celebration 
of the International Po-
lar Year have provided 
additional evidence of 
the uniqueness and 
richness of the marine 
Arctic environment. 

Indeed, the biodiversity 
of the Arctic is unique 
and fundamental to 
the livelihoods of Arc-
tic peoples. However, 
the Millennium Eco-
system Assessment, as 
well as recent reports 
from the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change, has made us all aware 
that climate change negatively impacts 
exisitng ecosystems and that it is one of 
the main drivers of biodiversity loss. Par-
ticular attention is being paid to Polar 
Regions, where evidence of the impacts 
of climate change have been observed 
and widely reported. Indeed, Polar Re-
gions are now experiencing some of the 
most rapid and severe climate change 
on Earth, which will contribute to envi-
ronmental and socio-economic chang-

es, many of which have already begun. 

During the 20th century, Arctic air tempera-
tures increased by approximately 5 degrees 
C. This increase is ten times faster than the 
observed global-mean surface tempera-
ture. An additional warming of about 4-7 
degrees C in the Arctic is predicted for the 
next 100 years . Moreover, Polar Regions are 
particularly threatened by climate change 
since Polar species and societies have de-
veloped very specialized adaptations to 
the harsh conditions found at the poles, 
thus making them extremely vulnerable 
to dramatic changes in these conditions.

Observed and Projected Impacts 

Walruses, polar bears, seals and other 
marine mammals that rely on sea ice for 
resting, feeding, hunting and breeding 
are particularly threatened by climate 
change. For example, studies reveal that 
in 1980, the average weight of female po-
lar bears in western Hudson Bay, Canada, 
was 650 pounds. In 2004, their average 
weight was only 507 pounds. It is believed 
that the progressively earlier breakup of 
the Arctic sea ice is responsible for the fall 
in the polar bears’ average weight , as this 

reduces their hunting 
season and food intake. 
For a different reason, 
reduced sea-ice extent 
is also believed to have 
caused a 50 per cent 
decline in emperor pen-
guin populations in Terre 
Adélie .  Populations 
of krill and other small 
organisms may also 
decline as ice recedes. 
Due to the high impor-
tance of krill in various 
food chains, the entire 
marine food web could 
be adversely affected. 

The livelihood of indig-
enous peoples in the 
Arctic is already being 

affected by climate change. 
Losses in biodiversity affect 

the traditional practices of indigenous 
people, particularly fishing and hunt-
ing. For example, the Saami people 
have observed changes in reindeer 
grazing pastures, and the Inuit people 
of Canada have observed reductions 
in the ringed seal population, their 
single most important soure of food.

Climate Change and Indigenous and Local 
Communities in the Arctic

Due to its unique nature, climate and 

Polar bears (Photo from Amanda Graham)

Young spotted seal (Photo from jomilo75 /www.flickr.com)
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sensitivity to climate changes, the Arctic is 
an important early warning system as far as 
climate change is concerned. The findings 
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change show that eleven of the last twelve 
years (1995-2006) rank among the 12 
warmest years in the instrumental record 
of global surface temperatures since 1850. 
In the past 100 years, average temperatures 
in the Arctic increased by almost twice the 
global average rate. Consequently the an-
nual average Arctic sea ice extent 
has shrunk by 2.1 - 3.1 per cent 
per decade. Temperatures at the 
top of the permafrost layer have 
generally increased up to 3˚C 
since the 1980s. It is projected that 
higher temperatures will contrib-
ute to continuing snow contrac-
tion and widespread increases 
in thaw depth over permafrost 
regions. The gradual melting of 
the Greenland ice sheet is pro-
jected to contribute to sea level 
rise, even beyond the year 2100.  

The consequences of climate 
change are becoming more vis-
ible in the Arctic, and are greatly 
influencing the environment, 
animals and the living condi-
tions of humans, especially the 

indigenous peoples who strongly depend 
on ecosystems and natural resources. The 
Arctic indigenous peoples, their life, culture 
and traditional knowledge, are adapted to 
and largely dependent on the cold and 
extreme physical conditions of the region. 
The indigenous peoples of the Arctic have 
adapted to the challenges brought about 
by the Arctic geography and climate. Al-
though the Arctic climate has always un-
dergone change, the ongoing changes 
in the climate are taking place at such an 

alarming speed that indigenous com-
munities have severe difficulties coping. 

The Arctic Climate Impact Assessment 
(ACIA), commissioned by the Arctic Coun-
cil,  provides important insight into the 
impacts of climate change in the Arctic 
region. This assessment was prepared over 
a period of five years by an international 
team of over 300 scientists, other experts, 
and members of indigenous communities. 

The ACIA Report identifies a range 
of climate change impacts, includ-
ing: rising temperatures in the Arctic, 
with worldwide implications; shifts 
in Arctic vegetation zones; changes 
in animal species’ diversity, ranges, 
and distribution; and increased expo-

sure to storms by coastal communities. 

The ACIA Report devotes a separate chap-
ter to address matters concerning the 
changing Arctic from an indigenous per-
spective. Indigenous peoples have provid-
ed case studies addressing the situation in 
Kotzebue, the Aleutian and Pribilof Islands 
Region, the Yukon Territory, Denendeh, 
Nunavut, Greenland, Sápmi and Kola. An 
important common theme or observation 
in the case studies is that the weather in 
the Arctic region has become more variable 

and less predictable by traditional means.

The Arctic Climate Impact Assessment rec-
ognizes that further research is required to 

understand environmental chang-
es occurring in the Arctic, as well 
as the ways in which people view 
these changes. It states that in both 
cases, there is a growing but still in-
sufficient body of research to draw 
on, in particular in those Arctic ar-
eas where there are few or no cur-
rent records of indigenous obser-
vations available. The assessment 
concludes that further research 
needs to detect and interpret cli-
mate change, and to determine 
appropriate response strategies.

Adaptation Options

The resilience of ecosystems to the impacts 
of climate change can be enhanced and 
the risk of damage to human and natural 
ecosystems reduced through the adoption 
of biodiversity-friendly adaptive and miti-
gative strategies. Biodiversity is essential to 
the maintenance and delivery of many eco-
system services including the provision of 
food and fodder, nutrient cycling and the 
maintenance of hydrological flows. As such, 
maintaining biodiversity is an important 
component of adaptation planning. Main-
taining the ability of resilient species to 
adapt is critical since climate change will fa-
vour species which are better able to adapt 
to changing climatic conditions.  In addi-
tion, the reduction of other stressors, such 
as permafrost degradation, chemical pol-
lution, over-fishing, land-use changes (in-
cluding unsustainable development), and 
habitat fragmentation could improve polar 
ecosystems’ resilience to climate change. 

Inuit drum dancer, Kulusuk, Greenland  
(Photo from wili_hybrid/www.flickr.com)

(Photo from nick_russill/www.flickr.com)

Kulusuk, Greenland (Photo from nick_russill/www.flickr.com)
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Adaptation activities can and should make 
use of local and indigenous knowledge and 
include their full and effective participa-
tion. Indeed, indigenous peoples can con-
tribute to the understanding of changes in 

the Arctic through their ob-
servations and perspectives 
on changes in biodiversity 
and ecosystem function-
ing. For example, the Inuvi-
aluit Hunters and Trappers 
in Canada’s High Arctic, 
along with the Internation-
al Institute for Sustainable 
Development (IISD), initi-
ated a year-long project to 
document Arctic climate 
change and communicate 
it to Canadian and interna-
tional audiences. During the 
initiative, a video and sev-
eral scientific journal articles 
were produced to commu-
nicate the negative impacts 
of climate change observed in the Arctic 
and to understand the adaptive strategies 
that local people are using in response . 

The Path Ahead

The Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD) establishes the international frame-
work for biodiversity conservation and 
very early on looked into the relationship 
between biodiversity and climate change. 
The CBD, through its cross-cutting issue on 
climate change, integrated climate change 
components within all of the programmes 
of work of the Convention, with the excep-
tion of technology transfer and coopera-
tion. The Convention has also built syner-
gies with the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change and con-

vened an Ad Hoc Technical Expert Group 
on climate change and biodiversity.  The 
Secretariat of the Convention has also initi-
ated  an exhibition of indigneous and local 
communities highly vulnerable to climate 

change, as well as an Interna-
tional Expert Meeting on Re-
sponses to Climate Change 
for Indigenous and Local 
Communities and the Impact 
on their Traditional Knowl-
edge related to Biological 
Diversity - The Arctic Region, 
which was held in Helsinki, 
Finland, 25-28 March 2008.
 

There remains, however, a number of 
challenges and opportunities for the fur-
ther development of interlinkages be-
tween biodiversity and climate change. 
These include capacity-building, main-
streaming, communication and aware-
ness raising and research and technology.

Indigenous and local communities’ tradi-
tional knowledge, innovations and practic-
es are an inseparable part of their culture, 
social structures, economy, livelihoods, 
beliefs, traditions, customs, customary law, 
health and their relationship to the local 
environment. It is the totality of all such 
elements that makes their knowledge, in-
novations and practices vital in relation to 
biological diversity and sustainable devel-
opment. Consequently, serious adverse 

climate change impacts on indigenous 
and local communities, in particular the 
multiple impacts, will also have adverse 
consequences on the elements that the 
Convention on Biological Diversity identi-
fies as their “knowledge, innovations and 
practices”. Indeed, Article 8 (j) of the Con-
vention acknowledges the knowledge, in-
novation and practices of indigenous and 
local communities, and promotes its wider 
application in the context of conservation 
and sustainable use of biological diversity. 
The Convention has established specific 
obligations for State parties to respect, 
preserve and maintain such knowledge, 
innovations and practices, as far as this is 

possible, and as appro-
priate within the frame-
work of their respective 
national legislation and 
subject to the approval 
of the knowledge hold-
ers.  In light of the accel-
erated threats caused 
by climate change, it 
is necessary for Party 
States to adopt political, 
administrative and legal 
measures to protect and 
maintain the knowl-
edge, innovations and 
practices of indigenous 
and local communities. 
Such measures should 
be developed with full 

and effective participation of the represen-
tatives of indigenous and local communities. 

Conclusion

Recent scientific assessments have provid-
ed clear evidence of the impacts of climate 
change on the biodiversity of Polar Regions, 
and how this in turn affects indigenous and 

(Photo from jurvetson/www.flickr.com)

Inuit Woman, Greenland (Photo from nick_russill /www.flickr.com) 

Seal hunter, Kulusuk, Greenland 
(Photo from wili_hybrid/www.flickr.com)
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local communities. A number of reports 
also illustrate the contribution of biodiver-
sity to adaptation to climate change. There-
fore, though its various programmes and 
cross-cutting issues, the Convention seeks 
to address all threats to biodiversity and 
ecosystem services including threats from 
climate change, through scientific assess-
ments, the development of tools, incentives 
and processes, the transfer of technologies 
and good practices and the full and active 
involvement of relevant partners including 
Governments, Parties, indigenous and lo-
cal communities, youth, NGOs and Women. 
 
It is also for this reason that the internation-
al community celebrated the International 
Day for Biological Diversity on 22 May 2007 
under the theme “Biodiversity and Climate 
Change”. In his message delivered for this 
occasion, the United Nations Secretary-
General, Mr. Ban Ki-moon, reminded the in-
ternational community that the conserva-
tion and sustainable use of biodiversity is an 
essential element of any strategy to adapt 
to climate change. He also stated: “Through 
the Convention on Biological Diversity and 
the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change, the international com-
munity is committed to conserving biodi-
versity and combating climate change. The 
global response to these challenges needs 
to move much more rapidly, and with 
more determination at all levels—global, 
national and local. For the sake of current 
and future generations, we must achieve 
the goals of these landmark instruments.” 
 
Therefore, because every person on this 
planet, whether they know it or not draws 
on biodiversity for their daily lives and be-
cause climate change is a global problem, 
protecting the biodiversity of Polar Regions 
from the impacts of climate change requires 
a multi-layered web of intersecting initia-
tives involving all stakeholders and the CBD 
has a crucial role to play. The international 
community is called upon to redouble its 
effort for achieving the Johannesburg Bio-
diversity Target aimed at reducing substan-
tially the rate of biodiversity loss by 2010.  
The celebration in 2010 of the International 
Year on Biodiversity will offer a unique 
opportunity to keep the momentum  
generated by the International Polar Year.      □

When things come  
together …Indigenous and  

Local Communities – the  
Human Face of Climate Change 

by John Scott

Have you ever 
been at the 
right place 

at the right time 
– or had an idea 
whose time was 
ripe – as they say?

In early 2007 the 
Executive Secre-
tary of the Conven-
tion on Biological 

Diversity (SCBD) was taken with the idea 
to use the International Day for Biological 
Diversity to draw attention to issues related 
to climate change and biological diversity.  
Fortuitously, this coincided with the des-
ignation of 2007 as the International Polar 
Year and the United Nations Environment 
Programme’s (UNEP) World Environment 
Day theme of climate change.  

With this in mind a programme was devel-
oped, and two activities in particular were 
put in motion by the Secretariat - an exhibi-
tion and an onsite media event, including 
a panel of indigenous experts both titled: 
“Indigenous and Local Communities – the 
Human Face of Climate Change”.  The text 
and pictorial exhibition attracted the at-
tention of the Government of Finland 
which agreed to provide initial funding.  

These events took place during the sixth 
session of the United Nations Permanent 
Forum on Indigenous Issues 14 to 25 May 
2007, as part of the annual indigenous 
cultural exhibit facilitated by the United 
Nations Department of Public Informa-
tion at UN Headquarters in New York .  

The exhibit remained on display for approx-
imately four months, until early September, 
at the public entrance of UN Headquarters, 
reaching out to almost 200,000 visitors as 
well as more than 1,000 indigenous peo-
ples who participated in the Permanent 
Forum’s annual meeting. The exhibition 
proved so successful that the United Na-
tions Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) requested that it 

be made available for their governing body 
- the UNESCO General Conference in Octo-
ber-November 2007 in Paris, after which the 
International Fund for Agricultural Devel-
opment (IFAD) used the exhibition to draw 
attention to these issues at the IFAD Gov-
erning Council in February 2008 in Rome.  

The exhibition is scheduled to appear in 
Bonn from 19 to 30 May 2008, for the Ninth 
Meeting of the Conference of the Parties 
to the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(COP 9) after which it will return to Rome 
for the Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations’ (FAO) High Level 
Conference on World Food Security and 
the Challenges of Climate Change and 
Bioenergy from 3 to 5 June 2008, before 
returning to its home in the SCBD Mu-
seum of Nature and Culture in Montreal.  

The exhibition has become quite nomadic 
and appears to have taken on a life of its 
own in its global wanderings – reach-
ing out to people from all walks of life 
and being translated from English into 
French, Spanish and Italian in the pro-
cess. The story shows how the right idea 
at the right time can take off with great 
effect and with a relatively small budget. 

The success of this initiative has encour-
aged the Secretariat to explore future ac-
tivities to promote the International Year of 
Biodiversity in 2010 .   The SCBD will host 
discussions during the seventh session of 
the United Nations Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) in April 2008, 
to discuss opportunities for collabora-
tion between indigenous and local com-
munities, the UNPFII and the Secretariat 
of the CBD and other relevant agencies 
to promote the International Year of Bio-
diversity.  From that initial consultation, 
an action plan will be developed for pro-
motional events and promotional mate-
rials (posters, exhibitions, etc.), with the 
overall goal of raising awareness about 
the International Year of Biodiversity, and 
placing a special emphasis on indigenous 
and local community perspectives. □

(Photo from Franz Dejon)
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Effective par-
ticipation of 
indigenous and 

local communities in 
the work of the Con-
vention on Biologi-
cal Diversity (CBD) 
is one of the pillars 
of the programme 
of work on Article 
8(j). Although deci-
sions in the meet-
ings of the Confer-

ence of the Parties (COP) are made by 
governments, a large number of other 
actors, such as indigenous and local com-
munities can actively participate in the 
meetings and contribute information 
and inputs from their own perspectives.

Within this framework, thanks to the gen-
erous invitation of the Brazilian Indig-
enous Institute for Intellectual Property 

(INBRAPI), the Secretariat participated in 
the second edition of the International 
Indigenous Caucus on Access and Protec-
tion of Traditional Knowledge and Biodi-
versity, held in Brasilia, Brazil, from 25 to 
27 March 2008, as a preparatory meeting 
to the Ninth meeting of the Conference 
of the Parties (COP 9) to the CBD, which 
takes place in Bonn, Germany in May 2008.

The workshop brought together some 70 
indigenous peoples representatives from 
the various Brazilian regions, many of 
whom plan to participate in COP 9.  Many 
of these indigenous representatives have 
already received some training- through 
the project Eg to Jykrén - on biodiversity 

International Indigenous  
Caucus on Access and Protection 

of Traditional Knowledge and 
Biodiversity 

by Sofía Gutiérrez

and protection of traditional knowledge 
within the framework of the CBD, with a 
focus on Brazilian national legislation.  In 
general, however, the participants know 
very little about CBD processes, including 
its voluntary funding mechanism for par-
ticipation of indigenous and local commu-
nities to meetings held under the Conven-
tion (www.cbd.int/traditional/fund.shtml). 

The aim of the three-day workshop was 
twofold. Firstly, to inform and prepare 
participants with important background 
information on the CBD processes, pro-
grammes of work and cross-cutting issues, 
with a special emphasis on issues directly 
related to indigenous peoples concerns, 
such as protection of traditional knowl-
edge, access and benefit-sharing and pro-
tected areas.  In particular, participants 
considered draft decisions before the 
COP, and in small working groups, devel-
oped statements on issues of relevance 
to them that could be presented at COP. 

Secondly, re-creating a real meeting of the 
Conference of the Parties was helpful in pro-
viding participants with a solid understand-
ing of COP processes, including opportuni-
ties and ways to participate.  This provided 
participants with culturally appropriate train-
ing and made for a more active, informed 
and fulfilling participatory experience.
 
Convention processes certainly benefit from 
building the capacity of, and ensuring full 
and effective participation of indigenous 
and local communities, in order to ensure 
the full and effective implementation of the 
Convention and its goals. It also further facil-
itates the difficult challenge of formulating 
and implementing sound policies on biodi-
versity at the national level, in partnership 
with indigenous and local communities. □

Shamans from the indigenous village of Matis in the Amazon 
(Photo from INBRAPI)
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We would like to hear from you:

We are encouraging indigenous and local communities, 
governments, and relevant stakeholders to send articles and 
digital photos on their implementation, awareness, outreach and 
relevant activities regarding Article 8(j) and Related Provisions. 
Please send your contributions to the attention of John Scott at 
the following email: secretariat@cbd.int

The designations employed and the presentation of the material 
in this publication do not imply the expression of any opinion 
whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the Convention on 
Biological Diversity concerning the legal status of any country, 
territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the 
delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.

The views expressed in this publication are those of the 
authors and do not necessarily reflect those of Secretariat 
of the Convention on Biological Diversity, nor does citing of 
trade names or commercial processes constitute endorsement. 

 
This publication may be reproduced for educational or non-profit 
purposes without special permission from the copyright holders, 
provided acknowledgement of the source is made. The CBD 
Secretariat would appreciate receiving a copy of any publications 
that uses this document as a source.
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* Pachamama means Mother Earth (pacha: earth, mama: 
mother) in the Quecha /Aymara languages. The earth was a 
divinity venerated by the Incas and other inhabitants of the 
Andean plateau such as the Aymara and the Quecha peoples.
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Article 8 (j) CALENDAR OF EVENTS 
 

The following is a tentative list of possible events. Please check 
the CBD meetings calendar regularly for updates and confirmations 

(www.cbd.int/meetings).
November 2008:
Indigenous Communities, Tourism and Biodiversity Workshop Series 
New Information and Web-based Technologies - Pacific Workshop,  
Samoa, November 2008.

2008-2009:
International Workshop on National and Community Action Plans for 
the Retention of Traditional Knowledge relevant to the Conservation 
and Sustainable Use of Biological Diversity. Venue and date yet to be 
determined (2008-2009).

2008-2009:
Regional Workshop on Community-friendly Communication Tools on 
Traditional Knowledge related to the Conservation and Sustainable Use 
of Biodiversity. Venue and date yet to be determined (2008-2009).

2009:
The sixth meeting Ad Hoc Open-ended Inter-Sessional Working Group 
on Article 8(j) and Related Provisions – 2009.


