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Abstract The Convention on Biological Diversity is

defining the goals that will frame future global biodiversity

policy in a context of rapid biodiversity decline and under

pressure to make transformative change. Drawing on the

work of Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars, we argue

that transformative change requires the foregrounding of

Indigenous peoples’ and local communities’ rights and

agency in biodiversity policy.We support this argumentwith

four key points. First, Indigenous peoples and local

communities hold knowledge essential for setting realistic

and effective biodiversity targets that simultaneously

improve local livelihoods. Second, Indigenous peoples’

conceptualizations of nature sustain and manifest CBD’s

2050 vision of ‘‘Living in harmony with nature.’’ Third,

Indigenous peoples’ and local communities’ participation in

biodiversity policy contributes to the recognition of human

and Indigenous peoples’ rights. And fourth, engagement in

biodiversity policy is essential for Indigenous peoples and

local communities to be able to exercise their recognized

rights to territories and resources.
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INTRODUCTION

The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) is now

working to formulate the goals that will frame global

biodiversity policy for decades to come. The Parties to the

Convention are doing so while facing the fact that they

failed to achieve most of the targets of the 2011–2020

Strategic Plan for Biodiversity while global biodiversity

continues to decline precipitously (Green et al. 2019).

Moreover, the window of opportunity to take action is

narrowing (Dı́az et al. 2019; IPBES 2019a, b). To slow

biodiversity loss, transformative change, i.e., a fundamen-

tal system-wide reorganization, is needed in the ways

biodiversity policies are designed, implemented, and

enforced, from international to national scales, and across

sectors (Dı́az et al. 2020).

In this ‘Perspective’, we argue that transformative

change requires the foregrounding of Indigenous peoples

and local communities’ (IPLC) rights and agency in bio-

diversity policy. Much of the world’s biodiversity now

exists in landscapes and seascapes traditionally owned,

managed, used and/or occupied by IPLC (Brondizio and Le

Tourneau 2016; Garnett et al. 2018). Moreover, despite

increasing resource extraction pressures (Dı́az et al. 2019)

and growing violence against IPLC who are defending

their territories and resources (Scheidel et al. 2020), bio-

diversity is declining more slowly in areas managed by

IPLC than elsewhere (Garnett et al. 2018; Fa et al. 2020;

O’Bryan et al. 2020).

However, IPLC continue to face challenges to full

participation in the crafting and implementation of bio-

diversity policy at local, regional, and global levels

(Witter et al. 2015; Forest Peoples Programme et al.

2020). For example, while about 40% of terrestrial pro-

tected areas overlap with IPLC lands (Garnett et al. 2018),

IPLC only formally govern\ 1% of them (UNEP-

WMCM et al. 2018). Further, the current zero draft of the

post-2020 biodiversity framework continues to make the

same long-standing calls for promotion of traditional

knowledge and ‘‘full and effective participation’’ of IPLCs

without the more concrete measures they have requested

(see Box).

123
� The Author(s) 2021

www.kva.se/en

Ambio 2022, 51:84–92

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-021-01561-7

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2914-8055
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s13280-021-01561-7&amp;domain=pdf


Four key points underscore the importance of recog-

nizing IPLC rights and agency in biodiversity policy. First,

IPLC hold knowledge essential to setting realistic and

effective biodiversity targets that simultaneously improve

local livelihoods. Second, IPLC conceptualizations and

understandings of nature are aligned with CBD’s 2050

vision. Third, IPLC participation in biodiversity policy as

rights-holders enhances the social elements needed to meet

CBD 2050 vision. And fourth, engagement in biodiversity

policy is essential for Indigenous peoples and local com-

munities to be able to fully exercise the rights to territories

and resources that have been recognized by international

agreements. We draw on the work of both Indigenous and

non-Indigenous scholars to illustrate these four key points.

We acknowledge that we are non-Indigenous academics

working in partnership with and informed by IPLC and

their representatives. We do not claim to speak on behalf of

IPLC, but we gratefully acknowledge the depth of knowl-

edge and perspectives shared with us over the years that

shape this ‘Perspective’.

IPLC HOLD KNOWLEDGE ESSENTIAL

TO SETTING REALISTIC AND EFFECTIVE

BIODIVERSITY TARGETS

THAT SIMULTANEOUSLY IMPROVE LOCAL

LIVELIHOODS

Scholars and practitioners acknowledge the importance of

IPLC’s knowledge in advancing scientific understanding of

nature (e.g., Athayde et al. 2017; Joa et al. 2018; see also

Gadgil et al. 1993; Berkes et al. 2000; Gadgil et al. 2021

for seminal papers on the topic). Indigenous and local

knowledge (ILK) has advanced scientific understandings of

species’ ranges, baselines, and trends and contributed to

mapping, monitoring, and reporting changes in local bio-

diversity, including collective evidence of resource over-

exploitation, invasive species expansion, pollution, and

climate-change impacts (e.g., IPBES 2019a, b; Forest

Peoples Programme et al. 2020). As ILK contributions are

more valuable when knowledge is embedded into socio-

cultural contexts, there have been a number of initiatives

led by Indigenous peoples and local community organiza-

tions to enact a range of monitoring activities on the health

of biodiversity, climate-change impacts, effects of unsus-

tainable activities, or implementation of international

agreements such as the CBD (Farhan Ferrari et al. 2015;

Tengö et al. 2017). For example, the Local Biodiversity

Outlook 2, a report compiled in partnership with IPLCs and

issued to complement the Global Biodiversity Outlook 5,

provides many examples of such on-the-ground initiatives

and their contributions to the implementation of the

Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011–2020 (see Forest

Peoples Programme et al. 2020). Nevertheless, current

efforts to design and implement a post-2020 global biodi-

versity framework do not fully acknowledge the impor-

tance of ILK for better stewardship of our planet (see Box).

For example, while at least 36% of intact forest landscapes

are within Indigenous people’s lands (Fa et al. 2020),

efforts to preserve these landscapes generally do not

BOX: IPLC CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE POST-2020 FRAMEWORK

Preliminary discussions for the post-2020 global biodiversity framework clearly indicated that it ‘‘should effectively

incorporate gender considerations and the perspectives of Indigenous peoples and local communities’’ (CBD 2019).

Consultations were held with IPLCs to develop the framework in two Global Thematic Dialogue for Indigenous Peoples

and Local Communities in 2019–2020, as well as through 17 preparatory webinars across seven regions organized by

the International Indigenous Forum on Biodiversity (IIFB) to gather inputs. Other Indigenous-led organizations like the

Asia Indigenous Peoples Pact and the Consejo Indı́gena de Mesoamérica, as well as groups that work closely with

IPLCs, like the Indigenous and Community Conserved Areas (ICCA) Consortium, also submitted formal written

recommendations to the process. These organizations emphasized the need for the framework to explicitly recognize

territorial rights for IPLCs, to request protection for threatened land defenders, and to address mutual sustainability of

humans and biodiversity (ICCA 2018; IIFB 2019). For example, one key demand was that target 1 ‘‘must include the

legal recognition and protection for the territories, land and water of Indigenous peoples and local communities’’ (CBD

2021). Yet these recommendations are not reflected in the current text of the zero draft (as of early 2021), with only

Target 20 addressing IPLCs: ‘‘By 2030, ensure equitable participation in decision-making related to biodiversity and

ensure rights over relevant resources of Indigenous peoples and local communities, women and girls as well as youth, in

accordance with national circumstances.’’ This weaker approach prompted Indigenous participants in the second Global

Thematic Dialogue to write to CBD that ‘‘the contributions, values, perspectives, knowledge and text proposals of

Indigenous peoples and local communities were not adequately taken into account in the updated zero draft of the global

biodiversity framework’’ (CBD 2021).
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recognize the multiple values of ILK in their management

(Zanotti and Knowles 2020).

Moreover, the holistic nature of ILK is also essential in

CBD’s quest to set interdependent and mutually reinforcing

targets and to minimize trade-offs among targets, including

targets set by other international agreements including the

Sustainable Development Goals or the United Nations

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. For

example, protected area expansion can trade-off against

IPLC’s livelihood options, quality of life, and rights (e.g.,

Agrawal and Redford 2009; Sayer et al. 2021). Ignoring

IPLC and their knowledge in decisions regarding protected

area establishment and management would likely be dis-

ruptive for local communities and result in conservation

failures (Whyte 2018), reinforcing sentiments that conser-

vation can be a colonial enterprise (Whyte 2017). Alterna-

tively, the co-production of new knowledge based on

evidence from both science and ILK could contribute to

setting realistic and effective biodiversity targets that

simultaneously improve local livelihoods (Tengö et al.

2014). Examples exist in which partnership between

researchers and IPLC have resulted in emergent knowledge

that supports conservation, including for culturally impor-

tant species and ecosystems (Sterling et al. 2017), and social

aspects, such as local governance (Beveridge et al. 2020).

Lack of IPLC agency in biodiversity policy runs the risk

of using ILK only for utilitarian ends, particularly if ILK is

decontextualized, co-opted and/or instrumentalized for

conservationists’ purposes, rather than understood as a

relational expression based on human-to-nature apprecia-

tion and responsibilities (Whyte 2013; Todd 2016). Rec-

ognizing IPLC rights and agency in biodiversity

management and policy can help prevent conflicts that

might arise from extractive uses of ILK (Bohensky and

Maru 2011). Transformative change requires that biodi-

versity policy recognize different worldviews and local

forms of relationship to nature, including the emphasis that

ILK systems place on nurturing responsible relationships

among humans and non-humans (McGregor et al. 2018).

Such change also requires that biodiversity policy safe-

guards IPLC knowledge sovereignty (Kukutai and Taylor

2016), provides IPLC with better access to scientific tra-

ditions as a resource for their own purposes, and ultimately

accommodates diverse knowledge systems (Dı́az-Re-

viriego et al. 2019).

IPLC UNDERSTANDINGS OF NATURE ARE

ALIGNED WITH THE CBD’S 2050 VISION

OF ‘‘LIVING IN HARMONY WITH NATURE’’

Worldviews that separate humans from the ecosystems

they rely on are recognized as an indirect cause of

biodiversity decline (Dı́az et al. 2019; Forest Peoples

Programme et al. 2020). In contrast, IPLC often understand

nature as an interconnected web of life, linking humans and

non-humans in complex relations (e.g., Lyver et al. 2017;

Reo 2019). In such conceptualizations, humans are viewed

as an integral component of nature (Coscieme et al. 2020)

and nature is imbued with social, cultural and spiritual

values (Berkes 2017). Moreover, IPLC conceptualizations

of nature often draw on stewardship ethics based on mutual

reciprocity between humans and nature, temporary custody

for future generations, and health of and attachment to land

(Pascua et al. 2017; Reo 2019). These conceptualizations

are also dynamic and adapt to external environmental

changes (McMillen et al. 2017). They form the basis for

land and seascape management, including the protection of

sacred areas or species, taboo enforcement, or selective

cutting and burning (e.g., Joa et al. 2018). For example,

sacred forests -where no extractive activities occur- are

common in IPLC lands and allow for the maintenance of

forest cover and structure (Samakov and Berkes 2017).

Many IPLC also limit the exploitation of resources for

certain periods of time or seasons to ensure the mainte-

nance and natural recovery of ecosystems, including forest

areas, natural pastures or river sections (e.g., Hammi et al.

2010). Many examples show that management by cus-

tomary institutions results in more sustainable and pro-

ductive systems, in ecosystem restoration, or in combatting

pollution (e.g., Hoover et al. 2012; Ens et al. 2016; Reyes-

Garcı́a et al. 2019; Fernández-Llamazares et al. 2020).

The acknowledgement and inclusion of IPLC’s under-

standings of nature in biodiversity policy design and

implementation can be vital to set goals to achieve the

CBD’s 2050 vision (Sterling et al. 2017). For example,

IPLC’s conceptualizations of nature can extend ethical

concerns to diverse species and natural elements by giving

more importance to relational values of nature (e.g., Pascua

et al. 2017; Reo 2019). Indeed, examples exist in which

IPLC values recognizing the rights of ecosystems to exist,

reproduce, and thrive have been enshrined in policy

instruments, such as the Ecuadorian Constitution and the

Bolivian law in which Mother Earth is granted rights and

New Zealand’s recognition of the legal personhood of the

Whanganui River (Chapron et al. 2019).

Failure to recognize IPLC’s rights and agency in

designing and implementing biodiversity policy disregards

the existence of these different ways to relate with nature.

For some authors, this transforms environmental manage-

ment into a transactional enterprise in which nature is

considered a ‘‘resource’’, and the imposition of a single

conservation model leads to the erosion of alternative

worldviews (e.g., Nadasdy 2003; Eichler and Baumeister

2018). Transformative change requires heeding IPLC voi-

ces in global discussions on the collective future of
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humanity and the planet (McGregor et al. 2020) and

extending current biodiversity policy frameworks to

accommodate IPLC understandings of nature (Tengö et al.

2014; Lyver et al. 2016).

IPLC PARTICIPATION IN BIODIVERSITY POLICY

AS RIGHTS-HOLDERS ENHANCES THE SOCIAL

BASES NEEDED TO MEET CBD’S 2050 VISION

IPLC are politically active in the defense of biodiversity,

ranging from participating in different scales of governance

to resisting environmentally degrading activities. At the

local level, lands managed by IPLC have better nature

conservation outcomes than other areas (e.g., Garnett et al.

2018; Tran et al. 2020). Moreover, many IPLC participate

in monitoring systems to inform implementation and

development of conservation indicators and actions (Ens

et al. 2016). At the global level, IPLC are increasingly

active and insisting on participating in environmental

negotiations and intergovernmental processes, such as the

involvement of the International Indigenous Peoples’

Forum on Climate Change in the 2015 Paris climate con-

ference, where they succeeded in drawing attention to their

presence and claims for rights through creative spaces and

events (Suiseeya and Zanotti 2019). In other examples, the

Inuit Circumpolar Council has been very active in inter-

national policy development to reduce pollution burdens,

helping shape the Stockholm Convention on Persistent

Organic Pollutants, or the Minamata Convention on Mer-

cury (see Fernández-Llamazares et al. 2020). Similarly,

Indigenous peoples’ organizations such as the Coordinator

of Indigenous Organizations of the Amazon River Basin

(COICA, for its Spanish acronym) or Tebtebba (Indigenous

Peoples’ International Center for Policy Research and

Education) have played crucial roles in the recognition of

Indigenous peoples’ rights in the context of UN

REDD ? negotiations (e.g., Walbott 2014). Using meth-

ods that range from direct action to legal claims against

transnational corporations, IPLC have also been active

political actors against activities potentially leading to

environmental degradation including mining operations,

hydrocarbon exploration, infrastructure development, and

toxic waste dumping (e.g., Spice 2018; Kuokkanen 2019).

A lack of recognition of IPLC rights and their equal

participation as stakeholders and leaders in designing bio-

diversity policy can alienate IPLC by controlling and reg-

ulating their resources through processes and institutions

that may conflict with their worldviews (Richmond et al.

2013; Tauli-Corpuz et al. 2018). This non-inclusive envi-

ronmental governance results in IPLC’s resistance and non-

compliance with top-down environmental regulations that

generate conflict over land and resources, forced

displacements, and human suffering (Tauli-Corpuz et al.

2018).

Transformative change that includes IPLC’s agency in

biodiversity policy requires recognizing IPLC stewardship

and their effective role in sustaining nature (Armstrong and

Brown 2019), promoting IPLC decision-making rights,

respecting IPLC laws, principles, and customary practices,

and addressing Indigenous peoples’ relations with states

(Whyte 2017). Transformative change also requires

accounting for the negative impacts of agricultural activi-

ties, resource extraction, or infrastructural development on

nature and for the rights of IPLC (and society in general) to

resist such nature damaging activities (IPBES 2019a, b).

ENGAGEMENT IN BIODIVERSITY POLICY IS

ESSENTIAL FOR INDIGENOUS PEOPLES TO BE

ABLE TO EXERCISE THEIR RECOGNIZED

RIGHTS TO TERRITORIES AND RESOURCES

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights enshrines

fundamental human rights to life, liberty, and security,

while the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of

Indigenous Peoples recognizes their right to self-determi-

nation, territories, and resources. Despite these legal

recognitions, and compared to other populations, Indige-

nous peoples often suffer disproportionately from viola-

tions of their tenure, access, and resource rights (Giunta

2019; Forest Peoples Programme et al. 2020). For example,

resources that support IPLC livelihoods and spiritual and

cultural needs are threatened by extractive industries,

intensive agriculture, unsustainable fishing, environmental

pollution and spread of invasive species (e.g., Hoover et al.

2012; FAO 2016; Kuokkanen 2019). These activities often

result in loss of livelihoods, multiple insecurities, land

conflicts, and even violence in the name of vested eco-

nomic or government interests (Martinez-Alier et al. 2016;

Scheidel et al. 2020).

When IPLC are not included as equal stakeholders and

leaders in biodiversity policy design and implementation,

at national and international levels, their power to exercise

and defend their recognized rights, including land tenure,

resource and access rights, is diminished. For example,

setting a target of protecting 30% of the Earth without

IPLC’s involvement would not only disempower them, but

the implementation of the target might result in numerous

violations of their rights. Transformative change in how

biodiversity policies are designed and implemented

requires not only addressing IPLC’s territorial concerns

(Zurba et al. 2019) and respecting their governance insti-

tutions and practices (Artelle et al. 2019), but also

including them as rights-holders in the design and imple-

mentation of biodiversity policy at multiple levels.
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CONCLUSION

IPLC contributions to the enhancement and maintenance of

biodiversity in land and seascapes are increasingly

acknowledged and a growing number of strategies are

being mobilized to work with IPLC in conservation policy

(e.g., Hill et al. 2020; McElwee et al. 2020). Yet in the zero

draft of the post-2020 global biodiversity framework there

is little innovation regarding IPLC rights and agency.

Transformative change will require recognizing IPLC

rights and agency in biodiversity policy, requiring diverse

mechanisms that range from fully acknowledging IPLC

contributions and the potential social impacts of conser-

vation, to generating equitable and constructive spaces for

dialogue, representation in formal decision-making bodies,

state acknowledgement of territorial rights, and developing

financial mechanisms that allow engagement and leader-

ship in biodiversity policy design and implementation

(Forest Peoples Programme et al. 2020).

Nature’s decline is the result of direct and indirect dri-

vers of change—including demographic, economic, polit-

ical, and institutional arrangements—underpinned by

societal values (Dı́az et al. 2019). We acknowledge that

these drivers interact with one another to impact nature and

that the point addressed here is only a piece of the complex

puzzle leading to nature’s decline. However, we defend

that to accomplish the CBD’s 2050 vision for biodiversity,

global biodiversity institutions, supported by member

states, should fully embrace and embody the role of IPLC

in the transformative change so widely called upon.
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