Climate Change, Indigenous Peoples, 
and the Way Forward

 

*The Scientific Case for Indigenous Knowledge

The most recent assessment from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change describes strategies of pre-Colombian peoples in the Americas to adapt to local climate changes more than two thousand years ago. It notes, “Today, under the vagaries of weather and climate, exacerbated by the increasing greenhouse effect and the rapid retreat of the glaciers, it would be extremely useful to revisit and update such adaptation measures.  Education and training of present community members on the knowledge and technical abilities of their ancestors would be the way forward.”
While many industrialized societies have the lost transmission of ancestral knowledge from generation to generation, more than 300 million Indigenous peoples across the globe have not. They have distilled what author Wendell Berry called a “highly evolved awareness” of climate change. 

That the international scientific body established to document the ‘current state of climate change,’ included Indigenous knowledge is a sign of the times. Emerging from under the evidence of melting glaciers and rapid extinction are voices sounding the way forward. In the chapter, “Indigenous knowledge for adaptation to climate change,” the IPCC wrote: “There is an increasing awareness of the value of Arctic indigenous knowledge and a growing collaborative effort to document it. In addition, this knowledge is an invaluable basis for developing adaptation and natural resource management strategies in response to environmental and other forms of change.”

*A Brief History of Climate Change Policy

For the past forty years or so – at least since 1968 when the United Nations Economic and Social Council decided to hold the first UN Conference on the Human Environment – the international community has attempted to find such strategies, largely without any input from Indigenous peoples. Held in 1972, the first “Earth Summit” raised the issue of climate change for the first time on the global stage. Over the next twenty years, international efforts painstakingly built consensus around climate change, including the creation of the IPCC in 1988. Such momentum was reached by 1992 that the second Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro inaugurated the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) to stabilize green house gases. The “Rio Summit’ also opened the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, the only climate change-related convention to consider Indigenous participation beyond ‘observers.’ Five years later negotiations produced the Kyoto Protocol to the UNFCC, the cornerstone of a global strategy. 

*Current Issues 

As the end of the first commitment period of the Protocol looms in 2012, a new framework, or extension, needs to be ratified to avert the dramatic climate changes calculated by the IPCC.  Its latest report identified regions most at risk, including the Arctic, Africa, small islands and the ‘megadeltas’ in Africa and Asia -- places with high concentrations of Indigenous peoples. Despite their millennia of experience with climate change and the real possibility of extinction, Indigenous peoples have no formal role in climate negotiations. 

This official exclusion has not deterred their attempts to be heard. The sixth session of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues appointed special rapporteurs to investigate the impact of climate change mitigation on Indigenous peoples. In 2008, the Forum’s Seventh Session specifically addressed “Climate Change, Bio-cultural Diversity and Livelihoods: the Stewardship Role of Indigenous Peoples and New Challenges.” In April, the largest Indigenous Peoples Summit on Climate Change resulted in a detailed call-to-action, known as the Anchorage Declaration, that included a demand for binding emissions targets of 45% below 1990 levels by 2020 and at least 95% by 2050 for developed countries. 

*Indigenous Culture as Best Practice

Since the IPCC identified deforestation as a significant source of climate change, forest peoples have a significant stake in negotiations around the deforestation agenda item first introduced at the Conference of the Parties to the UNFCC in 2005. The collaborative UN program created to provide incentives for sustainable forest management, known as UN-REDD, is one of the most obvious venues for Indigenous input but also very controversial.  In light of the IPCC’s recommendation to base resource management strategies on Indigenous knowledge, the UN-REDD could recognize their traditional livelihoods and management systems as mitigation measures to be officially rewarded and institutionalized. However, it can possibly become the biggest land grab in history of remaining Indigenous territories.
*Recommendations for Donors

It is imperative that climate diplomacy no longer exclude the peoples least responsible yet most affected by climate change. Just as the scientific community incorporated Indigenous peoples’ experience into its findings, negotiators should formally invite their representatives to the table.

Terms:
IPCC (The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) – the scientific body created by UNEP, (the United Nations Environment Programme) and the WMO, (World Meteorological Organization) to assess the current state of climate change and its potential environmental and socio-economic consequences. 

Kyoto Protocol – an international agreement linked to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. Its primary objective was to lower overall emissions from six greenhouse gases from 2008 to 2012, when it expires. 

UNFCC  (The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change) – the parent body overseeing the Kyoto Protocol, it addresses such issues as forest functions, carbon sequestration, reforestation, deforestation and carbon trading.  
UN-REDD (The United Nations Collaborative Program on Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation in Developing Countries ) – a multi-agency program to mitigate climate change by preserving forests around the world.  The creation of economic means and incentives for ‘sustainable forest management’ is a central objective of the Program.  
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For more info on organizations, check out www.internationalfunders.org or www.ega.org  

***If you would like to discuss grantmaking in this area, IFIP would be happy to speak with you, email evelyn@internationalfunders.org
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