Executive summary

Climate change poses a profound environmental challenge that will leave
no country or community untouched. Its social impact, if unaddressed,
will reinforce inequalities, deepen poverty and leave the world’s most
marginalized populations in greater insecurity. Minorities and indigenous
peoples are already living with its consequences, from rising sea levels
and higher temperatures to increasingly frequent extreme weather events
such as severe storms. Their isolation and exclusion in many countries
leave them disproportionately exposed to these negative effects.

Discrimination frequently dictates the ways that members of these communities
experience shocks. There is now increased recognition that ‘natural’ disasters are often
social and institutional in character too. Excluded populations such as South Asia’s Dalits,
for instance, are frequently concentrated in areas like Dhaka’s flood-prone ‘colonies’,
where lack of access to water and sanitation leaves residents more vulnerable during
monsoons. They may also be side-lined from emergency assistance in the aftermath
due to discrimination. Their stigmatization is therefore replicated at every stage and
may be exacerbated further in the event of displacement, loss of income or illness.
While vulnerability may reflect a more general lack of resources to invest adequately in
adaptation measures, this is by no means the whole picture. Even in more affluent countries
like the United States (US), broader societal inequalities translate into uneven outcomes
among different groups. The most widely cited example of this is the devastation wrought
by Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans in 2005 with its disproportionate impact on victims
belonging to minorities, particularly African Americans. Similar disparities have played out
in the wake of subsequent disasters since, including Hurricane Sandy in coastal New
Jersey in 2012 and Hurricane Maria in Puerto Rico in 2017, with minorities worst affected.
It is nevertheless the case that many communities, especially indigenous peoples,
have long lived in pristine or fragile ecosystems that are uniquely sensitive to
the effects of a changing climate. In the Arctic region, where temperatures are
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rising twice as fast as the rest of the planet, Sámi and other indigenous
communities are struggling to adapt, as melting ice and other impacts
threaten traditional livelihoods such as reindeer herding. In this instance,
climate change is one element in a wider context where both human rights
and the environment are under threat as a result of industrial development
and the encroachment of activities such as mining on their territories.
Many aspects of the relationship between climate change and migration remain
under-explored by researchers and are largely unacknowledged by governments,
notwithstanding recent initiatives such as the 2018 Global Compact for Safe, Orderly
and Regular Migration. It is clear that environmental stresses intersect in many
cases with social, economic and political considerations to increase migration,
be it voluntary or forced, from rural areas to cities and even across national
borders. It seems likely, for instance, that for some Central American migrants,
the decision to head north towards the US may be driven not only by a desire for
a better life and the need to escape violence in their home countries, but also due
to negative climate impacts on agriculture and other traditional income sources.

The Pacific is another area where the link between climate change and migration
– already widespread among many indigenous communities due to the lack of
economic opportunities in their countries – has become chronic. For low-lying islands
such as Kiribati, rising sea levels pose an existential threat to a wealth of cultural and
spiritual traditions tied inextricably to their homelands. Faced with the prospect of its
territory becoming uninhabitable, the government has been planning the resettlement
of much of its population. Even if these countries are able to avert a humanitarian
catastrophe in the decades to come, their unique heritage could face extinction.
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For pastoralists in sub-Saharan Africa, the ability to migrate to maintain their
nomadic way of life is increasingly constrained by a range of factors, including
desertification, drought and reduced rainfall. In Chad, one of the countries most
vulnerable to climate change, changing weather patterns and increased pressure
on water and land for grazing has disrupted traditional migration routes and
exacerbated conflict with sedentary communities as competition for resources
has intensified. These tensions reflect a long history of intercommunal division and
discrimination, though Chad has taken steps to reduce these threats through efforts
to develop better managed migration routes by engaging pastoralists themselves.

Besides the incalculable loss to the communities affected, the erosion of traditional
practices and indigenous knowledge systems represents a major blow to global
efforts to respond effectively to climate change. Across the world, indigenous peoples’
unique understanding of local ecosystems and their ability to identify, manage
and respond to environmental fluctuations, developed over centuries, has enabled
communities to live sustainably off forests, lakes, rivers and seas while developing
resilience to flooding, drought and other shocks. Approximately 80 per cent of the
world’s remaining biodiversity is stewarded by indigenous peoples – a situation that
would logically justify their place at the centre of environmental decision-making.
Though there is increasing recognition of the value of traditional knowledge in combating
climate change, including concerted efforts from scientific and governmental bodies
to incorporate this learning, indigenous peoples continue to play a marginal role in
international policy. As a corollary, the commodification of indigenous knowledge
without consideration of the wider rights of those communities leaves indigenous
peoples vulnerable to intellectual property theft and other violations. This reflects
a broader problem of power inequalities that has left minority and indigenous
communities on the fringes of national and international negotiations around climate
change. This travesty is heightened by the fact that these communities are among
those least responsible for its causes, but worst affected by its consequences.
This is especially evident when it comes to land rights and the continued threat posed
by mining, plantations, logging and other commercially oriented developments. These
activities undermine every aspect of their lives and wellbeing, from food security to health,
and weaken their ability to respond to climate change and other environmental pressures.
In many cases, the situation is exacerbated by top-down programmes undertaken in the
name of ‘green’ energy and climate change mitigation. In the Brazilian Amazon, for instance,
indigenous communities face displacement and flooding following the construction of
hydroelectric dams such as Belo Monte without their free, prior and informed consent.
Besides the damage inflicted on local communities, with thousands of lives uprooted,
the supposed environmental benefits of these developments are increasingly being
called into question. Conservation has been used as a pretext to force communities
from their ancestral lands. This is the case for Kenya’s Sengwer people who, despite
living in the Embobut Forest for centuries, have been violently evicted by Kenya Forest
Service guards with connections to environmental and climate change programmes
funded by international donors such as the European Union and the World Bank.
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Examples such as these demonstrate how immediate climate change impacts intersect
with a range of other environmental rights issues, from fossil fuel extraction to exposure
to pollution. While environmental harm caused by fossil fuel extraction is often thought
of as a different issue, both the processes involved and the uses to which the fossil
fuel is put are major drivers of global warming. Much fossil fuel extraction takes place
on communal lands. As a result, indigenous protests around land rights such as the
Standing Rock demonstrations in the US now increasingly align with climate change
activism. Similarly, though air pollution in cities may be primarily attributed to the
immediate effects of fossil fuel consumption rather than long-term climate change
impacts, it is likely both to contribute to climate change and be exacerbated by it. With
a number of recent studies suggesting that minorities are on average more exposed to
air pollution, this signals how closely the issue is tied to a climate justice perspective.
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Ultimately, the vulnerability of minorities, indigenous peoples and other excluded groups
including women, children, LGBTQ+ people and people with disabilities to climate change
is a product of a wider backdrop of discrimination, encompassing land, housing, culture,
livelihoods and migration. The surest means of strengthening communities’ resilience
is through protection of their fundamental rights to effective participation, identity, land,
livelihoods and human security. Such an approach could transform communities from
victims of climate change impacts to leaders of adaptation – a situation that would not
only support the development of a more equitable global society, but also enhance
the abilities of humanity as a whole in adapting to the current climate crisis.

RECOMMENDATIONS
HUMAN RIGHTS AND CLIMATE JUSTICE
 Mainstream minority and indigenous rights into national and international
climate change strategies: this requires clear recognition of the rights
of minorities and indigenous peoples, particularly to their lands as well
as traditional occupations and livelihoods, with guarantees to full and
effective participation and consent. Governments should also integrate
climate change considerations into national development plans, including
progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and
addressing the specific concerns of minority and indigenous communities.
 Establish clear mechanisms to monitor and assess climate change-related
impacts affecting minorities and indigenous peoples: this should include a
particular focus on women, children, LGBTQ+ people, people with disabilities
and other groups who face intersectional discrimination on account of their
minority or indigenous identity. Governments should also take concrete
steps to prevent inequitable or exclusionary climate aid and relief through
disaggregated indicators on the delivery of emergency assistance, resilience
strengthening and other forms of support.
 
Situate climate policies in a broader framework of minority and indigenous
rights that addresses the root causes of inequality and increased
vulnerability among these communities: as impacts from climate change
intersect indirectly with a range of other social, political and institutional
factors, authorities should develop a holistic approach rooted in concepts
of climate justice. This includes improving access to water, sanitation and
waste management services, providing official recognition and protection
to customary land rights, regularizing land tenure in informal settlements,
livelihood diversification, improved health care and education.

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
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 Enable minorities and indigenous peoples to engage fully and equitably in
climate governance and policy development at a national and international
level: in particular, established global climate bodies such as the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and other
agencies should establish mechanisms for communities to participate
meaningfully in negotiations. At a country level, governments should
establish dedicated platforms to ensure their voices are heard to promote
locally driven, community-led solutions.

TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE
 Recognize the rights of minorities and indigenous peoples as custodians of
their traditions and protect this heritage from expropriation by governments,
businesses and other groups: while growing interest in traditional knowledge
and its application to climate adaptation strategies is welcome, this must be
in line with the right of minorities to meaningful participation and the right of
indigenous peoples to free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) with respect
for their right to maintain their lands, resources and intellectual property.
 Support the integration of traditional practices and knowledge systems into
adaptation strategies, within a clear rights-based framework: international
bodies, governments and other actors should make concerted efforts to
ensure that minorities and indigenous peoples are able to communicate
their knowledge and perspectives into decision-making processes,
particularly those affecting them at a local level. This should include
mandatory reporting in the nationally determined contributions (NDCs)
of signatory states to the 2015 Paris Agreement on the use of traditional
knowledge in their adaptation strategies.

LAND RIGHTS
 Enforce the right of minorities and indigenous peoples to their lands and
the protection of territories from development projects, including those
threatening to exacerbate climate change: oil extraction, logging and mining
are all acknowledged threats to local communities that also, through
excavation of more fossil fuels or the release of carbon stored in forests,
contribute to climate change.

 Ensure any environmental or conservation programmes are designed and
implemented within clear rights-based frameworks for any communities
affected: for example, the risks posed by hydroelectric dam construction, the
creation of national parks without consultation on minority and indigenous lands
and other supposedly ‘green’ initiatives to communities should be recognized
and any developments that violate these rights immediately suspended.
 Strengthen international solidarity mechanisms, including funding and other
forms of support, for the most climate vulnerable countries: in particular,
governments should provide significant resources to Pacific island states at
risk of inundation from rising sea levels to enable them, as much as possible,
to remain in their territories if they so wish. While options to migrate voluntarily
to other countries should be facilitated for residents of affected areas who wish
to do so as a coping strategy, efforts should also be made to support those who
wish to stay in their homes through resilience building.

MIGRATION
 evelop a better understanding and recognition of the linkages between
D
climate change and migration, both internally and internationally: despite
some acknowledgement in the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular
Migration, governments remain reluctant to acknowledge the potential role of
climate change as a driver of human mobility, particularly in the case of refugees
and asylum seekers. This is in part a reflection of the lack of research in this area
and the need to address these information gaps.

INTERCOMMUNAL CONFLICT
 ake concrete steps to anticipate and resolve increasing resource shortages
T
to reduce intercommunal conflict, particularly between pastoralist and
sedentary communities: in regions where grazing land and water are
becoming increasingly scarce, raising the possibility of violent conflict between
nomadic herders and local farmers, authorities need to bring all parties
together and negotiate accepted agreements around migration routes and
timings to resolve tensions.

Editor’s preface: minorities, indigenous peoples and the right to culture
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Given their long-standing socioeconomic disadvantages and a high
capacity for sustainable environmental
stewardship – an estimated 80
per cent of the planet’s remaining
biodiversity is cared for by indigenous
peoples 1 – they are also the least
responsible for climate change.
Despite this, they have been largely
sidelined from policy discussions and

decision-making at an international
level. The 1992 United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) and its 1997 Kyoto
Protocol, for instance, while seen
as important forums to present key
issues of justice and human rights
alongside international climate policy,
made no mention of minorities or
indigenous peoples. 2 The situation
has improved to some extent in

1 https://unfccc.int/news/indigenous-empowerment-is-vital-for-climate-action
2	UN General Assembly, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change: Resolution /
adopted by the General Assembly, 20 January 1994, A/RES/48/189; Kyoto Protocol to the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Dec. 10, 1997, U.N. Doc FCCC/CP/1997/7/
Add.1, 37 I.L.M. 22 (1998).
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While much of the policy and media discussion around climate
change focuses on future projections, minorities and indigenous
peoples across the world are already living with some of its most
challenging impacts. This is a reflection not only of their relative social,
economic and political marginalization, but also the close connection
of many communities with their land and their dependence on local
resources for their physical and cultural survival.

recent years, with many minority and
indigenous activists working hard to
engage with UN climate negotiations:
encouragingly, the preamble to the Paris
Agreement 2015 specifically mentions
the rights of indigenous peoples
while noting that climate change is
a common concern of humankind.
While uncertainties remain about the
different possible scenarios that climate
change will bring, with our ability to
respond now to address its causes
and impacts playing an important role
in this, the effects will undoubtedly be
severe and wide-ranging in many parts
of the world, with higher temperatures,
unpredictable rainfall and a host of
knock-on effects. This chapter explores
the ways climate change will play out
in different contexts across the world,
with reference to the broader context
of minorities and indigenous peoples.
Among other areas, it looks at:
•	
The role of discrimination in
increasing vulnerability to climate
change impacts, with reference to
the exposure of Dalit communities
in Bangladesh and India to flooding
and their exclusion from official
disaster response mechanisms,
as well as the impacts of storms
and hurricanes on minority and
indigenous communities in the
United States (US) and Caribbean.
•	
Ecological fragility, livelihoods
and development, exploring
how climate change threatens
to undermine traditional herding
among Arctic communities, while
‘green’ programmes such as dam
construction in the Brazilian Amazon
are causing further problems
for indigenous populations.
• Traditional knowledge and the
threat of cultural extinction,
drawing out some of the pressures
and adaptive responses to
climate change pursued by

indigenous Pacific Islanders in
the face of rising sea levels.
•	
Land rights and the threat of
evictions, focusing on the situation
of Uganda’s Batwa and how their
long history of discrimination,
particularly their removal from
their ancestral land in the Bwindi
Forest, has left them more exposed
to food insecurity, poor health
and other impacts connected
in part to climate change.
•	
Migration as a consequence of
climate change, with a brief overview
of the role environmental stress
may be playing in driving migration
from Central America to the US.
Ultimately, the vulnerability of minorities,
indigenous peoples and other
marginalized groups including women,
children, elderly people and people
with disabilities to climate change is
also a reflection of a much broader
context of discrimination, spanning
land, housing, culture, livelihoods
and migration. A central element
in improving the resilience of these
groups depends on the willingness
of governments, businesses and other
actors to fully respect these rights.

Increased vulnerability as
a result of social exclusion
Minorities and indigenous peoples
are typically more vulnerable to the
impacts of climate change than majority
populations due to a range of factors.
For minorities, these can include extreme
relative poverty and their location in
peripheral or degraded urban areas
that are disproportionately exposed
to extreme weather and heat. This begins
with their location, with minorities and
indigenous peoples often concentrated
in regions that are especially exposed to
climate change impacts such as higher
temperatures, rising sea levels and

For many members of minorities,
particularly the most marginalized
groups within them, the environmental
burden of climate change is
exacerbated by social inequalities.
Consequently, one of the most effective
means to address climate change is
to support the resilience of high-risk
groups such as minorities, indigenous
peoples and the poor through rightsbased policies to land, services and
other basic needs. Unfortunately,
government responses to climate
change impacts can often exacerbate
the situation for poorer populations. In
Jakarta, for instance, the world’s fastest
‘sinking’ city, colonial-era Kampung
settlements – urban villages where
land tenure is irregular – are now
frequently cleared as part of Jakarta’s
‘river normalization’ programme,
developed with technical expertise
from the Netherlands. This example
illustrates how top-down, technocratic
responses to climate change can,
without adequate consultation and
respect for human rights, compound
the problems of environmental stress
for poor and marginalized communities.
The role that social discrimination
can play in deepening vulnerability to
climate change is typically felt at every
stage of a disaster, with marginalized
groups not only more exposed to these

impacts but also frequently overlooked
by authorities in the aftermath.
Government recovery and preventative
measures can overlook minority or
indigenous communities and their lack
of resettlement options and resources.
Following a storm, those who are forced
to move may even be unable to return
to their coastal homes and traditional
livelihoods as a result of government
policies. This dynamic was apparent
in the Philippines following Typhoon
Haiyan, known locally as Yolanda,
where authorities earmarked the land
customarily occupied by fisher folk as
the ‘Salvage Zone’. This prohibited the
construction of any private structures,
effectively evicting the displaced groups
from their homes, without funding
for appropriate replacement housing
– a policy that left those affected in
an even more precarious situation.
Other barriers to inclusive adaptation
and resilience include language:
linguistic minorities may suffer as
a result of being unable to access
technical information and warnings
about extreme weather events. In
Australia, for example, members
of indigenous communities in the
Northern Territory were unprepared
for the impacts of Tropical Cyclone
Trevor in March 2019, as information
about the path of the cyclone was
only provided in English. Hundreds
self-evacuated as the cyclone made
landfall, unable to understand the
updated information from the Bureau
of Meteorology that suggested their
town would remain unscathed. Any
information that was translated was
related to health warnings, such as
to boil water before consuming it, but
the translations did not extend to the
path of the storm or predictions of the
places that would be most affected.
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flooding. This may be in part because
of the location of their settlements in
naturally risk-prone places such as
riverbanks and vulnerable coastlines,
but may also be a reflection of the social
marginalization of the areas they reside
in – a location near an environmentally
hazardous landfill site, for instance, or
an informal settlement without basic
services such as sanitation and waste
management. This can leave them
not only more exposed to the impacts
of an extreme weather event but also
less able to recover from the shocks.

Flooding in South Asia:
Pre-existing discrimination
leaves Dalit communities
more vulnerable to shocks
Across South Asia, Dalit communities
frequently reside in the least hospitable
environments in urban and rural areas,
including forests, and are often among
the worst affected by environmental
shocks. Yet the present institutional
mechanisms for disaster management
generally do not recognize these
vulnerabilities, meaning that the
immediate impacts of a disaster may
be exacerbated by institutional neglect.
Many Dalits in Bangladesh and India
live in the heavily populated urban
areas of the coastal Bay of Bengal
region, the largest bay in the world.
Dalits have faced the triple pressures
of discrimination, severe poverty and
environmental stress for centuries. These
vulnerabilities are set to deepen with
climate change, however, with Dalits
further disadvantaged by a lack of equity
in adaptation and mitigation response.
Because of its geography, Bangladesh
is widely considered to be one of the
countries in the world most vulnerable
to climate change. Climate change in
this region is expected to continue to
cause accelerating cyclones, inland
and coastal flooding, low water levels
and drought, salinization of fresh-water
supplies and riverbank erosion. This
will in turn have impacts on the food
security of Dalits, who depend on fish
from the Bay of Bengal and crops from
coastal land areas. Although impacts are
accelerating, they are not new: a longterm flood in 1988 prevented farmers
from planting their crops in time, leading
to a 45 per cent loss in production.
Further unexpected weather changes
in future will reduce the availability of

subsistence and land-based resources
for rural Dalits in Bangladesh.3
The continued movement towards
urban areas of rural Bangladeshis is
particularly concerning, due to the strain
put on coastal cities like Dhaka, which
are themselves suffering from rising
waters and difficulty recovering from
extreme monsoon seasons. With as
many as 400,000 migrants arriving in
Dhaka every year, many of whom are
driven in part by environmental shocks
in the countryside, the city – already
prone to frequent flooding – must now
contend with the effects of a warming
climate, with rising sea levels and
melting Himalayan glaciers likely to
expose vulnerable areas to even greater
risks. The impacts are likely to impact on
Dhaka’s most marginalized populations,
such as Dalits, who make up many of
the poorest slum dwellers in the city’s
‘sweeper colonies’, so-called because
many residents are employed as waste
pickers. Government evictions from
these colonies are common, and for
Dalits there are few protections from
discrimination. While there are few
detailed studies on these vulnerable
communities, there are known water
and sanitation risks to Dalit communities
in Dhaka due to the city’s high flood
risks, a vulnerability that will continue to
increase as the climate crisis escalates.
It is not only in Dhaka that floods
are an issue for Dalit communities.
Following flooding in 2015 in Chennai,
the capital of India’s Tamil Nadu state,
Dalit families were worst hit but were
reportedly neglected during relief efforts.
Furthermore, the burden of cleaning
the city once floodwaters receded fell
to Dalits, who are typically engaged
in janitorial labour. Thousands of Dalit
workers were mobilized from around

3	Sugden, F., de Silva, S., Clement, F., Maskey-Amatya, N., Ramesh, V., Philip, A. and Bharati, L.,
A Framework to Understand Gender and Structural Vulnerability to Climate Change in the Ganges
River Basin: Lessons from Bangladesh, India and Nepal, IMWI Working Paper 159, 2014, p. 3.

Dalit women are particularly vulnerable
to climate impacts due to intersectional
discrimination on the basis of gender as
well as caste. Systemic discrimination
propagated by the Hindu caste system
has prevented most Dalits from owning
property, with the large majority of
Dalit farmers in Tamil Nadu engaged
as landless labourers. The situation is
even more acute, however, for Dalit
women given the gender imbalances
in land ownership – women comprise
less than 14 per cent of agricultural land
holders in India as a whole – leaving
them even more vulnerable to climate
change impacts. With established
weather patterns increasingly disrupted,
communities are now struggling to
adapt, with more intense cyclones
and unpredictable rainfall patterns that
combine periods of heavy rain and
drought. In this context, some Dalit
women have taken up collective farming
to survive, a remarkable step given
the deep-seated barriers they face
in accessing land. This arrangement
offers the possibility of greater security
and autonomy in future, but collective
members face the challenge not
only of inundation, water scarcity and
contamination of crops, but also the
additional burden of discrimination,
including harassment, higher rents
and other exclusionary practices.5

North America and the Caribbean:
Minorities and indigenous peoples
continue to be excluded in the
wake of natural disasters
Though many developing countries
may struggle to raise sufficient
resources to invest in effective
adaptation strategies, the situation
in many developed countries
also illustrates that, in contexts
of inequality, certain groups may
still be disproportionately affected.
Relief and recovery efforts can also
disadvantage urban minorities and
coastal indigenous communities, who
may receive less assistance than the
majority population. Earlier disasters in
the US, like Hurricane Katrina in 2005,
had huge negative effects on minorities
living in and around New Orleans
compared to the white population.
In the US, the threat of sea-level rises
and storms is particularly stark for
coastal indigenous communities and
socio-economically vulnerable ethnic
minorities. In Louisiana, where land
has been lost steadily to the sea, the
Isle de Jean Charles, in the bayous of
the Delta, has reduced from 22,400
acres to 320 due to a combination
of rising water, erosion, subsidence
and a series of hurricanes, including
Hurricane Katrina in 2007 and Hurricane
Isaac in 2012. The Band of BiloxiChitimacha-Choctaw, who have lived
on the island for two centuries, are now
being relocated to safer ground as part
of a government-brokered resettlement
programme. Yet the process has
itself proved acrimonious as tribal
leaders have accused the authorities
of sidelining them from the process
and failing to respect their rights to
continued autonomy over the land.

4	Mahalingam, R., Jagannathan, S. and Selvaraj, P., ‘Decasticization, dignity, and “dirty work” at
the intersections of caste, memory, and disaster’, Business Ethics Quarterly 29(2), April 2019,
pp. 213–39.
5 Kolachalam, N., ‘Caste, the patriarchy, and climate change’, Slate, 15 February 2019.
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the state for the month-long clean-up
operation. Handling 8,000 to 10,000
tons of garbage every day during the
floods, containing mixed materials
including electric and medical waste,
a vast majority of Dalit janitors faced
both the stigma of caste and ‘dirty
work’, with continued job and economic
insecurity and little access to health
care and employment benefits.4

A young girl
is carried by
her father in
the Astrodome
stadium in
Houston, Texas,
where refugees
received food
and shelter
following
Hurricane
Katrina.
Reuters / Carlos
Barria

Other disasters in the US have
illustrated that, despite the country’s
wealth and resources, environmental
shocks can still have severe impacts
on minorities, indigenous peoples
and other groups with limited power
or resources. Research has shown
that, in the aftermath of Hurricane
Sandy’s passage of destruction
through central and coastal New
Jersey in 2012, ethnic minorities
went for a longer period as evacuees,
without power or heat. Furthermore,
Hispanic residents had more acute
health care needs and lacked access
to medical care centres serving those
without insurance.6 Age, disability
and gender are also important factors
dictating the effect of natural disasters
on marginal groups: the average

age among the victims of Sandy, for
instance, was around 60 years old.7
A similar picture emerges in Puerto
Rico in the wake of Hurricane Maria
in 2017, where the median age of
adults who stayed behind or died
was 50 years old and mortality rates
were highest for the oldest, poorest
residents. An ‘unincorporated territory’
of the US, with no voting member
in the US Congress, Puerto Rico is
populated mainly by Hispanic, mixedrace and other minority groups. In the
aftermath of the storm it appeared
that Puerto Rico was neglected by the
US federal government, which failed
to offer adequate aid and assistance.
Anger in Puerto Rico at the slow
response from the central government

6	Burger, J., Gochfeld, M., Pittfield, T. and Jeitner, C., ‘Responses of a vulnerable Hispanic population
in New Jersey to Hurricane Sandy: Access to care, medical needs, concerns, and ecological
ratings’, Journal of Toxicology and Environmental Health, Part A 80(6), March 2017, pp. 315–25.
7	Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, ‘Deaths associated with Hurricane Sandy: October–
November 2012’, 24 May 2013.

Hurricane Maria also left significant
damage on Dominica, a Caribbean
island with a population of just over
70,000. Dominica was particularly
hard hit by Hurricane Maria on
18 September 2017. Its Kalinago
population, at around 3,000-strong, is
now the largest group of indigenous
people in the East Caribbean; they live
on communally owned land, making
a living from forest products and
handicrafts. However, their territory
took a direct hit from Hurricane Maria,
cutting off all communications and
creating serious water shortages.
Furthermore, their geographic location
meant that aid was slow to reach the
area. Indeed, new reports suggested
that food, water and other supplies that
were earmarked for the region never
made it out of Roseau, Dominica’s
capital city. Though community
rebuilding efforts were supported by
faith groups, foreign funds and local
private sector companies, these were
hampered by the general lack of
availability of materials in Dominica;
these had to be sourced from nearby
St Lucia. However, building standards
were raised as a result, diminishing
concerns that repeat storms within
the 2018 season would cause as
much damage. This suggests that
the government has tried to use the
experience of Hurricane Maria to build
greater climate impact resilience:
for example, officials and Kalinago
community members have worked
together on disaster preparedness
training to assess failures and
improve future responses. While
Dominica’s recovery was constrained
by underdevelopment at a national

level and a relatively small amount of
available funding, there was at least
clear leadership on resilience-building
and efforts to reduce the Kalinago
community’s vulnerabilities – a striking
contrast to the Trump administration’s
response to Puerto Rico.
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Ecological fragility,
livelihoods and development
The reliance of many minority and
indigenous communities on local
resources such as lakes and forests
leaves them vulnerable to loss of
livelihoods as a result of climate
change, as flooding, droughts and
wildfires place increasing pressure
on scarce water, land and food. This
is particularly the case for those
situated in fragile environments, such
as the Amazon or the Arctic, where
environmental shifts, combined with
other factors such as pollution and
illegal logging, have complex and wide
ranging effects on communities’ ability
to maintain their traditional livelihoods.
This predicament is exacerbated by
the fact that, when development is
brought into their areas, minority and
indigenous residents are often left
worse off than before. In Colombia, for
example, the world’s second-largest
cultivator of sugarcane after Brazil,
minority Afro-Colombian communities
in the area surrounding Cali, in the
coastal state of Valle de Cauca,
have seen their traditional farming
practices threatened by the increasing
presence of the sugarcane industry.
The arrival of large-scale agriculture,
while undermining the sustainability
of smallholdings, has done little to
address the high levels of poverty
and unemployment in the area.
Across the world, communities are also
struggling against multilateral attempts
to offset carbon emissions and seek
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was further inflamed when mayor of
San Juan and other officials were
attacked by President Donald Trump in
early 2019 as ‘incompetent or corrupt’,
while still being denied appropriate
funds to remedy the situation.

low-carbon energy alternatives to
global energy markets. Ancestral lands
and traditional livelihoods are under
threat from schemes such as megaagrofuel cultivation, the establishment
of large windfarms, the mining of rare
minerals for batteries, hydroelectric dam
building in tropical rainforest areas and
international climate schemes for ‘clean
development’ and forest conservation.
In addition, many indigenous and
minority communities continue to suffer
from the common encroachments of
fossil fuel extraction, in some places
made more accessible by climate
impacts. For example, communities
in the Arctic are fighting against both
a warming environment and ongoing
plans to drill for or transport oil through
the formerly impassable frozen Arctic.

by the European Union (EU), have been
accused of complicity in these abuses.
A leaked 2014 report by the World
Bank’s independent inspection panel
revealed that the Sengwer community
had written to it after thousands had
been evicted from a reserve in the
name of forest conservation; the panel
accepted that there had been ‘a lack of
recognition of customary rights’ as well
as inadequate assessment of the risk
that the KFS would engage in forced
evictions. In 2018, the EU suspended
funding on this project in response to
these and other reports. In addition to
the trauma of displacement, uprooted
Sengwer are also struggling to develop
new livelihood opportunities without
access to the forest resources on
which their livelihoods depended.

One major global forest conservation
scheme, the UN Programme on
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation
and Forest Degradation (REDD+), has
been accused by critics of undermining
community land rights and causing
conflict among numerous indigenous
communities in sub-Saharan Africa and
Latin America.8 Other ‘conservation’
programmes, some with significant
funding from international donors,
have also resulted in widespread
displacement of communities from their
land. One of the most egregious cases
in this regard is the situation of Kenya’s
indigenous Sengwer who, despite living
for centuries in the Embobut Forest, have
been subjected to repeated evictions
by Kenya Forest Service (KFS) guards
from their lands, with hundreds of homes
burned down and many injured in the
process. A number of projects, including
a World Bank project and more recently
a forest conservation and climate
change mitigation programme funded

Dams, plantations and mining in
Latin America: The devastation
of indigenous communities
by ‘green’ development
Over the past half century, numerous
hydroelectric dam schemes have been
constructed in the Brazilian Amazon,
flooding hundreds of square kilometres
of indigenous territories used for hunting,
fishing and the practice of indigenous
traditions closely connected to the river
and rainforest. Many of these dams
are considered ‘low carbon’, despite
being responsible for high levels of
dangerous greenhouse gases such
as methane – far more warming than
CO2 in the short term – by inundating
vast areas of methane-releasing
vegetation. Despite their harmful impact,
however, these schemes have received
funding from the international Clean
Development Mechanism (CDM) on
the understanding that hydroelectricity
is a low-emitting form of energy
production, despite the growing body

8	Raftopoulos, M. and Short, D. ‘Implementing free prior and informed consent: The United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007), the challenges of REDD+ and the
case for the precautionary principle’, International Journal of Human Rights, February 2019.

The largest and perhaps most infamous,
the Belo Monte Dam, started in 2019.
The dam and its reservoirs displaced
around 20,000 indigenous people
from their ancestral lands, including
the Kayapó, Juruna, Arara and Xikrin
peoples. Plans for hydroelectric dams
in another part of the southern Brazilian
Amazon, in this case to create a ‘soy
hydroway’ from the south to the Amazon
river delta, were shelved in 2016, to
the relief of the Munduruku people
indigenous to the region. The revival
of such projects following the election
of President Jair Bolsonaro remains a
concern for indigenous communities
whose cultural survival and physical
existence depends on the river and
surrounding forests. Other forms of
supposedly ‘green’ development, such
as monoculture for low-carbon fuels,
have also devastated indigenous
communities in Brazil. In the Brazilian
Mato Grosso do Sul, for instance, bioethanol fuel producers have uprooted
thousands of Kaiowá and Guaraní
community members, displacing them
from land to which they have rights
enshrined in the Brazilian Constitution:10
some 258 community leaders have
been murdered in the state between
2003 and 2011, and there are signs
of a growing suicide crisis among
indigenous youth in the area.
Similar challenges, including lithium
extraction, are also evident elsewhere
in Latin America. Global automobile
companies are investing in lithium
mining to ensure a steady supply of

the metal for batteries in their electric
car ranges. In the so-called ‘Lithium
Triangle’ of the Andean border regions
of Argentina, Bolivia and Chile, lithium
miners are encroaching on indigenous
territories where salt is traditionally
cultivated and harvested to ‘mine’
water by evaporating lithium-rich
brines. Lithium mining is thought by
some scientists to lower the water
table, causing further problems for
communities struggling with drought
in the driest region in the world.11
The growth of this industry also has the
potential to contaminate land with the
chemicals used to extract lithium from
other elements. While this industry is
already growing rapidly, the implications
of lithium mining are unknown at
scale, meaning the transition towards
electric cars in the global North will
likely have unintended consequences
for local indigenous communities.
Higher temperatures in the Arctic: Loss
of livelihoods for indigenous reindeer
herders and a way of life under threat
The Arctic is warming twice as fast as
anywhere else on Earth. As the Arctic’s
sea-ice melts, the ‘albedo’ effect of
the region’s usually high surfacereflectivity is reduced, accelerating
heat absorption. Furthermore, there is
a high risk of runaway climate change
as a result of methane release from
under the permafrost in northern
Canada and Russia’s Siberia. This will
have untold consequences for human
life in the region and through knock-on
impacts on global sea temperatures,
and an accompanying impact on the
development of extreme weather, such
as storms. In this context, northern

9	Deemer, B., Harrison, J., Li, S., Beaulieu, J., DelSontro, T., Barros, N. et al., ‘Greenhouse gas
emissions from reservoir water surfaces: A new global synthesis’, BioScience 66(11), November
2016, pp. 949–64.
10	Fois, F. and Machado, S. ‘Blood in bio-ethanol: How indigenous peoples’ lives are being
destroyed by global agribusiness in Brazil’, The Conversation, 30 August 2018.
11	Abelvik-Lawson, H., Indigenous Environmental Rights, Participation and Lithium Mining in
Argentina and Bolivia: A Socio-legal Analysis, Doctoral thesis, University of Essex, forthcoming.
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of evidence on dams in tropical regions
suggesting that this is far from true.9

indigenous peoples – from Canadian
Inuit, Métis and First Nations, to Sámi
and Nenets indigenous reindeer
herders in the Nordic countries and
Russia respectively – are facing the
domino effect of loss of livelihoods
and associated traditional cultures.
The Sámi indigenous communities of
northern Europe are those inhabiting
Sápmi, a region encompassing parts
of northern Sweden, Norway, Finland
and the Kola Peninsula of Russia.
Defining who is Sámi for statistical
purposes is not always straightforward
and often refers to those who either
speak or have ancestors who speak
Sámi languages. Sámi are spread
over a large geographical area and
have long engaged in reindeer
herding as a livelihood. Although the
majority now depend on other forms
of livelihood, the practice continues
to form a large part of their indigenous
identity. Their population is estimated
at 20,000 to 40,000 in Sweden, 50,000
to 65,000 in Norway, 8,000 to 10,000
in Finland and 2,000 in Russia.
Arctic air temperatures for the period
2014–18 have exceeded all previous
records since 1900. With higher
temperatures leading to more rainfall,
the snow cover in many areas has
become coated in a hard layer of ice.
Also, higher warming rates in winter
have been recorded, as well as more
rain in winter. There has also been
less snow, even where winter rain is
increasing, and more frequent extreme
weather such as storms, alongside
coastal erosion, diminishing sea-ice,
melting permafrost and acidification.
An ice-free Arctic Ocean in the summer
is expected within the next two decades.
Given the fragile balance at play in the

Arctic ecosystem, there is speculation
that climate change impacts could in
the long term interact with other factors
to trigger even more serious outcomes –
for example, the possibility that melting
ice sheets in Antarctica and Greenland
could result in sea levels rising by
dozens of metres in centuries to come.12
The implications of these impacts are
further complicated by their wide ranging
implications for different elements of the
local ecosystem, from large predators
like lynx, wolverines and brown bears
to vegetation. In particular, winter thaws,
rain-on-snow and refreezing events are
projected to increase, creating ice crust
and negatively affecting reindeer pasture
conditions, since reindeer cannot dig
for their lichen-based nutrition from
underneath the layer of hard ice. Climate
change also undermines traditional
Sámi’s reindeer-herding skills and
knowledge: increasingly unpredictable
weather conditions make it much harder
for herders to foresee changes in the
way they could previously. It is also
important to situate the challenges of
climate change in the broader context
of marginalization that many Sámi
experience, as well as the ways these
contribute to poorer health outcomes in
certain areas – for example, higher levels
of work-related accidents and suicide.13
As the traditional cultural-ecological
framework of the Sámi consists of the
eallu (the reindeer) and the kinshipbased communal structure that
manages reindeer herding work in its
own area, social structures among
reindeer-herding Sámi in the Nordic
countries will be severely affected by
climate change. Though many Sámi
do not engage in reindeer husbandry
themselves, other activities such as
farming and fishing also have a strong

12	Kelman, I. and Naess, M., ‘Climate change and migration for Scandinavian
Sámi: A review of possible impacts’, Climate 7(4), 2019, p. 47.
13	Hassler, S., Johansson, R., Sjölander, P., Grönberg H. and Damber, L., ‘Cause of death in the Sami
population of Sweden, 1961–2000’, International Journal of Epidemiology 34(3), June 2005.
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In northern Russia, where the
indigenous Nenets people have been
hunting and harnessing reindeer
during their migrations for centuries,
unexpected impacts on health are

also occurring. A nomadic people,
their unique culture is tied closely
to their environment, with reindeerherding and tundra stewardship
playing a crucial role. Temperature
changes and shorter winters have led
to expanding bodies of water, causing
landscape shifts and disrupting
traditional migration patterns. Given
their isolation in the Russian far north,
climate change is already expected
to have far-reaching consequences
on access to health care, as well
as on the social fabric of local
indigenous communities reliant upon
a threatened species and its grazing
lands for their subsistence and
cultural life.15 Women are likely to be
at a disadvantage when they require
antenatal care, giving an indication of

14	Rees, W., Stammler, F., Danks, F. and Vitebsky, P., ‘Vulnerability of European reindeer husbandry
to global change’, Climate 87, 2008, pp. 199–217.
15	Amstislavski, P., Zubov, L., Chen, H., Ceccato, P., Pekel, J. and Weedon, J., ‘Effects of increase
in temperature and open water on transmigration and access to health care by the Nenets
reindeer herders in northern Russia’, International Journal of Circumpolar Health 72, 2013.

A Sami woman
herding reindeer
in Árdni, Norway.
Panos / Abbie
Trayler-Smith

Minorities and Indigenous Peoples in an Age of Climate Change

basis in Sámi traditional knowledge.
As the Arctic climate shifts, the use
of traditional knowledge for future
operational decision-making is likely
to prove more challenging. While
potentially remaining relevant in
supporting community structures and
coherence, climate change is likely
to change the relationship of Sámi to
their northern environments and to their
traditional livelihoods.14 These pressures
are likely to be exacerbated by national
infrastructure developments such as
windfarms and hydroelectric dams.

the extra vulnerabilities faced by more
vulnerable segments of the indigenous
communities in these regions.
Sometimes changes are too gradual to
be clearly attributable to climate change.
As news reports continue to state that it
is impossible to attribute single extreme
weather events to climate change,
as the science is so complex, many
indigenous communities in the Arctic
are also focused on the more immediate
dangers to their lands and ways of life.
For example, some Inuit representatives
view the opening up of the Arctic to
oil and gas and shipping companies
as another pressing threat. These
developments are themselves a result
of warming temperatures reshaping
the waterways at the top of the world.

delegations are participants, with other
stakeholders relegated to observer
status, and the expense of attending
multiple meetings a year can be
prohibitive.16 This leaves little space for
minority and indigenous populations to
participate in these processes, despite
their disproportionate vulnerability to
climate change impacts in many cases.

Traditional knowledge
and the threat of
cultural extinction

While traditional knowledge is invaluable
for documenting and adapting to shifts
in weather patterns, in many areas this
resource is diminishing and with it the
ability of communities to respond to
climate change impacts. For example,
in Andean Bolivia the indigenous
practice of environmental observation
rituals to predict weather – for example,
a red sunset signifies humidity, a yellow
moon indicates rain and so on – is now
at risk of being lost, with many younger
members of the community lacking
what was until recently universal
knowledge among this group.17

There is already some
acknowledgement internationally
that indigenous peoples, due to their
land-stewardship traditions, can
assist in stemming the causes of the
crisis and even assess the changes
at scales and through recorded
baselines that are inaccessible for
scientific researchers. However, there
is still limited understanding at both
a national and global level of the
true extent of the challenges that
indigenous peoples and minority
communities will face in the coming
decades – indeed, are already facing
– as a result of climate change.
This is in part due to the inequitable
structures of the international climate
governance regime. Only nation-state

Nevertheless, efforts are being made
to ensure that the extensive experience
of indigenous peoples is not overlooked
and is even brought into effective
adaptation strategies. It is vital, though,
that this process is conducted equitably,
with the free, prior and informed consent
of the communities in question and
with proper protocols, including those
safeguarding intellectual property
rights. Given their many experiences
of intellectual and cultural expropriation
by corporations and governments,
indigenous activists have repeatedly
highlighted that climate change
strategies should not simply ‘take’
traditional knowledge but fully integrate
a broader framework of indigenous
rights into any adaptation framework.

16	Belfer, E., Ford, J., Maillet, M., Araos, M. and Flynn, M., ‘Pursuing an indigenous platform: Exploring
ppportunities and constraints for indigenous participation in the UNFCCC’, Global Environmental
Politics 19(1), February 2019, pp. 12–33.
17	De la Riva, M.V., Lindner, A. and Pretzsch, J., ‘Assessing adaptation – Climate change and
indigenous livelihood in the Andes of Bolivia’, Journal of Agriculture and Rural Development
in the Tropics and Subtropics (JARTS) 114(2), 2013, pp. 109–22.

The total disappearance of human
settlements and their associated
ancestral cultures is a problem well
understood by those inhabiting the
lowest-lying Pacific Islands, comprising
nations such as Kiribati, Tuvalu and
Vanuatu. Parts of these islands have
been all but submerged and a number
made partially or fully uninhabitable.
With worst-case ‘business as usual’
scenarios foreseeing that sea levels
worldwide could rise by 2 metres (above
year 2000 levels) by 2100, nations
built on these islands with the lowest
elevations will likely have few options
but to reclaim land or depart for other
islands or countries elsewhere. With
this in mind, the government of Kiribati
has pre-emptively purchased land on
a larger Pacific island, Fiji, to enable
the resettlement of their population.
The Pacific region already struggles
with a number of complex societal
issues related to both a long colonial
history and an increasingly globalized
present, with concerns about issues
such as sovereignty, human rights,
health, education, employment,
tourism and cultural sustainability
attracting considerable attention and
debate. These issues have become
all the more acute in the face of
rising seawaters. Even the larger and
more populous Pacific Islands, such
as the Marshall Islands and Fiji, are
facing challenges protecting water
supplies from storm surges and
‘king tides’ that not only exacerbate

sea-level rises but accelerate the
salinization of fresh-water supplies.
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Land is crucial to Pacific Islanders’
indigenous worldviews and identities.
For example, the Fijian concept of
vanua ties the spiritual identity of
a community to its place, making the
two inseparable. This is one reason why,
despite the considerable challenges
of remaining in some areas, Pacific
governments such as Fiji and Tuvalu
are working with communities to
ensure the option of remaining in situ,
with a view to maintaining human
rights and dignity.18 At the same
time, Kiribati’s Migration with Dignity
Policy is also working to strengthen
international links to the i-Kiribati
diaspora with schemes for managing
voluntary, temporary labour migration
– an approach that could help prevent
more permanent forms of migration.
Nevertheless, these choices are stark:
loss of land appears inevitable, and
some form of adaptation or migration
will become necessary. However, the
widespread ‘normalization’ of the idea
that climate change may cause the
complete loss of many atoll countries
is problematic, and also assumes
little or limited agency among atoll
peoples. Research from Fiji has found
that this situation is particularly difficult
for the island’s youth, who will not only
bear the burden of climate change’s
direct impacts, but will also ultimately
shoulder much of the responsibility
for ensuring that effective adaptation
activities are implemented. This poses
particular challenges in a context
where decision-making structures
remain hierarchical and knowledge
on climate change is still limited.19

18	Farbotko, C., ‘No retreat: Climate change and voluntary immobility in the Pacific Islands’,
Migration Policy, 13 June 2018.
19	Barnett, J., ‘The dilemmas of normalising losses from climate change: Towards hope for Pacific
atoll countries’, Asia Pacific Viewpoint 58(1), 2017, pp. 3–13.
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Rising sea levels in
the Pacific: Indigenous
communities struggle
to keep their homes

A child plays
in the rushing
sea water that
broke through
a makeshift
sea wall put in
place ahead of
the spring tide,
Tarawa, Kiribati.
Panos / Jocelyn
Carlin

With rising sea levels, it is estimated
that millions of indigenous Pacific
Islanders will be forced to migrate
and resettle elsewhere by 2050.20
A future that involves the forced
relocation of entire communities
raises questions that would need to
be answered on both transnational
and national levels, including strong
negotiations with nearby Australia
and New Zealand, with the former
already pursuing actively hostile
policies towards asylum seekers from
Asia and elsewhere. The international
community is politically, legally and
morally unprepared for these outcomes,
with a reluctance from international
organizations to even discuss or

recognize the term ‘environmental
refugee’, much less embed the
concept into existing international
legislation on refugee protection.21
On Fiji, minority groups include
Banabans, Rotumans and those native
to other Pacific Islands, who remain
marginalized socially and politically
in different ways. Banabans were
resettled in Fiji in 1945 as a result of
British-led phosphate mining from
the early 1900s, demonstrating how
colonial and globalized trade have
had lasting ‘socio-environmental’
impacts on the atolls. Research into
this relocation has been able to
provide some indication of the needs

20	Höing, N. and Razzaque, J., ‘Unacknowledged and unwanted? “Environmental refugees”
in search of legal status’, Journal of Global Ethics 8(1), April 2012, pp. 19–40,
https://doi.org/10.1080/17449626.2011.635691
21 Ibid.

While much of this section has
highlighted the unique vulnerability
of these Pacific island nations, it is
important also to emphasize their rich
cultural heritage and the role their
communities can play in strengthening
resilience to environmental shocks.
In Vanuatu, for example, traditional
building techniques could withstand
extreme weather impacts when the
island was devastated by Cyclone Pam
in March 2015, leaving 75,000 people
in need of emergency assistance. The
death toll remained relatively low due
to the robust design of traditional huts
known as ‘nakamals’. State delegates
from Vanuatu have also participated
actively in international climate
discussions, including in Paris in
2015 and Morocco in 2016, calling for
more funding to safeguard traditional
knowledge. In 2017 the government
launched an environmental
sustainability programme foregrounding
the use of their traditional principles
in climate change adaptation and
disaster resilience schemes.

22

Land rights and the threat
of eviction
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What the examples discussed already
illustrate is that, until the broader
backdrop of discrimination is addressed,
minorities and indigenous peoples
are likely to remain disproportionately
vulnerable to climate change. The
importance of rights-based approaches
to these and other marginalized
communities, particularly with regard
to land, is illustrated by the welldocumented failures and human rights
violations associated with climate and
environmental programmes that have
led to the displacement of communities
from their ancestral territory in the name
of conservation. Despite maintaining
them for centuries in many cases,
in contrast to the practices of illegal
loggers, plantation developers and other
actors, indigenous peoples are often
treated by authorities as potential threats
to their forests and lands – a perspective
that is used to justify their eviction.
However, through their conservation of
biological diversity and management
of forests and other natural resources,
indigenous peoples have demonstrated
their unique ability to use natural
resources sustainably to play a crucial
role in addressing climate change.
Indeed, studies have found that
indigenous land tenure rights are the
most cost-effective way to protect
forests, sequester carbon and ultimately
mitigate climate change. In some
cases, international climate and land
governance schemes have recognized
this potential and are drawing on
indigenous knowledge to improve land
stewardship. Yet, as mentioned earlier,
global mitigation schemes such as
REDD+ continue to be attacked by
critics as a form of ‘carbon colonialism’.

Edwards, J., ‘Phosphate mining and the relocation of the Banabans to northern Fiji in 1945:
Lessons for climate change-forced displacement’, Journal de La Société des Océanistes, no.
138–9, December 2014, pp. 121–36.
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and requirements of Pacific Islanders
should relocation become inevitable.22
The dynamic of movement spurred
by environmental damage by outside
actors is exemplified particularly by
the movement of Marshall Islanders
away from the Bikini Atoll, a site of US
nuclear testing in the mid-twentieth
century, towards the Kili and Ejit
islands, which are now themselves
under threat from rising seawaters.
Some projections now suggest that
many of these ‘resettlement’ islands
could become uninhabitable in coming
decades due to contamination of
fresh-water supplies by waves.

The implications of climate change
for food and land tenure security are
also of particular concern to pastoralist
and other indigenous communities
in Kenya, for example. A series of
escalating droughts, including the
States of Emergency in 2011 and 2017,
have driven communities such as
Endorois, who live on the shores of Lake
Bogoria in the Rift Valley, and Aweer
(Dahalo) traditional hunter-gatherers
from Lamu, away from their regions in
search of pasture or opportunities to
work. When communities are forced to
move and encroach on neighbouring
lands, violence can result. During the
2017 drought, for instance, pastoralists
were killed in Laikipia as they moved
towards majority settlements to search
for grazing for their animals. This
highlighted the serious issues with
land inequality in Kenya, rooted in part
in the colonial history of the country,
as Laikipia is commonly known as an
area where expatriates have settled.
Local Maasai herders have faced similar
pressures to other pastoralists, but had
previously been permitted to graze
on the estates of Laikipia during crisis
periods – an arrangement that had
helped to minimize potential conflict.
Resource shortages in East
Africa: Displacement and forced
migration for forest-dwelling
peoples and pastoralists
In Uganda, the situation for minorities
and indigenous peoples dealing with
successive and worsening drought
events is particularly dire. These
communities, including pastoralists,
are working to secure their rights to
recognition from the government,
including land, while also contending
with the deleterious effects of drought

and changing weather patterns on
their traditional livelihoods. A prior
history of discrimination, including
dispossession of land, can leave
communities ill equipped to response
to climate change impacts.
This is the case for the country’s
marginalized Batwa, an indigenous
people removed from the Bwindi
Impenetrable Forest in 1991 by the
Ugandan government. The community
can no longer depend on forest
foodstuffs following the eviction, thereby
making them food-insecure. As the
forced displacement undermined
traditional knowledge retention and
transmission years ago, the community
took to subsistence agriculture to
survive. Poor yields related to the
changing climate are expected to
increase malnutrition rates, while
precarious and restricted access to land
and casual labour with neighbouring
communities are also compounding
their food insecurity. Additionally,
warmer and wetter rainy seasons are
bringing increased incidences of malaria
and diarrhoea, further inhibiting the
ability of individuals to work the land.
Limited knowledge of the new areas of
settlement, compared to a developed
understanding of the multiple forms
of food available in their ancestral
forest, will further jeopardize their food
security. Even where climate knowledge
is established, weather patterns are
rapidly changing and making it more
difficult to judge when to plant crops.
Researchers and non-governmental
groups suggest that more inclusive
adaptive mechanisms are necessary
to respond to the threats posed by
climate change so as to ensure food
security for groups like Batwa. 23

23	Lwasa, S., Ford, J., Berrang-Ford, L., Namanya, D., the Indigenous Health Adaptation to Climate
Change Research Team, Buyinza, A. and Nabaasa, B., ‘Resilience to climate change in Uganda:
Policy implications for two marginalized societies’, in L.R. Mason and J. Rigg (eds), People and
Climate Change: Vulnerability, Adaptation, and Social Justice, Oxford, Oxford University Press,
2019, pp. 156–159.

Migration patterns are very much
influenced by climate change, with crop
failures and other pressures driving
movement elsewhere – a situation
that will pose huge challenges for
traditional cultures and livelihoods, as
well as threaten enjoyment of rights
to housing, work, health care and
political participation. However, the
global migration framework has to
date been focused on migration as
a result of conflict, with little protection
for migration stemming from natural
disasters or economic decline as
a result of environmental degradation.
The decision to migrate is typically
multi-layered and intersects with other
factors such as discrimination, security
and the search for opportunities
elsewhere.24 While the connection
between climate change and migration
is sometimes complex, however, there
is evidence to suggest that in some
cases its role may not be adequately
acknowledged, particularly given the
at times divisive framing of migration
issues in many media outlets.
Central and North America:
The role of climate in driving
migration to the US
Migration to the US from Central America
is increasing, and although violence is
often cited as a motive for uprooting from
countries such as Guatemala, Honduras
and El Salvador, climatic shifts may
also have a considerable role to play.

A significant share of all employment
in Central America is linked to
agriculture, with disruption to farming
devastating whole communities and
migration serving as a common
adaptive strategy. While slowing trade,
lower prices and crop disease have
all contributed to agricultural decline,
climate change is also believed to be
affecting the quality and frequency of
staple crops such as coffee. Many of
those being uprooted are indigenous
rural labourers who are left with few
other options when their crops fail year
after year. Particularly vulnerable are
indigenous women of this region, who
suffer the added pressures of extremely
high rates of sexual and genderbased violence. Migrant women and
children in the US and Mexico, many
of whom are indigenous, may also
be targeted for sexual exploitation.
Climate-induced migration to the US
has also created ethnic and linguistic
minority groups living in relative
poverty and unable to access their
rights due to discrimination. Migrant
workers in the South, who form ethnic
minority communities and many of
whom are also members of indigenous
communities, are increasingly facing
climate impacts in their chosen host
regions. For example, during the
unprecedented Californian wildfires of
late 2018, tens of thousands of migrant
farmworkers were still picking fruit in
hazardous conditions and polluted air.
Many reportedly felt compelled to do
so because they needed the income
and were unable to challenge their
employers due to their limited English.

24	For more discussion of this issue, see Mayrhofer, M., ‘Climate change, minorities, indigenous
peoples and mobility’, in MRG, Key Trends Report 2019: Focus on Climate, London, June 2019.
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Migration as a consequence
of climate change

Conclusion: minorities,
indigenous peoples and the
fight against climate change
The troubling picture that emerges is
that minorities and indigenous peoples
not only suffer disproportionately from
climate change in terms of its impacts
but are also less likely to benefit from
any adaptation or recovery strategies.
In response to these pressures, however,
community environmental defenders
have played a pivotal role in securing
action against climate change on
local, national and international levels.
However, as environmental defenders
are often poor, marginalized and
belong to discriminated communities,
violence directed at them by more
powerful entities is a constant threat. In
Brazil, a country that has long topped
the tables for the most environmental
defenders murdered each year, this
trend is only likely to increase given the
recent election of President Bolsonaro
and his assault on indigenous rights
since taking office.
Here and across the world, respect for
the rights of indigenous communities
to their ancestral lands will in particular
play a crucial role in boosting their
resilience to climate change, while also
bolstering global efforts to mitigate
its impact through more sustainable
stewardship of natural resources.
This requires an emphasis on rights
and protections, rather than simply
focusing on technological fixes. Looking
ahead, environmental engineering on

a large scale, including the alarming
propositions of planetary-scale geoengineering to mitigate future climate
change, may yet mean that minorities
and indigenous peoples will fare even
worse. For example, extrapolating
from the harm already being caused
to indigenous communities from the
remodelling of the Amazon River, the
largest river in terms of water capacity
in the world, can give some indication
of the potential dangers of future
irreversible geo-engineering projects
that are currently being proposed, such
as greenhouse gas removal, solar
radiation management through ocean
re-fertilization, mass planting of high
albedo crops or snow forest clearance.
These examples serve as reminders
that our planet’s ecological systems
are intricately connected and global
in nature, and that what today has
the greatest effect on sometimes
remote minority and indigenous
communities could one day be felt
by us all. The issues being faced by
the poorest, the most marginalized
and the most discriminated
against must become a priority for
states and part of the agenda at
international climate and biodiversity
negotiations. Anthropogenic climate
change and irreversible damage
to entire ecosystems threaten to
disrupt everything. The experiences
already being faced by the world’s
most vulnerable communities
should serve as a clear warning to
governments, international agencies
and businesses everywhere.
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Tuvalu: ‘We have a right to stay
in our God-given islands’
Soseala Tinilau, besides serving as the Director of
Environment in Tuvalu’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Trade,
Tourism, Environment and Labour, is also President of
the Tuvalu Islands Football Association (TIFA). In 2018,
as he explains to MRG, the Tuvalu team performed in
the Confederation of Independent Football Associations
(CONIFA)’s World Cup – an opportunity that was used not
only to showcase the country’s football skills but also the
challenges posed by climate change.

Climate change has impacted on Tuvalu and its inhabitants due to its resource-poor,
effects I have noticed:
•	Constant seawater inundation, which has caused severe damage to Tuvalu’s
only staple crop, threatening our food supply.
•	Sea level rise, especially during king tides, inundating most low-lying areas
of the islands including the airstrip, affecting people’s daily travel.
•	Increasingly intense cyclones like Tropical Cyclone Pam in 2015, which severely
damaged crops, houses, hospitals and livestock. It completely wiped out three
uninhabited islets which people depend on for firewood, food and shelter.
•	Severe erosion of beachfronts, especially on the western sides of the islands,
which triggers quarrels among land owners.
•	Severe droughts which brought the country to its knees as most families were
without water.
•	Decreasing reef resources due to rising sea temperature, contributing
to coral bleaching.

CASE STUDY: Tuvalu: ‘We have a right to stay in our God-given islands’

low-lying, fragile and remote physical nature. These are some of the environmental

Soseala Tinilau stands outside the office of
the Permanent Mission of Tuvalu to the United
Nations. Photo supplied by Soseala Tinilau.

My motivation for drawing attention to climate change during our participation in
the 2018 CONIFA World Cup is due to the fact that we were representing Tuvalu
and because of the issues we faced back home. Even with these uncertainties, we
can become resilient if we work together to adapt to the adverse impacts of climate
change, and we can use football as a tool for advocacy. As you know, football is the
beautiful game, and more people can relate themselves to this.
I made appointments especially with sportswriters and television stations to be
interviewed during the games, and that’s where I mentioned the plight of our country
due to the adverse impacts of climate change and asked the audience to help
reduce their emissions, because a small act goes a long way. We have a right to
stay in our God-given islands.
I wish to see countries, especially those who are parties to the Paris Agreement,
do their fair share and expedite the implementation of the Paris Agreement, increase
their National Determined Contributions to reduce emissions and to make the
transition to renewable energy.
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Resistance to Climate Change:
Progress and Setbacks since
the Paris Agreement

The adoption of the Paris Agreement in December 2015 was
a milestone in humanity’s collective struggle against a rapidly changing
climate. For indigenous peoples, it represented the culmination of
their efforts to rightfully participate in global climate discussions. It
was the first climate change treaty to directly acknowledge the rights
of indigenous peoples, and it was also pioneering in its inclusion
of indigenous representatives throughout the negotiation process.

Despite this, however, troubling gaps
remain. References to indigenous
rights are only in the preamble and are
not legally binding – mention of their
rights in the body of the agreement
had been included in early drafts but
was subsequently removed – while
the only other mention of indigenous
peoples is in the section addressing
adaptation, specifically recognizing
how traditional knowledge systems
are important for potential climate
change adaptation solutions.

The Paris Agreement was the result of
two decades of climate talks within the
United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Despite
very little engagement with indigenous
peoples both leading up to the UNFCCC
and in its periodic assessment reports,
indigenous peoples have long been
sounding the alarm on climate change.
Arctic peoples, Sámi in particular,
were among the first to report that
the climate was changing and it was
having an impact on their livelihoods.

Indigenous Rights and Resistance to Climate Change: Progress and Setbacks since the Paris Agreement

Nicole Girard

As stewards of fragile ecosystems,
with highly detailed knowledge of
how to exist and adapt to these
often difficult terrains developed over
centuries, they and other indigenous
peoples are collectively asserting their
right to set the terms of the climate
change debate. But why until now
have indigenous peoples been given
so little space in international climate
change and adaptation discussions?

Exposure, Sensitivity
and Adaptive Capacity
‘We, the indigenous peoples of
the world, are more exposed and
vulnerable to the negative effects and
consequences [of climate change]
for which indigenous peoples pay
a high price, even if we are not
responsible for this situation.’
– Rose Cunningham Kain, Miskitu
indigenous leader, Nicaragua 1
Changes in the climate are
disproportionately impacting indigenous
peoples. While the fragility of many
indigenous environments has often
been highlighted as a key cause of this
disproportionate impact, this alone does
not properly capture the role that historic
marginalization and discrimination has
also played, nor the remarkable resilience
that has enabled indigenous peoples
to survive and maintain their cultural
identities in their traditional territories.
It is more constructive, then, to
consider the established framework
of vulnerability as exposure to the
effects of climate change, sensitivity to
its impact and adaptability in the face
of these changes. Indigenous peoples
are not only especially exposed to
climate change due to the location of

many communities in territories with
glaciers, lakes, forests, grasslands,
coastlines and other ecosystems that
are especially threatened by climate
change, but are also more sensitive
to its effects as a result of their strong
attachment to their ancestral lands. This
is why, when indigenous communities
are forced by natural disasters or other
shocks to leave their territories and their
resources, they not only face the loss
of traditional livelihoods but also the
severing of deep cultural and spiritual
ties. Their ability to respond, on the
other hand, is often constrained by
the broader context of discrimination
they face from state authorities and
the majority population – in particular,
lack of recognition of their rights to land
and natural resources. This situation
has also enabled the encroachment
of dams, mines and plantations on
their lands, with conservation and
climate mitigation projects now
also posing an increasing threat.

Ethiopia’s Nyangatom
‘The external perception is that
pastoralists are very vulnerable to
climate instability. It is true that droughts
are highly stressful and traumatic, and
that climate-sensitive diseases are
increasing, but pastoralism in Africa
was born from a context of poor soils,
which encouraged the sustainable use
of natural resources and population
mobility. The knowledge and adaptability
that pastoralists have acquired are
great assets in the current context
of instability. Farmers are more likely
than herders to starve in a drought.’
– Paul Kanyinke Sena, in a 2013
report 2 written as a member of the UN
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues

1	Kain, R., ‘The grandmothers of the Wangki’ in Tebtebba, Indigenous Women, Climate Change
& Forests 9, 2011.
2	UN Economic and Social Council, ‘Study on resilience, traditional knowledge and capacity building
for pastoralist communities in Africa’, Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 12th session, 2013.

Nyangatom have suffered a range of
impacts as a result of climate change
and its associated social impacts,
including widespread food insecurity
and the disruption of traditional
sharing practices, that have left many
reliant on aid. Women are especially
affected and are more dependent
now on their husbands. The upsetting
of traditional seasonal calendars
and their associated time marking
rituals, which lies at the heart of the
Nyangatom’s cultural identity, have
resulted in an existential shock to the
community. They remain unsure of
when to hold these ceremonies and

are reportedly considering changing
the names of the months in order to
attempt to rebalance the calendar.
The challenges Nyangatom face are
compounded by their social exclusion.
Pastoralist communities in Ethiopia have
long contended with climate extremes,
and their adaptive techniques have
traditionally included the ability to roam
to better pastures for their livestock
during periods of environmental stress.
However, land encroachment and
fragmentation of their mobility routes
by the development of large-scale
sugar plantations and national parks,
where grazing is prohibited, means
this solution is no longer possible.
Due to enduring discrimination by
the government of Ethiopia, land rights
that are enshrined in the Constitution
for pastoralist communities are
circumvented by the authorities.
Notwithstanding these challenges,
including discriminatory barriers that
prevent them from implementing
many tried and tested responses
to drought and other environmental
strains, Nyangtom continue to engage
their survival strategies in the face of
adversity. Among other measures,
they have moved away from rain-fed
agriculture to flood-fed agriculture along
the banks of the Omo River, with maize
and beans prioritized as they have a
shorter maturing period than sorghum.
Cattle are also led to pastures further
away in mountain areas and remain
there for extended periods of time. These
examples illustrate how community
members have been able to cope with a
changing environment by adapting their
traditional knowledge to new contexts. 5

3	Troeger, S., ‘”Everything that is happening now is beyond our capacity”: Nyangatom livelihoods
under threat’, in D.Nakashima, Indigenous Knowledge for Climate Change Adaptation and
Assessment, Cambridge University Press, 2018.
4	Mehari, Z., ‘The invasion of Prosopis juliflora and Afar pastoral livelihoods in the Middle Awash area
of Ethiopia’, Ecological Processes 4(1), October 2015.
5 Troeger, op. cit.
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These intersecting pressures and
their impact on indigenous peoples
are illustrated by the experiences of
the semi-nomadic agro-pastoralist
Nyangatom community in Ethiopia. With
traditional territories encompassing the
southern lowlands, including the Omo
and Mago national parks, their livestock
is central to their food security, culture
and self-identity, as is their cultivation
of sorghum and its associated rituals.
Their elders recall changes to rain
patterns starting in 1989, which became
more severe after 1998, with a gradual
decline in precipitation leading to
protracted drought in 2011, four to five
years after failed rains. The UN declared
a famine the same year, but by this
time much of the Nyangtom livestock
had already died. 3 They have since
largely abandoned sorghum farming
and the Kubish river, once a central
cultural meeting point, has now dried
up, in part due to the spread of an
invasive evergreen shrub (prosopis
juliflora) that has been blamed for
sucking water from the landscape
and affecting grassland availability. 4

A portrait
of an elderly
Nyangatom man
in Omo Valley,
Ethiopia.
Alamy

Traditional knowledge
‘Indigenous knowledge is a systematic
way of knowing. It holds its own
methodologies and validation
processes, and it cannot be and should
not be validated by science. It’s a living
process that continues to build upon
the knowledge acquired today as well
as from the past and will manifest
itself in different ways into the future.’
– Dalee Sambo Dorough, Chair,
Inuit Circumpolar Council 6

and adaptation is increasingly becoming
a focus of both the scientific community
and broader global climate change
discussions. The Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC),
a UN body tasked with producing
periodic assessment reports under the
UNFCCC, did not mention indigenous
knowledge in their reports from the
1990s, but references steadily increase
to over 400 mentions of indigenous
peoples or indigenous knowledge in
the most recent report, in 2014.7

Traditional knowledge and its use for
climate change monitoring, mitigation

There have been some enduring
misunderstandings about the nature

6 Presentation at Arctic Frontiers conference, Norway, January 2019.
7	Nakashima, D., Rubis, J. and Krupnik, I., ‘Indigenous knowledge for climate change
assessment and adaptation: Introduction’, in D. Nakashima (ed.), Indigenous Knowledge
for Climate Change Assessment and Adaptation, Cambridge University, 2018.

The neglect of indigenous knowledge
is in part the result of limited
awareness of local conditions.
The scientific community stems from
misunderstandings around indigenous
knowledge itself. In one now well-known
case, indigenous Andean farmers
established their annual planting
calendars based on the visibility of
the Pleiades star cluster, forecasting
the amount and quality of rainfall in
the next growing season. Scientists
were sceptical about this method.
How could they accurately predict
precipitation based on stars that are
light years away? After interdisciplinary
collaboration between an anthropologist,
meteorologist and a climatologist, they
‘discovered’ that the visibility of the star
cluster was an indicator of humidity
levels in the upper atmosphere, which
was an accurate predictor of the El Niño,
when rains are less reliable.9

Whereas climate change science is
often more focused at the global level –
for example, through tonnes of carbon
in the atmosphere and global mean
temperatures – indigenous climate
change knowledge is much more
focused on changes at the local level. 10
Climate scientists are still building their
understanding of local climate changes,
often based on the observations of
indigenous peoples. In a case from
Mongolia, pastoralist herders had
reported changes in the type of rain
they had been receiving, from soft rain
that penetrated the soil to hard rain that
just ran off, as well as patchy rain that
did not fully regenerate whole pasture
areas. Yet standard meteorological
measurements of rain, measuring only
the volume of rain rather than its quality,
would not have recorded any significant
changes since the mean amount of
rain had not changed substantively.
It is these very specific, empirical
understandings of their ecosystem that
demonstrate the value of indigenous
perspectives when assessing and
modelling climate impacts at a local
level. There is a concern, however, that
as the value of traditional knowledge
and its insights for climate change
monitoring and mitigation increase,
it will be isolated from the larger
indigenous rights framework. This
brings broader questions of power
and participation into play. As noted
previously, indigenous rights are not a
legally binding component of the Paris
Agreement, and indigenous peoples
have a long history of being sidelined
in climate discussions – a situation
that still prevails today. Analysis of the
level of involvement of indigenous
peoples at international climate

8	Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF), Arctic Traditional Knowledge and Wisdom:
Changes in the North American Arctic, CAFF Assessment Series Report No. 14, April 2017, p. 12.
9 Nakashima, Rubis and Krupnik, op. cit.
10	Foyer, J. and Kervran, D., ‘Objectifying traditional knowledge, re-enchanting the
struggle against climate change’, in A. Stefan, J. Foyer, E. Morena (eds.), Globalising
the Climate: COP21 and the Climatisation of Global Debates, Routledge, 2017.
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of indigenous traditional knowledge,
often stemming from biases within
Western science about the nature of
these knowledge systems. Indigenous
traditional knowledge is adaptive, fluid
and diverse. It exists within local sociocultural systems, largely collectively
owned and shared, and is part of a
larger holistic worldview and its related
set of practices. It is flexible in how
it incorporates new learnings on the
basis of trial and error, integrating
new experiences, and focusing on
qualitative findings. It is passed on
orally and is primarily concerned with
daily livelihoods, survival and cultural
continuity. 8 Knowledge is often
gendered as well, with men and women
holding different yet complementary
sets of knowledge and related practices.

negotiations, for example, suggests
that their participation at forums such
as the UNFCCC Conference of the
Parties (COP) is still largely confined to
side events and observer status rather
than substantive decision-making. 11
This situation cannot be transformed
solely by extracting indigenous
knowledge for the benefit of mainstream
climate response structures. Rather,
the value of this resource needs to be
respectfully integrated alongside a wider
rights-based framework for indigenous
peoples – spanning territorial ownership,
self-determination, consultation and
participation – that promotes their roles
as equal partners in the process.

Rights and resistance
‘When I was a kid, in the community,
we used to stay in the forest for a
month, in the summertime. We found
out that some people, invaders, had
come to our land, taking our land.
Because at that time we didn’t have
any land titles [but] after some fight,
we had our land titles. But that was
in the eighties, and if you see now,
that land, taken by other people, are
all cleared, no forest there. The rest,
my community and the indigenous
community, that we protected with the
land titles, we have forests, and we
have biodiversity. We still have all the
resources there because we depend
on that. So that means that we need

to continue in the effort to provide or
help titling the lands of indigenous
peoples. That is a clear message.’
– Johnson Cerda, an Ecuadorian
Quechua activist 12
At the centre of the intersection of
indigenous rights and climate change
is land, territorial governance and
communal ownership. Environmental
groups have repeatedly highlighted
how strengthening land and resource
rights for indigenous peoples is an
‘undervalued approach to mitigating
climate change’. 13 One study has
estimated that at least 24 per cent
of all carbon stored above ground in
rainforests was being managed by
indigenous and local communities
– amounting to some 54,546 million
metric tonnes of carbon (MtC), some
250 times the volume attributable to
worldwide air travel in 2015 – while
around a tenth of all the carbon stored
in tropical forests was located in
collective forestlands without formal
recognition, placing them at risk of
logging and clearance. 14 Indeed,
legal recognition and enforcement
of community land rights has been
shown to lower carbon emissions and
deforestation: a recent comparative
study of deforestation levels in
indigenous and non-indigenous areas
found that ‘deforestation of indigenous
community forests in Brazil would
likely have been 22 times higher
without their legal recognition.’ 15

11	Comberti, C., Thornton, T. and Korodimou, M., ‘Addressing indigenous peoples’
marginalisation at international climate negotiations: Adaptation and resilience at the
margins’, Working Paper, Environmental Change Institute (ECI), University of Oxford, 2016.
12	2018 United Nations Climate Change Conference, ‘CI: LCIP Platform: a force for transformative
change in raising ambition from natural climate solutions’, Side event, 7 December 2018,
Kotowice, Poland.
13	World Resources Institute and Rights + Resources, Securing Rights, Combating Climate
Change: How Strengthening Community Forests Rights Mitigates Climate Change, 2014, p. 7.
14	Rights +Resources et al., Towards a Global Baseline of Carbon Storage in
Collective Lands: An Updated Analysis of Indigenous Peoples’ and Local
Communities’ Contributions to Climate Change Mitigation, November 2016.
15 World Resources Initiative and Rights + Resources, op. cit., p. 3.

These measures have been met with
a strong response from indigenous
communities who, building on their
long history of protest, have quickly
mobilized against the planned rollback
of their rights. Between 24 and 26
April 2019, for instance, over 4,000
indigenous people travelled thousands
of kilometres for their annual Free
Land Camp action in the capital,
Brasilia. While it has served as a

key indigenous resistance gathering
throughout its 15 years of existence,
the Free Land Camp was particularly
meaningful this year as Bolsonaro’s
anti-indigenous rights rhetoric has
already emboldened those who
wish to see the Amazon opened up
for business. The three-day protest
included marches, speeches at the
Senate and a vigil in front of the
Supreme Federal Court. A statement
by Articulação dos Povos Indígenas
do Brasil, an indigenous umbrella
organization, condemned the
Bolsonaro administration as ‘antinational, predatory, ethnocidal,
genocidal and ecocidal’, and
concluded with the promise:
‘We will resist, no matter what!’17

The Salween Peace Park,
Karen State, Myanmar
Unfortunately, the tactics of the
Bolsonaro administration are familiar to
governments around the world, whereby
indigenous environmental stewardship
is generally ignored or overlooked, and
a top-down conservationist approach
to forest management and climate
mitigation takes priority. And yet in
situations in which governments do
not recognize indigenous land rights,
indigenous communities are still
asserting their customary rights to
forest stewardship and their right to
be at the forefront of climate change
mitigation and adaptation strategies.
The Salween Peace Park, established
in December 2018 in Mutraw District,
Karen State, Myanmar, was the
indigenous Karen response to the
Myanmar government’s disregard of
indigenous rights and climate change

16	Amnesty International, ‘Brazil: Risk of bloodshed in the Amazon unless government
protects Indigenous peoples from illegal land seizures and logging’, 7 May 2019.
17	https://www.facebook.com/notes/apib-articula%C3%A7%C3%A3o-dos-povosind%C3%ADgenas-do-brasil/we-have-been-resisting-for-519-years-and-we-will-continue-toresist/2277136669223156/
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This intersection of communal land
rights and the global struggle to
mitigate climate change, as well as
the disproportionate exposure of
indigenous peoples themselves to its
impacts, explains the prominent role
indigenous activists are now playing
in protest movements against climate
inaction all over the world. This has
been particularly evident in Brazil,
where indigenous communities have
for decades resisted the encroachment
of governments, corporations and
loggers on their land: their protests
have taken on an added urgency since
the recent election of President Jair
Bolsonaro, who swept to power on
a platform that included, among other
measures, a commitment to dismantling
indigenous land rights protections in
favour of logging, mining and other
interests. In January 2019, on his first
day in office, he transferred indigenous
land demarcation responsibilities
to the pro-agrobusiness agriculture
ministry. According to indigenous
non-governmental organization
(NGO) Imazon, illegal land seizures
had resulted in a loss of 12 square
kilometres of forest in indigenous
territories over the first three months
of 2019 – double the area taken over
the same period the previous year. 16

mitigation, despite the impacts it is
already having on the Karen people.
Spanning almost 5,500 square
kilometres and more than 340 villages,
it is the combined effort of local Karen
communities, Karen civil society
organizations (CSOs) and Karen
National Union district leaders. The
Peace Park was established through
a series of public consultations,
beginning in 2016, and the drafting of
the Salween Peace Park (SPP) Charter
by a 47-member steering committee
and its subsequent approval through
a referendum that was endorsed by
75.1 per cent of the population.
Paul Sein Twa, Executive Director of
KESAN, a Karen CSO leading the
establishment of the park, explains:
‘There are three pillars of the SPP
Charter. One is peace and selfdetermination, meaning we can
manage ourselves and live free
from militarization. The second is
environmental integrity, whereby we
will protect the river, for example, and
provide the wildlife sanctuaries and
maintain forest corridors for protection
of key species such as tigers. The
third pillar is cultural survival, whereby
our traditional land tenure and cultural
heritage is preserved and revitalized.’18
As the Karen are experiencing negative
impacts of climate change, the Charter
specifically notes how the people of the
SPP must prioritize the implementation
of climate change mitigation strategies,
including crop diversification, water
management, avoidance of deforestation
and soil degradation. The government of
Myanmar, however, has not recognized
the establishment of the park, and threats

to the environmental integrity of the park
remain, including a proposed dam on
the Salween River, the Hatgyi dam.
In contrast to the Salween Peace
Park is the Reef to Ridge Project,
a US$21 million conservation initiative
that encompasses 800,000 acres of
the south-eastern Tanintharyi region,
Myanmar, also in the traditional territory
of the Karen. The project is implemented
under the UN Development Programme
(UNDP) and financed by the Global
Environmental Facility (GEF) and the
UK-based charity Flora and Fauna
International (FFI). The project has been
accused of not respecting the rights
of the Karen. In a formal complaint to
the GEF, the Conservation Alliance
Tanawthari (CAT), of which KESAN is
a member, stated that no processes
to secure free, prior and informed
consent (FPIC) had been undertaken
and that there was little knowledge
or awareness of the project among
local residents. ‘A vast majority of
communities throughout proposed
project areas,’ it reported, ‘have never
even been informed of the existence
of the project.’ 19 Project Manager
Mark Grindley, who supervises FFI’s
conservation programme in Tanintharyi,
was paraphrased in a Guardian
newspaper article as saying, ‘Consulting
every village before the start of the
project would have been impractical
... The plan was to get consent as
needed over the project’s duration.’20
For critics of the project – described
by Paul Sein Twa as ‘an example
of top-down, government and UN
conservation programmes that don’t do
proper consultations’ – it is an important
reminder of the pitfalls of implementing
environmental programmes without

18 Interview with author, 21 March 2019, Thailand.
19	
Conservation Alliance Tanawthari (CAT), ’Complaint letter to the Global Environment Facility concerning
the Ridge to Reef Project and the violation of the rights of indigenous people’, 16 July 2018.
20	Joshua Carroll, ’Displaced villagers in Myanmar at odds with UK charity over land conservation’,
Guardian, 2 November 2018.

Reframing the discussion
The concept of ‘environmental
conservation’ is largely at odds with
indigenous worldviews, as it makes
a separation between humans and the
rest of the ecosystem: many indigenous
peoples see themselves as stewards
tasked with protecting their ecosystems,
with customary land use practices
specifically designed to support
this. As discussed earlier, removing
stewardship over their territories often
only contributes to the destruction of
these lands and forests, resulting in
the massive release of carbon and
the acceleration of climate change.
Unfortunately, in many countries
where indigenous rights are weak or
unacknowledged, ‘conservation’ can
often be a top-down process driven
by the belief that governments are
best positioned to manage natural
ecosystems and to determine, establish
and manage national conservation

agendas. This results in what has been
dubbed ‘fortress conservation,’ where
indigenous peoples are locked out from
access to their lands, which in turn can
result in forced evictions, violence and
even killings of indigenous peoples.21
Despite the increase in protected
conservation areas since the 1970s,
some governments are getting the
message that holistic ecosystem
stewardship offers an effective
alternative to the top-down model –
an approach that goes hand in hand
with indigenous rights to land. This
is reflected in Buen Vivir, a concept
that prioritizes a holistic view of living
ecosystems where humans are only one
part of a larger whole. It is the Spanish
translation of Sumak Kawsay, a concept
of ‘the good life’ as understood by the
Quechua and other peoples of the
Andes, described as a way of existing
that is ‘community-centric, ecologicallybalanced and culturally-sensitive’. 22
The concept, advanced by indigenous
activism, has been enshrined in
the Constitutions of Ecuador and
Bolivia. It represents a rejoinder to
the dominant capitalist, neo-liberal,
anthropocentric worldview where nature
is exploited for short-term gain.23
Buen Vivir has also made its way
into indigenous-led approaches to
climate change. The Indigenous
Peoples’ Biocultural Climate Change
Assessment Initiative (IPCCA) was
established as a research initiative that
aims to support the development of
indigenous-led adaptation strategies
and integrate indigenous voices into
policy discussions. The IPCCA works
with indigenous communities to develop
and apply their own frameworks for

21	Tauli-Corpuz, V., Alcorn, J. and Molnar, A., Cornered by Protected Areas, Rights + Resources
Initiative, June 2018.
22	Salazar, J.F., ‘Buen Vivir: South America’s rethinking of the future we want’, The Conservation,
24 July 2015.
23 Gudynas, E., ‘Buen Vivir: Today’s tomorrow’, Development 54(4), 2011.
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respecting the needs and perspectives
of the communities affected. ‘They often
don’t recognize local and indigenous
communities’ customary rights to their
resources and lands,’ he continues.
‘They very much rely on technology
and collecting data to monitor the
environment, in order to expand
protected areas.’ The danger is that,
while community-led conservation
projects could deliver significant benefits
to both the environment and local
residents, imposing these programmes
without meaningful consultation
ultimately replicates the marginalization
of indigenous peoples in the region:
‘It takes away indigenous Karen’s
rights to manage land and territories.’

assessing climate change impacts in
their territories, through collaboration
with Western science. Building and
strengthening Buen Vivir is central
to the IPCCA’s vision. The IPCCA
offers a unique approach to climate
change assessments, with its focus
on indigenous-led monitoring of
localized impacts of climate change,
and takes a holistic approach to climate
change phenomena. For this reason,
the IPCAA uses the term ‘indigenous
biocultural system’ to describe these
complex relationships between
indigenous peoples, their territories
and their rights to these territories.

Systems synergies
IPCAA is just one example of a growing
number of collaborations between
indigenous peoples and Western
science, and the building of synergies
between different approaches to climate
change monitoring, adaptation and
mitigation. The Arctic region has also
been leading the way in participatory
approaches to tackling climate change.
The Arctic Council, established in
1997, is an intergovernmental forum
comprising eight Arctic states as
members and six organizations
representing Arctic Indigenous peoples
as permanent participants. Though the
participating organizations still face some
barriers, such as financial constraints,
the existence of the Arctic Council is
nevertheless significant as indigenous
organizations discuss directly with state
representatives on issues relating to
Arctic governance and climate change.24
In 2005, under the guidance of the
Arctic Council, the Arctic Climate
Impact Assessment was released.
The report was innovative not only in its
scope and evaluation of Arctic climate

change, but also in its participation of
indigenous peoples and incorporation
of traditional knowledge. It was one of
the first scientific reports that used the
observations of indigenous peoples
to support and build on scientific
findings, which sought to validate the
experiences of indigenous peoples and
provide a more holistic understanding
of Arctic climate change. 25
These participatory approaches were
further extended to community-based
climate change monitoring networks
under the Bering Sea Sub-Network
(BSSN) implemented by the Aleut
International Association from 2009
to 2014. The BSSN project utilized
a regional indigenous observation
network across Bering Sea states to
work in collaboration with scientists at
the University of Alaska and the Alaska
Native Science Commission to produce
data that was both ‘scientifically
defensible’ and based on traditional
knowledge. Research assistants from
the community were trained to collect
quantitative and qualitative observations
from local knowledge holders that could
then be used to guide policy making
and resource protection.26 This is just
one example of how knowledge coproduction can facilitate participation
of indigenous peoples in climate
change monitoring and adaptation.

Local Communities and
Indigenous Peoples Platform
At the global level, progress is being
made towards the full participation of
indigenous peoples in climate change
discussions. In particular, the Local
Communities and Indigenous Peoples
Platform (LCIPP) was established at
the 21st session of the Conference of

24	International Polar Year (IPY), Understanding Earth’s Polar Challenges: International Polar Year
2007-2008, WMO and ICSU, 2011, p. 577.
25 Ibid.
26 CAFF, Project Summary: Being Sea Sub-Network II, 2015.

the Parties (COP21) to the UNFCCC
in Paris 2015 to strengthen local and
indigenous responses to climate
change. After consultation with
indigenous representatives and civil
society groups regarding the purpose,
structure and content of the Platform,
the LCIPP’s Facilitative Working
Group was officially operationalized
at the COP24 in December 2018.
The working group will include
seven indigenous representatives,
hailing from different socio-cultural
regions of the world, alongside seven
government representatives. It has
a mandate to foster dialogue with
bodies and processes both under
and outside of the UNFCCC.

to breathe life into the Platform using
our resilience, knowledge, and rights
with equal representation between
states and indigenous peoples.
However, our millennia of experience
in ecological guardianship should
not be restricted to one Platform.’27

The purpose of the LCIPP is threefold:
to strengthen the knowledge and
practices of local communities and
indigenous peoples to address climate
change; to facilitate the exchange
of experience and sharing of best
practices on mitigation and adaptation,
and to enhance the engagement of
local communities and indigenous
peoples in the UNFCCC process. The
Platform aims to strengthen and protect
traditional knowledge systems in the
response to climate change, in line
with indigenous peoples’ right to FPIC
as the holders of this knowledge, with
the ultimate aim of integrating diverse
knowledge systems into national and
international action on climate change.

The Paris Agreement binds each
of its 196 signatories to prepare,
communicate and maintain successive
nationally determined contributions
(NDCs), their post-2020 climate
actions to reduce emissions and
adapt to climate change. As of April
2019, 186 parties have submitted their
NDCs. The importance of indigenous
knowledge, as discussed in this
chapter, is recognized in this text:
signatories are obliged to develop their
NDCs ‘guided by the best available
science and, as appropriate, traditional
knowledge, knowledge of indigenous
peoples and local knowledge systems’
(Article 7.5 of the Paris Agreement).

The establishment of the LCIPP has
been hailed as a significant milestone
in the recognition of the key role
indigenous peoples can play in the
collective global action against climate
change. But this engagement needs to
keep growing. In the words of Michael
Charles, a Navajo (Dine) youth activist:
‘We will now embark on a process

Despite this progress, there are
indications that it may take time for
governments – many of whom still
do not recognize their indigenous
communities as such and/or engage
in discriminatory practices against
them – to meaningfully implement
these commitments. In the case of
Africa, while 44 of the 54 signatories
had submitted their NDCs as of
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27	Closing Plenary Statement at 2018 United Nations Climate Change Conference, Katowice,
Poland, December 2018.
28 Arctic Frontiers 2019 (end of first session), Norway, 21 January 2019.

Indigenous Rights and Resistance to Climate Change: Progress and Setbacks since the Paris Agreement

‘It’s true that the indigenous voices
are not heard by decision-makers.
And that can be fixed, by making
us the decision-makers. More selfdetermination will make it easier for
us to adapt to climate change.’
– Aili Keskitalo, President of the
Sámi Parliament of Norway28

January 2019, only nine of these
made references to indigenous or
traditional knowledge. 29 In order for
states to collectively reach their Paris
Agreement goals, more attention
must be paid to the crucial role
indigenous peoples can play in
climate mitigation and adaptation.
Indigenous knowledge is just one
such facet of this participation.
Climate change is already having
a disproportionate impact on indigenous
peoples. These effects, however, are
intertwined with the added burden
of policies and practices that deny
them the rights enshrined in the UN
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples (UNDRIP), such as the right
to self-determination and rights over
their lands, territories and resources.

All responses to climate change
must prioritize a human rights based
approach, in line with international and
regional human rights instruments,
while understanding that the effects
of climate change and their mitigation
will affect marginalized groups
differently, including women and
minority populations. Finally, solutions
to reduce the impact of climate change
need to be designed in close and
meaningful consultation with indigenous
communities, aiming to directly
assist local adaptation goals, create
genuine partnerships and promote
collaborations that integrate indigenous
perspectives and ways of knowing
into climate adaptation strategies.

29 Sena, K., ‘Traditional knowledge key in achieving Africa’s climate goals’, IUCN, 22 January 2019.
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CASE STUDY

Canada: ‘Everything is
interconnected – if you remove one
element the others topple over’

I grew up on the reserve surrounded by nature, living in harmony with it in a sustainable
lifestyle. I first got interested in climate change when I was 10 years old and watched my
neighbour gathering rain water and composting on the reserve. I was really interested and
curious to see what they were doing and why. I’m also interested in how technology in harmony
with nature could potentially help our environment and our people. When I think about the
environment, I think about who we are as indigenous people. I think about the violence done to
the land and people through colonialism, through resource extraction.
Water, air, land, all of it, the sun, moon, ocean, they are all sacred and connected. As we see
it in indigenous culture, everything is interconnected – if you remove one element the others
topple over. Life is circular and holistic. We eat the plants that grow from the Earth and breathe
the air around us. Industries pollute water, the Earth and the air – all of these elements we need
to live. But people around the world are now opening up their eyes and seeing this in the way
that we see it. But it is not just opening up our eyes but also taking action – the Earth requires
urgent action as how we are going right now, it is a downward spiral.
The Earth is our mother: we come from her, we are part of her. This was something I knew
growing up surrounded by nature. You cannot just take and take and take from the Earth, you
must also give back. We have to replant trees; we have to honour her water. Our mother is
dying because of climate change. It is not just humanity that is affected, it is our animal, insect
and bird relatives who are also dying. They don’t have a voice to communicate to us that they
are being hurt, that their homes are being destroyed because of us. It is a very selfish thing to
not think about all the living creatures who also live on this planet who are negatively impacted
by environmental destruction. They deserve to be here just as much as we do.

CASE STUDY: Canada: ‘Everything is interconnected – if you remove one element the others topple over.’

Ashley Daniel, a Dakota Ojibway indigenous youth
environmental activist and UN Youth Delegate, tells Alicia
Kroemer about how her upbringing by the lake and forests of
Swan Lake First Nation has informed her life and work since.

A portrait of
Ashley Daniel,
a Dakota
Ojibway
indigenous youth
environmental
activist.
Photo supplied
by Alicia
Kroemer.

Because the youth are not afraid to say how it is, they are not bound to anything –
we just care about the future of the planet which we are growing up in. We are more
impacted than our parents and grandparents by climate change. We see a problem
and we want to change it. If we can come together collectively, regardless of where
you are from and take action, we can be effective. The word is out, the ones that are
advocating are becoming stronger and stronger.
There are a lot of aims to discuss in dismantling old power systems in Canada for
indigenous issues. We need recommendations to the plastics and beef industries.
Our Earth cannot do anything with the plastics we pollute it with: it is not giving
back, it is only doing harm. That is a major issue I will be advocating for at the UN.
My ancestors moved around the land and took only things that they could travel with.
They did not leave waste. In indigenous culture you leave the land as you found it. My
ancestors would have words that I cannot translate in English to express the sorrow
they feel about the present state of the world.
Indigenous peoples are first-line defenders against state and extractive industries
because we are not afraid to say no. We also have the United Nations Declaration
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) as a protective document that we
can stand on to hold these states and industries accountable, not only to indigenous
peoples, but to all people to protect the environment which provides life for us all. We
need more people in the government system saying no with us too.
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Climate Change, Minorities,
Indigenous Peoples and Mobility
Monika Mayrhofer

‘The human rights risks posed by human mobility can be particularly
severe for those disproportionately affected by climate change. For
example, the displacement of indigenous peoples and the potential
loss of their traditional lands, territories and resources threaten their
cultural survival, traditional livelihoods and right to self-determination.’*

The interconnections between climate
change and mobility have attracted
increasing public, political and academic
attention in recent years. At first glance,
the relationship between climate change
and migration seems quite clear-cut and
obvious: climate change is associated
with a wide range of harmful phenomena
such as more intensive and frequent
rainfall, heatwaves, droughts, floods,
cyclones or rising sea levels. It follows,
then, that an increase in extreme
weather events or other climate
change-related threats will endanger

homes, communities, infrastructures
and livelihoods, making it increasingly
difficult for people to live in places
particularly exposed to these impacts.
However, taking a closer look,
it becomes clear that exposure to
natural hazards is only one aspect with
regard to the consequences of these
events in general and in particular
to the decision to migrate. Climate
change interacts with many other
factors, such as wealth, population
density, economic and political
structures, disaster response systems
and different forms of inequalities,

*	UNHRC, ‘Addressing human rights protection gaps in the context of migration and displacement
of persons across international borders resulting from the adverse effects of climate change and
supporting the adaptation and mitigation plans of developing countries to bridge the protection
gaps’, A/HRC/38/21, para. 19, 23 April 2018.
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Introduction

marginalization and discrimination.
The Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) has pointed out
that ‘risks are unevenly distributed and
are generally greater for disadvantaged
people and communities in countries
at all levels of development.’1
This is equally true for climate changerelated migration. The interrelation
between climate change and mobility
is a multi-causal and complex
phenomenon, where different forms
and structures of inequality and
marginalization play a decisive role. In
general, climate change is associated
with a broad variety of different migration
responses, such as displacement,
labour migration, evacuations,
relocations, eviction, circular migration,
permanent and short-term migration.
Moreover, migration in the context
of climate change may not only be
understood as a last resort in response
to natural disasters or other weather
extremes, but also as a means to adjust
successfully to the reality of a changing
environment – migration as adaptation,
in effect. Furthermore, instead of
pushing migration, climate change
can also prevent or interrupt mobility:
for example, nomadic communities
might be faced with a disruption of
their traditional migratory routes due
to a deteriorating environment.
Minorities and indigenous communities
are specifically affected by climate
change. The United Nations Human
Rights Council (UNHRC) has repeatedly
voiced its concern that ‘adverse effects
of climate change are felt most acutely
by those segments of the population
that are already in vulnerable situations
owing to factors such as geography,

poverty, gender, age, indigenous or
minority status, national or social origin,
birth or other status and disability.’ 2 UN
human rights bodies have furthermore
pointed out that climate change has
had and will have a particular adverse
effect on ‘already marginalized groups
including children, older persons,
persons with disabilities, women at
risk, migrant workers, indigenous
peoples, minorities and the poor’,
with impacts that may increase the
risk of forced migration.3 However,
conceptualizing minority members
and indigenous communities merely
as ‘victims’ of climate change-related
impacts falls short of the crucial role
they are able to play in mitigating and
adapting to climate change, including
climate change-related mobility.
Indigenous peoples in particular
are now recognized as agents of
adaptation and mitigation, with wellestablished knowledge systems and
practices that are invaluable in the
context of responding and adapting
to environmental pressures, including
climate change-related displacement.
This article begins with a short overview
of the discussion on terminology and
regulation of mobility in the context of
climate change, with particular reference
to minorities and indigenous peoples.
It goes on to elaborate in more detail
specific (im)mobility scenarios that are
associated with climate change, drawing
out their specific relevance for minorities
and indigenous communities. Finally, it
outlines why minority and indigenous
rights are an essential component, all
too often overlooked, in the design and
development of measures in response
to climate change-related mobility.

1	IPCC, Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability – Part A: Global and Sectoral
Aspects, 2014, p. 12.
2	UNHRC, ‘Human rights and climate change’, Resolution adopted by the Human Rights Council
on 22 June 2017, HRC 35th session.
3 OHCHR, ‘OHCHR’s key messages on human rights, climate change and migration’.

Climate change-related mobility is
a complex and disputed issue, with
ongoing discussions around what the
concept entails. Some terms, such as
climate- or environment-related migration,
suggest relatively ‘voluntary’ forms of
movement while others, such as climate
or environmental displacement, indicate
forced movement. It should be stressed,
however, that mobility in relation to climate
change is taking place on a continuum
between forced and voluntary migration,
and the distinction between the two is
rather blurred. The terminology and the
‘nature’ of the movement are not trivial
issues, but have profound consequences
for the legal status of affected persons,
especially when crossing international
borders. In addition, there are collectively
organized forms of movement – the
evacuation of communities following
a natural disaster, for example, or their
relocation in response to long-term
environmental degradation such as
inundation as a result of rising sea levels.
The political, public and academic
debate on how to manage mobility in
the context of climate change is also
somewhat controversial. The global
climate regime was initially very reluctant
to include this issue within its regulatory
framework: the 1992 UN Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)
is silent on migration in the context of
climate change. Only the 2010 Cancun
Agreement mentioned climate changeinduced displacement, migration and
planned relocations for the first time and
called on states to take measures to
enhance understanding and cooperation
in this field. The 2015 Paris Agreement
established a task force commissioned
to develop recommendations for
integrated approaches to avert, minimize

and address climate change-related
displacement. Besides a very small
number of references to the rights and
inclusion of indigenous peoples in
the context of displacement related to
adverse impacts of climate change,
minorities and indigenous communities
are not mentioned in the 2018 Report
of the Task Force on Displacement.
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One of the most substantial contributions
to the discussion on legal responses
concerning climate change-related
mobility, in particular cross-border
displacement, was the Nansen Initiative.
Established with the aim of addressing
the protection and assistance needs
of persons displaced across borders, it
was followed by the Platform on Disaster
Displacement and resulted in the drafting
of the Nansen Initiative Protection Agenda.
This document defined three priority
areas for action: collecting data and
enhancing knowledge on cross-border
disaster displacement; enhancing the use
of humanitarian protection measures for
cross-border disaster-displaced persons;
and strengthening the management
of disaster displacement risk in the
country of origin. However, minorities
and indigenous peoples were barely
mentioned in the Protection Agenda.4
The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly
and Regular Migration includes several
paragraphs under the heading of ‘Natural
disasters, the adverse effects of climate
change, and environmental degradation’,
and calls on states to ‘develop coherent
approaches to address the challenges
of migration movements in the context
of sudden-onset and slow-onset natural
disasters’. Furthermore, the Compact
emphasizes the protection of human
rights related to, inter alia, members
of ethnic and religious minorities and
indigenous peoples in order to tackle
and reduce vulnerabilities in migration.5

4	The Nansen Initiative, Agenda for the Protection of Displaced Persons in the Context of Disasters
and Climate Change, vol. 1, December 2015.
5	UN General Assembly, Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, Resolution
adopted by the General Assembly on 19 December 2018, Article 23(b).
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Overview of terminology,
policies and legal status

Most migration associated with climate
change will take place within countries.
Internally displaced people in a disaster
situation have the right to be protected
and assisted by the state in accordance
with the state’s obligations under
international human rights law and
international humanitarian law, where
applicable. The UN Guiding Principles
on Internal Displacement include ‘natural
or human-made disaster’ as reasons for
displacement within a country. Principle
9 points out that ‘States are under a
particular obligation to protect against
the displacement of indigenous peoples,
minorities, peasants, pastoralists and
other groups with a special dependency
on and attachment to their lands.’
The legal status of persons displaced
across international borders is not well
defined and is precarious for those
affected. International refugee law is
applicable only in limited circumstances.
Thus, the terms climate refugees and
environmental refugees are in most cases
legally inaccurate, and many international
organizations and consultative processes,
such as the Nansen Initiative, choose not
to use these terms. However, members of
minorities and indigenous communities
displaced across international borders
in disaster contexts may fulfil elements
of the definition provided by the 1951
UN Convention relating to the Status of
Refugees if, in situations of sudden- or
slow-onset disasters, ‘authorities deny
any kind of assistance and protection
to certain people because of their race,
religion, nationality, membership of a
particular social group or political opinion
and as a consequence expose them to
treatment amounting to persecution’.6
In such cases, members of minorities
and indigenous communities may be
protected by international refugee law;
however, in most other cases they
may also be affected by the so-called

‘normative protection gap’, which
refers to legal gaps in international law
concerning the protection of persons
displaced in a disaster situation
across international borders.

Specific scenarios
of (im)mobility, displacement
and disruption
There are many migration scenarios that
are discussed in the context of climate
change. These are often associated
with the specific cause of migration,
such as the nature of a disaster or
a climate impact driving movement.
All of these scenarios are relevant and
may pose particular challenges for
minorities and indigenous peoples.
This section provides an overview of
some of the different environmental
challenges that can contribute to
migration or displacement, with particular
reference to communities who may be
especially exposed to these issues.
Sudden-onset disasters
Extreme sudden-onset events such as
tropical storms and cyclones, heavy rains
and floods are often associated with
a clear link to displacement, although
evidence suggests that migration
responses after extreme events may
also be quite diverse and multi-faceted.
Every year considerably more people
are displaced by natural disasters
compared to displacements caused
by conflict or wars. According to the
Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre’s
(IDMC’s) estimates, in 2018 16.1 million
people were displaced by weatherrelated disasters such as storms, with
Asia the worst affected of any region. In
most cases, disasters lead to short-term,
internal migration, but in some instances
they can develop into longer situations
of so-called ‘protracted displacement’.

6	UNHCR, Protecting People Crossing Borders in the Context of Climate Change Normative Gaps
and Possible Approaches, 2012, p. 32.

Thus, the effect of sudden-onset disasters
on migration is widely acknowledged
as one of the most obvious and explicit
scenarios in the context of climate
change. There is, however, limited
research on the specific context of
religious, linguistic or ethnic minorities
and indigenous communities with
regard to displacement in the context of
sudden-onset disasters. Besides some
case studies, there are no figures or
other systematic research available that
would provide insights into the ways
minorities and indigenous communities
are specifically affected with regard to
displacement in the context of suddenonset disasters, although a broad
variety of linguistic, ethnic and religious
minorities and indigenous communities
live in the regions most affected by
disaster displacements, for example,
in South and East Asia and the Pacific.
As mentioned, the significance of the
social structure of the society, in particular
issues of inequality, marginalization
and discrimination, are crucial factors
concerning the impact of climate
change-related disasters, including on
migration. Much of the impact of an
environmental hazard is determined
by the response of authorities and
the ways this intersects with existing
patterns of exclusion. Thus, the specific
social, economic and political situation

of minorities and indigenous people in
a particular society is a crucial factor
concerning the interrelation between
a ‘natural’ disaster and displacement.
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Marginalized communities often live in
areas specifically exposed to impacts of
climate change; they may be particularly
dependent on and sensitive to changes
in the ecosystem as well as the loss
of livelihoods due to natural hazards
and degradation; and they are typically
affected disproportionately by poverty,
which exacerbates the impacts of
disasters. The case of Hurricane Katrina
in the city of New Orleans in the United
States (US), for example, constitutes
one of the most scrutinized examples of
the interrelationships between disaster,
gender, age, ethnicity, poverty and (im)
mobility. Neighbourhoods with a high
proportion of black and poor residents
were hit particularly hard by the floods
inundating the city. A large number of
inhabitants of New Orleans were not able
to move out of the endangered city, most
of whom belonged to the black, poorer,
elderly as well as female population of
the city. Furthermore, the state-led rescue
and recovery services were accused by
black residents of discrimination, with
critics suggesting that the slow and poorly
coordinated response by authorities
was a product of racial discrimination.
Disaster situations affecting minorities,
indigenous peoples and other
marginalized groups illustrate how
discrimination can deepen the impact
on communities at every stage,
with members not only exposed
disproportionately to extreme weather
events but also more likely to be
excluded from humanitarian support
in their aftermath. For example, Dalit
communities in South Asia are repeatedly
affected by devastating floods caused
by weather-related or geophysical
events such as monsoon rains or the
2004 tsunami. These recurring floods
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Migration as a consequence of suddenonset disasters may also lead to forms of
circular movements or even immobility.
Although it might seem self-evident
that people would leave a hazard
zone when faced with an immediate
environmental threat such as a flood or
hurricane, they may also be unwilling
or unable to move. Indeed, the costs
of past displacement caused by earlier
disasters may lead people to lack the
resources to move again – a crucial issue
for populations living in regions exposed
to recurring extreme weather events.

A man carries
his family on
a rickshaw cart
as he wades
through a
flooded street
in Chennai,
India. Reuters
/ Anindito
Mukherjee

cause considerable damage to housing
and other possessions as well as the
repeated displacement of thousands of
Dalits. The tsunami in 2004 is reported
to have displaced 650,000 Dalits in the
southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu.
Dalit communities are hit particularly
hard because of their secondary social
status: their homes are usually located
on marginal lands on the periphery
of settlements, where they survive on
precarious livelihoods without legal rights
to their land. Discrimination in access
to relief systems, such as emergency
shelters or the distribution of essential
supplies, was reported after the 2004
tsunami and in subsequent monsoon
floods. The International Dalit Solidarity
Network (IDSN) has pointed out that
humanitarian assistance tends to ignore
caste dynamics and caste-related power

structures, thus exacerbating existing
caste-based mechanisms of exclusion. In
addition, this assistance fails to appreciate
intersecting forms of discrimination, where
caste-based discrimination interacts with
gender, age, ability and other factors to
put some Dalits at even greater risk.7
Another example is the growing number
of wildfires in forested regions as a result
of climate change, a development
of particular concern for indigenous
communities as well as minorities. It is
projected that higher temperatures, longer
droughts, dry soil and strong winds will
provide favourable conditions for wildfires
and increase their frequency, intensity
and duration. That will, for example, be
an increasing challenge for indigenous
communities in Canada and the US
as wildfires disproportionately threaten

7	IDSN, Equality in Aid: Addressing Caste Discrimination in Humanitarian Response, September
2013, p. 3.

Slow-onset disasters and degradation
of the environment
Long-term environmental change or
slow-onset environmental degradation
are caused by, among other issues,
droughts and desertification, rising
sea levels, melting permafrost and
increased salinization of groundwater.
These developments are considered
to be an increasingly important factor
in the context of migration. Migration
patterns in the context of slow-onset
events are diverse and context-specific,
the interlinkages of climatic and other
factors are still not well understood and
the migration outcomes are difficult to
project. The influence of slow-onset
disasters on the decision to migrate very
often is indirect and closely related to
social and economic dimensions such
as income, unemployment, access to
education, potentially available migration
networks and social relationships,
poverty, inequality with regard to gender,
ethnicity, sexual orientation, age and
other categories. This scenario is often
associated with varied forms of labour
migration – internal or external, shortterm, circular or permanent – in order
to diversify income. Labour migration

is therefore used as a strategy to
adapt to a changing climate.
The slow degradation of the environment
due to climate change impacts poses
profound challenges for minorities
and indigenous peoples. In particular,
minorities and indigenous communities
living in rural areas who depend on
natural resources for their livelihoods
may increasingly find themselves in
a position where migration either to
urban spaces or even abroad is the only
available option to diversify their income.
In Palca, for example, a municipality in
the Bolivian highlands with widespread
poverty, a vast majority of the inhabitants
live off agriculture. Some 90 per cent of
the population self-identify as indigenous
Aymara, a community largely residing in
campesino communities governed by
agrarian unions that exist alongside formal
state structures and govern a range of
social, economic and spiritual areas.
Local households experience various
pressures on their livelihoods, including
social stresses such as land scarcity,
market uncertainties and institutional
marginalization, now exacerbated by
water shortages, rising temperatures
and an increase in rainfall intensity,
hail and frost. With income from their
agricultural activities dwindling and
little in the way of alternative livelihood
opportunities, community members
are compelled to migrate to nearby
cities or mines to work, often taking on
poorly paid day labour. This migration,
however, disrupts their family and
community life and puts a greater strain
on the remaining women, children and
elderly to manage work at the farm.
This situation is far from unique. In order
to tackle food insecurity and compensate
for inadequate levels of family income

8	Yumagulova, L., ‘Community resilience: connecting emergency management, education,
infrastructure and economic development’, Haznet 10(1), 2018.
9	Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada and Laurier, From Displacement to Hope: A Guide
for Displaced Indigenous Communities and Host Communities, 2017, p. 1.
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their homes, living spaces and reserves.
According to Todd Kuiack, the Emergency
Management Director of Indigenous
Services Canada, over the last 30 years
the chance of being evacuated and
displaced due to wildfires is 33 times
higher for people living in First Nations
reserves compared to people living offreserve.8 Displacements and evacuations
as a result of wildfires have had profound
negative consequences on the wellbeing
of indigenous communities in Canada,
resulting in social alienation, economic
insecurity, limited access to education,
poor mental health and other challenges.9

An Aymara
woman mashes
potatoes to dry
them under the
sun in Chunavi
village, Altiplano
in Bolivia.
Panos / Petrut
Calinescu

as a result of environmental change,
indigenous people are often forced to
search for work elsewhere, with many
ending up in casual and insecure
employment with few or no labour
protections, low pay and hazardous
conditions. Indigenous people may also
face other challenges when moving into
urban spaces, such as lack of access
to adequate housing and other basic
services, as well as discrimination against
their traditional practices and way of
life. This marginalization is especially
acute for indigenous women. Climate
change, for example, plays a significant
role in driving urbanization in East
Africa, where people are increasingly
forced to move to towns and cities in
search of livelihoods. These movements
are reported to create female-headed
households in urban and peri-urban
areas who are forced to adopt multiple
coping strategies in order to survive.
Another climate change-related

movement scenario is the evacuation and
relocation of entire communities, a last
resort that some indigenous communities
in, among other areas, Alaska, Louisiana
and the Pacific Islands may be forced
to adopt in response to sea level rise,
erosion of coastal areas, extreme weather
events and the thawing of permafrost.
The so-called sinking Pacific island
states, such as Samoa, Tuvalu or Kiribati,
are widely discussed examples where a
slow transformation of the environment is
now threatening entire communities and
even nations. Relocation processes have
already begun, creating not only profound
challenges for the relocated communities
but also for governments responsible
for carrying out these processes. Papua
New Guinea, for example, started to
relocate indigenous communities from
the Carteret Islands and three other
atolls to the larger neighbouring island
of Bougainville. However, the relocation
process has faced some profound

Similar relocation processes are either
under discussion or already under way
in the polar region, where numerous
Arctic indigenous people reside. Their
habitats across the Arctic, as well as
traditional practices of hunting, harvesting
and gathering food, are increasingly
threatened by climate change impacts.
Rising sea levels and coastal erosion
are causing land loss in regions where
Alaskan coastal villages are located.
The Yup’ik village of Newtok, located
near the Bering Sea in western Alaska
with about 400 inhabitants, is a case in
point: situated at a large river delta, it has
been increasingly affected by erosion
of the riverbank and degradation of the
permafrost since the late 1980s. In turn,
this has led to damaged infrastructure
and contamination of the water supply.
The inhabitants eventually decided to
relocate to Nelson Island, several miles
away from Newtok, and after land titles to
the preferred relocation site were obtained
a strategic relocation process followed.
The process, however, progressed very
slowly due to considerable local, state
and federal legislative and institutional
barriers. Recent reports indicate that
some of the houses in the new village
have now been constructed, with a
planned completion date of 2023 for
the resettlement of the community. But
while relocation is sometimes the only
option for Arctic communities in response

to climate change impacts, indigenous
peoples living in the region must also
contend with added stressors related to
oil, gas and mining activities, shifting land
policies, pollution and a broader backdrop
of poverty, exclusion and ill health.
Trapped populations, disruption
of mobility patterns and
voluntary immobility
The issue of ‘trapped populations’ refers
to people who cannot move, even though
the environment is deteriorating and
posing a serious threat to their way of
life, because they do not possess the
means to do so. Climate change can
increase the incentive to move, but also
restrict their capacity to do so. Contrary
to popular opinion, migrants rarely
originate from the poorest parts of the
population. Migration needs financial,
social and other resources, and people
may be forced to stay put because they
cannot afford to move and face social
barriers such as a lack of education,
social networks or legal resources. Very
often this poverty is manifest along
indigenous, ethnic, religious, linguistic
and other lines, including gender and
age, as illustrated by the predicament
mentioned earlier of residents in black
and poorer neighbourhoods of New
Orleans, who had no choice but to remain
when Hurricane Katrina hit. Many of them
were single mothers and older persons.
Climate change is also a factor that
plays a role in the disruption of nomadic
practices. The Sama-Bajau in South-east
Asia refers to a number of sea-nomadic
indigenous peoples living in Indonesia,
Malaysia and the Philippines. The SamaBajau peoples’ history and culture are
strongly connected to the ocean, with
communities traditionally depending
on the sea for food, livelihoods and
trade. Their nomadic lifestyle has been

10	Leckie, S., Finding Land Solutions to Climate Displacement: A Challenge Like Few Others,
Geneva, Displacement Solutions, 2013, pp. 26–9.
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challenges, including the identification
of suitable land, disputes over land
titles, limited political will to devote
adequate resources to ensure success
and insufficient livelihood opportunities
for those relocated.10 These obstacles
have led to the creation of a communitydriven initiative, Tulele Peisa (‘Riding the
Waves on Our Own’), which seeks to
identify land and prepare a relocation
plan with community involvement.

undermined by many factors. Clearly
defined national borders, government
settlement programmes and restrictions
on fishing grounds have put considerable
pressure on their way of living. Climate
change and the projected increase
in frequency and intensity of extreme
weather events are said to have further
disrupted travel patterns as well as
village life in the coastal zone. Other
adverse impacts are expected from
a loss of reef, seagrass and mangrove
habitats, combined with challenges
resulting from overfishing and other
anthropogenic activities, which profoundly
threaten the reefs in South-east Asia.
Nomadic herders in different regions of
Africa have also been under increasing
pressure due to recurring and intensifying
droughts. Pastoralists normally move back
and forth (transhumance) or from one
place to another (nomadism) with their
livestock to search for pasture and water.
These practices have been influenced
by many factors, including conflict,
commercialization and now, increasingly,
climate change. Due to intensifying
droughts, the search for grazing areas
in many countries has become more
and more challenging, bringing nomadic
communities into competition over land
and water with sedentary populations,
leaving animals without food and forcing
some pastoralists to abandon their way
of life altogether. These changes have
far-reaching consequences, including
challenges concerning gender roles. In
Kenya, for example, the loss of livestock
also means the loss of a man’s social
status and decision-making power. As
many men are no longer able to pay
a dowry to the bride’s family in order to
get married, this may cause a breakdown
in family structures and a rise in the
number of female-headed households.

Indigenous peoples may also choose to
stay, even in the face of environmental
deterioration or loss of their land,
because of the deep cultural and
spiritual connections they feel to their
homeland. This is the case, for instance,
among some communities in the
Pacific: this ‘voluntary immobility’ can
be understood as ‘an important coping
device, helping to strengthen cultural
and spiritual agency among those
facing the loss of their homeland’.11
Displacement, resettlement or eviction
by climate change measures
Beyond its immediate impacts, climate
change may also contribute to migration
through other, less direct means. Notably,
climate policies have been increasingly
scrutinized in recent years with regard to
their effect on human rights in general
and forced movement of people in
particular. In 2009, a report published by
the Office of the UN High Commissioner
for Human Rights (OHCHR) pointed
out that climate-related activities such
as mitigation and adaptation measures
could have negative implications on
human rights, such as the right to food
or the rights of indigenous peoples, and
could even lead to forced migration.12
There have been numerous incidents of
community displacement, resettlement
or eviction as a result of land grabbing for
the production of agro-fuels, renewable
energy projects and even reforestation
programmes funded by international
climate mitigation instruments, such
as the UN Programme on Reducing
Emissions from Deforestation and
Forest Degradation (REDD+).
Indigenous communities have been
especially affected by many of these
projects. The construction of hydropower
plants, for instance, has repeatedly led

11	Farbotko, C., ‘Voluntary immobility: indigenous voices in the Pacific’, Forced Migration Review 57,
February 2018.
12	OHCHR, Annual Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights and Reports
of the Office of the High Commissioner and the Secretary-General, Human Rights Council, 10th
Session, 15 January 2009.

REDD+ has also been identified
as a potential driver of indigenous
displacement. As REDD+ aims to protect

forests and reduce emissions from
deforestation, the programme could
potentially be beneficially to indigenous
peoples, given their strong dependence
on their surrounding environment and
proven ability to manage these resources
in a sustainable fashion. However, the
OHCHR warned in 2009 that ‘indigenous
communities fear expropriation of
their lands and displacement and
have concerns about the current
framework for REDD’.14 From M’Baka
in the Congo Basin to forest-dwelling
Adivasi communities in India, REDD+
initiatives have been directly linked to the
displacement or forced resettlement of
numerous indigenous communities. While
the advocacy of indigenous organizations
and other NGOs helped push through
the adoption of the so-called ‘Cancun
safeguards’ in 2010, calling for the full
and effective participation of relevant
stakeholders, in particular indigenous
peoples and local communities, in
practice the implementation of these
safeguards has proved problematic.15
Displacement in the context of
climate change and violent conflict
Climate change is sometimes assumed to
be a direct driver of conflict. Environmental
degradation, increased food insecurity,
economic insecurity, competition over
natural resources and the rise of
environmental hazards are all assumed to
undermine human security and social
cohesion, so increasing the possibility of
violent conflict that could ultimately force
people to migrate and flee their country of
origin. However, it has been frequently
emphasized that there is a lack of
evidence of a direct link between climate
change and violent conflict. Based on the
review of academic literature and studies
on this topic, the IPCC concluded that
‘collectively the research does not

13	Hofbauer, J. and Mayrhofer, M., Panama ‘Barro Blancho’ Case Report, COMCAD Working Paper
144, 2016.
14 OHCHR, op. cit.
15	HRC, ‘Report of the Special Rapporteur on the rights of indigenous peoples’, 36th session,
1 November 2017.
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to the eviction of communities from
their ancestral land. A case in point is
Barro Blanco, a hydropower plant in the
Province of Chiriquí, Western Panama,
that in 2011 was approved under the
Kyoto Protocol’s Clean Development
Mechanism (CDM) as a greenhouse gas
emissions reduction project. From the
outset, the project was met with strong
opposition from the affected communities
as well as from non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), who complained
that the development of the project
infringed international human rights
standards, in particular respect for the
rights of indigenous peoples, by violating
the right to free, prior and informed
consent as recognized under the UN
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples (UNDRIP). It was argued that, in
addition to the forced eviction of hundreds
of members of the Ngöbe community, the
project would have significant impacts on
the natural resources of the communities
affected. At the end of 2016, Panama
formally withdrew the project from the
CDM registry due to pressure from
indigenous communities and international
civil society organizations. Nevertheless,
despite the protests and the filing of
complaints at national courts and the
complaints mechanisms of European
financial institutions, the hydropower plant
began operation in 2017. Barro Blanco
vividly illustrates the risks that international
development and climate policies can
pose for indigenous communities,
especially when implemented without
complying with international standards
or adequately applying safeguards to
prevent displacement, eviction and
other human rights violations.13

A Sama-Bajau
fisherman
swims to the
surface with an
octopus caught
in the Banda
Sea in Sulawesi,
Indonesia.
Panos / James
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conclude that there is a strong positive
relationship between warming and armed
conflict’.16 Furthermore, the link between
scarcity of resources as a consequence of
climate-related impacts and conflict
appears to be weak.17 Indeed, climate
change-associated impacts such as
drought, storms and floods may even
encourage the strengthening of solidarity
mechanisms if communities and countries
work together to support each other after a
disaster. There are several factors,
however, which can have a stabilizing or
destabilizing effect in this context: the
capacity of political institutions to facilitate
adaptation and reduce vulnerability;
education and preparedness; social
capital such as neighbourhood networks

and cohesion; the availability of resources
to support investment in resilience
technologies and other adaptive
measures; and whether or not the region
has a prior history of conflict.18
In practice, then, it is perhaps more useful
to view climate change as one element
in a complex nexus of social, political and
environmental forces that can, in certain
conditions, contribute to a higher risk of
conflict. One recent study, for instance,
has argued that the risk of armed
conflict is enhanced by climate-related
disasters in ethnically fractionalized
countries. However, the study does
not find indications that environmental
hazards themselves directly trigger

16	Adger, W.N., Pulhin, J.M. Barnett, J., Dabelko, G.D., Hovelsrud, G.K., Levy, M. et al., ‘Human
security’, in Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Part A: Global and
Sectoral Aspects, Contribution of Working Group II to the Fifth Assessment Report of the IPCC,
2014, p. 772.
17	Klomp, J. and Bulte, E., ‘Climate change, weather shocks, and violent conflict: a critical look at the
evidence’, Agricultural Economics 44(1), 2013.
18	Burrows, K. and Kinney, P., ‘Exploring the climate change, migration and conflict nexus’,
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 13(4), 2016.

zones that were defined as unsafe
to return to or to rebuild.21 Mindanao
illustrates how, in a broader context of
discrimination and poverty, marginalized
indigenous communities can end
up locked in a cycle of displacement
driven by natural resource exploitation,
conflict and natural disasters.
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Minority and indigenous rights,
climate change and movement
between regions
As discussed in this chapter, the
interrelationship between climate change
and migration is a complex and multifaceted issue, requiring a comprehensive
and many-layered response. Minorities and
indigenous peoples, already occupying
a precarious social, economic and political
position in their countries, will likely
face further human rights challenges in
a context of climate change-related (im)
mobility. It is therefore vital that a minority
and indigenous rights perspective is
mainstreamed into all climate changerelated strategies. Disaster response
systems, for example, which also manage
displacement and evacuations, should
ensure that at every phase of disaster
management, from preparedness and
early warning mechanisms to emergency
relief distribution and reconstruction,
minorities and indigenous peoples are not
excluded – particularly those belonging
to marginalized groups within those
communities, including women, children,
older persons and persons with disabilities.
Of course, given that these mechanisms
are informed by the broader rights
framework in each country, it is necessary
not only to integrate the principles
of equality and non-discrimination in
disaster response systems but also to

19	Schleussner, C., Donges, J., Donner, R.V. and Schellnhuber, H., ‘Armed-conflict risks enhanced
by climate-related disasters in ethnically fractionalized countries’, PNAS 113(33), August 2016.
20	Bamforth, T., ‘Social impact of Typhoon Bopha on indigenous communities, livelihoods, and
conflict in Mindanao’, in M. Companion (ed.), Disaster’s Impact on Livelihood and Cultural
Survival, Boca Raton, FL, Taylor & Francis, pp. 199–210.
21 Ibid.
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armed conflicts: rather, environmental
hazards may act as a ‘threat multiplier
in several of the world’s most conflictprone regions’. Ethnic segregation in a
broader context of political discrimination,
economic inequality or poverty appears
to play a significant role in this context.19
Ethnic, social and political divisions
can also prove decisive factors in the
context of climate change, conflict and
migration, as illustrated by the case
of Typhoon Bopha and its impact in
particular on the indigenous Lumad
population. Having made landfall in the
southern Philippines island of Mindanao
on 4 December 2012, the typhoon caused
severe and widespread damage and
fatalities, with some 1,200 deaths and
more than 1 million people left homeless.
Subsequent rainfall that lasted for two
months displaced a further 40,000
people. The impact of the typhoon was
exacerbated by the fact that the region
had been experiencing armed conflict
between government forces and the
National People’s Army for several
decades, with more than 100,000 people
killed in the violence and thousands of
others displaced. The conflict ‘stunted
the lives and opportunities for the
Lumad population and contributed to
an underlying vulnerability following the
typhoon’.20 Long-standing discrimination
against the Lumad people hampered their
access to economic and disaster relief.
Shelters were established mostly in urban
areas, forcing communities to move away
from their rural homes, and were not built
to accommodate indigenous needs and
cultural traditions. Food and cash were
only distributed to registered families,
a requirement that many indigenous
families did not meet, and the return to
their ancestral land was jeopardized by
the fact that the government established

combat inequalities and discrimination
comprehensively through better
access to education, health, housing,
economic opportunities and justice.
Furthermore, the 2015 Paris Agreement
has emphasized that states should
respect, promote and consider their
human rights obligations when taking
action to address climate change. The
protection of minority and indigenous
rights constitutes an integral part of
the human rights framework and,
therefore, needs to be implemented
in all climate response measures. This
is especially pertinent when it comes
to climate change-related movements
between regions, for instance towards
Europe and North America. Although
the migration dynamics in the context of
climate change and their relevance for
movements towards Europe, for example,
are still not well understood, and the
data in this context is scarce, there is a
common understanding that migration will
predominantly occur within countries of
origin and the consequences for migration
towards Europe are highly uncertain.
However, that does not mean that there
is no need for action by governments in
the global North. Some people moving in
the context of climate change, including
members of minorities and indigenous
communities, are already arriving in
Europe, as the mention of climaterelated factors such as drought in asylum
applications in some European countries
confirms. There is also evidence that
increasing temperatures in countries
of origin correspond with increasing
asylum applications in Europe.22 Similar
reports have been made concerning
the Americas, with extreme weather
events such as the 1998 Hurricane
Mitch in Central America believed to

have contributed to an upsurge in
migration towards the US in the months
following the disaster.23 More recently,
a succession of extreme droughts in
Central America has been identified by
some sources as one of many causes
relevant to the 2018 migrant caravan
moving from that region to the north.
In the absence of legally binding
international law that comprehensively
protects people displaced by disasters
across international borders, existing
human rights standards and, in conflict
situations, humanitarian law have to be
used effectively to protect the rights of
those affected. In this context, a minority
rights-based approach is important in two
respects. First, while the extent to which
members of minorities and indigenous
communities are moving to Europe or
North America in the context of climate
change remains unclear, a minority and
indigenous perspective is crucial to be
able to address the particular needs of
minority and indigenous members among
refugee and migrant communities in
Europe and North America, if necessary,
and to optimally use and apply existing
rights for the protection of minorities and
indigenous peoples displaced towards
Europe and North America. Second, a
minority rights-based approach is also
required in policies concerning refugee
and migrant communities in Europe and
North America as such (including for
those for whom environmental reasons
played a more or less crucial role), in order
to promote social cohesion in receiving
states. This includes the recognition
of migrant identities, and the defence
of the principles of non-discrimination
and equality, as well as the fostering of
intercultural dialogue and meaningful
participation in all areas of society.24

22	Missirian, A. and Schlenker, W., ‘Asylum applications respond to temperature fluctuations’,
Science 358(6370), December 2017.
23 Mahler, S., ‘Central America: crossroads for the Americas’, Migration Policy Institute, 1 April 2006.
24	For more on this, see Berry, S.E., Mainstreaming a Minority Rights-based Approach to Refugee
and Migrant Communities in Europe, London, MRG, December 2017.
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CASE STUDY

Kenya: ‘There has been no life
for us since we were moved out
of the forest’ – climate funding
and the eviction of Sengwer
from their ancestral lands

The indigenous Sengwer people, like other hunter-gatherer populations in Kenya,
are living in constant threat of eviction from their ancestral lands in Embobut
Forest. Classified as protected public forest by the colonial government in 1954,
the community is now regarded by Kenyan authorities as illegal squatters,
despite the fact that Sengwer have resided there for centuries and continue
to depend on its resources for its food, livelihoods and cultural traditions.
In 2017, the African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights ruled in favour of the
Ogiek indigenous people, against the government of Kenya in a land eviction
dispute similar to that of the Sengwer population. The Court determined that in
evicting the Ogiek community from the Mau Forest, the Kenyan government
had violated the rights of the Ogiek to their ancestral lands. Much as this
ruling should have set a precedent for other conservation projects, the Kenya
Forest Service (KFS) continue to forcibly evict Sengwer inhabitants from the
area, often violently, with hundreds of homes burnt to the ground since.

From colonialism to conservation – the danger of ‘green’
projects to indigenous Sengwer
The case of the Sengwer has attracted particular attention for being carried out in
the name of conservation – and the complicity of international donors such as the
World Bank in these abuses. Although the troubles of the Sengwer people began
in the colonial era, when their lands were gazetted as forest reserves, in recent
years climate funding has been singled out by the community as a major culprit
behind the fresh wave of evictions.
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‘On the surface of it, the KFS guards stand to be blamed but this is only part
of the story – there is a whole lot of climate funding that is so blind to human
rights safeguards,’ says Milka Chepkorir Kuto, a Sengwer female activist
working to protect her community’s land rights. ‘Community complaints and
independent expert findings have clearly shown that the plight of the Sengwer
indigenous people is a result of a flawed approach to conservation.’
This is underpinned by longstanding accusations that Sengwer are responsible for
deforestation in the area – a claim that Chepkorir points out is demonstrably untrue.
‘We have lived many generations in the forest and have protected it,’ she says, adding
that deforestation is largely the result of new arrivals in the forest who carry out illegal
logging and charcoal burning. ‘The government seems not to see the difference.’
The World Bank’s Inspection Panel, an independent accountability mechanism,
was approached by Sengwer community members with complaints about the
adverse effects of the World Bank-financed Natural Resources Management Project
(NRMP), which ran from 2007 to 2013 in Mount Elgon, the Cherang’any Hills and
other water catchment areas in the country. Reporting in 2014, the Panel criticized
the project’s implementation approaches for non-compliance with the World
Bank’s safeguard policies and failure to involve the community in the management
of their forest resources, thereby creating conditions that led to evictions.
Another project, the EU-funded Water Towers Protection and Climate Change
Mitigation and Adaptation project, has also attracted significant criticism for its
contribution to the human rights violations against the community. In January 2018,

following a spate of attacks by armed KFS guards on Sengwer activists, homes
and livestock, three UN Special Rapporteurs issued a joint statement expressing
their concerns about the plight of the Sengwer people as a result of project.
Besides calling on the Kenyan government to immediately halt the evictions and
conduct investigations into these abuses, it also called on the EU to suspend
funding until steps had been taken to ensure indigenous rights were respected.
Directly after their statement, a raid by the KFS left a Sengwer man dead and
another injured, an action that prompted the EU to immediately suspend funding.
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Living with eviction – the impact of resettlement
on Sengwer residents

The brutal process of the KFS’s forced evictions have been well documented, with
thousands of Sengwer homes burnt to the ground, but these actions have also had
a more intangible, longer lasting impact on their cultural and spiritual traditions. Milka
has documented testimonies from a variety of affected community members in
Embobut, Kapyego and Yatoi in Western Kenya that illustrate the wide ranging effects
of evictions. From lack of access to medicinal herbs to early marriage, these are
undermining the social fabric of the community and posing particular challenges for
Sengwer women and girls. ‘Evictions are disrupting the family as a social institution –
men are deserting their families,’ she explains. ‘The clans and kinship system is being
affected by distance, making it hard for people to adhere to the traditional norms that
guide marriages and other traditional practices among the Sengwer community.’
The interviews she has gathered from fellow Sengwer testify to the heavy
burden – social, economic, psychological – that displacement has exacted on
communities. The loss of livelihood that many face after losing access to the forest
forces community members to engage in poorly paid, insecure employment:
‘Many live on other people’s lands and work as a labourer to sustain their families.
Life has become difficult for Sengwer women and their families. Previously,
they used to have enough milk from their livestock to sell and consume, but
now most children do not drink milk even weekly since their mothers are not
settled and are unable to provide as much for them.’ - Community member
The ever present possibility of eviction also creates greater uncertainty for
community members in the forest, as well as the threat of intimidation and
physical assault during the evictions. ‘During evictions, verbal abuse and
physical violence, including sexual violence, take place,’ says Chepkorir.
‘The women who experience these violations are not aware of the legal
rights or mechanisms they could take in response to the violence.’

CASE STUDY: Kenya: ‘There has been no life for us since we were moved out of the forest.’

‘Evictions have been affecting children from an early age, making it harder for girls
to acquire the education that would help them recognize their legal rights, and
develop alternative economic ways to provide for their families. Evictions not only
affect Sengwer women, but also affect Sengwer girls, making them susceptible to
harsh experiences and exposing them to situations where they are more vulnerable
like getting into unions at an early marriage and most often with older men, thereby
compromising their childhoods, and rights like education, play, reproductive health.’
- Milka Chepkorir Kuto

Custodians of the forest
A sad irony of the treatment of Sengwer as a threat to nature is that, in reality,
the exact opposite is true – given their dependence on the continued health of
the local ecosystem and its resources, the community have a particular interest
in maintaining the forest and have stewarded it sustainably for many generations.
This is reinforced by their deep spiritual connection to the land. ‘Sengwer
women, just like every member of the community, cherish their culture,’ says
Milka. ‘The community has sacred places in the forest where they perform their
cultural rites and rituals.’ This reinforces the pain of community members who
have suffered displacement as many of these vital sites are now off limits.
Unlike, for example, the illegal loggers operating in the area, Sengwer are also
careful to exploit natural resources in a sustainable fashion to ensure their
continued productivity for many years to come. This is the case with their use
of herbs for traditional medicines, a practice carried out for centuries by Sengwer
women with care and respect. ‘Generations have been taking herbs from the
forest and glades for good health,’ says one Sengwer woman. ‘Women who go
extracting and collecting herbs do not cut down a tree for herbs, but rather extract
the specific part and leave the entire tree to continue growing.’ Without access to
these herbs, however, health issues among displaced Sengwer have increased.
‘In our Sengwer culture, when was a woman even allowed to cut down a green
tree? Why don’t they just allow women and their children to go back and live in the
glades? Our children are suffering from diseases they never suffered from when
we lived in the forest; there are a lot of problems and bad health conditions. We
would just like to be allowed to access our herbs, good and fresh air and clean
water in the forest for our children and grandchildren. A woman is traditionally
harmless to the trees. If they [KFS] claim they want to protect the trees, let the
government therefore leave women out of evictions.’ - Community member

A new approach
The heavy human cost of many large, top-down projects such as the donorfunded programmes in Embobut Forest point to the need for a new approach
to climate and conservation projects on indigenous lands – one that not only
respects, not disregards, the rights of the communities themselves but also
engages them as equal partners in these efforts. The Kenyan government and
international donors could, by upholding the rights of indigenous populations
to their lands, also achieve significant environmental benefits by supporting
tried and tested approaches to the management and preservation of natural
resources. This would help promote sustainability effectively without sacrificing
the needs of marginalized communities in the name of conservation.
‘Do you think we should hope for the return of our ancestral land? Should we
just agree with the government that we have left the forest as we negotiate
for only grazing permission? Because these evictions and the loss they have
caused us are becoming too much. But we still wonder where they want us to go
together with our families, leaving our ancestors behind.’ - Community member

