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Topic	003:	Representation	and	Understanding:	
Indigenous	Knowledge	and	Climate	Action	

	
Introduction	

 It is becoming increasingly apparent and indisputable that global climate change is 

a real, present, and potent threat, that challenges our very conception of existence on 

this planet. The actions we take as a collective humanity in the next few decades to 

respond to this crisis, will be critical and conclusive in determine the future of our 

species, and our survival. Thus, it is of the utmost importance that the solutions and 

strategies we employ to combat global climate change, are thoroughly and entirely 

considered, such that they are at their most effective and meaningful. A crucial aspect 

of this, is carving out a space for the voices of those who stand to be most affected 

and impacted by this issue, such that the breadth and complexities of the crisis are 

understood. As of yet, there is one group in particular that has received massively 

insufficient consideration in international climate discourse: the diverse array 

indigenous peoples that are spread throughout the globe. This is a reality that must 
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change if we wish to have the most impactful and successful methods of combatting 

climate crises, and create a more sustainable world in the future.	

 It should be noted that this paper mainly focuses on potential areas of reform, to 

improve the status of indigenous persons in global climate discourse, rather than on 

the advocates for maintaining current frameworks. This was a conscious choice, as 

these areas of reform require more analysis and constructive explanation than a 

consideration of how things are in the status quo. The fact that this paper does focus 

largely on the voices of advocates for the amelioration of indigenous representation 

should not be taken as a directive that all the discourse in committee sessions should 

be unanimous that improvements ought to be made. In fact, many countries would 

not argue for the improvement of the status of indigenous persons, and might, rather, 

believe that the current state of affairs is sufficient or excessive; those are opinions that 

should be voiced in session. We hope that, regardless of your country’s position, it will 

be informative to read some of the argumentation for the betterment of protections, 

irrespective of whether your country happens to agree with that stance.	

Background and Briefing	

 Prior to engaging with the details of this issue, it is essential to define an area integral 

to the focus of this paper: the term indigenous. Indigenous peoples are those with a 

traditional or historical tie to a certain area or territory, who have typically been recognized 

within a national legal framework as having a distinct identity, though it should be noted that 

this last component is not essential. Indigenous peoples are also usually culturally or 

historically distinct from the majority or dominant group within the populace of a certain 

region (Cultural Survival, 2015). Currently, there are over 370 million indigenous persons 
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globally, belonging to over 5,000 distinct groups, and spread out over 90 diverse nations 

(McLean, 2012).	

 Before delineating spaces for improvement and reform of indigenous representation 

in global climate discourse, an analysis of the status quo must be engaged in. Currently, 

climate frameworks permit a degree of indigenous involvement. This is reflected in the 2015 

United Nations Climate Change Conference or COP21, hailed by many as being a landmark 

step toward global recognition and action in response to climate change. Though COP21 did 

provide a platform for indigenous persons, through the Indigenous People’s Pavilion, the 

perspectives of this crucial demographic were not reflected in the final text of the 

conference. All matters relating to indigenous rights and recommendations were removed 

from the purportedly legally binding portion of the agreement, and placed in the non-

binding preamble, such that states have no absolute obligation to comply with, or respect, 

the needs of indigenous persons (Chivers, 2016). As such, indigenous peoples currently 

occupy a conflicted and limited space in international climate discourse and agreements, 

contemporaneously being given a platform to voice their views and perspectives, while also 

not having their opinions substantively reflected in our responses to global climate change.	

 This is a dynamic that has been largely present since the inception of international 

climate agreements. Though broadly unrepresented at initial diplomatic meetings, the 2002 

COP8 conference in New Delhi, India, marked the introduction of a special Indigenous 

People’s Caucus. Through this space, a plethora of indigenous leaders from around the 

world called upon members of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC), to “recognize the fundamental role of Indigenous Peoples in tackling 

climate change and environmental degradation [and to] study and propose timely, effective 
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and adequate solutions in response to the urgent situation caused by climate change” (Davis, 

2010). This call largely went unanswered, until 2007, with the introduction of the United 

Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, passed in the General Assembly. 

This resulted in more nominal recognition of the role of indigenous persons in climate 

affairs, causing repeated invitations to further climate conferences. Despite this, however, 

little substantial change with regards to the importance attributed to the perspectives of 

indigenous peoples occurred as a result (Davis, 2010).	

 	

 Analysis of Interventions and Actions	

 It is essential to first establish the impact climate change has had on indigenous 

peoples, in order to fully comprehend the importance of this issue, and the context from 

which past interventions and actions have occurred. Despite the fact that most native 

communities have extremely low emissions and carbon footprints, they are often those faced 

with the brunt of the resultant impacts. These challenges are uniform, significantly impacting 

a breadth of indigenous groups, from the Polar regions, to the Amazon. In the latter region, 

if global greenhouse gas emissions are to continue at the rate at which they are currently 

developing, there will be an overall 20% decrease of rainfall in  the region, as well as harms 

compounded by the impacts of other modernization initiatives, such as deforestation and 

forest fragmentation. (Salick, 2007). 	

This trend is visually illustrated in the figure below, a geographical map of the 

Amazonian region. Analyzing data collected from the hydrological, water resources, and 

climate communities, the Integrated Project Water and Global Change’s graphic 

demonstrates the increasingly dry regions of the Amazon that have developed as of late, 
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particularly in the south and south-eastern region of the area. This serves in illustrating the 

substantial impacts that climate change has had on this crucial homeland of nearly half a 

million indigenous persons (Greenpeace, 2003).	

   	

Source: (Integrated Project Water and Global Change (WATCH), 2015).	

In other regions, such as the desert, home to notable indigenous groups including 

the Kalahari, climate change has had devastating impacts as well, resulting in dramatically 

increased windspeeds, and difficulties surrounding cattle farming. This has created 

conditions such that “indigenous groups have become forced to be sedentary, huddle 

around government drilled boreholes for water, and [...] depend on government handouts 

for survival” (Salick, 2007). In the high mountain regions, such as Kilimanjaro in east Africa, 

Tibet in central Asia, and the Andean region of South America, each home to a diverse array 

of indigenous peoples and cultures, climate change has bred its own unique harms. Most 

notable of these are the retreating glaciers, and changing resource bases that have been 
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exponentially worsened over the past several decades, with Alpine ecosystems expected to 

increase by 5 to 6 degrees celsius by the end of the twenty-first century (Davis, 2010). If this 

point is reached, there will no longer be snows on Mount Kilimanjaro. 	

In conjunction with this increase in temperature, comes a substantially increased risk 

of endangerment for currently limited flora and fauna in the regions. It is imperative to 

consider the importance of the environmental context in the culture and tradition of 

indigenous peoples, as these groups often heavily rely on these offerings for medicines, food, 

hunting, grazing, and more. For example, in Finland, Norway, and Sweden, the increasing 

mild weather has limited reindeer access to lichen, resulting in a substantial reduction of 

reindeer populations, an animal that represents a vital component of the culture, subsistence, 

and economy of indigenous Saami communities (UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous 

Issues, 2007). As these parts of the ecosystem begin to disappear, crucial aspects of the 

culture and livelihood of indigenous persons are put in jeopardy as well.	

 The United Nations has introduced several efforts to respond to these localized 

environmental concerns. Chief among these, is the UN Programme on Reducing Emissions 

from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD), an initiative introduced in 2008 

following the Bali Climate Change Conference, as a product of a collaboration between the 

Food and Agriculture Organization, the UN Development Programme, and the UN 

Environment Programme. In REDD, and its current intergovernmental proposals, there is 

no mention of indigenous knowledge or issues. It has been noted that, despite the fact that 

all UN climate funds, REDD included, have pledged to recognize and affirm each and every 

UN mandate surrounding indigenous rights, the initiative rarely devotes funds towards these 

rights-based initiatives, and demonstrates a lack of accountability and oversight on 
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indigenous affairs (Griffiths, 2007). This is considered particularly problematic given the size, 

scope, and power, of groups such as these.	

This is depicted in the map below, which demonstrates the nations that have are 

either actively involved in REDD, or support its programs and policies. As can be viewed, 

the initiative is prevalent in many states with some of the greatest numbers of indigenous 

residents, including Canada, Australia, Indonesia, and Brazil. This serves to support the 

harms when massive swaths of indigenous peoples are not consulted regarding issues that 

primarily affect them, and their traditional territories, under the United Nations’ REDD 

agreement.	

	

Source: (World Wildlife Fund, 2010).	

 The United Nations targets the breadth of challenges faced by indigenous 

communities, as a function of climate change, through the United Nations Declaration on 

the Rights of Indigenous Persons (UNDRIP). Though this is certainly a crucial and 
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important document for its extensive affirmation of indigenous rights, it should be noted 

that the document tends to conceptualize certain rights and protections, such as culture, 

heritage, and history, in a very traditional, explicit, and static way. Article Eight of the text 

dictates that “indigenous peoples have the right not to be subjected [...] to destruction of 

their culture,” specifically denouncing “any form of forced assimilation or integration,” as 

well as “propaganda to incite racial or ethnic discrimination” (United Nations, 2007). While 

these are undoubtedly admirable goals, there is no nuanced evaluation of the scope of 

factors that threaten indigenous culture and livelihood, including, most notably, climate 

change. 	

Environmental crises, more than simply posing the aforementioned threats to the 

subsistence and traditional food sources of indigenous peoples, have profound cultural 

implications on communities. For instance, in Tibet, local deities are thought to be made 

manifest in the snow that caps the mountain ranges. As this ecological feature begins to 

disappear, the very culture and identity of indigenous communities is put in jeopardy as well. 

As one Tibetan local said, “if the snow disappears [from our] sacred mountains, people will 

disappear from the earth” (Salick, 2007). UNDRIP does not recognize nor does it reflect, the 

threatening impact climate change has on the rights and protections of indigenous peoples. 

This lack of specific delineation of the impacts of climate change, is only compounded by 

the fact that the document is not legally binding whatsoever. While this is typical and largely 

inherent to the structure of most United Nations agreements, it is of particular detriment to 

this specific accord, as it directly facilitates a lack of consideration of what the text contains.	

 Also crucial in considering the current state of indigenous affairs in relation to 

climate change, and the United Nations’ recognition of this dynamic, is that of the unique 
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knowledge and perspective possessed by indigenous persons on environmental issues 

themselves. Indigenous peoples currently utilize over one-fifth of the total land surface on 

earth, maintaining 80 percent of the planet’s biodiversity, and nearly ninety percent of the 

world’s protected areas (Raygorodetsky, 2011). 	

This is limned in the graphic below, which demonstrates the diverse regional 

distribution of indigenous persons, as well as their significant utilization of a large quantity of 

our total land area.	

 

	

Source: (O’Toole, 2000).	

 As a result of this territorial occupation, maintained over centuries, indigenous 

peoples possess unique and crucial insight as to how the environment and ecosystem 

typically functions, and generally evolves. Inuit elders, for example, can provide unique and 

extensive documentations of the climate and glacier patterns that have existed for the past 

several hundred years, passed down through oral histories from generation to generation 

(Salick, 2007). This knowledge can then be employed to assess the scope of damage that has 
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been inflicted on the original environment, and open paths to create solutions moving 

forward. In addition, due to their immense familiarity with the territory and their ability to 

adapt to its changes, indigenous peoples often possess knowledge of useful and important 

techniques in mitigating the harms of climate change. Indigenous communities in Vietnam, 

for instance, have planted dense mangroves along the coast which have served to 

substantially reduce the impacts of tropical waves, while groups in the Amazon have 

managed natural rainforests and responded to deforestation for centuries (UN Permanent 

Forum on Indigenous Issues, 2007). This is crucial and essential knowledge that must be 

included in international climate discourse, in order to develop the most informed solutions 

possible to this growing issue.	

 United Nations recognition of indigenous perspectives and knowledge on these 

matters thus far has been formal, but not substantive. This is reflected perfectly in the 2007 

COP8 conference in Bali, which in many ways acts as a microcosm of the broader UN 

failings on this subject. Despite the fact that indigenous peoples were openly invited to 

attend the event, they were forcibly barred from entering meetings involving the Executive 

Secretary of the UNFCCC and several national representatives. Though potent calls were 

made by Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, a Filipina woman who served as the Chair of the UN 

Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues to “unequivocally [...] recognize and respect 

indigenous peoples rights, and [utilize that] as the starting framework for any discussion of 

negotiations related to access and use of resources,” government representatives did not 

respond, resulting in no specific mention of indigenous rights, perspectives, or contributions 

in the final text of the agreement (International Work Group on Indigenous Affairs, 2014). 

Similarly for the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPPC), a panel under the 
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auspices of the United Nations, despite having affirmed that indigenous knowledge is “an 

invaluable basis for developing adaptation and natural resource management strategies in 

response to environmental [...] change,” the group uniformly gravitates away from 

indigenous knowledge towards professional scientific research, seeming to assume a 

dichotomy between the two areas (Raygorodetsky, 2011).	

 This lack of representation for indigenous persons in global climate discourse has 

significant impacts, most frequently leading to a lack of full consideration regarding the 

impacts of solutions outlined in climate agreements. For example, several renewable forms 

of energy that have been touted in many UN climate accords, such as hydroelectric and 

nuclear, often have significant detriments to indigenous communities. Of the 45,000 

hydroelectric dams currently in existence, the majority are found on indigenous lands and 

territory, often causing harmful floods and destruction (Cherrington, 2008). Nearly three-

quarters of all the uranium on earth, a material essential in the creation of nuclear energy, is 

found on indigenous land as well, and it is these communities that are often left to face the 

harms of these forms of energy (Cherrington, 2008). This was made painful clear in the 

twentieth century, during which over 400 indigenous mine workers from Navajo Nation 

died from radiation in a two-decade time frame (Cherrington, 2008). This is not meant to act 

as a condemnation of seeking out and attempting these forms of alternative energy 

altogether; it merely illustrates the necessity of consulting indigenous persons in climate 

change solutions, through citing past examples of when well-intentioned policies, crafted 

without conversation with indigenous persons, had significant harms.	

 Spaces for Growth?	
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 In such a complex and substantial issue as this one, considering solutions and 

recommendations moving forward is immensely difficult; however, it is also essential given 

the necessity of ensuring that our global response to climate change is sufficient and 

substantial. There are several areas in which large reforms could be undertaken, in order to 

achieve this goal, however the most widely suggested are in scientific collaboration and legal 

redress.	

 A dialogue between indigenous persons and climate change scientists is essential in 

ensuring that the indigenous perspective is adequately considered. This fact was well 

established in a 2007 symposium at the Environmental Change Institute of Oxford, in which 

dozens of researchers from a breadth of disciplinary fields were assembled in order to 

analyze the role of indigenous persons and knowledge in climate change. They were 

unanimous in their agreement that “feedback loops between climate change science and 

indigenous peoples must be established and employed” (Salick, 2007). They went on to say 

that “both parties - that is climate change scientists and indigenous peoples - can gain 

knowledge from each other and support each other in action” (Salick, 2007). 	

 In order to more thoroughly establish a discrete place for this conversation to take 

place, many have suggested that the United Nations create a specific panel for indigenous 

leaders and climate scientists to be represented and communicate with one another. Often 

these two groups are simply not in direct contact, resulting in limited discourse and progress. 

It is the duty and role of intergovernmental bodies like the United Nations to carve out a 

space for individuals from a diverse group of backgrounds to come together. A panel format 

would help ensure that indigenous perspectives do not become something that are 

marginally listened to every time a climate accord takes place, but rather develop into an 
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essential and established part of global scientific climate discourse. It is crucial to not 

conceptualize a dichotomy between scientific inquiry and indigenous knowledge; these are 

two necessary aspects of the climate change dialogue that must be equally heard, in 

collaboration with one another.	

 Legal redress is another contentious area of reform. Though UNDRIP is certainly a 

fantastic development in indigenous legal standings, it is ultimately for naught if states are 

not held accountable for their violations of its framework. Currently, the United Nations 

enforces legally binding structures primarily through the International Criminal Court (Rome 

Statute, 1998). This court, however, is limited to prosecuting a small handful of substantial 

crimes, such as crimes against humanity, and genocide (Rome Statute, 1998). Though there 

are some interpretations of these documents that would allow for indigenous communities 

to bring rights violations to the ICC, such as for cultural genocide against native peoples, 

these are used infrequently, in large part due to the lack of substantial legal foundations for 

these processes. 	

 In addition to simply providing better protection for indigenous persons however, a 

worthwhile goal in and of itself, many argue that this reform would also help in significantly 

improving sustainable development, and mitigating harms posed by climate change. Under 

the status quo, environmental rights, as things that must be guaranteed and protected 

absolutely, are still fledgeling legal concepts; conversely, indigenous rights, while 

undoubtedly recent, have at least received much more formal recognition at a national and 

international level. Through strengthening the protections established for indigenous rights, 

a more direct path to holding states accountable for excessive greenhouse gas emissions and 

environmental degradation is established. For example, if a government commits massively 
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damaging environmental practices that substantially degrade the the environment of 

indigenous communities, or use indigenous land without express permission, indigenous 

groups can then bring that case to the ICC, as a violation of their guaranteed protections. 	

Indeed, many cases like these have begun to occur at national level, particularly in 

Canada. Dozens of court cases have been launched against the federal government by 

indigenous communities, seeking redress for damage committed against their land. Notable 

cases include the Mikisew Cree and Frog Lake First Nation, who have sued the government 

over changes to the environmental assessment and water protection laws, as well as 

Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation, who alleged that drilling land-use policies on their 

territory were developed without their consultation (Toledano, 2014). Many view legal cases 

like these as being innovative ways of pressuring governments to change their 

environmentally harmful policies, through using previously established and entrenched 

indigenous rights, to advance increased land protection and reduced land degradation, 

pollution, and fossil fuel extraction (Raygorodetsky, 2011). Through applying this on an 

international level, the United Nations would be able to ensure, not only that indigenous 

rights and protections are upheld, but also that environmentally damaging policies of nations 

are kept at a minimum. 	

	

Pertinent Questions	

     What should the role of indigenous persons in climate response be? Are currently existing 

frameworks sufficient? Insufficient? Excessive? In arriving at your answer, also consider 

what reform you think is most appropriate to address these problems.	
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     Does indigenous knowledge have a role to play in responding to climate questions? If so, 

what role is this?	

      Does your nation have an indigenous population that has a minority status? What steps 

has your country taken to affirm or deny the rights of these groups? How might this affect 

your outlook on this issue?	

     Do you think that increased legislative jurisdiction of the ICC is an appropriate solution 

to this issue?	


