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Editorial

Indigenous youth: holding the light of activism

gaged in the Indigenous movement and struggles at different
levels. They organize themselves and act peacefully through
their words and actions and, while doing so, recognize and honour the
hard work and struggle of generations passed. This year's edition of The
Indigenous World takes a closer look at Indigenous youth.
This sentiment was powerfully stated in the article in this book on
the Global Indigenous Youth Caucus, written by one of the co-chairs,
Katunta Conde:

M any Indigenous youth around the world are involved and en-

From the heart of our land and territories to the UN rooms and
halls of global decision-making, we, Indigenous youth, are
fighting for our rights as Indigenous Peoples. Our voices are
increasingly being heard ... Nonetheless, it is crucial to remem-
ber that international forums have not been opened without
the strength and work of those behind us ... Indigenous youth
are active, loud, and together form a dynamic movement; and
we are demanding a seat at the table.

In April 2024, the 23 Session of the UN Permanent Forum on Indige-
nous Issues (UNPFII) centred its annual theme on “Enhancing Indige-
nous Peoples’ right to self-determination in the context of the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples: emphasizing
the voices of Indigenous youth.” The theme promoted the views and
experiences of youth and was recognition that Indigenous youth must
be involved if we are to create a more just and sustainable future. The
UNPFII also highlighted the growing leadership of Indigenous youth in
tackling the pressing challenges of our time.

As Indigenous youth is the editorial focus of this year’s edition of
The Indigenous World, several of our authors also wrote specifically
about Indigenous youth in the various countries and processes. The fol-
lowing are some examples of their analysis.



Editorial 7

In Brazil, Indigenous youth participation in political and social
movements has grown significantly in recent years. Many Indigenous
youth have used social media as a tool of resistance, promoting aware-
ness campaigns and digital engagement. This digital activism reinforc-
es the reporting of rights violations and increases the visibility of the
Indigenous struggle in Brazil and around the world. This new generation
has positioned itself at the forefront of defending Indigenous rights,
cultural revival and the occupation of previously inaccessible political
and academic spaces.

In Cameroon, over the past 15 years, Indigenous youth have played
a pivotal role in advocating for Indigenous rights and, currently, approx-
imately 60% of Indigenous organizations are led by Indigenous youth,
who actively participate in national and international forums.

2024 also saw the rise of Bedouin youth as vocal advocates for In-
digenous rights in the Negev/Nagab. They have been central in mobi-
lizing their communities through peaceful protest, digital campaigning
and collaborating with international NGOs to draw attention to their is-
sues, such as forced displacement, and the barriers they face to proper
education infrastructure and healthcare access.

In a striking story that went around the world, there was a strong
demonstration of the empowerment of Maori youth when Aotearoa's
youngest member of parliament, Hana-Rawhiti Maipi-Clarke, tore up
the Principles of the Treaty of Waitangi Bill in parliament and performed
a haka (ceremonial dance) denouncing it.

In Norway, the trial against 18 youth human rights defenders from
both S&mi and non-Indigenous communities was another act of Indige-
nous youth leadership and advocacy that drew global attention in 2024.
These youth, alongside many others, staged a sit-in in 2023 protesting
at how the Fosen ruling in favour of the affected Sdmi community was
being handled. All 18 activists were eventually acquitted but the pros-
ecutor appealed the decision in 13 of the cases. These 13 were again
acquitted in the Court of Appeal but, in 2025, the prosecutor decided to
once again appeal and has taken the case to the Supreme Court of Nor-
way. This is the same court that ruled in favour of the SAmi community
when facing human rights violations from the wind energy companies
that had placed windmills on their traditional lands.

Indigenous youth are on the frontline, leading protests against
governance failures, economic inequality, and unemployment, as well
as against large-scale development projects and extractive industries
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that are harming the environment and biodiversity, leading to the dete-
rioration of Indigenous (ancestral) lands, forests and rivers.

As Indigenous youth, we are the frontline advocates for our
lands and cultures. It's time that resources flow directly to us,
so we can lead the way in protecting our futures, without be-
ing filtered through intermediaries. We know our needs, and we
should be the ones making the decisions. — Sabha Rani Mahar-
jan, Youth Federation of Indigenous Nationalities in Nepal

In Kenya, in 2024, the youth, empowered by social media, mobilized
widespread protests demanding greater government transparency
and economic and electoral reform. Across India, Indigenous youth are
emerging as the leading voices in the struggle to secure Indigenous
rights, as evidenced by Indigenous youth leaders mobilizing widespread
opposition to resist the large-scale hydropower projects that threaten
the displacement of thousands.

Indigenous youth, such as in the example already mentioned from
Brazil, are taking to new technologies and interventions to push for their
rights.

In Malaysia, youth-led initiatives, including short films, digital
storytelling and social media, are becoming essential in community
struggles and raising awareness as they adapt to digital platforms to
address identity, land and education issues. These efforts have also
bridged generational gaps, creating spaces for intergenerational knowl-
edge transfer. While elders possess Indigenous knowledge, youth are
utilizing their technical expertise and creativity to ensure these practic-
es remain relevant and visible in today's world. While these efforts are
proving to be effective, youth frequently describe their efforts as akin
to grasping at straws, balancing the weight of their ancestors’ legacy
while navigating modern obstacles. These sentiments underscore the
need for sustained support and solidarity to ensure their resilience and
continued advocacy.

Indigenous youth continue to feel invisible

Despite their activism, Indigenous youth can also feel invisible as they
are left out of their own communities’ decision-making spaces and



Editorial 9

processes or are not present in national forums and bodies. Further, in
some cases there is simply a scarcity of information about Indigenous
youth in general or the concept of youth does not exist.

This is the case in Costa Rica where there is a continued absence
of Indigenous youth in government institutions, something the author
of that article describes as “evident, regrettable and worrying”.

As the author of the Nepal article noted: “Indigenous youth are the
bridge between past and future generations. If the younger generation
do not get knowledge from their elders it will end with the end of elders.”

Intergenerational dialogue is a key element not only in transferring
ancestral knowledge but also for youth to strengthen their capacity to
organize themselves. While youth have the strength, elders have the
knowledge and this intergenerational dialogue is crucial as elders and
youth can both benefit from mutual exchanging and learning.

Generational clashes and scepticism about mainstream educa-
tion and city life could, however, lead to a lack of trust in young people’s
capacity to take leadership. Elders often have the power and the word,
and it could be difficult for young people to take a position, to have the
freedom to speak on their own and take leadership. In interviews con-
ducted by IWGIA with Indigenous youth,' and in articles in this book,
some expressed a lack of participation in decision-making spaces and
processes within their communities and said they experience a clash
between education and traditional knowledge. Elders and other com-
munity members often only trust traditional knowledge and practices,
making it difficult for young people to reintegrate into their communi-
ties after studying and working outside.

But youth are important in the communities. When young people
participate in collective work, they contribute to the future of the com-
munity while learning about ancestral practices and knowledge and
they are empowered. It also serves as a means and tool with which to
fight for their territory and collective rights as Indigenous Peoples.

In Guatemala, Indigenous youth became increasingly involved in
community and national politics in 2024. More communities are choos-
ing to appoint young people with higher levels of education to important
positions, such as mayor or general secretary, where they can effective-
ly contribute to the struggle for land defence, cultural preservation and
for their own organization as a movement and community.
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Increasing pressure to migrate

Not all youth stay within their communities, and some migrate to urban
areas for better access to basic services, such as health and education,
but also in search of employment opportunities. Of those who migrate,
not all return to their communities. This is for different reasons, such as
the scarcity of land due to historical displacement, or a lack of work op-
portunities. While living in cities, Indigenous youth often experience dis-
crimination, exclusion, and exploitation from the surrounding society.

Despite the increased involvement of youth in Guatemala, as de-
scribed above, they have also been forced to migrate to urban centres
in the country or take long and risky journeys to other countries, such as
the USA. Not only is this resulting in a loss of cultural identity, language
and ancestral knowledge it leaves them vulnerable to illicit activities
and violence, including becoming victims of human trafficking or being
forced to join gangs or participate in drug trafficking.

In Tunisia, the policy of forced assimilation and displacement of
the Amazigh has left nearly all their traditional territories empty. The
youth thus see their only means of survival in cities or abroad. In Thai-
land, some Indigenous youth do not have citizenship, thus limiting their
access to basic services, including the ability to access government
loans for education. In Myanmar, the new “conscription law” has led to
the migration of Indigenous youth to neighbouring countries. Many of
those not able to migrate have been forced to abandon their education-
al pursuits or careers to serve in the military, against their will under
harsh conditions. Indigenous youth in Eritrea have faced some of the
same concerns and live in constant fear of mass round-ups of youth for
forcible conscription into the military. Those who attempt to avoid and
escape this are often detained and tortured. In Nicaragua, Indigenous
youth are also being forced into military training, causing many to go
into hiding.

Indigenous youth and defenders at the forefront of
human rights violations and attacks

Youth, who are often on the frontline of protecting their communities,
protesting against government policy, and halting infrastructure pro-
jects, are also victims of violence for their advocacy.
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In India, several youth activists were surrounded by a mob of more
than 100 people as they were collecting testimonies from families who
had been evicted from their land and homes to make way for a proposed
five-star hotel near Kaziranga National Park in Assam. In another case,
over 150 Indigenous youth had criminal charges filed against them for
organizing protests demanding accountability and improved working
conditions in a cement factory after an Indigenous person died at the
factory. Youth leaders in Arunachal Pradesh were arbitrarily detained for
organizing a peaceful protest. They were held for 10 hours and coerced
into signing papers that restricted their participation in future protests.

In Nicaragua, Indigenous youth often face violence at the hands
of settlers who act with impunity. In one Indigenous territory alone,
20 Indigenous youths were killed between 2020 and 2024. In 2024, in
other parts of the country, a 26-year-old Mayangna Indigenous leader
was tortured and killed for resisting a settler invasion. Several Miskito
youths were also killed. None of the cases are being investigated. Set-
tlers also kidnap Indigenous girls as a form of control and dominance
and, in some cases, they are sexually abused and raped so that settlers
can settle on Indigenous land by obtaining land rights through having
children with the kidnapped girls.

Indigenous girls also fall victim to human trafficking. In Laos,
in 2024, 46 human trafficking cases were reported, which included
the trafficking of 40 girls under the age of 18. In Bangladesh, violence
against Indigenous women and girls remains a persistent concern. In
2024, a Bangladesh-based human rights organization documented 17
cases of violence against Indigenous women and girls. In most cases,
no action was taken by the authorities, or their actions were inadequate
or delayed.

Indigenous youth are not the only ones who suffer human rights
violations for protecting their lands, territories and resources. Harass-
ment, arbitrary arrest, torture, death in police custody, and killings are
just some of the daily realities Indigenous Peoples face and, in some
places, this norm is increasing.

In the Philippines, for example, 73 human rights violations were
documented, experienced by nearly a quarter of a million Indigenous
persons. This marks a 428% increase in human rights violations since
the beginning of President Marcos Jr's term in mid-2022. In Brazil, be-
tween 2022 and 2024, 38 Indigenous persons were killed, many of them
Guarani-Kaiowa4, over land disputes and armed attacks. Recent reports
indicate that the numbers in 2024 may be even higher.
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In Bangladesh, 200 human rights violations took place in 2024 in
the Chittagong Hill Tracts alone, affecting more than 6,000 Indigenous
persons. Of these, at least 21 were killed and over 140 were arbitrarily de-
tained. Further, over 120 houses, shops, offices and temples belonging
to Indigenous Peoples were looted and set on fire, and over 2,300 acres
of land were grabbed by various actors. This is all happening against the
backdrop of an interim government put in place after serious protests
that ousted the government. The interim government has been tasked
with making several reforms to the government and its institutions and,
while in the beginning there was some hope that Indigenous Peoples
would have a seat at the table of the various reform commissions, un-
fortunately this was not the case. Indigenous Peoples remain signifi-
cantly underrepresented in the key commissions that directly affect
their rights and the rights of other minority groups. There are still no In-
digenous representatives in the Constitutional Reform Commission or
the Electoral Reform Commission, for example.

In response to months of peaceful and non-violent protests in
Kanaky against, amongst others, electoral reform, the French govern-
ment passed the reform. Frustration led to riots and the French gov-
ernment deployed 7,000 soldiers to the territory and declared a state
of emergency wherein many basic rights were curtailed. There were
numerous reports of an excessive use of force, violence towards Kanak
human rights defenders, and a large number of arbitrary arrests and
detentions. Eleven of the human rights defenders were charged with
organized crime and criminal conspiracy and seven of them were de-
ported to mainland France.

In the Negev/Naqgab region, two Bedouin villages — Wadi al-Khalil
and Umm al-Hiran — have basically been erased by the Israeli authori-
ties. In Wadi al-Khalil, 47 homes were demolished leading to the forced
eviction of over 300 residents and, in November 2024, the village of
Umm al-Hiran was completely demolished to make room for a new re-
ligious Jewish settlement. Overall, in 2024, nearly 5,000 homes and
buildings were demolished in the area, exacerbating the displacement
and marginalization of Bedouin.

The desire to take over Indigenous lands by any means necessary,
including the removal of people and villages, is sadly a far too common
daily reality for Indigenous Peoples across the world.
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Defending lands and forests against powerful
forces

2024 was a year like many others, wherein business enterprises and in-
frastructure projects gave the impetus for authorities and other actors
to fell forests, evict people and marginalize populations further.

In Botswana, San people living in small communities of 500 or less
are now being designated by local officials as “squatters”, meaning that
they no longer have access to government services and are denied land
rights, including burial rights to bury their own people in their own cem-
eteries.

In Indonesia, the government continues to move forward with its
grand plan of building and moving the nation’s capital. The land rights
of the 51Indigenous communities currently living in the area are not be-
ing respected. These communities are not only at serious risk of being
forcibly displaced but also of becoming extinct. Further, a revision of the
law for the construction of the capital grants privileges to the State to
appropriate and monopolize these Indigenous lands with concessions
and licences that can last up to 190 years. This policy of land appropria-
tion is running rampant in the country. In 2024, alone, at least 121 cases
of land appropriation were recorded totalling over 2.8 million hectares
and affecting 140 Indigenous communities.

Indigenous rights were violated by a hydropower project in Nepal
in a litany of alleged crimes that include accusations of forging signa-
tures, signing children’s names on contracts, creating false reports and
bulldozing through farmlands under cover of night. The three affected
Indigenous Peoples have taken this to court and are hoping for an order
to stop the activities.

The appropriation of land does not stop at business interests; it
also includes the creation or expansion of conservation areas or na-
tional parks. These areas continually deny Indigenous Peoples’ rights
to their land and their ways of living, including using the land for the
cultivation of food and medicines, herding and grazing of animals and
simply living on the land that has been theirs for generations.

According to leaked plans by the Tanzanian government, they in-
tend to alienate more than 70% of all Maasai districts with the aim of
creating Game Reserves and Game Controlled Areas. This project will
impact nearly 400,000 Indigenous people across 90 villages. Further,
the Tanzanian Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism published its
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revised strategy (2023-2033), which included 47 different actors in its
stakeholder analysis, none of which were Indigenous. In this new strat-
egy, there is a list of proposed Wildlife Management Areas, including
one planned in Loliondo that will continue to threaten the existence of
Maasai. The strategy further does not include Free, Prior and Informed
Consent (FPIC) or mention community-based conservation; rather it
ignores the rights of Indigenous Peoples at the expense of attracting
more tourism. This lack of FPIC and forced evictions continues to be a
dominant tactic of the authorities but is one they officially deny even
in their official response to the World Heritage Committee, who have
officially reported their deep concerns over the multiple and continuous
human rights violations being perpetrated in Ngorongoro.

Further north, in Morocco, the government aims to demarcate over
100,000 hectares of Indigenous land to create a national park on the
western side of the Anti-Atlas Mountains. The Amazigh have rejected
this plan as it will deprive them of their land, lead to forced displace-
ment, and will exploit their resources.

In India, if the 2024 order issued by the National Tiger Conserva-
tion Authority (NTCA) is implemented it will lead to the forcible eviction
of nearly 90,000 Indigenous people in over 800 villages, sparking one
of the largest forced displacements in the name of conservation in the
country. This would also go against legal safeguards provided to Indige-
nous people in the Wildlife (Protection) Act (1972) and Forest Rights Act
(2006). Indigenous people who live in forests, which serve as a corner-
stone of their culture and livelihood, are often penalized through unaf-
fordable and multiple fines for using and living in their ancestral lands.
In a small reprieve, perhaps, in the state of Odisha, the government has
ordered the withdrawal of over 48,000 of these petty cases.

The issue remains that Indigenous Peoples, who have lived on and
with their lands for centuries, are often the ones who know how best
to manage the lands. However, when other actors come in without lis-
tening to or respecting Indigenous rights, knowledge and expertise, the
human rights and environmental impacts increase.

Extensive logging in Malaysia has exacerbated soil erosion and
flash flooding, contaminating water sources essential to Orang Asli
communities. The same is happening in the Upper Baram Forest Area,
which was once an Indigenous-led conservation area but where logging
concessions and a lack of transparency are now undermining efforts to
sustainably manage nearly 300,000 hectares of forest and agricultural
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land. Indigenous leaders continue to fight for the revival of their con-
servation methods and for more involvement of Indigenous Peoples in
forest management and governance. Rare earth mining for the green
transition and carbon credits are also both being framed as climate
change mitigation solutions and are emerging as a significant concern
for Indigenous Peoples as they are threatening ecosystems and dis-
placing communities.

A just transition can only happen with Indigenous
Peoples on an equal footing

The global transition to a green economy is accelerating, driven by the
urgent need to reduce carbon emissions and combat climate change.
This transition is not occurring in a vacuum, however; it has profound
implications for Indigenous Peoples, whose lands and livelihoods are
increasingly targeted for resource extraction and renewable energy
projects. Renewable energy, electric vehicles, and “green” mining are
being promoted as solutions to the climate crisis. If history repeats it-
self, these industries will expand at the expense of Indigenous rights,
lands, and sovereignty.

Indigenous Peoples are not opposed to the “green transition” per
se but state that it needs to be just. In fact, there are significant op-
portunities for Indigenous Peoples to lead and shape a just transition.
Many Indigenous communities possess an extensive, intergenerational
knowledge system regarding their lands and, by applying sustainable
practices, they effectively preserve biodiversity and maintain ecosys-
tem health. By acknowledging and incorporating Indigenous knowl-
edge systems and perspectives, the global community can leverage
time-tested methods for effective and sustainable resource and land
management.

This was why, in October 2024, the Just Transition: Indigenous
Peoples' Perspectives, Knowledge and Lived Experiences Summit was
held. Indigenous delegations from all seven socio-cultural regions came
together to address the pressing question: How do we ensure the green
economy does not become another chapter of exploitation but instead
a turning point for justice? The concept of a just transition, broadly de-
fined, aims to ensure that the shift away from fossil fuels does not exac-
erbate social inequalities. Yet, for Indigenous communities, the reality is
that the green transition often mirrors past injustices.
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This could not come at a more opportune time as green energy
initiatives and climate change mitigation measures continue to draw
more attention from governments and business enterprises, holding
such measures at the highest priority regardless of the related cost.

In the Philippines, the Marcos Jr. administration is capitalizing
on this, making the creation and operation of renewable energy and
large-scale mining projects easier to undertake. Marcos Jr. claims that
climate change and natural disasters are one of the reasons why the
country should fast-track such projects, putting them in direct con-
flict with Indigenous Peoples. The Department of Energy has recorded
a total of nearly 1,500 renewable energy project applications, leading
the country to become known as the second most attractive emerging
market for renewable energy projects in 2024. Of these projects, a high
concentration of hydropower projects is planned for the Cordillera Re-
gion, where 109 hydropower, five geothermal, three solar and two wind
energy projects are proposed. Many of these projects each cover thou-
sands of hectares of land and threaten the existence of the Indigenous
people currently living there.

Similarly, in China, hydropower projects are also being implement-
ed in growing numbers. At the end of 2024, the government approved
the construction of a hydropower project on the Yarlung Zangbo River,
which will become the world's largest hydropower dam and cause the
displacement of countless Indigenous communities, with consequenc-
es for Indigenous Peoples living downstream in India and Bangladesh.
The authorities have not provided any transparency around the project,
not even an environmental and social impact assessment, although
they claim there would be no significant impacts. And the once shelved
Tiger Leaping Gorge Dam in the Naxi homelands has, nearly 20 years
later, been reopened by the government. This project would potential-
ly forcibly displace a significantly higher number of Indigenous people
and others than the originally estimated 100,000 persons.

As part of the key results of the Just Transition Indigenous Summit,
Indigenous Peoples want not only to secure a seat at the decision-mak-
ing table but also to play a leading role in shaping a just transition. This
requires moving beyond consultation and toward genuine leadership,
where Indigenous rights and knowledge are used as foundational pillars
of the green economy. This takes on even more importance given that
the world passed the 1.5 degree Celsius threshold in 2024, the first year
this has happened. It is incumbent upon all of us to find solutions to
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the effects of climate change but they must be done with the real and
authentic inclusion of Indigenous Peoples.

The effects of climate change are already being felt in many coun-
tries around the world, and particularly by Indigenous Peoples who,
despite having contributed the least to climate change, are among the
first to face its direct effects.

By the end of October 2024 when the rains finally arrived, Bolivia
had suffered its most catastrophic year of forest fires with over 12 mil-
lion hectares affected. By the first week of October, there had been 9.8
million hectares burned and affected by fires, 61% of which were con-
centrated in forested areas. In Brazil, fires destroyed more than 4,000
hectares of forest, coupled with a prolonged drought that lowered rivers.

Not only do such events threaten Indigenous Peoples and their
ways of life but the loss of their lands in this manner has a dangerous
effect on the climate as Indigenous lands play a critical role in mitigat-
ing climate change. In Brazil, the areas affected by drought and fire are
home to 25% of the world's preserved tropical forests, which store large
amounts of carbon. lllegal mining and monoculture farming represent
constant threats to these lands, however.

Countries in Africa also continue to suffer from droughts. Namibia
is suffering its worst drought in a century whereby hundreds of animals
are having to be culled to feed the hungry as over 330,000 people are
registered in the drought relief programme. A quarter of them belong
to marginalized communities. The drought in Zimbabwe has reached
such a magnitude that some 6 million people are suffering from insuffi-
cient food. In the Amazigh territory of Nafusa in Libya, verdant fields of
figs, olives and almonds that were prosperous just 20 years ago are now
barren, leaving farmers in dire straits.

In an extreme case of the effects of climate change, in the autumn
of 2024, the last residents of Newtok moved to the new village site of
Mertarvik in Alaska. Newtook is one of the many Alaska Native villag-
es that need to be evacuated due to the damaging effects of climate
change. Two further villages will probably be next but one of the new
designated village sites is also proving vulnerable to the climate crisis.

The power of continuous, collective action

Despite all the violations, attacks, evictions, land loss, and climate
change effects, Indigenous Peoples around the world were, however,
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also able to celebrate quite a few victories in 2024. By continuously
standing up for their rights, understanding national and international
law, gathering various groups together for collective action, and never
letting their spirit break, Indigenous Peoples successfully stopped infra-
structure projects, protected their lands, secured rights in national and
international laws and processes, took positions of power, and more.

Indigenous governments were successful in protecting their lands
in different ways.

In Peru, in the north of the Amazon, the Autonomous Territorial
Government of the Wampis Nation (GTANW) and their territory is con-
stantly threatened by illegal mining and logging operations. However,
thanks toits self-defence strategies, the GTANW has been able to patrol
their territory and rivers, tracking these illegal operations, expelling and
evicting illegal miners, loggers and gold extractors from their lands, in-
cluding arresting members of the National Police involved in these ille-
gal operations and handing them over to State authorities. Their strong
surveillance methods have also led to the seizure of munitions linked to
criminal operations involved in illegal mining.

In Bolivia, the Autonomous Indigenous governments of the Multi-
ethnic Indigenous Territory (TIM) legally approved the creation of the
Loma Santa Conservation Area, almost 200,000 hectares in size. This
is not only significant as it put the management and protection of the
area in the hands of the Indigenous Peoples who have lived with and
managed the land for centuries but it is also the first conservation area
established and defined by an Indigenous government. As such, the
Loma Santa is administered by traditional authorities and the Indige-
nous government, according to their own rules and procedures, and will
protect the flora and fauna of the area, as well as the headwaters of the
rivers that cross the communities of the TIM.

After years of negotiation, the Nunavut Lands and Resources
Devolution Agreement was formally signed in 2024 between Nunavut
Tunngavik Inc. and the governments of Canada and Nunavut. This his-
toric agreement gives Inuit decision-making power over public lands,
non-renewable resources and freshwater and marks the largest land
transfer in Canadian history. This will now mean that Nunavut Inuit will
be able to decide their own development and conservation strategies
for their own lands, resources and territories, while stimulating their
own economy and creating more opportunities for employment and
training.
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On an international level, several new policies and laws will also
help lay the foundations for Indigenous Peoples to use in their advocacy
and rights protections.

The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination
Against Women (CEDAW) adopted General recommendation No. 40
on the equal and inclusive representation of women in decision-mak-
ing systems, which specifically acknowledges the intersectional dis-
crimination faced by Indigenous women and the value they possess
with their traditional knowledge. It identified seven pillars of equal and
inclusive representation of women in decision-making systems and
noted corresponding States obligations to achieve gender parity and
inclusion in decision-making at all levels. This also includes within the
UN system.

There were also significant wins on the intellectual property front
for Indigenous Peoples.

In 2024, the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO)
adopted an historic new treaty — the Treaty on Intellectual Property,
Genetic Resources and Associated Traditional Knowledge — marking
the first WIPO treaty to reference Indigenous Peoples. The treaty, which
was adopted by consensus by Member States, includes a mandatory
disclosure agreement under Article 3 that requires patent applicants
to disclose the country of origin of genetic resources and/or Indigenous
Peoples providing associated traditional knowledge when a patent ap-
plication is submitted for an invention that is based on those resources
and/or knowledge. As of the end of 2024, 38 Member States had signed
the treaty and Malawi had ratified it. The treaty will come into force once
15 parties have ratified it.

There was another win for Indigenous Peoples at WIPO in the Ri-
yadh Design Law Treaty, Article 4(2) of which requires the disclosure of
traditional knowledge and traditional cultural expressions in a design
application. As of the end of 2024, 18 Member States had signed the
treaty but none had ratified.

These types of decisions were also seen on a national level, with
Australia and Cameroon tabling laws and regulations to protect Indige-
nous intellectual property. In Australia, the Australian Law Council pub-
lished a new legislative framework recognizing the importance of Indig-
enous cultural heritage. It addresses the limitation of current legislation
that conflicts with Indigenous customary laws, including communal
ownership and oral traditions, and aims to ensure self-determination of
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tangible and intangible cultural heritage. In Cameroon, regulations for
the law governing access to genetic resources, their derivatives and the
traditional knowledge associated with them, came into force in 2024.
These new regulations cover several facets related to genetic resourc-
es, including conditions of access, mutually agreed terms and access
and benefit-sharing permits. There have already been research permits
signed with Indigenous communities, some of which have already re-
ceived monetary benefits at the research stage. Of course, there is still
a need to monitor these agreements and the use of the law to ensure
communities are not manipulated by disingenuous researchers.

At the national and local levels, advocacy efforts, including the use
of courts, protests and collective action, continue to net positive results
in several places.

In Kenya, courts continue to be the main arena for land rights ad-
vocacy. In the case of Kochale vs. County Government of Marsabit, the
Rendille community challenged the county government for allocating
land to external investors without meaningful consultation with the In-
digenous communities who have traditionally occupied and used the
land for generations. The court ruled in their favour, thus setting a prec-
edent that community land tenure must be respected and, without fol-
lowing constitutional and statutory obligations, land allocation could be
rendered null and void.

In Tanzania, over 25,0000 Maasai in Ngorongoro blocked the coun-
try's busiest tourism road for six days to protest the continuous, sys-
temic violations of their human rights, demanding that the government
seriously listen to their demands. This mass pressure made the author-
ities listen and promises were made to reinstate social services, put a
halt to the harassment of villagers by rangers, and reverse the illegal
decision of deregistering 11 wards, 25 villages and 96 hamlets, mean-
ing that residents can once again participate in elections and other lo-
cal-level decisions that affect their daily lives.

These grassroot movements show the power and resilience of
continuous, collective action, which has not only restored local govern-
ance but strengthened Indigenous Peoples’ agency, building their con-
fidence and courage.

Infrastructure projects have also been halted through the collec-
tive efforts of Indigenous Peoples and the use of judicial acumen. In
Malaysia, a court ruled against a mini-hydro dam project due to the fail-
ure of the developers to secure the FPIC of the Orang Asli communities
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affected. The communities were also compensated for the destruction
of their ancestral grave sites and trees.

In the USA, the Hualapai Tribe secured a restraining order and pre-
liminary injunction against the further development of a lithium project
that threatens a sacred site in Arizona. In Oklahoma, a federal judge
ruled that Enel Energy must dismantle a wind farm built on Osage Na-
tion lands. The company never received a mining lease from the Osage
Nation who argued that building the foundations for the 84 wind tur-
bines constituted mining, which the judge agreed with. The farm must
be dismantled within a year. On the west coast, in California and Ore-
gon, the last of four hydroelectric power dams were finally removed. A
month later, spawning salmon were observed upstream again.

Conclusion

Indigenous Peoples prove, time and time again, that against all odds
and powerful forces, they are a powerful force themselves.

The reports in this year's edition of The Indigenous World show that
the obstacles Indigenous Peoples face in the protection of their rights,
lands, resources, territories and dignity are increasing. This will contin-
ue to become difficult as so many paradigms are shifting globally in the
wrong direction, away from freedoms, respect and inclusion.

And yet Indigenous Peoples’ collective strategies and power are
also increasing, and the resourcefulness, adaptability, and energy of
Indigenous youth are an illustration of the powerful next generation of
activism that will carry this forward.

As Kantuta Conde put it in the conclusion to the article on the
Global Indigenous Youth Caucus:

Indigenous youth are not waiting for the world to catch up.
Through the GIYC and various Indigenous youth organizations,
we are ensuring that Indigenous voices remain central in global
policy discussions. From advocating for climate justice to se-
curing land rights, Indigenous youth are leading the change for
transformative change. As we continue to push for the collec-
tive right to self-determination and meaningful inclusion, we are
shaping the future of global decision-making and ensuring our
rightful place in the movement for a just and sustainable world.
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We must all work and fight together, using the whole range of skills,
knowledge, experience and solidarity in order to collectively keep the
pressure and hold the light.

Dwayne Mamo
General Editor

Ena Alvarado Madsen
Indigenous Youth Focal Point

Kathrin Wessendorf
Executive Director

Copenhagen, March 2025

Notes and references

1 IWGIA has consulted Indigenous youth from several countries and regions on a
number of issues affecting them as part of the guiding research in our work.
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About The Indigenous World

he compilation you have in your hands is the unique result of a
collaborative effort between Indigenous and non-Indigenous ac-
tivists and scholars who voluntarily document and report on the
situation of Indigenous Peoples' rights. We thank them and celebrate
the bonds and sense of community that result from the close cooper-
ation needed to make this one-of-a kind documentation tool available.

For 39 consecutive years IWGIA has published The Indigenous
World in collaboration with this community of authors. This yearly over-
view serves to document and report on the developments Indigenous
Peoples have experienced throughout 2024. The Indigenous World
2025 adds not only documentation, but also includes a special focus
on Indigenous youth.

IWGIA publishes this volume with the intent that it is used as a
documentation tool and aninspiration to promote and defend the rights
of Indigenous Peoples, their struggles, worldviews and resilience.

Itis our hope that Indigenous Peoples themselves, along with their
organisations, find it useful in their advocacy work and in improving the
human rights situation of Indigenous Peoples. It is also our wish that
The Indigenous World is used as a main reference by a wider audience
interested in Indigenous issues who, through these pages, can dive into
local realities and further familiarise themselves with the current situa-
tion of Indigenous Peoples’ rights worldwide.

We would like to stress that any omission of a specific country re-
port should not be interpreted as no news is good news. In fact, some-
times, it is precisely the precarious human rights situation that makes
it difficult to obtain contributions from specific countries. In other cas-
es, we have simply not been able to get an author to cover a particular
country. If you would like to contribute to The Indigenous World, please
contact IWGIA.

The articles in this book are the views and visions of the authors,
and IWGIA cannot be held responsible for the opinions stated herein.
The respective country maps are, however, compiled by IWGIA and the
content therein is the responsibility of IWGIA and not the authors. We
wish to stress that some of the articles presented take their point of
departure in ethnographic regions rather than strict state boundaries.
This is in accordance with Indigenous Peoples’ worldview and cultural
identification which, in many cases, cuts across state borders.

@
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The Amazigh are the Indigenous people of Algeria and other
countries of North Africa. However, the Algerian government
does not recognize the Indigenous status of the Amazigh and
refuses to publish statistics on their population. Because of
this, there is no official data on the number of Amazigh in Al-
geria. On the basis of demographic data drawn from the ter-
ritories in which Tamazight-speaking populations live, associ-
ations defending and promoting the rights of Amazigh people
estimate the Tamazight-speaking population to be around 12
million people, a third of Algeria’s total population. The Amazigh
of Algeria are concentrated in five territories: Kabylia in the
north-east (Kabyls represent around 50% of Algeria's Amazigh
population), Aures in the east, Chenoua, a mountainous region
on the Mediterranean coast to the west of Algiers, M'zab in the
south (Taghardayt), and Tuareg territory in the Sahara (Taman-
rasset, Adrar, Djanet). Many small Amazigh communities also
exist in the south-west (Tlemcen, Bechar, etc.) and in other
places scattered throughout the country. It is also important to
note that large cities such as Algiers, Oran, Constantine, etc.,
are home to several hundred thousand people who are histori-
cally and culturally Amazigh but who have been partly Arabized
over the years, succumbing to a gradual process of accultura-
tion and assimilation.

The Indigenous populations can primarily be distinguished
from Arab inhabitants by their language (Tamazight) but also
by their way of life and their culture (clothes, food, songs and
dances, beliefs, etc.). After decades of demands and popular
struggles, the Amazigh language was finally recognized as a
“national and official language” in Algeria’'s Constitution in
2016. In reality, however, the Amazigh identity continues to be
marginalized and folklorized by state institutions. Officially, Al-
geriais still presented as an “Arab country” and “land of Islam”,
and anti-Amazigh laws are still in force (such as the 1992 Law
of Arabization).

Internationally, Algeria has ratified the main international
standards, and it voted in favour of the UN Declaration on the
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Rights of Indigenous Peoples in 2007. However, these texts re-
main unknown to the vast majority of citizens, and thus not ap-
plied, which has led to the UN treaty-monitoring bodies making
numerous observations and recommendations to Algeria urg-
ing it to meet its international commitments.

Presidential elections without Amazigh participation

Igeria held presidential elections on 7 September 2024. Incum-

bent President Abdelmajid Tebboune was easily re-elected with

84% of the vote, albeit on the lowest turnout in Algeria's history:
46% according to the government and only 24% according to analysts.
The Kabyl population boycotted the presidential elections, resulting in
a turnout in Kabylia that was less than 1%. This is the fourth time in the
last five years that Kabylia has refused to take part in Algerian elections.
Faced with repressive policies and attacks on their rights and freedoms,
the Kabyl Amazigh are stating their rejection of the Algerian political
and institutional system by refusing to take part in national elections.

By means of Presidential Decree No. 24-218 of 27 June 2024, pub-
lished in the Official Journal of 8 July 2024,% the Algerian government
now allows army officers to run public companies and administrations.
For many observers, this reflects a worrying strengthening of military
power over society.

Law No. 24-06 of 28 April 2024, amending and supplementing Or-
dinance No. 66-156 of 8 June 1966 on the Penal Code, has been passed.
Itis clear that the changes made do not go in the direction of better pro-
tection of individual and collective rights, and that the Algerian legisla-
tors failed to take into account the numerous concerns and recommen-
dations of the UN human rights mechanisms, particularly with regard
to bringing Algeria's anti-terrorist legislation into line with international
law.® According to the NGO, MENA Rights Group, “the provisions of Law
No. 24-06 are incompatible with articles 19, 21 and 22 of the Internation-
al Covenant on Civil and Political Rights".*
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Violations of human rights continue to give cause
for serious concern

The year 2024 was marked by a continuation of the same repressive
policy and attacks on freedoms. Amnesty International notes that: “[...]
the exercise of the rights to freedom of expression, peaceful assembly
and association by civil society organizations, activists and other peo-
ple has remained curtailed through arbitrary arrests and detention. Au-
thorities have continued to use vaguely worded and baseless terrorism
charges to crack down on peaceful dissent. Amendments to legislation
on the financing of terrorism have further reinforced the overly broad
nature of counterterrorism legislation in the country and the risk of its
misuse.”® Amnesty International has called on the Algerian government
to respect its international human rights obligations, notably under the
African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights and the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, to which Algeria is a party.

Mira Moknache, university lecturer and Kabyl human rights activist,
has been subjected to police and judicial harassment for several years.
Due to her raising questions about the origin of the deadly fires in Ka-
bylia in 2023, she was prosecuted for “spreading false news"” and “un-
dermining national unity”. On 14 March 2024, the Vgayet (Béjaia) Court
of Appeal upheld the six-month prison sentence handed down to her by
the court of first instance. She was arrested once more on 8 July 2024
in Vgayet along with some 15 other activists and citizens and taken
into custody at the town's central police station. On 18 July 2024, Mira
Moknache and the entire group were brought before the Sidi Mhamed
(or M'hamed) Court in Algiers. The examining magistrate decided to
remand Mira Moknache in custody, along with activists Rafik Belayel,
Khoudir Bouchelaghem, Mohand Tahar Achiche, Salem Bouaza, Lounes
Ghegad, Ghiles Benkerrou, and Nadir Ferhatene. Six other activists were
released under court supervision. They were Yuva Menguellat, Mouloud
Menguellat, Malek Boudjemaa, Ferhatene Boudjema and Mustapha Ak-
kouche. The examining magistrate brought criminal charges relating to
“terrorism” under article 87bis of the penal code.

Sofiane Ouali is one of Algeria's lawyers working for prisoners of
conscience. Following his participation in a sit-in on 9 July 2024 in front
of the Vgayet court to protest the detention of human rights activist,
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Mira Moknache, he was arrested along with others by Algerian police
on the night of 10 July 2024. The police informed neither the lawyers
nor the families of those arrested, in violation of articles 51 and 51bis
of the Algerian Code of Criminal Procedure, which states that the ju-
dicial police officer is required to provide all necessary means to the
accused at the time of the decision to place him or her in police custo-
dy, and to contact his or her family and lawyer to inform them of where
they are being held, as well as the date and court where they will be
brought before the examining magistrate. On 13 July 2024, police raid-
ed Mr Ouali's family home in Vgayet. He was held incommunicado until
18 July 2024 when he was brought before the examining magistrate of
the Sidi-Mhamed (or M'hamed) Court in Algiers. He is being prosecuted
under article 87bis of the Algerian penal code, for “the crime of advo-
cating and encouraging terrorist acts”, “the crime of using the media
and communication technologies to support the actions and activities
of terrorist organizations” and “receiving illegal funds”. After his hear-
ing, the examining magistrate decided to release Sofiane Ouali on bail.

On 28 March 2024, the Algerian Supreme Court overturned the 7
July 2023 ruling of the Algiers Court of Appeal, which had sentenced
Kamira Nait Sid, co-president of the Amazigh World Congress (CMA), to
three years in prison. Despite this Supreme Court decision, Kamira Nait
Sid, who had been in detention since 24 August 2021, was not released
until 1 September 2024, after more than three years in prison. Kamira
Nait Sid was summoned to appear in a new trial on 25 November 2024
by the Sidi-Mhamed (or M'hamed) Court in Algiers. The trial was post-
poned to 9 December 2024 and then postponed again to 10 February
2025. The UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention declared in April
2022 that Kamira Nait Sid was being arbitrarily detained in Algeria and
requested her release, to no avail .

On 1 September 2024, Slimane Bouhafs, human rights defender
and president of the Coordination des chrétiens de Saint-Augustin en
Algérie [St. Augustine Coordination of Christians in Algeria] was re-
leased after three years in prison. He had been convicted of “belonging
to a terrorist organization”, “receiving funds from abroad for political
propaganda purposes”, “hate speech and discrimination”, and “using
technology to spread false information”. Slimane Bouhafs has always
denied and rejected all these accusations, calling them “far-fetched”.
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He had been kidnapped in Tunisia, where he enjoyed refugee status, and
illegally transferred to Algeria in August 2021.

Boualem Sansal, a writer from Boumerdeés in Kabylia, was abduct-
ed on 16 November 2024 as he arrived at Algiers airport from France,
where he had been taking part in a number of conferences. He was held
incommunicado until he was brought before the examining magistrate
on 21 November, when he was remanded in custody. The writer, who is
highly critical of the Algerian government, is accused of undermining
the integrity of the national territory and is being prosecuted under ar-
ticle 87bis of the Algerian penal code. Boualem Sansal faces the death
penalty. The French Foreign Minister described the writer's detention
as "“unacceptable” and “unfounded””® Following a debate on the arrest
and imprisonment of Boualem Sansal and freedom of expression in
Algeria, on 27 November 2024 the European Parliament called for the
“immediate and unconditional release of Boualem Sansal, and an end
to the repression of freedom of expression in Algeria”.? In response, the
Algerian Council of the Nation (Senate) stated on 4 December 2024 "its
firm condemnation, indignation and total rejection of any flagrant inter-
ference in Algeria's internal affairs""®

Algeria currently has several hundred political prisoners and pris-
oners of conscience, most of them Kabyls, 39 of whom were sentenced
to death in 2023. In addition, an unspecified number have been banned
from leaving the country in connection with the exercise of their right to
freedom of expression and opinion. Defenders of Amazigh rights, stu-
dents, writers, citizens, including released former political prisoners,
are constantly summoned by the police or the courts, often without any
explanation of the reason. Many trials against people prosecuted under
article 87bis of the Penal Code are often postponed several times with-
out justification. For their lawyers, this is a real method of harassment
and a form of judicial control exercised extra-legally.

At the end of her visit to Algeria in December 2023, Mary Lawlor,
UN Special Rapporteur on human rights defenders, called on the Alge-
rian government to "release all human rights defenders imprisoned for
the exercise of their freedom of expression, opinion and association”
and to "amend Articles in the Penal Code which relate to terrorism and
undermining national unity (including articles 79, 87bis, 95bis, 96) to
ensure they conform with international standards”. This request was
completely ignored by the Algerian authorities.
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Infringements of rights and freedoms and
discrimination against Amazigh

Rich and dynamic socio-cultural expression in all its forms (poetry,
song, theatre, cinema, literature, festivities, collective works of general
interest, community solidarity and mutual aid actions, etc.) is a tradi-
tion among the Amazigh butitis also considered and used as a tool and
an act of resistance to their forced assimilation. To counter this auton-
omous movement, the Algerian government and Arab-Islamic lobbies
are imposing multiple bans and obstacles to stifle Amazigh expression.

On 29 June 2024, during the launch of her book “La Kabylie en
partage"” [Sharing Kabylia] (Koukou Editions) in the Gouraya bookshop in
Vgayet, Kabylia, French writer Dominique Martre was arrested by Alge-
rian police and immediately deported to France. In her book, Ms Martre
recounts her memories of a Kabyl village where she lived in the 1970s.?

This year once more, like last year, Koukou Editions, a small, young
book publishing house that publishes numerous books by Amazigh au-
thors and on the Amazigh question, founded and run by Kabyl journal-
ist Arezki Ait-Larbi, was excluded from the Salon International du Livre
d'Alger [Algiers International Book Fair] (Sila), held from 6-16 November
2024. Koukou Editions was also excluded from the Djurdjura Book Fair,
scheduled from 11-16 December 2024 at the Maison de la Culture in Ti-
zi-Wezzu, Kabylia.®® The director of Koukou Editions has denounced the
"harassment” suffered by his cultural enterprise.

Following an administrative decision, the Algerian police closed
the Chikh bookshop in Tizi-Wezzu, Kabylia, on 17 November 2024. Offi-
cially, the bookseller is accused of organizing book signing sales when
this is not listed on his trade register. However, the bookseller explains
that “this does not appear in the criteria of the Centre National du Reg-
istre de Commerce [National Centre for Commercial Register/CNRC]
and no other bookshop in Algeria has to list this in order to organize
book signing sessions”™ In fact, the Algerian authorities are accusing
the bookseller of having organized a book signing sale of Hédia Ben-
sahli's book “L'Algérie juive” [Jewish Algeria] on 24 October 2024. The
Algerian authorities do not allow any history to be evoked other than the
official Arab-Islamic history of Algeria.

The At-Wassif Amazigh Book Fair, scheduled to take place from
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3-6 October 2024 in At-Wassif, Kabylia, was not authorized by the Cen-
sorship Commission of the Algerian Ministry of Culture. The Boudjima
and Tigzirt book fairs, literary cafés and the Racont'Arts festival, differ-
ent spaces for expression and promotion of Amazigh culture in Kabylia,
have all been banned in recent years.”™

In the Amazigh region of Aurées, in eastern Algeria, a statue of
Amazigh King Aksel (Koceila in Arabic) was installed on 4 December
2024 in the centre of the village of Bouhmama (Wilaya of Khenchela). It
was dismantled the very same day by the Algerian authorities. Aksel is
known for fighting the Arab-Muslim invasion in the 7t century. This act,
which illustrates the denial of the country's Amazigh history, aroused
incomprehension and anger among the Chawi and, indeed, all Amazigh.

Like the previous year, the celebration of Tafsut Imazighen, the
Amazigh spring, which traditionally takes place on 20 April, did not take
place in 2024. It was banned and, on that day, the streets of the main
Amazigh towns, particularly in Kabylia, where many commemorative
activities are usually held, were invaded by heavily armed police and
gendarmes. This is a serious violation of the Amazigh people's right to
keep their history alive and honour their traditions.

Indigenous youth, an uncertain future

Young people make up the majority of the Amazigh population in Al-
geria. They dream of freedom and well-being but they are pessimistic
because they live in a society they find closed and worrying. Algeria's
political context is stressful and economic opportunities are limited,
particularly in the Amazigh regions, which suffer from marginalization.
Insecurity and administrative barriers have a major impact on cultural,
social and economic activities, particularly tourism. The cultural dy-
namic has been reduced to almost zero, impoverishing young people's
individual and collective creative capacities. Under these conditions, it
is hard for young people to feel fulfilled or to plan for their future. As a
result, the vast majority of young Amazigh have no prospects. In the
meantime, they rely on traditional family and community solidarity and
try to cope with the challenges of everyday life by creating their own
jobs, including in the informal economy, which has grown substantially.
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The experience of Tifrat, a young Kabyl Amazigh woman, shows
how the Algerian administration can be an insurmountable wall to
young people's initiatives.

With five other friends, we had a project to create an associa-
tion of ‘Kabyl women for cultural and natural heritage’ We were
very enthusiastic. When we went to the Wilaya of Tizi-Wezzu to
submit our application for approval, the official in the associa-
tions department told us that we needed 21 founding members
to create our association. He also informed us that we would
all be summoned individually by the police or gendarmerie to
check our identities and make inquiries about us, our families
and our motives. He also asked us to remove the word ‘Kabyl’
from our association's title, otherwise our association would
not be accredited. Of course, we immediately abandoned our
project.’™
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Botswana is a country of 2,450,668 inhabitants, having cele-
brated its 58" year of independence in 2024. Its government
does not recognize any specific ethnic groups as Indigenous,
maintaining instead that all citizens of the country are Indige-
nous. However, 3.34% of the population identifies as belonging
to an Indigenous group. These include: the San (known in Bot-
swana as the Basarwa) who number around 75,794; the Balala
(2,747); and the Nama (3,369), a Khoekhoe-speaking people.
The San traditionally were hunter-gatherers but today the vast
majority are small-scale agro-pastoralists, cattle post workers,
or people with mixed economies. Only an estimated 300 San
people are full-time hunter-gatherers although many others
hunt or gather as a supplement to other food sources. The San
consist of a large number of sub-groups, most with their own
languages, including the Ju/'hoansi, Bugakhwe, Khwe-IAni,
Ts'ixa, #X'ao-l'aen, X606, tHoan, tKhomani, Naro, G/ui, G//ana,
Tsasi, Deti, Bakhwe, Shua, Tshwa, Cuaa, Kua, Danisi and /Xaise.
The San, Balala, and Nama are among the most underprivi-
leged people in Botswana, with a high percentage living below
the poverty line.

Botswana is a signatory to the United Nations Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Wom-
en (CEDAW), the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN-
CRC) and the International Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), and it voted in favor
of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples (UNDRIP). However, it has not signed the Indigenous
and Tribal Peoples Convention No. 169 (ILO 169). There are no
specific laws on Indigenous Peoples’ rights in the country, and
the concept of Indigenous people is not included in the Bot-
swana Constitution. Botswana's census does not include infor-
mation on ethnicity. Botswana took part in the 23 Session of
the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) held in
New York from 15-26 April 2024.



38 IWGIA - The Indigenous World - 2025

Presidential election

n the 12 presidential election since the founding of Botswana as an

independent nation-state in September 1966, Duma Gideon Boko of

the Umbrella for Democratic Change (UDC) was elected on 30 October
2024, replacing Mokgweetsi Masisi of the Botswana Democratic Party
(BDP). The Botswana Democratic Party had been in power for 58 years.
Duma Gideon Boko, a human rights lawyer and Harvard Law School
graduate, was involved in the Central Kalahari court case of 2004-2006
and has been an advisor to various San organizations for many years.

Burial of renowned San activist

The burial of Pitseng Gaoberekwe in the Central Kalahari Game Reserve
(CKGR) continued to be a major issue in 2024.' When Mr. Gaoberekwe,
a G//ana San activist from Metsiamonong, died on 21 December 2021
at New Xade, outside the CKGR, the government refused to allow his
body to be buried on the Reserve despite both local and international
pressure. Instead, his body was kept in a mortuary in Ghanzi for nearly
three years, at substantial expense, approximately 1.2 million Pula, or
US$85,635.00.2 When Duma Gideon Boko was elected in October, he
decreed that Mr. Gaoberekwe would be allowed to be buried in his home
village. The burial took place on 10 December 2024, with President Boko
and hundreds of dignitaries and community members present.

There were several reasons for the government's unwillingness to
allow Pitseng to be buried at his home village until December 2024. First,
the Botswana government did not want to create a precedent. Second,
the government wanted to prevent Pitseng's burial location from be-
coming a rallying point for San activists and their supporters. Third, the
government did not want to honor an activist involved in the San/Bak-
galagadi resistance to the government’s relocation efforts. Finally, the
government did not want to accede to San requests for burial inside the
CKGR because they felt it would allow the San to claim a victory. The
San activists, including Smith Moeti and members of the Gaoberekwe
family, felt that having Pitseng's body returned to the CKGR would be
honoring San burial traditions as well as the wishes of Mr. Gaoberekwe.
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Hunting issues

Another issue that has been covered in previous issues of The Indig-
enous World relates to hunting rights. San currently have no subsist-
ence hunting rights, although some community trusts are able to hunt
a limited number of animals in cooperation with joint venture partners,
usually safari hunting companies. The hunting season in Botswana for
2024-2025 will last from 2 April 2024-31 January 2025. As part of the
hunting quota, 400 elephant hunting licenses were issued by the De-
partment of Wildlife and National Parks, only a small portion of which
were granted to San communities. There were an estimated 130,000
elephants in Botswana in 2024 according to Elephants Without Bor-
ders,®* and some of them were causing difficulties for people in western
Ngamiland, Chobe National Park, the Okavango Delta, and the Central
Kalahari Game Reserve. Complaints were heard from NGOs such as the
Elephant Protection Society about the decision on elephant hunting li-
censes, which they felt were excessive and problematic.

Poaching was reportedly on the increase in Botswana in 2024,
according to the United Nations Development Programme, Elephants
Without Borders, and the Department of Wildlife and National Parks.
Arrests for hunting violations took place, with at least some of those
arrests being made in San communities with little evidence of guilt on
the part of those arrested.*

Oil and gas exploration

Reconnaissance Energy Africa Ltd. (ReconAfrica) Botswana, a Cana-
dian oil and gas company, obtained a new license for oil and gas ex-
ploration in north-western Botswana on 1 October 2024. Active drilling
had not started by the end of 2024, although company officials were
still telling people in the area that they would have to move. The people
of Tsodilo complained bitterly about these visits, which they said were
aimed at intimidating the residents.

San residents in small communities are called
squatters

San people living in small communities have recently been designat-
ed by local officials as “squatters”, without government services, land
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rights, or even the right to bury their dead in their own cemeteries. Bot-
swana's land management policy does not allow communities with
populations under 500 to be legitimized as villages (“gazetted”)® and
provided with services such as education, health clinics, water or trans-
portation. Communities must also be gazetted in order to bury their
dead in their cemeteries. In earlier years, this rule was applied less con-
sistently, and many communities under 500 did receive services and
burial rights but now the smaller communities are being denied these
benefits and are being asked to relocate to larger villages and towns.
This is especially true of the hamlets in the Boteti region near the Orapa
diamond mines or on the vast cattle ranch land nearby.

In a letter to the Boteti District Commissioner, Keikabile Mogodu
of the Botswana Khwedom Council (BKC) wrote of the San in the Boteti
area: "They are told that they are squatters. They have been relocated
from the farms and their ancestral land to give way to mining and cattle
ranches and brought where they are.” Mogodu gave the example of the
San in Tsutsuga, who settled in the area before independence in 1966 -
over 50 years ago.® The hamlet is often referred to as a “cattle post”, but
sometimes as a “quaint village”.

In the spring before Botswana buried Pitseng Gaoberekwe in his
ancestral community in the CKGR, a Tsutsuga family started digging a
grave in their cemetery for a loved one who had recently died. Someone
reported this to the Letlhakane sub-land board, which warned the fam-
ily that the burial would be illegal, and that they had to take the body to
Letlhakane. The family responded that they could not afford to trans-
port the body and refused to do so. The case was referred to the Ngwato
land board in Serowe, which went to court to prevent the burial, arguing
that it violated “the regulatory framework established to ensure proper
burial practices and public health standards”. In May 2024, the Francis-
town High Court ruled in favor of the land board, arguing that a decision
in favor of the family “..would set a precedent of laissez-faire regarding
burial sites in non-designated areas"’

Several months later, in July, the Honorable Sethomo Lelatisits-
we, the Member of Parliament for the district, visited Tsutsuga and ad-
dressed the Tsutsuga residents to persuade them to relocate to one of
two gazetted towns nearby, Mosu or Letlhakane. He brought with him
the dikgosi (traditional headpersons, plural) for the two towns.®
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The Kgosi (traditional headperson, singular) of Mosu village, Phil-
ip Kopano “...pleaded with the Tsutsuga residents to embrace change”
andrelocate either to his village or to Letlhakane. Several residents were
skeptical. One of them, Mr. Rebuiseng Thakanyamolemo, said he be-
lieved Basarwa (San) were generally discriminated against and denied
the right to land. Other residents asked if they would be allocated land
if they agreed to relocate. Mr. Lelatisitswe, the MP, replied that “every
Motswana had the right to apply for land irrespective of their tribes"”. Mr.
Barontshe Kegapetswe, the Kgosi of Letlhakane, agreed that they could
apply for land, but only after they had relocated.

Another resident, Mr. Monkgogi Bareemetse, asked about the pro-
hibition on burials in the Tsutsuga cemetery. Kgosi Kegapetswe replied
that: “There were some cattle posts years back where burials were per-
mitted” but that they were now prohibited. He added that chiefs do not
usually address kgotla meetings in cattle posts.

Regarding the suggestion that San should relocate to Letlhakane,
it should be noted that, in 2023, the Boteti council chairperson said that
the “mushrooming” of squatters in Letlhakane had become worrisome.?
As the town closest to the Orapa mines, it has experienced considera-
ble growth in recent years, and has become a center of crime, drug use
and violence, especially against women.™

Another San hamlet in the area, Malelejwe, has petitioned the gov-
ernment for years to be upgraded to a gazetted village. Even though it
has only 168 residents, it has a Settlement Development Committee,
whose chairman said that: “Children walk miles to the nearest school,
while the sick often go untreated due to the absence of a local clinic.”
Children of Malelejwe are sent to a boarding school in Mmea Village but
they end up returning home because they are too young to be separated
from their parents.” However, Malelejwe's residents expect to be pres-
sured to relocate before long.

In spite of the government’s refusal to legitimize Malelejwe, it has
enforced strict requirements regarding where they are allowed to vote
inthe October presidential election. The government designates certain
"polling stations” and there are penalties for voting in the wrong one.
As of July, Malelejwe residents learned that they were required to vote
in Dukwi Ward, although they had previously voted in the much-closer
Sowa Town. Neither Melelejwe residents nor Sowa officials were con-
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sulted about the change. Sowa Town Councilor John Ntebalang said:
“Most of them had already registered to vote in Sowa Town."” After both
parties — UDC and BCP - had lodged complaints about them, 100 San
of Malelejwe were "“dragged into court after their names were found in
the Sowa Town voters roll”. As of July, the cases were before the Nata
Magistrates court.”

Issues of voting rights were raised by at least a dozen San commu-
nities in Central (Ngwato) district in 2024.

Botswana'’s land-use policy

Botswana's current land-use plan was an issue of concern to the Indig-
enous people of Botswana in 2024. Among other problems, the district
councils and land boards often allocate land to individuals and groups
whom they favor instead of adhering to requirements for fair allocation.
Concerns about the fairness of land boards' decisions were raised by
the UN Development Program in its social safeguards work in Ghanzi,
Kgalagadi, and North West District and by members of 15 communities
in western Botswana who were surveyed in 2024. Recent analyses of
inadequate policies toward Remote Area Dwellers (RADs) in Botswana
revealed some of the problems with the government’s approaches to
people in remote rural areas.™

Children and youth

The San Youth Network (SYNet) and the Red Cross Society, as well
as UNICEF, were actively promoting youth in Botswana. According to
UNICEF, 63% of Botswana's children were experiencing multidimen-
sional poverty in 2024." San and other children in remote areas were
dealing with high rates of malnutrition according to UNICEF and the
San Youth Network (SYNet). Hunger was a major issue for children living
on cattle posts and ranches. Botswana has administered the Vulnera-
ble Groups Feeding Program for decades but the health and nutrition of
children in remote areas where many San live continues to decline. The
National Social Protection Framework (NSPF) was approved in 2020
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but, as of 2024, it had not been fully implemented. However, according
to UNICEF, the Botswana Red Cross Society, and the World Bank there
were gaps in the coverage and overall design of NSPF.

Public health challenges continued to affect children as well as
adults in Botswana. COVID-19, tuberculosis, Mpox, and HIV/AIDS all per-
sisted in Botswana in 2024. A major challenge facing San women and
youth was intrafamily violence, which saw women and youth having to
visit health posts because of their injuries.’” The drivers of this violence
are being explored by a research group in Botswana using encounter
groups of men and women of all ages in order to understand people’s
views of the causes of the violence and how it can be prevented.”

Other issues

Drought was declared by President Masisi on 1March 2024. The drought
was estimated to be the worst in a century. Drought relief programs
were focused in part on people defined as destitute under Botswana
government policy.

Fires continued to be an issue in various parts of Botswana, in-
cluding in the Okavango Delta. Some of these fires had the effect of re-
ducing grazing for wild animals and cattle, as seen, for example, in the
Botetiregion of Central District. Several people were arrested for setting
fires, most of whom were San.

Destruction of cultural heritage sites in the Okwa Valley was report-
ed by local San community members in southern Ghanzi District, and
by Cheetah Conservation Botswana and the Kalahari Wildlands Trust.
Some of the destruction was caused by tourists.

In spite of the many problems they struggled to overcome, by the
end of the year the Indigenous people of Botswana had high hopes for
improvement in their human rights situations in the coming year.
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Among Cameroon’s more than 20 million inhabitants, some
communities self-identify as Indigenous. These include the
hunter-gatherers (Pygmies), the Mbororo pastoralists, and
the Kirdi.

The Constitution of the Republic of Cameroon uses the
terms “Indigenous” and “minorities” in its preamble; however,
it is unclear to whom this refers. Nevertheless, with develop-
ments in international law, civil society, Indigenous Peoples,
and the government are increasingly using the term “Indige-
nous” to refer to the above-mentioned groups.

Together, the Pygmies represent around 0.4% of the to-
tal population of Cameroon. They can be further divided into
three sub-groups: the Bagyéli or Bakola, estimated at around
4,000 people; the Baka, estimated at around 40,000; and the
Bedzang, estimated at around 300 people. The Baka primarily
reside in the eastern and southern regions of Cameroon. The
Bakola and Bagyéliinhabit an area of approximately 12,000 km?
in the south of Cameroon, particularly in the districts of Akom
II, Bipindi, Kribi, and Lolodorf. The Bedzang live in the central re-
gion, northwest of Mbam in the Ngambe-Tikar area.

The Mbororo people living in Cameroon are estimated to
number over one million, making up approximately 12% of the
population. They primarily reside along the borders with Nigeria,
Chad, and the Central African Republic. Three major groups of
Mbororo are found in Cameroon: the Wodaabe in the Northern
Region; the Jafun, who live mainly in the North-West, West, Ad-
amawa, and Eastern Regions; and the Galegi, popularly known
as the Aku, who live in the East, Adamawa, West, North-West,
and North Regions.

Cameroon voted in favor of the UN Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) in 2007 but has not rat-
ified ILO Convention 169.
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Legislation

ecent implementing regulations for Law No. 2021/014 of 9 July

2021, which governs access to genetic resources, their deriva-

tives, and the traditional knowledge associated with them, have
been enacted.! These regulations aim to ensure benefit-sharing in favor
of Indigenous Peoples. Decree No. 2023/07526/PM of 6 October 2023,
whose implementation began in 2024, covers a wide range of issues
related to access to genetic resources and their derivatives, including
general conditions of access, traditional knowledge, mutually agreed
terms, Access and benefit-sharing (ABS) permits, and benefits derived
from these resources.

Key articles include:

e Article 10(1): Indigenous Peoples or local communities with
traditional knowledge associated with genetic resources must
establish a Community Biocultural Protocol (BPC).

e Article 10(3): The Community Biocultural Protocol (BPC) pro-
vides a basis for negotiating agreed terms on access to asso-
ciated traditional knowledge.

e Article 11(1): Access to associated traditional knowledge re-
quires a request submitted to the Indigenous population or
local community through the competent National Authority.

e Article 11(2): The request must be submitted in a manner ap-
propriate to the lifestyle and culture of the Indigenous popu-
lation.

Through its ABS program, the Ministry of Environment, Nature Protec-
tion and Sustainable Development (MINEPDED) has issued 30 research
permits.? Among these permits, 10 contracts have been signed, for
which two were signed with the Baka communities in Ntoum, East re-
gion, and the Bagyéli/Bakola in the South, Ocean Division. The Pimbu
community, which is a local community, has perceived some benefit at
the research stage amounting to around USD 20,000.

Although there is a rich legal framework governing ABS in Came-
roon, the focal point, Dr. Aurélie Taylor Dingom,® expressed some con-
cernsregarding unscrupulous researchers who succeed in manipulating
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the laws to the detriment of Indigenous and local communities, some-
thing that needs monitoring to avoid Indigenous communities’ genetic
resources and their Indigenous knowledge falling prey to such persons.

Programs for Indigenous Peoples

On 30 July 2024, the 12t session of the Inter-sectorial Committee for
Monitoring Programs and Projects Involving Vulnerable Indigenous
Populations (CISPAV)“in Cameroon was held. It was opened by the Min-
ister of Social Affairs, Mrs. Pauline Iréne Nguene, who indicated that the
objective of the CISPAV session was to evaluate the level of implemen-
tation of government recommendations to fight the marginalization of
Indigenous populations.

The evaluation of government programs and projects in favor of
vulnerable Indigenous populations was structured around several pres-
entations.

The presentation of the Ministry of Basic Education (MINEDUB) and
the Ministry of Youth Affairs and Civic Education (MINJEC) highlighted
the actions carried out by these ministries, namely: the creation and
opening of public and private functional literacy centers; programs and
awareness campaigns on health issues such as nutrition, hygiene and
disease prevention; and on the civil rights of Vulnerable Indigenous
Peoples (VIPs). Difficulties encountered regarding education included
the lack of financial means among Indigenous parents; most schools
being far from Indigenous communities; insecurity, as Indigenous chil-
dren are often attacked by neighboring children; language barriers; and
discrimination and stigma, all of which contribute to low enrollment
rates of Indigenous children in schools. Additional challenges include a
lack of birth certificates, limited access to health services, and insuffi-
cient resources to support youth projects.

Solutions proposed include providing scholarships to Indigenous
students in state-run schools, facilitating birth registration, strength-
ening financial mechanisms by creating specific funds to support In-
digenous entrepreneurship, and enhancing intercommunity dialogue.

The Foundation for the Environment and Development in Cam-
eroon (FEDEC) and the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) reported that they
were working to secure the community forests in the Nova area and
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supporting Indigenous communities in the exploitation of non-timber
products and in the elaboration of simplified management plans for
their benefit. FEDEC has also established a community forest for an
Indigenous community in Ngoyang, Lolodorf District, Ocean Division,
South Region, and supported education for Indigenous children around
the communal forest of Yoko and in Lolodorf in the Center Region (fund-
ing part-time teachers in certain schools), as well as health outreach by
deploying health campaign units in remote areas.

The Mbororo Social and Cultural Development Association
(MBOSCUDA) has focused on education and the socio-economic em-
powerment of the Mbororo community. They supported communities
in Mayo Banyo Division of the Adamawa to produce 3,000 birth certif-
icates for children and 1,500 identification cards, with the support of
Elections Cameroon (ELECAM). Réseau Recherche-Actions Concertées
Pygmées (RACOPY) has been working towards combating the stig-
matization of Indigenous Peoples and has supported various Indige-
nous forest populations (Baka, Bakola, Bagyéli, and Bedzang) through
sensitization and advocacy for self-determination, recognizing their
traditional chieftaincies and implementing a Memorandum of Under-
standing (MOU) between the Association Sanguia Baka Buma'a Kpode
(ASBABUK) and the Ministry of Forests and Wildlife (MINFOF) to secure
access rights to four National Parks in the East Region.® It has also sup-
ported ASBABUK to create four offices for focal points within the parks.
The Baka have started fishing within the Lobéké National Park.

Recommendations from the 12" Session of CISPAV included ge-
olocating each government program or project benefiting Indigenous
populations and referring the issue of a lack of identity cards to the
General Delegation for National Security (GDNS) via the CISPAV tech-
nical secretariat in order to establish mechanisms for issuing national
identity cards to Indigenous populations.

Events on 8 August 2024

In the lead-up to the 30™ International Day of the World's Indigenous
Peoples, activities were organized by the Gbabandi Association, Cam-
eroon’s national platform for Indigenous forest peoples, and chaired by
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Mrs. Tjeck Victoire née Ngo Ntang, Deputy Director for Combating So-
cial Exclusion at the Ministry of Social Affairs (MINAS).

In her speech, the representative of MINAS outlined the objectives
of the celebration, including promoting the rights of Indigenous popula-
tions to facilitate their social inclusion and encouraging the involvement
of Indigenous youth in biodiversity conservation. The representative of
the organization Well Grounded highlighted that they had implemented
an"Indigenous leadership program” with the aims of healing Indigenous
Peoples’ communities from historical trauma, rebuilding confidence,
self-determination and self-transformation. Through this program, In-
digenous Peoples receive training in office tools, including Google Drive,
enabling them to scan civil status and identity documents and create a
database for their secure storage.

Celebrating International Day of the World's
Indigenous Peoples

The official ceremony of the day took place under the theme “Access
to citizenship: a fundamental right for Indigenous Peoples” and was
held at the Mont Febe Hotel in Yaoundé on 9 August 2024. Minister for
Social Affairs Nguéne welcomed participants, including government
agencies, technical and financial partners, non-governmental organi-
zations, and Indigenous Peoples' organizations.

She noted that the inaccessibility of the areas inhabited by Indig-
enous Peoples creates the misconception that they seek isolation. This
perception contributes to discrimination and prejudice, which must be
addressed. In reality, these communities inhabit lands rich in resources
and biodiversity but they rarely benefit from them. She further empha-
sized that the lack of birth certificates remains a critical concern, as
four out of 10 children do not have one.

She noted that some progress had been made toward the inclu-
sion of Indigenous Peoples in decision-making processes, such as the
election of municipal and regional councilors and appointments to
some government and Senate positions. Several cross-cutting initia-
tives were being implemented to ensure their inclusion in education,
civil status registration, and other essential services.
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The Director of National Solidarity at the Ministry of Social Affairs
(MINAS), Mr. Georges Edmond Makita, outlined measures taken by the
State to address these challenges, including: digitizing civil status doc-
uments; establishing additional birth declaration centers in remote lo-
calities; increasing budgetary and material resources for local councils;
promoting inclusive education; implementing the first phase of uni-
versal health coverage; and modernizing identity document issuance
through digitization.

He said that these reforms were of utmost importance in promot-
ing Indigenous Peoples' rights, and he emphasized the need for in-
creased collaboration, particularly with local administrations, to ensure
Indigenous Peoples fully benefit from these reforms.

Indigenous youth

Over the past 15 years, Indigenous youth have played a central role in ad-
vocating for their rights and those of their communities. Approximately
60% of Indigenous organizations are led by Indigenous youth, who ac-
tively participate in national and international forums. They are present
at nearly all climate summits and actively engage in negotiations.

At the national level, significant strides have been made towards
Indigenous youth education, especially for the hunter-gatherer com-
munities who have lagged behind the most. Notably, 20 Indigenous
students from their communities are now enrolled in universities, one
woman has been appointed as deputy sub-Divisional officer, five stu-
dents have joined the School of Forestry and Wildlife, six have been
trained in the police academy, and three have become medical nurses.

Indigenous Peoples and conservation

The signing of a new MOU,® No. 0077, between the MINFOF and AS-
BABUK granting access to the Baka to four National Parks in the East
Region of Cameroon is in its implementation phase with some major
activities such as: publicizing the MOU around the Lobéké Nation-
al Park, putting in place four focal offices for the four parks with focal
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points and organizing meetings with the safari business owners in three
of the parks for some methods of implementing the MOU.

Together with the Baka communities around the parks, ASBABUK
and RACOPY have carried out a knowledge generation and transmis-
sion workshop.

Human rights and land rights violations

Femicides were on the rise in Cameroon in 2024 with the Government
Department in charge of Women’'s Empowerment and the Family docu-
menting 76 cases as of November 2024. Most of the cases documented
were due to the media coverage they received. There is no exhaustive
data on gender-based violence, especially femicides, and most of the
time the statistic is furnished by civil society organizations.

Despite the high level of femicides in Indigenous communities, they
do not receive the same level of media attention as cases in the cities.

Cases of femicides in Indigenous communities include that of Ng-
ueye Yolande from Missoumé village on the outskirts of Abong Mbang
District of the East Region’ on 15 June 2024, after an exhausting hard
day of labor on the farm. She was lying on her bed resting while her
five-month-old baby was crying. Her partner arrived home and started
beating her because the baby was crying. He broke her neck, and she
died on the spot. The matter is being prosecuted through the courts.
Nguembe Yolande was assassinated in June 2024 by her Bantu part-
ner in the village of Adouma, and Foula Akono Chantal from Missoumé
village was killed on her farm in November 2024 by an unidentified per-
son.® Aissatou Bouba was stabbed by her stepson in June 2024 and
died from her wounds in the District of Dshang in the West Region of
Cameroon. Jacqueline Pelo, from the locality of Tengue, Boumba and
Ngoko Division in the East Region, was a victim of intimate partner vio-
lence when her husband, in an outburst of anger during a fight, inserted
an object (piece of wood) into her vagina causing serious bodily harm.?
The perpetrator is in custody awaiting trial.

The reign of insecurity in some regions of Cameroon, such as
the three Northern regions and the two English-speaking regions, is a
cause for concern. Kidnapping and demands for high sums of ransom
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from pastoralists continue to be on the rise in the Mayo Rey Division of
the North region of Cameroon. The killing of MBOSCUDA Regional Presi-
dent Northern Region Mr. Salihou Moussa, on 11 November 2024 at Mayo
Rey™ Division is a glaring example. He was kidnapped and his kidnap-
pers demanded payment of a ransom. It was paid but he was still killed.

There were many conflicts over land rights and resources, par-
ticularly in the localities of Moukounounou and Mikel in the Division of
Boumba and Ngoko, East Region, where the Baka people are subject-
ed to human rights abuses. Some Baka men entered into contractual
agreements to rent out their cocoa farms to some Bantu men." How-
ever, the contracts were falsified into agreements of sale, thus appro-
priating the farms of four Baka men (Ngandjokou Aimer, Bassai Martin,
Apandjo David et Andou Edouard). The Baka have made a complaint to
the competent authorities for the restitution of their farms, and the liti-
gation is pending resolution.
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Eritrea borders the southern Red Sea in the Horn of Africa. It
emerged as an ltalian colonial construct in the late 19t century,
superimposed over Indigenous populations. Eritrea’s current
population is between 3.7 and 5.9 million inhabitants.! There
are at least four Indigenous Peoples: the Afar (between 4 and
12% of total population), Kunama (2%), Saho (4%) and Nara
(>1%).2 These groups have inhabited their traditional territories
for some 2,000 years. They are distinct from the two dominant
ethnic groups by language (four different languages), religion
(Islam), economy (agro and nomadic pastoral), law (custom-
ary), culture and way of life. All four Indigenous groups are mar-
ginalized and persecuted.?

Following a United Nations Resolution in 1950 calling for
the federation of Ethiopia with the Eritrean colony that Britain
had captured from the Italians, a federation was established
in 1952. Tensions arose immediately when Ethiopia interfered
with the Eritrean courts and executive branch. An armed na-
tional liberation struggle broke out in 1961 when Ethiopia abol-
ished Eritrea’s official languages, imposed Ethiopia’s national
language, Amharic, dissolved the federation and annexed Eri-
trea. The ensuing 30-year struggle succeeded in 1991 when the
current regime marched into the capital and took power. Fol-
lowing a referendum in 1993, Eritrea seceded from Ethiopia to
form a new state.

Eritrean nationalism emanates from the two large ethnic
groups (80% of total population combined) that control pow-
er and resources. This nationalism is based on suppressing
sub-state identities, which the elites see as threatening to the
nation-building process. In particular, the Indigenous Peoples
have been under pressure from the government’s policy of
eradicating identification along regional and religious lines.
The regime expropriates Indigenous lands without compensa-
tion and has partially cleansed Indigenous Peoples from their
traditional territories by violence.

The existence of Indigenous Peoples as intact commu-
nities is under threat from government policies aimed at de-
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stroying Indigenous cultures, economies, landholdings and, for
some, their nomadic and pastoral lifestyles.

Eritreais a party to the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR) (but not its optional protocols), Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (IC-
ESCR) (but not its optional protocol), International Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD)
(but not its optional protocol), Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) (but not
its optional protocol), Convention against Torture and Other
Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CAT)
(but not its optional protocol), and Convention on the Rights of
the Child (CRC) (but not its optional protocol). Eritrea has not
ratified ILO Convention 169, the United Nations Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), International Con-
vention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disap-
pearance (ICPPED), International Convention on the Protection
of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Fami-
lies (ICMW/ICRMR), or Committee on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (CRPD) (or its optional protocol). Eritrea’s failure to
ratify the optional protocols means that its citizens do not have
access to the international human rights machinery to vindi-
cate violations of their human rights.

Eritrea is the subject of complaints to the UN Human
Rights Council, the United Nations Commission of Inquiry on
Human Rights in Eritrea, the UN Special Rapporteur on the
situation of human rights in Eritrea (all of which sustained the
allegations) and the UN Special Rapporteur on the rights of
Indigenous Peoples. The complaints allege crimes against hu-
manity including persecution, mass murder, ethnic cleansing,
displacement of Indigenous Peoples from their traditional ter-
ritories and intentional destruction of the Indigenous economy.
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A country over the brink

n 8 June 2016, the UN Commission of Inquiry (COI) on Human

Rights in Eritrea reported that there were reasonable grounds

to believe that Eritrean officials had committed crimes against
humanity in a widespread and systematic manner over the past 27
years. The COI provided detailed evidence relating to specific crimes of
enslavement, imprisonment, enforced disappearance, torture, reprisals
and other inhumane acts, persecution, rape and murder.*

Notably, the COI found that these crimes had been perpetrat-
ed against two of Eritrea’s four Indigenous Peoples, the Afar and the
Kunama. Eritrea had persecuted these groups, the COIl concluded;®
accordingly, the COl recommended that the UN and other entities in-
itiate protective actions to safeguard these two Indigenous groups.®
The recommended measures included that Eritrea’s crimes and hu-
man rights violations be brought to the attention of the relevant special
procedures,’” that the UN Security Council determine that the Eritrean
situation poses a threat to international peace and security® and, ac-
cordingly, that the UN Security Council refer the situation in Eritrea to
the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court.?

The situation continues

On 28 February 2024, Ms llze Brands Kehris, UN Assistant Secre-
tary-General for Human Rights, reported to the UN Human Rights Coun-
cil that the state of human rights in Eritrea “continues to be dire”® Her
assessment was shared by the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation
of human rights in Eritrea, Dr. Mohamed Abdelsalam Babiker, in his 7
May 2024 Report," and also by most democracies that commented on
Eritrea’s progress during the fourth Universal Periodic Review proceed-
ings on 23 February 2024.”? Typifying comments made by democracies,
Germany noted “the lack of improvement in the human rights situation,
especially inrelation to civil and political freedoms, national service and
detention.”

That the human rights situation in Eritrea in 2024 has not changed
from that consistently reported from 2016-2023 illuminates the cata-
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clysmic situation of Eritrea’s Indigenous Peoples in 2024. The COI, as
well as Dr. Babiker and his predecessors as SR-Eritrea, consistently
reported on the “widespread persecution” to which Eritrea’s Kunama
and Afar people were subjected over the 2016-2024 period. Dr. Babiker
detailed how

they [the Afar Indigenous people] have been subjected to dis-
crimination, harassment, arbitrary arrests, disappearance,
violence [which] ‘interfered with their traditional means of
livelihood, eroded their culture, caused displacement and
threatened their way of life.™®

Persecution on a widespread basis is a crime against humanity,' which
makes the responsible Eritrean officials liable to arrest and prosecu-
tion under international criminal law. All the UN mandate holders have
called for the international criminal authorities to pursue this course of
action.

How does Eritrea respond to these findings? Its officials refuse
to allow any of the UN mandate holders access to the country. Eritrea
complains that the findings of the UN mandate holders are “baseless”
and “politically motivated”. Eritrea stated that the mandate holders
“placed disproportionate emphasis on civil and political rights” and
that the “mandates contributed to the politicization of human rights".”
Eritrea received support from some authoritarian countries, including
Cuba, Iran, and China.” Certain authoritarian countries where Eritrean
refugees are numerous refused to allow the UN mandate holders per-
mission to enter their countries to collect information necessary to car-
ry out their mandates.”

Transnational repression

Eritrea’s repression has increasingly taken on a transnational character
in keeping with worrying global trends. There are two aspects to this.
First, Eritrean troops continue to occupy parts of Ethiopia where they
menace Eritrean refugees, including large numbers of Afar and Kuna-
ma Indigenous people. The troops disappear individuals and their fami-
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ly members, abduct and/or forcibly conscript refugees into the Eritrean
army and loot and destroy refugee property.?°

Secondly, Eritrean agents have inserted themselves into diaspora
politics, using violent methods against pro-democracy activists, jour-
nalists, political opponents and human rights defenders. The Special
Rapporteur’s 2024 Report indicates the wide criminal sweep of Eritrea’s
activities, which include:

kidnappings and enforced disappearances, unlawful remov-
als, surveillance, violence, intimidation, harassment, smear
campaigns, social isolation and the refusal of consular servic-
es. Human rights defenders and community organizers seen
or perceived as speaking out against the Government have
reported receiving threats from agents of the Government or
government supporters against themselves and their families
in Eritrea.?’

The government'’s attempted repression of the diaspora produced vi-
olent pushback. Eritrea’s “cultural” festivals in large cities around the
globe resulted in violent clashes with regime detractors. There have
been hundreds of injuries and many arrests. Regime opponents contin-
ued to attack the festivals in 2024, which they perceived as little more
than regime propaganda.??

Impact on Indigenous youth

Eritrea’s violent repression has been particularly harsh on young Indig-
enous Eritreans. Because of the violence, young Indigenous Eritreans
living in Dankalia, the homeland of the Afar people, and those living in
the Kunama homelands in Western Eritrea, endure constant fear of giffa
or mass roundups of youth for forcible conscription into the armed ser-
vices.?® Those who try to evade or desert military service are punished
severely, including prolonged detention and torture. The army stormed
towns in 2024 searching for draft evaders. They threatened the families
of suspected draft evaders in order to force the youth to report for duty.
They punished some families with imprisonment, home demolitions
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and destruction of their cattle. These tactics have also been used out-
side of Eritrea, in neighbouring countries harbouring young Eritrean ref-
ugees. The result has been widespread detention and torture of Eritrean
Afar and Kunama youth, their deportation/refoulement back to Eritrea
and conscription into the army.?

For the future

The situation of Indigenous Peoples inside Eritrea is grim. The country
has never held free national elections; it lacks a functioning legisla-
ture; the country is controlled by a small group of men connected to
the President; only government media operate; there is no freedom of
speech or political space; individuals are routinely arbitrarily arrested
and detained, tortured, disappeared or extrajudicially executed.?® There
are no guarantees for, and no institutional structures to protect, Indig-
enous rights or Indigenous Peoples - quite the opposite. Indigenous
Peoples are persecuted by the regime to such an extent that United Na-
tions agencies have consistently called for the perpetrators to answer
for crimes against humanity.

There is no panacea for this grim situation. It remains important to
document what is happening inside this repressive regime as much as
possible. It would be truly helpful if democracies could model, in their
behaviour, what just relations between Indigenous Peoples and their
surrounding societies can look like so that they will have the standing to
be firm with Eritrea when the day of reckoning arrives and with it, hope-
fully, relief for the persecuted Indigenous Peoples of Eritrea.
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Gabon's total population is estimated at 2,397,368. The per-
centage of Indigenous Peoples in Gabon is thought to be less
than 1% of the national population, or between 18,000 and
20,000 people.! This estimate will become clearer with the
final report of the general population census that is currently
ongoing.

Indigenous Peoples are mainly hunter-gatherer com-
munities comprising seven groups (Baka, Babongo, Bakoya,
Baghame, Barimba, Akowa, Bakouyi) with different languages,
cultures and geographical locations. They live both in the towns
and in the forest. Their livelihoods and their cultures are inex-
tricably linked to the forest, however, which covers 85% of Ga-
bon. Gabon's Indigenous Peoples continue to live in precarious
poverty. There is no recent specific data on this population, and
it would be good to see Gabon make greater efforts to obtain
reliable statistics on its Indigenous Peoples.

Gabonese legislation does not recognize the concept of
“Indigenous Peoples” but certain texts do provide for the con-
cept of “Indigenous and village communities”. These benefit
from customary rights, particularly in land and forestry mat-
ters.

Articles 1and 35 of the Constitution? of the Gabonese Re-
public, adopted by referendum on 16 November 2024, specifies
that: “The Gabonese Republic upholds the equality of all citi-
zens before the law, without distinction of origin, race, ethnic
group, sex, opinion, religion, beliefs or rites.” “Protecting young
people from exploitation and from moral, intellectual and phys-
ical abandonment is an obligation of the State and other public
authorities.” It explicitly recognizes and protects?® social groups,
notably children, the elderly and people with disabilities but it
makes no mention of Gabon's Indigenous Pygmy peoples.

The Gabonese Republic has ratified several internation-
al treaties and conventions protecting various aspects of In-
digenous Peoples' rights, including the UN Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). The country has still
not adopted ILO Convention 169, however.
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Indigenous youth

here are no projects aimed specifically at Indigenous youth in

Gabon. There is a National Youth Policy (PNJ),* which was drawn

up in 2012. The aim of this policy was to meet all the needs, ex-
pectations and aspirations of young people in order to ensure their
participation in all spheres of society, as players and beneficiaries of
Gabon's development. The specific objectives were to improve the liv-
ing conditions of young people, develop their sense of citizenship and
patriotism, and respond to international support for this category of
the population. The PNJ has produced mixed results, however, failing
to take into account the particular needs of groups at risk of exclusion
(the unemployed, Indigenous people, unemployed graduates, orphans,
people with disabilities).

2024 marked the first year of political transition, and all eyes were
on the country’s youth,®> who make up almost 70% of the population.
The stated priorities of Gabon's young population include access to de-
cent employment, which is a major challenge, and the creation of job
opportunities, notably through support for entrepreneurship. Encour-
aging innovation and entrepreneurial initiative will therefore help boost
the economy and meet the expectations of young people. Quality ed-
ucation and vocational training are also major challenges. Greater in-
vestment in the education and vocational training system is essential
if young people are to be equipped with the skills they need for profes-
sional and personal fulfilment. Finally, Gabon's young people aspire to
a sustainable future.

Each year, 12 August is dedicated to celebrating International
Youth Day. The theme in 2024 was: “From Clicks to Progress: Youth Dig-
ital Pathways for Sustainable Development”. In Gabon, the day show-
cased the many initiatives that are placing young people at the heart
of social, economic and environmental transformation. With the sup-
port of the Gabonese government, international partners, civil society
and the private sector, the UN has implemented a number of projects
to encourage youth involvement. None of these projects are aimed at
Indigenous youth, in particular, however.

The UN Country programme document for Gabon (2023-2027)¢ in-
cludes improved access to social safety nets and universal health cover
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for children in its “Equality, inclusion and reinforced social protection”
component, particularly in peri-urban areas, for children with disabili-
ties and children of Indigenous Peoples.

The “Youth Forum for the Forests of Central Africa 2024" took
place from 31 May to 1 June 2024 in Kinshasa, bringing together 150
young people from Central Africa and Europe committed to forest pro-
tection and environmental preservation. The forum was organized by
the French-Gabonese facilitation group of the Congo Basin Forest Part-
nership (CBFP), a 128-member initiative that serves as a platform for
multi-sectoral dialogue on forest preservation. The objectives were to:

* Highlight the links between youth mobilization and the preser-
vation of forest ecosystems.

+ Facilitate exchanges between committed young people from
civil society and representatives of governments, internation-
al organizations, research and the private sector involved in
preserving forests and the environment.

«  Generate innovative ideas and proposals for forest protec-
tion to be included in the CBFP Meeting of Parties, there-
by strengthening the influence of young people over deci-
sion-making.

From 30 to 31 July 2024, La Baie des Rois in Libreville was the setting
for the 3" Local Conference of Youth (LCQY).2 This was organized by the
NGO Développement Durable et Bien-étre, with the technical support of
the Department for Youth, UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and UN Devel-
opment Programme (UNDP), through the YouthConnekt initiative. The
theme of LCOY 2024 was: “Climate emergency: young people in action”
and it brought together over 300 young people, this time with innova-
tions such as including young people from Indigenous communities
and simulating a mini-COP. Participants discussed issues such as wild-
life conflicts, energy transition and recycling as an economic lever for
Gabon. The young delegates discussed crucial issues such as reducing
greenhouse gas emissions, adapting to the impacts of climate change
and climate justice.

Gabon's National Development Plan for the Transition (PNDT)? for
the period 2024-2026 is of particular interest to young people. It is es-
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sential to diversify our approaches if we are to meet the social demands
of young people as a whole. Other sectors to consider include: employ-
ment, entrepreneurship, education and vocational training, political
participation, health, technology, the environment, climate change,
culture and leisure. We also need to invest in other areas that will help
shape a prosperous and balanced future for young people. The Gabo-
nese authorities need to draw up a list of priority projects for each sec-
tor, highlighting concrete, achievable initiatives that will promote inclu-
sion, innovation and general well-being.

Unfortunately, few projects directly involve Gabon's Indigenous
youth. To involve Indigenous youth, we need to create the conditions for
their participation in decision-making. In Gabon, this type of initiative
does not exist. Gabon's current transitional authorities have organized
an Inclusive National Dialogue (DNI), which did involve some represent-
atives of Indigenous Peoples. Since no information is translated into
their native language, however, these latter have not had the opportu-
nity to really express their needs. Likewise, young Indigenous people in
Gabon are marginalized because, when they leave their villages for the
city, they are left to fend for themselves without support or means of
subsistence. They often end up with drinking problems and fall into idle-
ness. Sometimes they are used by other communities for their knowl-
edge of plants, or they carry out traditional work for these communities,
such as offering natural baths, removing enchantments or similar. For
this type of work, these people give them a little money, which they try
to live on.

The Association pour le Devenir des Autochtones et de leur Con-
naissance Originelle (ADACO) has repeatedly called on the Gabonese
government to draw up a national plan for Indigenous Peoples, strength-
ening their rights to education, self-determination, preservation of
their territory and traditional knowledge, and decision-making. These
requests have never been heeded by the highest authorities, however,
including those of the Transition. ADACO continues to help young Indig-
enous people by offering guidance in the city and encouraging them to
attend school so that they will be able to find a job later on.

Itis therefore essential to develop programmes that support Indig-
enous youth leaders and strengthen their communities. Young Indige-
nous people from Gabon should be enabled to participate, share, con-
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nect and exchange with other like-minded individuals in order to tackle
global crises such as climate change and injustices related to Indige-
nous lands. These programmes could be tied in with regional Indige-
nous youth activities. In the Congo Basin, there are a number of projects
and activities involving the region's Indigenous youth. However, these
projects are isolated and there is no real coordination between Indige-
nous Peoples' associations or civil society and the actions carried out
in the field. We also hope that the Gabonese government will take into
account the specific concerns and needs of this particular population
group in its future national youth policy.

Main national events

As part of the Republican Guard (GR), dozens of members of mar-
ginalized Indigenous Peoples, still known as “Pygmies” joined the
6,700-strong military parade on Saturday, 17 August 2024 in Libreville,
commemorating the 64th anniversary of Gabon's independence.”
Dressed in their traditional robes, symbols of their power, the Indige-
nous people made a remarkable and noteworthy spectacle as they
passed in front of the official podium, drawing rapturous applause from
the crowd.

Areas and heritage conserved by Indigenous
Peoples and Local Communities (IPLCs)

In Gabon, the areas and heritage conserved by Indigenous Peoples and
Local Communities (IPLCs) do not have legal status enabling them to
be recognized in the country's protected area system. In order to rec-
ognize the important role of these populations, a conference was there-
fore organized in Libreville from 20-21 December 2024, in collaboration
with UNDP." With the aim of developing a national conservation strat-
egy, participants at the conference set out the guidelines necessary
for communities to take this method of conservation into account. In-
digenous Peoples play an essential role in preserving biodiversity and
safeguarding ecosystems in the Congo Basin. The areas and heritage
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conserved by IPLC could now be given a legal framework in Gabon.
Among others, the conference made the following recommendations:
introduce cultural days in villages to ensure the generational transfer
of knowledge or cultural heritage; secure the living areas of Indigenous
Peoples and local communities by establishing them as conserved are-
as in the face of threats from logging and mining; seize the opportunity
of the revision of the Forestry Code to incorporate IPLCs; harmonize the
Forestry, Mining and Environmental Codes in order to avoid overlap; and
ensure better land allocation.

Generally speaking, Gabon applies the World Bank's guidelines on
Indigenous Peoples (e.g. PO 4.10) but there is no specific legal text on
Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC).

The Indigenous people are deeply tied to their history and tradi-
tional knowledge. Indigenous youth are the custodians of Indigenous
cultural values and ancestral lands. Young people are expected to grad-
ually assume leadership responsibilities as they grow up, becoming ac-
tively involved in ceremonial practices and community affairs.
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The peoples who identify with the Indigenous movement in
Kenya are mainly pastoralists and hunter-gatherers, as well as
some fisher peoples and small farming communities. Pastoral-
ists are estimated to comprise 25% of the national population,
while the largest individual community of hunter-gatherers
numbers approximately 79,000. Pastoralists mostly occupy
the arid and semi-arid lands (ASALs) of Northern Kenya and
towards the border between Kenya and Tanzania in the south.
Hunter-gatherersinclude the Ogiek, Sengwer, Yiaku, Waata and
Awer (Boni) while pastoralists include the Turkana, Rendille,
Borana, Maasai, Samburu, llchamus, Somali, Gabra, Pokot, En-
dorois and others. They all face land and resource tenure inse-
curity, poor service delivery, poor political representation, dis-
crimination and exclusion. Their situation seems to get worse
each year, with increasing competition for resources in their
areas.

Kenya's Indigenous women are confronted by multifac-
eted social, cultural, economic and political constraints and
challenges. Firstly, by belonging to minority and marginalized
peoples nationally and, secondly, through internal social and
cultural prejudices. These prejudices have continued to deny
Indigenous women equal opportunities to overcome highilliter-
acy and poverty levels. It has also prevented them from having
a voice to inform and influence cultural and political govern-
ance and development policies and processes due to unequal
power relations at both local and national levels.

Kenya has ratified the International Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW) and the Convention on the Rights of
the Child (CRC) but not the UN Declaration on the Rights of In-
digenous Peoples (UNDRIP) or ILO Convention 169.

Chapter Four of the Kenyan Constitution contains a pro-
gressive Bill of Rights that makes international law a key com-
ponent of the laws of Kenya and guarantees protection of mi-
norities and marginalized groups. Under Articles 33, 34, 35 and
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36, freedom of expression, the media, and access to informa-
tion and association are guaranteed. However, the principle of
Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) remains a challenge
for Indigenous Peoples in Kenya although the Constitution
does guarantee the participation of the people.!

Kenya's prevailing economic situation is in an intractable
crisis. It is a profound indictment of the status quo that a dis-
proportionate number of Indigenous communities continue to
bear the burden of crisis after crisis evidenced through impacts
of climate change, insecurity and apparent food insecurity.

Despite some shifts in rhetoric, however, climate financ-
ing projects targeted at most Indigenous Peoples’ landscapes
are seemingly failing to bridge the inequality gap and are, in
most cases, coordinated by elites.

On the other hand, despite concerted efforts to secure the
collective land rights of communities, disruptive actions such
as the Ogiek community eviction are a glaring reminder that
we are far from securing human rights and, particularly, tenure
rights for most Indigenous communities in Kenya.

Legislative changes

number of bills with potential impacts on the rights and liveli-
hoods of Indigenous Peoples were proposed and debated in
2024,

The Climate Change (Carbon Markets) Regulations 2024

The 2024 Carbon Market Regulations? codify the Core Carbon Principles
(CCPs) in several ways, establishing a legal framework for carbon mar-
ket operations in Kenya. These regulations set specific requirements
that all carbon projects must meet, providing a basis for the invalidation
of non-compliant projects. The principles enable litigants to formulate
causes of action against project proponents who fail to adhere to the
set standards.
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As carbon project implementation gains traction in Kenya, the ef-
fectiveness of these regulations will be tested. The primary objective
of the regulatory framework is to facilitate the country’s transition to a
low-carbon economy while ensuring compliance with its international
climate commitments. To this end, every carbon project is required to
undergo an environmental and social impact assessment that aligns
with sector-specific standards and safeguards. Before commencing
operations, each project must be certified to international standards
by a recognized body, validated by an independent auditor, and subse-
quently verified for compliance with the Act and Regulations.

A key aspect of the regulations is the requirement for social con-
tributions from carbon projects. Specifically, land-based projects must
allocate 40% of their earnings toward community development while
non-land-based projects must contribute 25% to community develop-
ment and an additional 25% to the Climate Change Fund.

However, private carbon projects on private land are exempt from
the annual social contribution requirement.

The management and distribution of community benefits are over-
seen by a Community Project Development Committee, as outlined in
the Community Development Agreement.

The regulations have received mixed reactions, particularly among
Indigenous and pastoralist communities in Northern Kenya. While they
present economic opportunities through carbon projects, they also re-
quire communities to potentially sacrifice traditional livelihoods, land-
use practices, and cultural heritage. Concerns persist regarding Free,
Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC) and the undefined opportunity cost
for communities engaging in these projects, specifically the uncertain-
ty of what communities lose in terms of grazing land, cultural identity
and livelihood when they commit to these projects.

Kenya Wildlife Conservation and Management (Amendment) Bill 2024
Although, the Kenya Wildlife Conservation and Management (Amend-
ment) Bill 20243 is still being debated in Parliament, this bill proposes
significant changes aimed at enhancing wildlife conservation while ad-
dressing the needs of pastoralist communities. These reforms are part
of Kenya's broader strategy to balance biodiversity preservation with
sustainable livelihoods, particularly in arid and semi-arid regions where
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pastoralism is a dominant livelihood strategy. The reforms emphasize
greater involvement of local communities, including pastoralists, in
wildlife conservation efforts. This includes the establishment of Com-
munity Wildlife Conservation Committees at the county level, which are
tasked with decision-making and benefit-sharing mechanisms. These
committees aim to ensure that pastoralists have a voice in conserva-
tion planning and resource allocation.

However, the reforms support the expansion of community-based
conservancies (CBCs), requiring pastoralists to set aside land for wild-
life conservation in exchange for economic benefits such as tourism
revenue and employment opportunities. This drive has led to land
fragmentation and restricted access to grazing areas, which can neg-
atively impact pastoral livelihoods. It is apparent that the objective is
to increase conservation areas for carbon markets, significantly under-
mining pastoralism and exacerbating land access challenges and con-
flict over resources.

Environment Laws (Amendment) Bill 2024

The Environment Laws (Amendment) Bill* proposes banning grazing
in public forests to safeguard forest ecosystems and support reforest-
ation initiatives. This ban will be enforced through participatory For-
est Management Plans (FMPs) and Forest Management Agreements
(FMAs) with registered Community Forest Associations (CFAs). Only
CFAs engaged in sustainable forest management activities will be per-
mitted controlled access. The impending implication is that pastoralist
and forest-dependent Indigenous communities, who depend on forest-
ed areas for dry-season grazing, may face challenges due to restricted
access. This could lead to increased pressure on already limited grazing
lands, potentially escalating human-wildlife conflicts as livestock en-
croach on wildlife habitats.

Livestock Protection and Sustainability Bill 2024

The proposed Livestock Protection and Sustainability Bill® represents
a significant shift in livestock regulation, presenting both opportunities
and challenges for the industry. At its core, the legislation aims to mod-
ernize the livestock sector through standardized grading and certifica-
tion systems, with a clear focus on enhancing market competitiveness
both domestically and internationally.
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The bill's emphasis on commercialization and export-oriented
growth could reshape the industry's structure. While this might create
new market opportunities and potentially increase revenue for the sec-
tor as a whole, it raises serious concerns about the future of traditional
pastoral practices. The tension between modernization and traditional
practices emerges as a central issue, potentially threatening not just
pastoralists’ economic livelihoods but also their cultural heritage and
traditional knowledge systems.

Regional forums and advocacy

National Pastoralists Conference

The inaugural National Pastoralists Conference 2024° brought togeth-
er key stakeholders to address the pressing challenges facing pasto-
ralist communities, including climate change, drought, resource con-
flicts, and economic marginalization. Organized from 6-8 November by
the Kenya School of Government (KSG), in collaboration with the State
Department for the ASALs and Regional Development, the Council of
Governors, and development partners in Isiolo County, the conference
emphasized shifting from relief dependency to enhancing resilience
and productivity in ASAL regions. Key recommendations focused on
policy coordination, resource sharing, livestock marketing, and capac-
ity building, aiming to transform pastoralism into a driver of economic
growth. The event concluded with a communiqué outlining action plans
for sustainable interventions, reinforcing the commitment of national
and county governments, private sector players, and civil society to se-
curing a more prosperous future for pastoral communities.”

The Kenya Mining Investment Conference and Exhibition

The Kenya Mining Investment Conference and Exhibition® was held from
26-27 November 2024 with the strategic partnership of the National
Mining Corporation, Base Titanium and development partners in Nai-
robi. The forum focused on the theme of “Exploring the Role of Critical
Minerals in Strengthening Foundations and Unlocking Business Oppor-
tunities for a Sustainable Future”.
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Indigenous communities play a crucial role in Kenya's mining sec-
tor, particularly through artisanal mining, which provides livelihoods for
many. Recognizing their contributions, the government decriminalized
artisanal mining in 2023, enabling miners to operate legally and organ-
ize into marketing cooperatives. This move aimed to enhance economic
opportunities and improve resource governance within the sector.

However, despite these formalization efforts, significant challeng-
es remain. Existing frameworks are insufficient in ensuring that Indige-
nous communities equitably benefit from mining activities. Issues such
as inadequate compensation, forced relocations, and contested land
ownership continue to plague affected communities. These injustices
highlight structural weaknesses in Kenya's mining governance, where
corporations often exploit legal loopholes or weak enforcement mecha-
nisms to evade full accountability.

Akey concernis the lack of transparent and equitable benefit-shar-
ing mechanisms. While compensation is a crucial aspect of mining
agreements, it is often inadequate or inconsistently applied, failing to
address long-term socio-economic and environmental impacts. With
the expanded investment space, it is only clear that these challenges
will continue to persist.

There is a growing demand for mining firms to go beyond one-time
compensation and actively invest in sustainable community develop-
ment, such as infrastructure, education, and environmental rehabilita-
tion. Strengthening regulatory oversight, ensuring community partici-
pation in decision-making, and enforcing corporate accountability are
essential steps toward achieving a more just and sustainable mining
sector in Kenya.’

Litigation

Murusi & 17 others v County Government of Marsabit & 3 others; Na-
tional Land Commission & another (Interested Parties) [2024]
Kenyan courts continued to serve as pivotal arenas for land rights advo-
cacy. The ruling delivered by the Environment and Land Courtin Isiolo in
the case of Murusi & 17 others v County Government of Marsabit & 3 oth-
ers; National Land Commission & another (Interested Parties) [2024]
KEELC 5374 (KLR)® reaffirmed the communities' land rights.
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The dispute arose when representatives of the Rendille communi-
ty challenged the County Government of Marsabit, the Chief of Kenya
Defence Forces, and the Ministry of Defence over their allocation of ap-
proximately 2,500 hectares of Karare—Songa land to the Kenya Defence
Forces (KDF) without consulting the Indigenous communities who had
traditionally occupied and utilized the land. The petitioners argued that
the allocation violated their constitutional rights to land and failed to
adhere to the legal requirement of land acquisition, thus further mar-
ginalizing them. This case, also referred to as the Mohamud lltarakwa
Kochale & 5 others v Lake Turkana Wind Power Ltd & 4 others; Aaron
lltele Lesianntam & 4 others (Interested Parties) [2021] KEELC 1441
(KLR)" case, underscored the irregular acquisition of 150,000 acres
of the same communities’ land, among others, reaffirming that such
continued forcible acquisitions would inevitably render the community
destitute.

The court ruled in favour of the petitioners, ordering the KDF to
vacate the 2,500 hectares of land and also awarding the community
damages amounting to Ksh. 30 million (approximately USD 231,000)
following the illegality. This ruling sets a fundamental precedent, rein-
forcing the procedural requirements in compulsory purchases, the rec-
ognition of constitutional rights and, particularly, the principle of mean-
ingful participation of Indigenous communities.

Ogiek case follow-up in Tanzania

In November 2024, the African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights in
Arusha, Tanzania, reviewed the implementation of the African Court's
landmark judgement during a compliance hearing. During the compli-
ance hearing, the Republic of Kenya was granted a period of 90 days,
commencing 12 November 2024, to file its report on the steps taken to
implement the Court's decisions in this Application on the merits as
well as on reparations.”

One of the major concerns remains the slow and difficult process
of restoring Ogiek lands. Government inaction and bureaucratic hurdles
further delayed the official demarcation and restitution process, leav-
ing many Ogiek families in a state of uncertainty.” Moreover, the Ken-
yan government continues to justify restrictions on Ogiek land access
by citing conservation efforts, despite the court's recognition of the
Ogiek’s sustainable coexistence with the forest ecosystem.
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It remains apparent that the Ogiek's struggle for justice is far from
over as it is now further compounded by expanding carbon markets in-
terest in the region.

Politically motivated protests and youth activism

2024 was marked by widespread protests, largely driven by young peo-
ple across Kenya. Central issues included governance failures, eco-
nomic inequality, and unemployment. Political discontent reached its
peak amid allegations of corruption, mismanagement, and inequitable
resource distribution at both national and county levels. Empowered
by social media, youth activists mobilized under the hashtag #FixKen-
yaNow, demanding greater government transparency and economic
reforms. Their calls for accountability centred on the misallocation of
public funds, the need for budget audits, and fairer economic policies.
While the protests were largely concentrated in big urban centres, they
also gained traction in Indigenous communities’ regions, with demon-
strations emerging in towns across Samburu, Laikipia, Isiolo, and Tur-
kana counties.

Beyond governance concerns, economic grievances played a cru-
cial role in fuelling youth-led demonstrations. Rising unemployment,
soaring inflation, and shrinking opportunities left many young people
disillusioned, particularly university graduates who saw little hope of
meaningful employment. For Indigenous Peoples, these economic hard-
ships were compounded by historical land injustices, forced evictions,
and resource exploitation in the name of development and conservation.

The government's heavy-handed response, including arrests and
internet shutdowns, drew criticism from human rights organizations,
highlighting the ongoing struggle for democratic governance.

The movement has expanded its scope beyond its original eco-
nomic focus, now recognizing profound historical parallels with the
struggles of Indigenous Peoples. These parallels are especially evident
inissues of land dispossession and forced displacement, which can be
traced back to the post-colonial era. This shift is underscored by the
growing attention to ongoing conservation-related violations, the true
cost of conservation affecting Indigenous communities that persists to
this day both in the mainstream and alternative media.
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Conclusion

Kenya's governance and legislative landscape in 2024 showcased a
mix of progress and enduring challenges. Indigenous communities are
increasingly vocal in asserting their rights, navigating a dynamic so-
cio-political environment. Indigenous youth, in particular, are emerging
as key actors in activism, advocating for their rights, challenging poor
governance, and demanding greater autonomy in the management of
their natural resources. Their active participation in the decades-long
struggle for justice and equity is a promising development. As Kenya
continues to evolve, addressing existing disparities and fostering inclu-
sive policies will be essential to building a more equitable and resilient
society.
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Libya

Tripoli
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The Amazigh form the Indigenous population of Libya and are
estimated to number some one million people, or more than
16% of the country's total population.

They live in various areas of Libya in the north, east and
south of the country albeit without any geographical continu-
ity. To the west of Tripoli, on the Mediterranean coast, they live
in the town of At Wilul (Zwara) and in the Adrar Infussen (Ne-
foussa) mountains, on the border with Tunisia; in the south-
east, on the border with Egypt, they live in the oases of Awijla,
Jalu and Jakhra; in the south, the Fezzan region is traditionally
Kel-Tamasheq (Tuareg) territory, including the areas of Murzug,
Sebha, Ubari, Ghat and Ghadameés. Libya's Kel-Tamasheq are
naturally linked to other Kel-Tamasheq communities living
across the borders with Niger and Algeria. Tripoli is also home
to a significant Amazigh community.

In addition to Arab and Amazigh communities, there is
an ethnic minority in Libya known as the “Toubou”, comprising
some 50,000 individuals, who are originally from the Tibesti
plateau in Chad and live along the Libya/Chad border. They live
a nomadic way of life and practise pastoralism across an area
that extends from northern Niger to the Sudan.

During the time of Gaddafi (1969-2011), Libya was declared
an exclusively “Arab and Muslim” country. The 1969 Constitu-
tional Proclamation states in its first article that “Libya is an
Arab republic (...), the Libyan people are a part of the Arab nation
and its aim is total Arab unity. The country’s name is the Arab
Republic of Libya". Article Two adds that “Islam is the state reli-
gion and Arabic its official language”. Government policy since
then has always relentlessly persecuted anyone who does not
recognize Libya's “Arab-Islamic identity".

Following the 2011 “revolution”, a “Provisional Constitu-
tional Council” submitted a draft new Constitution in 2017' that
in no way changed the country's identitary foundations. Article
Two still provides that “Libya forms part of the Arab nation” and
that “Arabic is the state language”. Article Six notes that “Islam
is the state religion and Sharia the source of its law". Other dis-
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criminatory articles then follow prohibiting a non-Muslim Lib-
yan from standing for election to the Chamber of Representa-
tives (Article 69) or as President of the Republic (Article 101) and
stating that justice shall be passed down “in the name of Allah”
(Article 189). These articles are clearly aimed at imposing an |s-
lamic republic, to the detriment of the diversity of cultures and
beliefs in Libya. Due to Amazigh and Toubou opposition, howev-
er, and also because of the war, this draft constitution has not
yet been adopted.

Libya voted in favour of the UN Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).

A context of political and institutional instability

UN-recognized "Government of National Unity” (GNU) based in

Tripoli and led by Prime Minister Abdul Hamid Dbeibah, backed by
armed militias, and the Benghazi-based “Government of National Sta-
bility” (GNS), led by Prime Minister Osama Hammad, backed by the Lib-
yan National Army (LNA) under the command of General Khalifa Haftar.
Political confusion has reigned since the indefinite postponement of
national elections scheduled for December 2021.

On 13 April 2024, Abdoulaye Bathily, the UN's Special Represent-
ative for Libya, resigned from his post, stating in justification that the
main Libyan stakeholders had rejected any solution, presented “unrea-
sonable” demands and shown their “indifference to the interests of the
Libyan people”?

The GNS controls around two-thirds of Libya (east and south) while
the GNU covers the remaining one-third in the west. The institutional,
political and security situation is chaotic and constitutes a serious ob-
stacle to the normal operation of public services such as health, educa-
tion, justice, etc. In addition, the population is still faced with insecurity
and difficulties in getting around. Armed clashes between rival militias
occur regularly, as on 14 December 2024, around the Zawiya oil refinery
40 km west of Tripoli. The struggle for control of the territory and oil rev-
enues is fuelling tensions.

| ibya remains in a political stalemate, with two governments: the
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In August 2024, the Ras Ajdir border post between Libya and Tu-
nisia, located near the Amazigh town of At-Willul (Zwara), was closed
for several weeks due to armed clashes between rival groups over its
control. This area is the scene of ongoing tensions that have a negative
impact on the lives of the inhabitants of At-Willul and the surrounding
region.® *

As a result, the country’s social, economic and cultural life is se-
verely hampered. What's more, the few civil society organizations that
remain have great difficulty in carrying out their activities due to a lack of
resources and threats to freedom of opinion, expression and assembly.

In this hostile and often dangerous context, the Amazigh territo-
ries of Libya, such as the regions of Nafusa and At Wilul (Zwara) in the
west of the country and Tiniri-lmohagh (Touareg) to the south, are trying
to organize around their municipalities in order to meet the essential
needs of the local populations.

Because of their specific features and vulnerability, the Amazigh
people of Libya continue to face threats to their language, culture, so-
cio-economic situation and survival as a distinct people.®

Human and civil rights challenges

Following the 2011 revolution that ousted Gaddafi's dictatorial regime,
the Amazigh experienced a sense of freedom that enabled them to
publicly express their demands for recognition and respect of their
rights as an Indigenous people distinct from the rest of Libyan society.
The Amazigh clearly asserted their identity and demanded legal pro-
tection for their language and its teaching in Libya's public education
system. Subsequently, Amazigh demands expanded to include issues
of governance, land rights and the right to self-determination.

The Libyan government's response was to treat the Amazigh as
“enemies of the revolution”, “dangers to national unity”, and to threaten
them. This clearly indicates that the change of political regime in Libya
has not been accompanied by recognition or respect for the Amazigh
people of this country.®

Libya's Amazigh organizations want a constitution that guaran-
tees respect for the rights of all its citizens, encompassing all compo-
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nent of society. The new constitution must comply with the relevant in-
ternational laws and be supported by the international community.

In order to attract Amazigh support, the Tripoli-based GNU has
made various statements in favour of Amazigh rights and the need to
recognize them in the country's future constitution. In practice, howev-
er, nothing has come of these promises, and many pan-Arab political
parties regard the Amazigh as a minority, rejecting any possibility of le-
gally recognizing Amazigh rights.

In June 2024, the Tripoli government's General Authority of Wagfs
(Awgaf)” and Islamic Affairs issued a statement stigmatizing the
Amazigh that follow the “lbadi" branch of Islam, calling Amazigh “peo-
ple of caprice and heresy”. This statement indicates that acts of “tes-
timony” by an Ibadi Amazigh can thus be of no value. Back in 2017, the
Supreme Fatwa Committee under the Benghazi government called the
Ibadi Amazigh “misguided infidels without dignity”. For the Libyan au-
thorities, only Sunni Islam is authorized.®?

These racist anti-Amazigh positions angered Amazigh communi-
ties, who reacted by closing government offices in their territories and
deciding to set up their own Religious Affairs Authority.

In November 2024, the Interior Minister of the Tripoli-based GNU
announced his intention to take steps to make the wearing of the Islamic
veil compulsory for all women. This announcement has caused concern
among Amazigh communities as such measures are not in line with
Amazigh culture and the Amazigh vision of a free and pluralist society.”®

Political challenges

Despite making up a substantial proportion of the Libyan population
(around 20% in all), the Amazigh community has remained under-rep-
resented in state institutions. They are not represented in the Libyan
governments, nor in the Presidential Council, nor among the heads of
major administrations. This exclusion of Amazigh from the nexus of
political power deprives them of the possibility of making their voices
heard and exploiting opportunities that could benefit their territories.

In 2024, the commission in charge of drafting the electoral laws
failed to take into account Amazigh suggestions for proportional rep-
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resentation and electoral district boundaries that take the specific
socio-cultural features of the territories into account. As a result, the
Amazigh rejected the electoral laws proposed by the commission.

In November 2024, the Deputy Special Representative of the UN
Secretary-General and Acting Head in the UN Support Mission in Lib-
ya, Stephanie Koury, met with Amazigh representatives to discuss their
concerns about fair representation and meaningful participation in the
political process. Although this meeting was perceived as positive by
the Amazigh, there is no indication that their demands will be heard by
the Libyan authorities.

The human rights concerns of Amazigh populations include cul-
tural discrimination, restrictions on freedom of expression, challenges
to self-determination and repression. Amazigh rights activists have
been arrested and ill-treated by the Tripoli government's internal secu-
rity services, and these activists often report persistent barriers to the
implementation of cultural activities and to their freedom of expression
and participation in the country's political life.™

Economic challenges

The Tripoli government's apparent efforts to modernize local services
and institutions have not been effectively implemented in the Amazigh
regions, perpetuating economic disparities. State development plans
and projects have historically neglected these areas. In 2024, the
Amazigh continued to face significant economic challenges resulting
from a lack of appropriate development initiatives, such as sanitary in-
frastructure or water supply.

National development projects have been deliberately targeted at
non-Amazigh regions and towns affiliated to large militias and armed
groups, where government attention is focused on upgrading their facil-
ities. Major infrastructure projects, such as road building and utility im-
provements, have largely been awarded to areas aligned with the govern-
ment authorities, leaving Amazigh territories with dilapidated facilities.

Despite the proximity of Amazigh territories to oil-rich areas,
Amazigh communities in the Nafusa, At Wilul (Zwara) and Tiniri-Fezzan
(Touareg) regions have received only minimal oil revenues.
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The Kabaw region, in the Amazigh territory of Nafusa, once known
for its figs, olives and almonds, has experienced significant agricultural
decline due to droughts induced by global warming. Fields that were
once green and prosperous until the early 2000s are now barren. The
lack of government support for adaptation to climate change and sus-
tainable farming practices has left farmers in dire straits.™

Despite having contributed to the construction of Libya's "Great
Manmade River" via a tax on their salaries for many years, the inhab-
itants of the Amazigh regions are not connected to this project's net-
work of water pipes. In the Nafusa region, the absence of effective water
management policies and infrastructure has resulted in severe water
shortages, forcing many inhabitants to abandon their homes and farms
and migrate to urban areas. In this mountainous region, environmental
degradation and a lack of government support have led to a decline in
local food production, exacerbating food insecurity.

This lack of economic opportunities has contributed to rising
unemployment and the migration of many professionals to the capi-
tal and coastal areas. In early 2024, several local offices were closed
in the Nafusa region due to a lack of resources and insecurity, forcing
residents to travel long distances to access certain public services. In
Yefren, bank branches and the Faculty of Education closed in 2024.™

Regular closures of the Ras Ajdir border crossing with Tunisia, near
the town of At-Willul (Zwara), are seriously disrupting economic activ-
ities in the region, affecting the livelihoods of Amazigh communities
who depend on these cross-border activities.™

The challenges facing Indigenous youth in Libya

Libya's Indigenous youth, and particularly young women, are particu-
larly hard hit by the security chaos. This situation is hindering their work
or studies and causing an obstruction to their future. In the words of
Dihya, a young Amazigh from Nalut, “The most significant thing for me
is the absence of hope. | dream of a peaceful country where I'll be free
but Libya is dominated by violence and discrimination against women,
and | don't see how things can improve.” In Zwara, young lzem says he
is “concerned by the reign of the law of guns and by injustice”. He adds
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that he “has no confidence in government institutions because they
propagate a discourse of hatred and exclusion and refuse to recognize
and respect the rights of Amazigh communities”"

Another challenge is that facing the several thousand young Im-

ohagh (Tuareg) from southern Libya who are still deprived of identity
documents, preventing them from benefiting from public services such
as education or health. This problem, which has persisted for over 40
years, has not yet been resolved despite being brought to the attention
of the government authorities.
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Morocco
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The Amazigh (Berber) peoples are the Indigenous Peoples
of North Africa. The last census in Morocco (2024) estimated
the number of Tamazight speakers at 24.8% of the population.
However, Amazigh associations strongly contest this and in-
stead claim arate of 85%. This means that the Amazigh-speak-
ing population could well number around 29.6 million out of a
total population of 37 million in Morocco in 2023."

The administrative and legal system of Morocco has been
strongly Arabized, and the Amazigh culture and way of life are
under constant pressure to assimilate. Morocco has, for many
years, been a unitary state with a centralized authority, single
religion, single language and systematic marginalization of all
aspects of the Amazigh identity. This has had a negative effect,
including the falsification of Amazigh history and the people’s
total Arabization, especially in the cities. This cultural genocide
has prompted the Amazigh elite to organize themselves into
new structures such as associations and confederations. All
these entities, working to protect and promote the rights of the
Amazigh people in Morocco form part of an Indigenous move-
ment referred to as the "Amazigh Movement” (MA) or “Amazigh
Cultural Movement” (MCA). In the 1980s, this movement began
criticizing the State's assimilationist policies through a cultur-
al charter published in 19812 by the Association Nouvelle pour
la Culture et les Arts Populaires (ANCAP), later known as the
Organization Tamaynut. Then, in 1991, it began to make the de-
mands set out in the Agadir Charter,® which became a com-
mon platform for the different players in this movement. This
historic reference document was aimed at getting the Royal
Cabinet and political forces in Morocco to react favourably to
Amazigh rights. Decision-makers have nonetheless ignored
the voices of Indigenous Peoples, leading the MA to address
the UN and to participate in the 1993 Vienna World Conference
on Human Rights. This participation helped them to discover
the similarities and connections between the Amazigh and
the world’s other Indigenous Peoples. The MA's accession to
the international Indigenous movement was an historic turn-
ing point, leading to the creation of the Institut Royal de la Cul-
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ture Amazighe (IRCAM) in 2001. Today there are more than 900
Amazigh associations established throughout Morocco.

The 2011 Constitution officially recognizes the Amazigh
identity and language. This could be a very positive and en-
couraging step for the Amazigh people of Morocco. Parliament
finally adopted an organic law for the implementation of Arti-
cle 5 of the Constitution in 2019, after several years of waiting.
Twelve years on from the Constitution and four years after the
organic law was passed in Parliament, however, nothing has re-
ally changed: Tamazight language teaching is still at the same
stage and will have to wait until 2030 to be extended to all pri-
mary schools; and linguistic discrimination is still the order of
the day, since the Tifinagh script is absent from national iden-
tity cards, passports and the new Moroccan banknotes that
went into circulation on 24 November 2023.“

Morocco has not ratified ILO Convention 169 and has not
adopted UNDRIP.

The 2024 General Census of Population and Housing

n 17 December 2024, Morocco's High Commission for Planning

(HCP) announced the results of the 2024 General Census of

Population and Housing (RGPH), according to which the per-
centage of Tamazight speakers stands at 24.8% (19.9% in urban areas
and 33.3% in rural areas).® The Amazigh Movement had already ana-
lysed and criticized the methodology and approach used in the census
in the section on languages and socio-linguistic situation.® It warned
that this was an unscientific methodology that did not enable the real
and precise socio-linguistic situation to be identified nor objective re-
sults to be obtained. The approach was based on random samples,
a basis that fails to take into account the geographical situation and
Amazigh demographic presence in all regions of Morocco. This ideo-
logically-driven and subjective direction led to erroneous results. As a
result, the Amazigh Movement has rejected the figures published by the
HCP, which seek to make the Amazigh a minority in their own land.
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Even if we were to accept that the HCP's official figures on the
socio-linguistic situation are correct then the decline in the number of
Tamazight-speaking Moroccans from between 45% and 55% in rural
areas in 19947 to just 24.8% in 2024 only confirms the cultural and lin-
guistic genocide that the Amazigh have suffered for decades due to the
ongoing policy of forced marginalization and assimilation, despite the
guarantees given by the Constitution. While we recognize that there has
been a decline in the use of the Amazigh language, however, we reject
that it is happening at such speed.

Morocco's review by the Committee on the
Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD)

The Committee considered the 19t to 21 periodic reports of Morocco
at its 3024™" and 3026 sessions on 22 and 23 November 2023. At its
3043 and 3044 sessions, held on 5 and 6 December 2023, it adopted
important concluding observations and recommendations concern-
ing the situation of the Amazigh people, advising that the government
should:®

+ Take the necessary measures to ensure that the Amazigh can
fully enjoy their rights on an equal footing and without discrim-
ination;

+ Take steps to collect data disaggregated by sex and age on
the participation of members of ethnic groups in political and
public life and step up efforts to increase their participation
in these areas, in particular for women belonging to these
groups, and especially in decision-making positions;

* Redouble its efforts to combat the poverty affecting the
Amazigh and to guarantee the Amazigh access to employ-
ment, education and health services without discrimination;

«  Protect the Amazigh, in particular Soulaliyate women,? from
land dispossession and forced displacement, return confis-
cated land or agree upon adequate compensation, ensure
effective access to justice for victims and hold effective and
meaningful consultations with the Amazigh before authoriz-
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ing any development or natural resource exploitation project
that may have an impact on their lands;

» Investigate all cases of excessive use of force by law enforce-
ment officers against Amazigh activists, human rights de-
fenders and demonstrators, and ensure that the perpetrators
are prosecuted and, if found guilty, appropriately punished,
and that the victims and their families receive adequate rep-
aration;

+ Take steps towards the adoption of specific legislation on the
promotion and protection of human rights defenders, includ-
ing those involved in the fight against racial discrimination,
and on the rights of the groups most exposed to this type of
discrimination;

»  Step up its efforts to implement the provisions of the Consti-
tution and Organic Act No. 26-16 on the official status of the
Tamazight language.

Access to justice

Since Morocco's adoption of the 2019 Organic Act No. 26-16 on imple-
menting the official status of the Amazigh language, no ministerial sec-
tor has put forward its action plan for such implementation in a minis-
try or public administration. Moreover, some of the new “ordinary"” laws
adopted are in contradiction with Article 5 of the Constitution and the
Organic Act, if we follow Hanz Kelsen's Hierarchy of norms." For exam-
ple, in the field of justice, article 14 of Law 38-15 on judicial organization,
which came into force in 2021, confirms the mandatory use of Arabic at
all levels of interventions before Moroccan courts. This article empha-
sizes the foreign nature of the Indigenous Amazigh language, given that
any document of value presented to a Moroccan court, written in a lan-
guage other than Arabic, must be accompanied by a sworn translation.
Even in Organic Act No. 26-16, in the section relating to the implemen-
tation of Tamazight in the justice system, article 30 refers to the use of
interpreters when statements are made in Tamazight to the courts. This
runs counter to the Constitution, which grants a common framework of
Tamazight to all Moroccans.
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Collective lands

The spiritual attachment and special relationship that binds Indigenous
Peoples in general, and Amazigh in particular, to their lands, is consid-
ered a fundamental criterion and forms the core of their identity. A plan
to demarcate 15 million hectares of Amazigh collective lands has been
drawn up and an agreement signed between the Moroccan Ministry of
Interior and the Land Conservation Administration since 2010," with-
out any respect for the Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC)™ of the
Amazigh, and three new laws were enacted in 2019 for the privatization
of these collective lands, also known as “Melkisation™™

In addition, the recent decision of the Moroccan Ministry of Agricul-
ture, Maritime Fisheries, Rural Development and Water and Forests un-
der number 3267.23, which appeared in Official Bulletin No. 7282 of 21
March 2024, aims to demarcate 111,000 hectares of Indigenous land by
creating a natural park on the western side of the Anti-Atlas mountains.
This action is rejected by the Amazigh people because it will deprive
the inhabitants of their land and exploit their resources and wealth, as
well as driving families out, which is against international law and, in
particular, article 38 of the UNDRIP.

In conclusion, there are also other areas in which Amazigh rights
are not respected. Clearly, important gains have been made but there is
still resistance and bad faith in carrying out actions and implementing
the necessary measures. As a result, passing on knowledge to young
Amazigh becomes complicated, leading to a generational divide.

Teaching the Amazigh language

The status of Tamazight in education and training is dysfunctional and
serves to perpetuate discrimination on various levels. This is the case
among those tasked with generalizing the use of this language and
its presence in the various projects and programmes of the Ministry of
National Education and is also reflected in the conditions of teachers
and the abuses and disciplinary councils to which they are subject-
ed, demonstrating a circumvention of the Constitution's provisions,
the requirements of the Organic Act on the official implementation of
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Tamazight, and the recommendations of UN committees. This has led
to a cultural imbalance and linguistic injustice, and is jeopardizing the
Amazigh language, despite the increased importance being given to
endangered Indigenous languages globally via the International Dec-
ade of Indigenous Languages 2022-2032.

On Monday, 28 October 2024, in Rabat, a series of agreements
were signed between Morocco and France covering several areas, in-
cluding education. The 14th Agreement is a Declaration of Intent for
Franco-Moroccan Cooperation in Education 2024-2026 and includes: a
contribution to the teaching of Arabic in France and the revitalization of
Inter-Academic Partnerships, This is an official endeavour to Arabize
Moroccan nationals in France and abroad in general.
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8. You can find the detailed CERD report containing the concluding observations
and recommendations at the following link: https://docs.un.org/cerd/c/mar/
€0/19-21

9. These are the women who manage the collective lands of their tribes, by
strength of customary law.

10. Kelsen's pyramid or hierarchy of norms is essentially based on the supremacy
of the Constitution, and the superiority of organic law over statute and
regulation.

1. Sammouni, Mohamed and Belghazi, Amine. “terres collectives au Maroc: Une
modernisation a tatons?"” Heinrich Boll Stiftung, September 2020. https://
ma.boell.org/sites/default/files/2020-10/Rapport%20gestion%20des%20
terres_N5.pdf

12. United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner. “Consultation
and fre, prior and informed consent (FPIC).” https://www.ohchr.org/en/
indigenous-peoples/consultation-and-free-prior-and-informed-consent-fpic

13. Melkisation: comes from the Arabic word “Melk” which, when adapted into
Tamazight becomes “Lmelek”, meaning “Ownership”. Melkisation is a Moroccan
land policy aimed at transforming tribal and other collective lands into private
“Melk” lands. See: https://alternatives-rurales.org/la-politique-fonciere-de-
privatisation-des-terres-collectives-a-lepreuve-des-realites-dappropriations-
et-des-conflits/

14. Diplomatie. “His Majesty King Mohammed VI, may God assist him,
accompanied by HRH Crown Prince Moulay El Hassan, HRH Prince Moulay
Rachid, and THR Princesses Lalla Khadija and Lalla Meryem, and the French
President, His Excellency Mr. Emmanuel Macron, accompanied by his wife
Mrs. Brigitte Macron, presided over, Monday evening at the Palais des Hotes
Royaux in Rabat, the signing ceremony of several agreements between the
Kingdom of Morocco and the French Republic.” 28 October 2024. https://
diplomatie.ma/fr/sm-le-roi-mohammed-vi-et-le-pr%sC3%A9sident-emmanuel-
macron-pr%C3%A9sident-la-c%C3%A9r%C3%A9monie-de-signature-de-
plusieurs-accords-entre-le-royaume-du-maroc-et-la-r%eC3%A%publique-
fran%C3%A7aise
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man and peoples' rights activist. He is a former scholarship holder on
the Indigenous Fellowship Programme (OHCHR Geneva), class of 2017,
and is responsible for external relations and international action within
the Organization Tamaynut (founded in 1978). He is also a member of
the executive board of the Indigenous Peoples of Africa Co-ordinating
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The Republic of Namibia celebrated its 34" year of independ-
ence in March 2024. The Indigenous Peoples of Namibia in-
clude the various San groups, the Ovatue, Ovahimba, Ovatjim-
ba and, potentially, a number of other peoples including the
Ovazemba, Damara, Nama, and the distinct Nama group of the
Topnaars (!Aonin). Taken together, the Indigenous Peoples of
Namibia represent less than 3% of the total population of the
country, which was over 3.2 million as of the 2023 census. The
San (Bushmen) number between 28,000 and 35,000 and ac-
count for between 1.04% and 1.33% of the national population,
although some estimates hold that the San population is much
higher. They include the Khwe, the Hail|lom, the Ju|'hoansi and
tKao ||Aesi (southern Ju|’hoansi), the!Xun, the Naro, and the!X-
60. Each of the San groups speaks its own language and has
distinct customs, traditions, and histories. The San were mainly
hunter-gatherers in the past but, today, many have diversified
livelihoods. Over 80% of the San have been dispossessed of
their ancestral lands and resources, and they are now some of
the poorest and most marginalized peoples in the country. The
Ovahimba, Ovatue (Ovatwa), and Ovazemba are largely pasto-
ral people, formerly also relying on hunting and gathering, and
residing in the semi-arid mountains and steppes of north-west
Namibia (Kunene Region). Together, the pastoralists number
some 29,535, or 1.14% of the total Namibian population.

The Namibian government prefers to use the term “Mar-
ginalized Communities” when referring to the San, Ovatue and
Ovahimba, support for whom falls under the Division Marginal-
ised Communities (DMC) under the Ministry of Gender Equali-
ty, Poverty Eradication, and Social Welfare. The Constitution of
Namibia prohibits discrimination on the grounds of ethnic or
tribal affiliation but does not specifically recognize the rights
of Indigenous Peoples. Namibia voted in favour of the UN Dec-
laration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) when it
was adopted in 2007 but has not ratified ILO Convention No.
169. Namibia is a signatory to several other binding interna-
tional agreements that affirm the norms represented in the
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UNDRIP, such as the African Commission on Human and Peo-
ples’ Rights (ACHPR), the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC), the International Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), and the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). Namibia repre-
sentatives attended the 23 session of the United Nations Per-
manent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) in New York from
15-26 April 2024. A draft White Paper on the Rights of Indige-
nous Peoples in Namibia, first drafted a decade ago, remains
awaiting approval by Cabinet.

Introduction

he Republic of Namibia faced significant political and envi-
ronmental challenges in 2024. His Excellency President Hage
Geingob passed away in February 2024 and was replaced by his
Vice-President Nangolo Mbumba. A presidential election was held on
30 November 2024, and Netumbo Nandi-Ndaitwah was elected, the
first woman president in the country’s history, although the election
was marred by poor coordination and was subject to a legal challenge
by opposition parties, due to be heard by the Electoral Court in 2025.

President Nangolo Mbumba discussed the State of the Nation
on 14 March 2024." Some of the issues raised in the Namibia State of
the Nation Address included the socio-economic status of the country
as a whole, efforts to make land distribution more equitable, ways to
improve the well-being of women, youth, and children, changes in the
mining sector, housing enhancement, and small business enterprise
development in Namibia.

The President of Namibia declared a drought emergency in Na-
mibia on 22 May 2024. Subsequently, the Namibian government said
that 723 animals would be culled to feed the hungry, including 83 ele-
phants and 300 zebras, a decision which drew international criticism.
The drought, said to be the worst in the country in a century, saw sizea-
ble numbers of people seeking food assistance.?

Food and water were provided to remote communities in Kunene,
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Otjozondjupa, and Zambezi Regions by government, assisted by a
number of different NGOs.

As of the end of 2024, there were 331,000 people registered for the
country’s drought relief programme, a quarter of whom were marginal-
ized community members.

Land issues

In 2024, land issues arose in Namibia relating to decisions of the An-
cestral Land Rights Commission. Several ancestral land claims have
been brought before the Namibian High Court in the past but none of
them were successful. They did, however, set important precedents.®
Serious land conflicts arose in Kavango West Region as a result of the
oil and gas prospecting activities of ReconAfrica, a Canadian oil explo-
ration company.* Local communities, including Indigenous communi-
ties, and non-governmental organizations such as the Namibian Asso-
ciation of Community Based Natural Resource Management (CBNRM),
the Namibian Association of CBNRM Support Organizations (NACSO)
and the Namibia Nature Foundation (NNF) discussed the impacts of the
ReconAfrica drilling activities, including the effects on the water table
and new roads and fences along with areas that had been designated
as off-limits. Local community members, including Indigenous people,
raised serious questions about the effects of the oil and gas prospect-
ing activities and what was happening to communities in the impact
area.’ One such serious impact is the displacement of entire commu-
nities without compensation, which further adds to intergroup conflict
once these communities move to other lands. By the end of 2024, the
ReconAfrica activities had not demonstrated the presence of oil and
gas but fracking and other activities were continuing.

In Kunene Region, the Ovaherero (principally the Ovahimba) of Ka-
okoland, along with Angola, formed a Biocultural Community Protocol
with support from International Rivers and Natural Justice.® This has
the aim of articulating community values, rights and responsibilities
under customary, national and international law, and is relevant to land
issues, conservation and particularly the Baynes Dam project, which
would flood traditional areas in Angola close to the Namibian border. In
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southern Namibia, the Nama Traditional Leaders Association request-
ed inclusion in the Green Hydrogen Project, a proposed large-scale
renewables project in the Tsau //Khaeb National Park, some areas of
which are claimed as historically Nama traditional lands.” No response
had been received as of the end of 2024.

In Tsumkwe District of Otjozondjupa Region, people from other ar-
eas of Namibia (Ovambo, Kavango and Herero) continued to enter the
district with their cattle and graze and fence illegally, especially in the
N#a Jagna Conservancy.t In Zambezi Region, there were land-use con-
flicts between Mbukushu people and Khwe San in and around Bwabwa-
ta National Park and areas to the east.? These conflicts included disa-
greements over agricultural field clearing, and rights to gather wild food
and natural resources inside Bwabwata.

Efforts were being made in May 2024 to collect data on land and
population in the Nyae Nyae Conservancy in anticipation of filing an an-
cestral land claim. Nyae Nyae is the only area of Namibia where there
are subsistence hunting rights for the Ju|'hoansi San, and it was here
that the government wanted to do away with these rights while main-
taining the hunting quota for private hunting companies engaged in
joint ventures with the Conservancy.®

Issues affecting youth and children

The Government of Namibia has established programmes in a number
of different ministries to deal with issues involving youth and children.
These include (1) Education, Arts, and Culture and (2) Sport, Youth, and
National Service. The ministries that deal with education also focus on
children and youth. The Division of Disability Affairs and Marginalized
Communities under the Ministry of Gender Equality, Poverty Eradica-
tion, and Social Welfare reported that progress had been made in 2024
in addressing poverty, inequality, and women and children’s well-being
among marginalized communities.” Malnutrition and hunger due to the
drought were affecting children in various regions of the country, in-
cluding Omaheke, Kavango West, Otjozondjupa, and Kunene.™

The Division Marginalized Communities (DMC) progressed in 2024
in its partnership with the Palms for Life Fund, including the establish-
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ment of several Early Childhood Development centres, and providing
assistance to over 1,000 San youth for vocational training. Language
classes were provided to Ju|'hoansi youth in the Nyae Nyae Conserv-
ancy, and the Khwe language was taught to youth in Kavango East and
Zambezi Regions. The National Youth Council of Namibia took part in
meetings in several towns in Namibia which have sizeable numbers of
marginalized communities. One of these meetings was held in Gobabis
in 2024.

Government of Namibia offices, Integrated Rural Development and
Nature Conservation (IRDNC) and the Nyae Nyae Development Foun-
dation Namibia (NNDFN) facilitated workshops on natural resource
management and relationships to health. Some of these workshops
included Indigenous youth and children. The Ministry of Health and So-
cial Services offered vaccinations for childhood diseases. The Topnaars
('Aonin) received training in fisheries and marine resource manage-
ment, some of them aimed at youth. Livelihood support projects were
established in marginalized communities in seven different regions of
the country. UNESCO, in partnership with the DMC, held a dialogue on
the safeguarding of Namibian Indigenous languages in August 2024,
as a planning exercise for the International Decade of Indigenous Lan-
guages 2022-2032.%

At least 150 San youth were involved in the country’s Community
Forest and Green Energy programmes in 2024." Indigenous Knowledge
(IK) and Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) were being tapped in
Namibia to cope with the challenges of climate change, which Mar-
ginalized Communities and Indigenous Peoples in Namibia were in
full support of. Feedback from members of Marginalized Communities
revealed that they were excited about some of the new directions for
Namibia.

Notes and references

1. Nangolo Mbumba. “State of the Nation Address by His Excellency Nangola
Mbumba on the Republic of Namibia, 14 March 2024.” Windhoek: Government of
Namibia.

2. Namibia Red Cross Society, UNICEF Namibia, the World Food Programme, and
the United Nations Development Programme reports, 2024.

3. Odendaal, Willem. “We are beggars on our own land...” An analysis of Tsumib v
Government of the Republic of Namibia and its implications for ancestral land
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The Khoikhoi and San peoples, collectively referred to as Khoe-
San, make up approximately 1% of South Africa’s population of
nearly 60 million.! These commmunities, rich in bio-cultural herit-
age, face enduring socio-economic challenges, including poverty,
unemployment, and inadequate access to education, healthcare,
and housing. Their traditional livelihoods, such as pastoralism
and hunting, are increasingly under threat due to land disposses-
sion and the escalating impacts of climate change.

Under apartheid, as a result of colonization and dispos-
session, South Africa’s Indigenous Khoe-San peoples were for-
cibly assimilated into the broader “Coloured” category, erasing
their distinct identity. This classification fragmented their herit-
age, as individuals were placed into subgroups based on mixed
ancestries, and it led to discrimination, forced relocations, and
political disenfranchisement. Although some privileges were
granted, such as exemption from pass laws, the Khoe-San
were still subjected to systemic oppression. Post-1994, efforts
to reclaim their identity have intensified, with legal battles for
recognition, land rights, and the rejection of the “Coloured” la-
bel. However, land restitution remains a challenge, as current
policies exclude dispossession pre-dating 1913, whereas the
Khoikhoi and the San were dispossessed of their ancestral
lands prior to this.

Although South Africa has voted in favour of the UN Decla-
ration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), it has yet
to ratify ILO Convention 169. The implementation of internation-
al human rights conventions impacting Indigenous communi-
ties remains limited, leaving significant gaps in their protection
and recognition.

Domestically, the 1996 South Africa Constitution ac-
knowledges cultural, linguistic, and heritage rights, indirectly
recognizing Indigenous communities; however, the implemen-
tation thereof remains deeply limited. In 2019, the passage of
the Traditional and Khoi-San Leadership Bill (TKLB) marked a
significant step forward. This legislation enhanced the recog-
nition of Khoi-San leadership structures and sought to address
long-standing gaps in their legal and cultural acknowledge-
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ment. However, in 2023 the law was declared unconstitutional
due to lack of proper public consultation.

Despite constitutional commitments to cultural equity, In-
digenous communities such as the Khoikhoi and San continue
to face systemic challenges in reclaiming guardianship over
their ancestral lands, many of which overlap with key biodiver-
sity areas and conservation zones.

n 2024, South Africa witnessed significant developments affecting

the Khoikhoi and San peoples involving legal, socio-economic, and

environmental issues. These events reflected both progress in Indig-
enous rights advocacy and ongoing challenges.

Traditional and Khoi-San Leadership Bill, 2024

On 29 November, the Department of Cooperative Governance and Tra-
ditional Affairs published the draft Traditional and Khoi-San Leadership
Bill (TKLB), 2024, inviting public comments. The legislation was a direct
response to the 2023 Constitutional Court ruling that invalidated the
2019 Traditional and Khoi-San Leadership Act due to insufficient pub-
lic participation.?® The revised Bill addressed the gaps by incorporating
extensive consultations with Indigenous communities, ensuring their
voices were heard in the legislative process.

The Bill aims to recognize the Khoi-San people and proposes re-
pealing and replacing the Traditional Leadership and Governance
Framework Act, 2003 (Act No. 410f 2003), as well as the National House
of Traditional Leaders Act, 2009 (Act No. 22 of 2009).

The Bill strengthens the recognition of Khoi-San leadership struc-
tures, enhancing their role in governance and cultural preservation.*
Traditional communities and leaders enjoyed statutory recognition
even prior to 1994. The Framework Act continues to make provision for
such statutory recognition. The recognition of traditional communities
and leaders is subject to specific criteria contained in the Framework
Act. This is necessary to ensure that only legitimate traditional com-
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munities and leaders are recognized. The Framework Act, however,
does not make provision for the recognition of Khoi-San communities
and leaders. To ensure that only legitimate Khoi-San communities and
leaders are recognized, as is the case with traditional communities and
leaders, a statutory recognition process is therefore provided for in the
Bill. For this purpose, specific criteria have been developed based on
the customs and customary law applicable to the Khoi-San. The Bill,
however, also makes provision for the integration of recognized Khoi-
San leaders into existing Houses of Traditional Leaders, and they will
therefore not have separate structures of this nature.

Critiqgues remain regarding bureaucratic hurdles and equitable re-
source allocation. Advocacy groups have called for mechanisms to en-
sure transparency and inclusivity in implementing this legislation. The
Bill does not provide any independent mechanism by which ordinary
community members can complain about the conduct of a traditional
authority and demand accountability or remedy. In terms of the Code
of Conduct, only the Houses of Traditional Leaders or councils can ac-
tion breaches of the Code. Advocacy groups have requested the that
the Bill incorporate a crucial limit on the exercise of power by tradition-
al leaders in the form of community consultation. When the TKLB was
firstintroduced in the National Assembly, clause 24 allowed traditional
and Khoi-San councils to enter into partnerships or agreements with a
third party without any requirement to consult the affected communi-
ty. After opposition at public hearings and much debate, the Portfolio
Committee on Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs includ-
ed a new requirement that such partnership or agreement be subject
"to a prior consultation with the relevant community represented by
such council”.

Despite these challenges, the Bill is seen as a step forward in
addressing historical injustices and affirming the Khoi-San's unique
identity within South Africa's socio-political framework. Initially, the
deadline for public submissions was set at 29 December 2024; how-
ever, it was later extended to 28 February 2025. After considering pub-
lic comments and further discussions, Parliament will vote on the Bill
and, if approved, it will be submitted to the President for assent. This
entire process can take several months. As of now, the Bill remains un-
der consideration, and the previous acts it seeks to replace continue
in effect.
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Rooibos benefit distribution: a milestone
achievement

In 2024, the first distribution of financial benefits from the historic Roo-
ibos Benefit-Sharing Agreement (RBSA) took place.® This agreement, fi-
nalized in 2019, ensures that the Khoikhoi and San communities receive
equitable returns from the rooibos tea industry, which has long relied on
their traditional knowledge of the plant’'s uses and cultivation.®”

The agreement benefits the traditional knowledge holders of the
San and Khoi peoples, represented respectively by the San Council of
South Africa and the National Khoisan Council. Upstream and down-
stream industry players, i.e., growers, processors, distributors, and sell-
ers, are represented by processors and the South African Rooibos Coun-
cil (SARC). The benefit-sharing agreement includes a monetary levy
thatis placed at the beginning of the value chain. The agreement states
that an annual levy of 1.5% of the farm gate price (what processors pay
for the unprocessed rooibos) is allocated to a government-managed
fund. The financial benefits are then equally distributed between the
San and Khoi peoples, who each obtain 50% of the benefits for their
community trusts, namely the Andries Steenkamp Benefit-Sharing
Trust established by the San Council of South Africa and the Khoikhoi
People’s Rooibos Biodiversity Trust (KPRBT) established by the National
Khoisan Council (NKC). The first payment amounted to over 12.2 million
rands (more than USD 800,000) and was equally distributed between
the two trusts. Forits part, the National Khoisan Council shares its mon-
etary benefits with the small-scale farmers of the Wupperthal and Suid
Bokkeveld communities.®

This milestone was celebrated as a victory for Indigenous Peoples’
rights and a model for benefit-sharing agreements globally.”

Indigenous leaders emphasized the importance of transparent
management and equitable allocation of the funds to address pressing
community needs, including education, healthcare, and cultural pres-
ervation. The economic benefits of the rooibos industry are becoming
increasingly visible in some farming villages.”® Farmers who previously
lacked the financial means to move out of their parents' homes are now
building their own houses. Additionally, the Wupperthal Original Rooi-
bos Cooperative (WORC), benefiting from rising profits, has established
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scholarships to support the education of local farmers' children, further
uplifting the community.

Moving forward, the focus remains on sustaining these benefits
and expanding similar initiatives in other sectors.

Mission stations: Elim and Wupperthal land
restitution struggle

The communities of Elim and Wupperthal are both Moravian mission
towns in South Africa's Western Cape province and hold profound cul-
tural and historical significance for the Khoikhoi and San peoples." In-
digenous communities, displaced by colonial policies, intensified their
advocacy for land restitution in 2024. Advocacy efforts included public
demonstrations and strategic litigation to expedite the return of these
lands. The communities have highlighted the need for swift action, cit-
ing the deteriorating state of the lands and the socio-economic hard-
ships faced by displaced families.”?

The Moravian Church's application for a subdivision of a portion of
land in Wupperthal, known as Farm 168, Clanwilliam, was withdrawn by
the applicant, the local Moravian Church in 2024.

South African NGO Natural Justice supported the local community
in filing an objection to the proposed subdivision. Although the reasons
as towhy the subdivision application was withdrawn have not been made
public, Natural Justice considers the withdrawal a victory for the small
community, who have used the land communally for many generations.

Oil and gas litigation: Guriqua fisherfolk’s fight

The Guriqua fisherfolk have emerged as key actors in the fight against
oil and gas exploration along South Africa’s coastline. In 2024, sup-
ported by environmental and Indigenous Peoples’ rights organizations,
they led a high-profile legal battle to halt exploration activities that are
threatening marine biodiversity and disrupting traditional fishing prac-
tices.” The ruling set aside the oil exploration rights of Shell.

The claimants argue that these projects are violating their consti-
tutional rights to a healthy environment and livelihood. The case has
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drawn national and international attention,™ with potential implications
for the broader recognition of Indigenous land and marine rights in
South Africa.

Cultural preservation efforts

Several initiatives aimed at preserving Khoi-San languages, traditions,
and knowledge systems gained traction throughout the year™ The
South African National Editors' Forum (SANEF), PanSALB - Pan South
African Language Board, and the UN are launching a seminar on the
media's role in the development and preservation of Indigenous lan-
guages. The event, held on 07 August 2024, discussed the impact of
artificial intelligence on media and strategies by which the Indigenous
languages media sector can attract digital advertising. The seminar at-
tracted journalists, academics, analysts, and professionals in the busi-
ness media sector, with a focus on community media practitioners.

Collaborative projects with academic institutions and cultural or-
ganizations were launched to document and promote Indigenous her-
itage.” The PAN South African Language Board (PanSALB) has called
for a comprehensive roadmap to promote respect for Indigenous lan-
guages and identify areas requiring revitalization. This was emphasized
during a Khoe and San National Language Indaba, a conference, which
brought together stakeholders and which aligns with the International
Decade of Indigenous Languages (2022-2032). PanSALB has urged all
levels of government to take proactive measures in response to the rec-
ommendations made during the Indaba.

Notes and references

1 The Indigenous Peoples of Africa Co-ordinating Committee. (19 February 2020).
Southern Africa - The Indigenous Peoples of Africa Co-ordinating Committee.
https://www.ipacc.org.za/southern-africa/#:~:text=The%20indigenous%20
peoples%200f%20South,Khoekhoe%2C%20including%20Nama%20and%20
Griqua

2. Cassette, J,, & Roos, E. (n.d.). Traditional Khoi-San Leadership Act: The
importance of meaningful public participation during the law-making
process. Cliffe Dekker Hofmeyr. https://www.cliffedekkerhofmeyr.com/news/
publications/2023/Practice/ProBono/pro-bono-and-human-rights-alert-9-


https://www.ipacc.org.za/southern-africa/%23:~:text=The%20indigenous%20peoples%20of%20South,Khoekhoe%2C%20including%20Nama%20and%20Griqua
https://www.ipacc.org.za/southern-africa/%23:~:text=The%20indigenous%20peoples%20of%20South,Khoekhoe%2C%20including%20Nama%20and%20Griqua
https://www.ipacc.org.za/southern-africa/%23:~:text=The%20indigenous%20peoples%20of%20South,Khoekhoe%2C%20including%20Nama%20and%20Griqua
https://www.cliffedekkerhofmeyr.com/news/publications/2023/Practice/ProBono/pro-bono-and-human-rights-alert-9-june-traditional-khoi-san-leadership-act
https://www.cliffedekkerhofmeyr.com/news/publications/2023/Practice/ProBono/pro-bono-and-human-rights-alert-9-june-traditional-khoi-san-leadership-act

M4

IWGIA - The Indigenous World - 2025

10.

1.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

june-traditional-khoi-san-leadership-act

Jansen, Lesle and Horton, Theo. “South Africa”. In The Indigenous World

2024, ed. D. Mamo, IWGIA. April 2024. pp. 116-122. https://iwgia.org/en/south-
africa/5358-iw-2024-southafrica.html

Zondo, W. B. (19 December 2024). In peril: How the traditional and Khoi-

San Leadership Bill 2024 continues to threaten informal land rights and

rural democracy — African law matters. African Law Matters. https://www.
africanlawmatters.com/blog/in-peril-how-the-traditional-and-khoi-san-
leadership-bill-2024-continues-to-threaten-informal-land-rights-and-rural-
democracy

Admin. (14 July 2022). Khoi and San receive first cycle of benefit-sharing funds
from rooibos industry. The Home of Great South African News. https://www.
sagoodnews.co.za/khoi-and-san-receive-first-cycle-of-benefit-sharing-funds-
from-rooibos-industry/

Michalene. (07 December 2021). The Rooibos Access and Benefit Sharing
Agreement - Carmién Tea. Carmién Tea. https://carmientea.co.za/the-rooibos-
access-and-benefit-sharing-agreement/

Jansen, Lesle. “South Africa”. In The Indigenous World 2020, ed. D. Mamo,
IWGIA. April 2020. pp. 160-166. https://iwgia.org/en/south-africa/3593-iw-
2020-south-africa.html

National Khoisan Council, Cederberg Belt Indigenous Farmers Representatives,
Chennells, R., & Boezak, D. (2019). THE KHOIKHOI PEOPLES' ROOIBOS
BIOCULTURAL COMMUNITY PROTOCOL. https://naturaljustice.org/wp-content/
uploads/2020/04/NJ-Rooibos-BCP-Web.pdf

The Value of Traditional Knowledge: a milestone for Indigenous rights in

South Africa’s rooibos industry. (01 November 2019). World Justice Project.
https://worldjusticeproject.org/news/value-traditional-knowledge-milestone-
indigenous-rights-south-africas-rooibos-industry#:~:text=The%20
agreement%2C%20just%20launched%200n,for%20its%20exploitation%20
and%20commercialization

Trenchard, T. (27 May 2023). Trendy rooibos tea finally brings revenues to
Indigenous South African farmers. NPR. https://www.npr.org/sections/
goatsandsoda/2023/05/27/1176439193/local-farmers-in-south-africa-were-
cut-out-of-rooibos-tea-cash-now-change-is-bre

The Khoisan | South African History Online. (n.d.). https://www.sahistory.org.za/
article/khoisan

Prince, N. (01 March 2024). Application to subdivide land in Wupperthal
withdrawn. Natural Justice. https://naturaljustice.org/application-to-subdivide-
land-in-wupperthal-withdrawn/

Erasmus, D. (06 November 2024). Small-scale fishers take oil exploration fight
to high court. The Mail & Guardian. https://mg.co.za/the-green-guardian/2024-
11-06-small-scale-fishers-take-oil-exploration-fight-to-high-court/
Christianson, B. (28 October 2024). South African Indigenous people fight

Big Oil to defend ancestors’ spirits. Al Jazeera. https://www.aljazeera.com/
features/longform/2024/10/25/south-africa-indigenous-defend-ancestors-
against-big-oil

SANEF announces seminar on Indigenous Languages and the Media. (n.d.).
South Africa. https://southafrica.un.org/en/275801-sanef-announces-seminar-
indigenous-languages-and-media

Mere, B. (03 September 2024). PanSALB hosts Khoe and San language indaba
- DFA. DFA. https://www.dfa.co.za/news/pansalb-hosts-khoe-and-san-
language-indaba-090ccfa7-c137-420d-9a38-795a21ded7dd/


https://www.cliffedekkerhofmeyr.com/news/publications/2023/Practice/ProBono/pro-bono-and-human-rights-alert-9-june-traditional-khoi-san-leadership-act
https://iwgia.org/en/south-africa/5358-iw-2024-southafrica.html
https://iwgia.org/en/south-africa/5358-iw-2024-southafrica.html
https://www.africanlawmatters.com/blog/in-peril-how-the-traditional-and-khoi-san-leadership-bill-2024-continues-to-threaten-informal-land-rights-and-rural-democracy
https://www.africanlawmatters.com/blog/in-peril-how-the-traditional-and-khoi-san-leadership-bill-2024-continues-to-threaten-informal-land-rights-and-rural-democracy
https://www.africanlawmatters.com/blog/in-peril-how-the-traditional-and-khoi-san-leadership-bill-2024-continues-to-threaten-informal-land-rights-and-rural-democracy
https://www.africanlawmatters.com/blog/in-peril-how-the-traditional-and-khoi-san-leadership-bill-2024-continues-to-threaten-informal-land-rights-and-rural-democracy
https://www.sagoodnews.co.za/khoi-and-san-receive-first-cycle-of-benefit-sharing-funds-from-rooibos-industry/
https://www.sagoodnews.co.za/khoi-and-san-receive-first-cycle-of-benefit-sharing-funds-from-rooibos-industry/
https://www.sagoodnews.co.za/khoi-and-san-receive-first-cycle-of-benefit-sharing-funds-from-rooibos-industry/
https://carmientea.co.za/the-rooibos-access-and-benefit-sharing-agreement/
https://carmientea.co.za/the-rooibos-access-and-benefit-sharing-agreement/
https://iwgia.org/en/south-africa/3593-iw-2020-south-africa.html
https://iwgia.org/en/south-africa/3593-iw-2020-south-africa.html
https://naturaljustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/NJ-Rooibos-BCP-Web.pdf
https://naturaljustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/NJ-Rooibos-BCP-Web.pdf
https://worldjusticeproject.org/news/value-traditional-knowledge-milestone-indigenous-rights-south-africas-rooibos-industry#:~:text=The%20agreement%2C%20just%20launched%20on,for%20its%20exploitation%20and%20commercialization
https://worldjusticeproject.org/news/value-traditional-knowledge-milestone-indigenous-rights-south-africas-rooibos-industry#:~:text=The%20agreement%2C%20just%20launched%20on,for%20its%20exploitation%20and%20commercialization
https://worldjusticeproject.org/news/value-traditional-knowledge-milestone-indigenous-rights-south-africas-rooibos-industry#:~:text=The%20agreement%2C%20just%20launched%20on,for%20its%20exploitation%20and%20commercialization
https://worldjusticeproject.org/news/value-traditional-knowledge-milestone-indigenous-rights-south-africas-rooibos-industry#:~:text=The%20agreement%2C%20just%20launched%20on,for%20its%20exploitation%20and%20commercialization
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2023/05/27/1176439193/local-farmers-in-south-africa-were-cut-out-of-rooibos-tea-cash-now-change-is-bre
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2023/05/27/1176439193/local-farmers-in-south-africa-were-cut-out-of-rooibos-tea-cash-now-change-is-bre
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2023/05/27/1176439193/local-farmers-in-south-africa-were-cut-out-of-rooibos-tea-cash-now-change-is-bre
https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/khoisan
https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/khoisan
https://naturaljustice.org/application-to-subdivide-land-in-wupperthal-withdrawn/
https://naturaljustice.org/application-to-subdivide-land-in-wupperthal-withdrawn/
https://mg.co.za/the-green-guardian/2024-11-06-small-scale-fishers-take-oil-exploration-fight-to-high-court/
https://mg.co.za/the-green-guardian/2024-11-06-small-scale-fishers-take-oil-exploration-fight-to-high-court/
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/longform/2024/10/25/south-africa-indigenous-defend-ancestors-against-big-oil
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/longform/2024/10/25/south-africa-indigenous-defend-ancestors-against-big-oil
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/longform/2024/10/25/south-africa-indigenous-defend-ancestors-against-big-oil
https://southafrica.un.org/en/275801-sanef-announces-seminar-indigenous-languages-and-media
https://southafrica.un.org/en/275801-sanef-announces-seminar-indigenous-languages-and-media
https://dfa.co.za/news/2024-09-03-pansalb-hosts-khoe-and-san-language-indaba/
https://dfa.co.za/news/2024-09-03-pansalb-hosts-khoe-and-san-language-indaba/

PART 1- Region and Country Reports — South Africa 15

Lesle Jansen is an Indigenous attorney from the Cape Flats in Cape
Town. She is currently working at Jamma International as its Head of
Indigenous Peoples’ and Local Communities’ Resource Rights.

Sobantu Mzwakali is a researcher specializing in Indigenous rights,
community engagement, and policy analysis, with a focus on land and
environmental justice. He is the Programme Manager at Resource Africa.

@

CONTENTS



né6 IWGIA - The Indigenous World - 2025

Tanzania

TANZANIA

L

1 —
Dar es Salaam




PART 1- Region and Country Reports — Tanzania n7

Tanzania is estimated to have a total of 125-130 ethnic groups,
falling mainly into the four categories of Bantu, Cushite, Ni-
lo-Hamite and San. While there may be more ethnic groups
that identify as Indigenous Peoples, four groups have been or-
ganizing themselves and their struggles around the concept
and movement of Indigenous Peoples. The four groups are the
hunter-gatherer Akie and Hadzabe and the pastoralist Bara-
baig and Maasai. Although accurate figures are hard to arrive at
since ethnic groups are not included in the population census,
population estimates’ put the Maasai in Tanzania at 430,000,
the Datoga group to which the Barabaig belongs at 87978, the
Hadzabe at 1,000? and the Akie at 5,268. While the livelihoods of
these groups are diverse, they all share a strong attachment to
the land, distinct identities, vulnerability and marginalization.
They also experience similar problems in relation to land tenure
insecurity, poverty and inadequate political representation.

Tanzania voted in favour of the UN Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) in 2007 but does not
recognize the existence of any Indigenous Peoples in the coun-
try and there is no specific national policy or legislation on In-
digenous Peoples per se. On the contrary, a number of policies,
strategies and programmes that do not reflect the interests of
the Indigenous Peoples in terms of access to land and natural
resources, basic social services and justice are continuously
being developed, resulting in a deteriorating and increasingly
hostile political environment for both pastoralists and hunt-
er-gatherers.

Continuation of human rights violations

uring 2024, Indigenous Peoples continued to witness threats of
evictions, expansion of protected areas and human rights viola-
tions. This happened across all the northern regions as well as
some of the central and southern regions of the country, and the main
drivers were related to business enterprises and conservation interests.
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Tanzanian government plans to alienate more
Maasai land

In late February 2024, plans by the Tanzanian government to further al-
ienate Maasai land leaked to the public. According to the leaked plans,
the government intends to alienate more than 70% of all Maasai dis-
tricts comprising Ngorongoro, Longido, Monduli, Simanjiro and Kiteto
Districts. Eighty-five percent (85%) of the pastoralists’ land from the
above districts are already surveyed and have their land use plans and
registered titles. The government’s intention is to create 16 hunting
blocks in the form of Game Reserves and Game Controlled Areas. It is
anticipated that this plan will impact over 390,000 people across over
90 villages, amounting to 15,856 sg. km.

This plan targets areas that are predominantly occupied by the
Maasai community. In Simanjiro, farms leased by Arabs and other in-
vestors are excluded but Maasai farms and grazing areas are included
in the new Game Reserves to be put in place. This is just the latest ev-
idence of concerted efforts on the part of the Tanzania government to
target Maasai community land.

On 3 June,® the Simanjiro Member of Parliament (MP), Christopher
Ole-Sendeka, spoke out in Parliament against the Ministry of Natural
Resources and Tourism'’s proposal to convert nearly 70% of Maasai vil-
lage land into Game Reserves and Game Controlled Areas. His strong
objections led to a heated debate, with the Minister of Natural Resourc-
es and Tourism unable to confirm or deny the Ministry’s involvement
in the proposal. The Speaker of the National Assembly responded to
Ole-Sendeka's concerns and directed the Minister to provide a detailed
response.

Release of the New Wildlife Management Areas
strategy

In January 2024, the Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism pub-
lished its “revised strategy” for Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs)*
for the period 2023-2033. The strategy identifies 47 different actors to
be included in its “Stakeholder Analysis” — from private hunting asso-
ciations to international conservation and development actors - but it
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leaves out local communities. In the new strategy, there is a new list of
proposed WMAs, including one in Loliondo that will further threaten the
existence of Maasai in in this area.

The strategy continues to push for top-down government regula-
tions that fail to respect Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) and
which do not meaningfully promote community-based conservation.
The revised strategy signals a clear disregard for the traditional practic-
es of local communities, and it ignores the rights of local communities
at the expense of attracting more international tourism, commercial
hunting and climate investments.

Tanzanian government announces new plan to
evict 100,000 Maasai from NCA

On 18 January 2024, the Tanzanian government announced a plan®
to forcibly remove 100,000 Maasai pastoralists from the Ngorongoro
Conservation Area (NCA). The Ngorongoro Conservation Area Authority
(NCAA) is pressuring residents who are employed by the NCAA to relo-
cate out of the NCA. Pressure is exerted through internal meetings with
Maasai employees and NCAA management, sometimes with the par-
ticipation of top government officials from the Arusha Regional Com-
missioner’s Office and the Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism.
As of now, only a few Maasai residents who are working with the NCAA
have relocated. However, some have been transferred to other govern-
ment agencies outside of NCA as a means of exerting pressure on them
to leave Ngorongoro.

Human rights violations in Ngorongoro

On 24 April, the Legal and Human Rights Centre (LHRC), the leading
human rights organisation in Tanzania, launched its Tanzania Human
Rights Report 2023¢ in which it highlighted that 78% of complaints
of arbitrary arrests, detention and torture in 2023 were from Ngoron-
goro District. The LHRC report documented situations where police
and NCAA rangers subjected people to various acts of torture such as
slapping, severe beating, being drenched with cold water (water tor-
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ture), kicking, and being forced to kiss the walls of the police cell and
say: "l love you". Among the victims of the said torture were two prima-
ry school pupils, two people with mental illness and one person with
chronic tuberculosis (TB).

Tanzania submits state of conservation report to
UNESCO

Meanwhile, Tanzania's state of conservation report to UNESCO, submit-
ted in February 2024.” was made public. The report is an effort by the
government to respond to deep concerns expressed by the World Herit-
age Committee (WHC) over alleged human rights violations in Ngoron-
goro. In pages 90 to 93 of this report, Tanzania continues to deny the
ongoing forced evictions, arguing that “the relocation plan is voluntary
and involves prior, and informed consultations, including a voluntary
registration process”. In response to demands by the WHC to prove that
the principle of Free, Prior and Informed Consent is respected, the re-
port argues that people relocated to Msomera receive compensation
that is "“far beyond the normal compensations provided to people who
are normally relocated in other areas during the implementation of
large development projects”.

The report reviews the Multiple Land-Use Model (MLUM)® in place
in NCA in its annex. The report indicates a plan to limit the NCA popu-
lation to 20,000 people (5,000 households) and their livestock, while
annexing additional land from Loliondo (now Pololeti Game Controlled
Area), Lake Natron and part of Longido. It states that resettling all peo-
ple and livestock out of the NCA and leaving the area exclusively for
wildlife and habitat conservation would be costly as MLUM is a selling
point for tourists.

Demonstrations

On 18 August, thousands of Maasai in Ngorongoro Conservation Area
blocked Tanzania's busiest tourism road linking the NCA and Serengeti
National Park, demanding respect for their human rights. They were re-
acting to systematic attacks on the Maasai livelihoods system by the
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Tanzanian government, including denial of social services for three
consecutive years, disenfranchisement of Maasai from the national
polling register and harassment at Loduare Gate when entering NCA
from Karatu.

Over 25,000 Maasai gathered at the Oloirobi and Lemara areas,
blocking both the highway and the Crater exit road, demanding that the
Tanzanian government listen to their demands. After six days of this
public pressure, the government promised to reinstate social services
and to put a stop to rangers' harassment of villagers or any harassment
while performing police duties. The government also promised to rein-
state villages delisted from the village register via Government Notice
No. 673 of 2024 — a Notice that would effectively have prevented the
residents of Ngorongoro Division from participating in the local elec-
tions in November 2024.

The same demonstration spread to Loliondo, with more than 1,000
women demanding access to 1,502 km2 of grazing land grabbed by
conservation authorities to establish the disputed Pololetl Game Re-
serve. Further, more than 100 Maasai women from Msomera village,
Handeni District, demonstrated before the Tanga Regional Commission
and village leaders to demand human and land rights. In addition, some
50 Maasai women from Mindutulieni, Chalinze District, Pwani Region,
demonstrated before the District Executive Director to demand inter-
vention to remove the government authorities’ sponsored invasion of
their grazing lands and associated human rights violations. The wave
of Indigenous Peoples’ demonstrations across the country came at a
point when the government was intensifying the violation of land and
human rights within Indigenous territories.

Situation in Ngorongoro remains delicate despite
government’s public promises

Despite the Tanzanian government’s public statements on 23 August
promising to reinstate social services and stop lawlessness in Ngoron-
goro, repression and arrests continued unabated. Maasai continued to
be targeted and several were arrested on the pretext of having recently
built homes, while in fact they had been living in them for more than
15 years. In addition, social services such as health and education re-
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mained in a dire situation. The government has thus far provided funds
for a water pump for Ngorongoro Girls Secondary School and some ce-
ment for Ndian Primary School but has refused to supply other build-
ing materials for the schools. The Flying Medical Service, which was
grounded in 2022 with the goal of paralysing health services in Ngoron-
goro, has still not been allowed to operate. The disconnect between the
government's public assurances and the reality on the ground is stark.
Health services are overwhelmed, and education systems are in disar-
ray, leaving vulnerable populations without critical care or opportuni-
ties. This has led to a climate of fear that, while the government pur-
ports to be normalising the situation in NCA, it is actually implementing
nothing meaningful to achieve its promises.

A people’'s movement victory: government relists
villages in Ngorongoro District

On 16 September 2024, the Tanzanian government reversed its illegal
decision to deregister 11 wards, 25 villages and 96 hamlets in Ngoron-
goro District. The government's backtracking is seen as a victory for
the grassroots Maasai movement, as it will reinstate the legal status
of the villages, which act as the lowest level of government, touching
the daily lives of the community members. As a result, communities in
Ngorongoro District participated in local government elections in No-
vember 2024. This reversal of the illegal decision not only restored local
governance but also reflected people's power and resilience in fighting
for their rights and representation.

Case of livestock auctioning

On 13 February, the Magistrates’ Court (Musoma District Court) issued
its judgement on a case.? This case involved 806 cattle, 420 sheep and
100 goats from Loliondo that were captured last October, forfeited by
rangers and then auctioned and sold as unclaimed property. The court
ordered that the livestock owners be paid money amounting to TZH 168
million, regardless of the value of the livestock and of the fraudulent
procedure used to seize and sell the livestock. Maasai lawyers are as-
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sessing the extent of the award compared to the value of the livestock
to see whether they can appeal, considering that the judgement is al-
ready in their favour.

Promises to relocated NCA residents not fulfilled

On 10 April 2024, the 135 households™ previously vacated in Ngoron-
goro Conservation Area and relocated to Msomera village in Handeni
District in Tanga Region issued a press release complaining that the
government had not fulfilled its promises to provide them with the
agreed compensation to vacate NCA, including a house, plot of land for
grazing, settlement and agriculture.

Msomera residents complain their land is grabbed
for relocation

On 29 November, residents living in Msomera, the relocation site for
communities relocated from Ngorongoro, staged protests™ accusing
the authorities of dispossessing them of their land and assigning it to
people migrating from NCA. Since June 2022, the government has es-
tablished a so-called voluntary relocation programme for people will-
ing to leave NCA, allegedly to address acute poverty, malnutrition and
a lack of adequate livelihood opportunities in NCA. Msomera residents
have complained that they were displaced by the Tanzanian govern-
ment without either being consulted or compensated when their land
was taken to build houses for people relocated from NCA. They also
lamented that they had witnessed security forces supervising the erec-
tion of beacons on the land they had used for years as farms, pasture,
graveyards and homes. However, they had to keep silent, as whoever
dared to speak would end up in police custody.

The relocation programme has created a land dispute and acute
tensions between Msomera residents and the newcomers. Several
original residents of Msomera have filed lawsuits challenging the idea
that there is empty land in Msomera ready for anyone who wishes to
relocate from NCA. Eight Msomera residents filed eight cases at the
Tanga High Court against the government and people relocated from
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NCA. The eight residents are challenging the government'’s decision to
acquire their land and allocate it to people relocated from NCA without
compensation.

Forcible eviction of over 20,000 Maasai around
Kilimanjaro International Airport

On 8 May, the police, the anti-riot police Field Force Unit (FFU), mili-
tiamen and other entities of the State’s coercion apparatus invaded
eight villages bordering Kilimanjaro International Airport (KIA) in order
to expand the size of the airport. They demolished hundreds of Maas-
ai homes in Sanya Station Village, Hai District. With excavators guard-
ed by heavy security, they pulled down houses, terrifying children and
breaking families’' futures.” Families are now sleeping outside. The
demolition has affected over 20,000 Maasai residents from the eight
legally registered villages. Several cars belonging to the government,
with loudspeakers mounted on the car roofs and escorted by armed po-
licemen, drove through all eight villages warning residents to evacuate
immediately. A press release was published by nine key CSO organisa-
tions, asking the President to: 1) immediately stop the ongoing demo-
lition of homes; 2) bring humanitarian aid, including shelters and food
to hundreds rendered homeless; and 3) establish an independent com-
mission of inquiry into the dispute between legally registered villages
and determine the legality of the process.

Hadzabe communities complain about lack of
benefit-sharing

An unnamed Hadza man from Eyasi within the NCA recorded a video
speaking in Swahili complaining about the government and tour opera-
tors making unilateral decisions on the tourism industry in the areas of
the Hadzabe people and using their areas for tourism without sharing
the benefits. The Tanzanian government decided that tourists must pay
only USD 10 per day to Hadza who work as tourist guides in their area
while the government and tour operators charge tourists thousands.
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The man said: “We are not going to agree. If the government cannot lis-
ten, then let them come and act as guide.”

In addition, the land that has been allocated to the Hadza commu-
nity in Domanga village in Mbulu District was invaded by famers from
Singida Region. There was tension in August 2024 between the Hadzabe
and the famers, which was resolved by the Mbulu District Commissioner.

World Bank suspends funding for big conservation
project in Southern Tanzania linked to evictions and
human rights abuses

In April 2024, the World Bank suspended funding for the Resilient Nat-
ural Resource Management for Tourism and Growth (REGROW) project
in Tanzania after over a year of advocacy by CSOs on behalf of tens of
thousands of villagers impacted by the project.’”® ™ The objective of this
USD 150 million project was to improve the management of natural
resources and tourism assets in priority areas of Southern Tanzania —
including Ruaha National Park (RUNAPA). Instead, the Bank’s funding
was found to be linked to widespread human rights abuses against
communities living near the park. According to the Oakland Institute,
this decision “sends a resounding message to the Tanzanian govern-
ment that there are consequences for its rampant rights abuses taking
place across the country to boost tourism".'®

President meets with Maasai community
representatives amid displacement crisis

On 1 December, 150 Maasai delegates from Ngorongoro, Loliondo and
Sale met with President Samia Suluhu Hassan at the State House in Aru-
sha. Over the last two years, different actors have been urging the Gov-
ernment of Tanzania to create space for dialogue between the govern-
ment and Maasai communities living in Ngorongoro and Loliondo in order
to find durable solutions to the land disputes and threats of evictions in
their areas. The six days of peaceful demonstrations organised by people
from NCA between 18 and 23 August triggered the government to create
a space for dialogue over the land conflicts in Ngorongoro District.
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While the meeting with the President marks a step towards ad-
dressing the community's grievances, significant scepticism remains
as regards how to hold those responsible for the ongoing human rights
violations accountable, including the President herself. While it could
yield positive results, the promise to form inquiry teams raises concerns
as to impartiality and the genuine intent to find long-term solutions to
the current conflict.
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Tunisia
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As elsewhere in North Africa, the Indigenous population of Tu-
nisia is formed of the Amazigh. There are no official statistics
on their number in the country but Amazigh associations esti-
mate there to be around 1million Tamazight speakers, account-
ing for some 10% of the total population. Tunisia is the country
in which the Amazigh have suffered the greatest forced Arabi-
zation. This explains the low proportion of Tamazight speakers
in the country. There are, however, increasing numbers of Tu-
nisians who, despite no longer being able to speak Tamazight,
still consider themselves Amazigh rather than Arab.

The Amazigh of Tunisia are spread throughout all of the
country’s regions, from Azemour and Sejnane in the north to
Tittawin (Tataouine) in the south, passing through El-Kef, Thala,
Siliana, Gafsa, Gabés, Matmata, Tozeur, Djerba. As elsewhere in
North Africa, many of Tunisia’s Amazigh have left their moun-
tains and deserts to seek work in the cities and abroad. There
are thus a large number of Amazigh in Tunis, where they live
in the city’s different neighbourhoods, particularly the old town
(Medina), working primarily in skilled crafts and petty trade. The
Indigenous Amazigh population can be distinguished not only
by their language but also by their culture (traditional dress,
music, cooking and Ibadite religion practised by the Amazigh
of Djerba).

Since the 2011 “revolution”, numerous Amazigh cultural
associations have emerged with the aim of achieving recog-
nition and use of the Amazigh language and culture. The Tu-
nisian state does not, however, recognize the existence of the
country’s Amazigh population. Parliament adopted a new Con-
stitution in 2014 that totally obscures the country’s Amazigh
(historical, cultural and linguistic) dimensions. The Constitution
refers only to the Tunisians’ sources of “Arab and Muslim identi-
ty" and expressly affirms Tunisia’s membership of the “culture
and civilization of the Arab and Muslim nation”. It commits the
state to working to strengthen “the Maghreb union as a stage
towards achieving Arab unity [...]". Article 1 goes on to reaffirm
that “Tunisia is a free state, [...], Islam is its religion, Arabic its
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language” while Article 5 confirms that “the Tunisian Republic
forms part of the Arab Maghreb”. The new Tunisian Constitu-
tion, adopted in July 2022, proclaims that “Tunisia constitutes
a part of the Islamic nation” (article 5), that “Tunisia constitutes
a part of the Arab nation and that the official language is Ar-
abic” (article 6) and that “the Tunisian Republic constitutes a
part of the Greater Arab Maghreb” (article 7). Article 44 stipu-
lates that “the State shall ensure that the younger generations
are rooted in their Arab and Islamic identity and their nation-
al belonging. It shall ensure the consolidation, promotion and
generalization of the Arabic language”. Tunisia makes no ref-
erence to its indigenous Amazigh history, nor does it recognize
the country's human, linguistic and cultural diversity.

On an international level, Tunisia has ratified the main
international standards and voted in favour of the UN Decla-
ration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) in 2007.
These international texts remain unknown to the vast majority
of citizens and legal professionals and are not applied in do-
mestic courts.

Presidential elections and consolidation of
authoritarian rule

oting took place on 6 October 2024 to elect the President of

the Republic of Tunisia. Incumbent President Kais Saied was

re-elected with 90.69%, according to the Independent High Au-
thority for Elections of Tunisia (ISIE)." The turnout was just 27.5%, the
lowest ever in Tunisia.

According to the NGO Human Rights Watch, Kais Saied “has dis-
mantled Tunisia’s democratic institutions, undermined judicial independ-
ence, and stifled the exercise of freedom of expression and the press”?

In a joint statement, several UN Special Rapporteurs said that the
Tunisian Ministry of Justice uses the working notes mechanism arbi-
trarily, and outside of any legal framework, to modify the composition
of courts, their presidents, public prosecutors, investigating judges
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and judicial chambers. They expressed deep concern regarding the
independence of the judiciary after President Kais Saied dissolved the
Supreme Judicial Council and summarily dismissed 57 judges in 2022.
Noting numerous bans on meetings and impediments to associative
activities, the UN Special Rapporteurs urged the Tunisian government
to “put an end to all unjustified restrictions on the legitimate exercise of
the rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and association”?

In order to replace Decree-Law No. 2011-88 of 24 September 2011
on associations, deemed too lax, the Tunisian parliament tabled Bill
of Law No. 2023-27 on the organization of associations.* Among oth-
er things, the bill stipulates that associations must obey “principles of
national orientation”, abandons the principle of creating an association
by simple declaration and replaces it with “authorization” by a govern-
ment department, and bans foreign funding. For the Tunisian author-
ities, these measures are aimed at Islamist and anti-terrorist organi-
zations that receive substantial funding from abroad. They state that
human rights and fundamental freedoms will still be respected. “We
reject any infringement of the rights and freedoms guaranteed by the
Constitution and by international and regional texts.”® However, civil so-
ciety organizations and experts believe that the provisions of the new
legislation excessively and disproportionately restrict human rights
and fundamental freedoms.® Amazigh organizations are particularly
worried and feel targeted by this bill, which also plans to ban the crea-
tion of associations based on “ethnic” grounds. Does the new Tunisian
government want to put an end to the existence of the few Amazigh
associations there still exist?

Several Tunisian civil society organizations and international
NGOs are criticizing the Tunisian government for its excessive and
abusive use of Decree-Law No. 2022-54 on combating offences relat-
ing to information and communication systems’ aimed at repressing
the right to freedom of expression. Article 24 of this decree-law stipu-
lates a penalty of five years' imprisonment and a fine of up to 50,000
Tunisian Dinars (approx. USD 16,000) for using telecommunications
networks to produce, send or disseminate “false news” or “rumours”;
to harm, defame or incite violence against others; or to undermine pub-
lic security or national defence, sow fear or incite hatred. The penalty
is doubled if the offence targets a “public official or similar”. According
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to Human Rights Watch, the decree "violates the right to privacy and
introduces harsh sentences for broadly and vaguely defined speech
offenses. The authorities have frequently used article 24 of this decree
to stifle dissent.”®

After a decade of Islamist government marked by political confu-
sion and a serious economic crisis and corruption, Tunisia has seen a
return to authoritarianism since the election of Kais Saied, with a nega-
tive impact on human rights and freedoms.

Tunisia's Amazigh continue to suffer racism and
discrimination

While the “revolution” of 2011 led to a certain renaissance of the long-
banned Amazigh culture, the current context seems to have put a brutal
halt to the Amazigh dynamic. The Head of State's threatening speech-
es against anything that might upset Tunisia's “"Arab-Islamic national
identity” and the repression of the right to freedom of peaceful assem-
bly and expression have been a deterrent to most Amazigh rights de-
fenders. Anzar, an Amazigh activist from the Gafsa region says:

When Kais Saied (the President of the Republic) violent-
ly denounces the enemies of the Arab-Islamic nation, as an
Amazigh | feel targeted because | am not an Arab. And there
are no laws to protect me, even though I'm a native of this
country. I live in insecurity and fear. To avoid getting into trou-
ble, | hide my Amazigh identity and | keep quiet.®

As a result, Amazigh cultural activities have declined sharply in recent
years. Even the traditional Yennayer, Amazigh New Year, has been cele-
brated less, or more discreetly, in recent years.

In the village of Tamezret, in the municipality of Matmata in southern
Tunisia, the locals hoisted the Amazigh flag, symbolizing their identity,
alongside that of Tunisia. On 24 April 2024, Matmata municipal officials
removed the flag without any explanation or discussion with the village's
inhabitants. Although outraged by this act, considered racist and vexa-
tious, the people of Tamezret did not commit any acts of violence.



PART 1- Region and Country Reports - Tunisia 133

The government provides no funding for Amazigh associations.
Only a few craft activities (carpet weaving, pottery making and typical
Amazigh jewellery), linked to tourism promotion, benefit from state eco-
nomic support. Amazigh historical and archaeological sites have been
abandoned).”® Local communities are trying to protect them albeit with
very limited means. Some sites have been saved thanks to the gener-
osity of foreign donors.”

The government decided to conduct a population and housing
census from 6 November to 31 December 2024." The operation was en-
trusted to the National Institute of Statistics (INS) and the results will
be published in the first quarter of 2025. According to INS Director Gen-
eral, Bouzid Nsiri, the census was carried out in accordance with the
standards and recommendations of the UN." However, at the request of
Amazigh organizations, including the World Amazigh Congress, various
UN treaty bodies have, on numerous occasions — in 2003, 2009, 2016
and 2021, asked the Tunisian government “to collect, on the basis of
self-identification, statistics disaggregated by ethnic and cultural affili-
ation”. An examination of the questionnaire used to collect data for this
census nonetheless reveals no questions on the use of the Amazigh
language or on membership of the Amazigh community in Tunisia.™ Tu-
nisia's 2024 population and housing census completely overlooks the
country's Amazigh component, as if it did not exist.

Indigenous youth in Tunisia

Young Indigenous individuals are suffering from the economic and
social slump that Tunisia has been experiencing since the 2011 “rev-
olution”. They are faced with inactivity (the youth unemployment rate
is 40%, and much higher in rural and mountain areas) and, as a result,
they are shaken in their self-confidence and in society, which offers
them few opportunities.

In Tunisia, the marginalization of Amazigh-inhabited geographi-
cal areas and the policy of displacement and forced assimilation that
has taken place for over half a century has virtually emptied tradition-
al Amazigh territories of their inhabitants. Young Amazigh do not see
themselves living in their parents' villages, as they feel they are "de-
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prived of everything, even water is scarce”® Their future can only lie in
the city or abroad, meaning an inevitable loss of native language, cul-
ture and memory.

This calls for special attention from all stakeholders, including the

Amazigh communities and the State, to design and implement a specif-
ic development plan for these long-neglected territories.
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recensement-2024

14. Realites Online. 2024 General Population Census: Everything you need to
know.” 5 November 2024, https://realites.com.tn/fr/recensement-general-de-
la-population-2024-tout-ce-quil-faut-savoir/

15. Interview with Iman, a young Amazigh from Titawin.

Belkacem Lounes is a doctor of Economics, university teacher (Grenoble
Alpes University), former expert member of the Working Group on Indig-
enous Populations/Communities and Minorities in Africa of the African
Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights (2016-2021), former mem-
ber of the United Nations Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indige-
nous Peoples (2018-2020), author of numerous reports and articles on
Amazigh and Indigenous rights.
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Indigenous Peoples in Uganda include former hunter-gatherer
communities such as the Benet and the Batwa. They also in-
clude minority groups such as the Ik, and the Karamojong and
Basongora pastoralists, who are not recognized specifically as
Indigenous Peoples by the government.

The Benet, who number slightly over 8,500, live in the
north-eastern part of Uganda. The 6,700 or so Batwa live pri-
marily in the south-western region and were dispossessed of
their ancestral land when Bwindi and Mgahinga forests were
gazetted as national parks in 1991.' The Ik number some 13,939
and live on the edge of the Karamoja/Turkana region along the
Uganda/Kenya border. The Karamojong people — whose econ-
omy is traditionally based on livestock - live in the north-east
of the country (mainly drylands) and have an estimated pop-
ulation of 1,094,100,% according to a mid-2018 estimate by the
Uganda Bureau of Statistics. The Basongora number around
15,000 people and are a cattle-herding community living in the
lowlands adjacent to Mt. Rwenzori in Western Uganda.

All these communities have a common experience of
State-induced landlessness and historical injustices caused
by the creation of conservation areas in Uganda, in addition
to mining interests in the case of Karamoja. They have expe-
rienced various human rights violations, including continued
forced evictions and/or exclusions from ancestral lands with-
out community consultation, consent or adequate (if any)
compensation. Other violations include violence and destruc-
tion of homes and property, including livestock and denial of
their means of subsistence and of their cultural and religious
life through their exclusion from ancestral lands and natural
resources. All these violations have resulted in their continued
impoverishment, social and political exploitation and margin-
alization.

The 1995 Constitution offers no express protection for
Indigenous Peoples but article 32 places a mandatory duty
on the State to take affirmative action in favour of groups
that have been historically disadvantaged and discriminated
against. This provision, which was initially designed and en-
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visaged to deal with the historical disadvantages of children,
people with disabilities and women, is the basic legal source of
affirmative action in favour of Indigenous Peoples in Uganda.?
The Land Act of 1998 and the National Environment Statute of
1995 protect customary interests in land and traditional uses
of forests. However, these laws also authorize the government
to exclude human activities in any forest area by declaring it
a protected area, thus nullifying the customary land rights of
Indigenous Peoples.*

Uganda has never ratified ILO Convention No. 169, which
guarantees the rights of Indigenous and tribal peoples in inde-
pendent states, and it was absent from the voting on the UN Dec-
laration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) in 2007.

The situation of the Benet people

he Benet people, also known as Mosopisyek or Ndorobos, are an
Tlndigenous ethnic group of Kalenjin origin in East Africa, resid-

ing on the slopes of Mount Elgon in eastern Uganda. Traditionally
hunter-gatherers and animal rearers, they are recognized as a moun-
tain-dwelling community. With an estimated population of over 8,500
individuals (1,600 households) as of 2022, the exact figures will be con-
firmed in the 2024 census. Recently coded as “Mosopisiek” (Code 582)
by the Uganda National Bureau of Statistics, this designation marks a
significant step in addressing their statelessness and acknowledges
their identity beyond the term “Benet”, which originated from a reset-
tlement area used for land distribution.

Benet youth
The year January to December 2024 was marked by both positive and
negative developments, ranging from positive dialogues with the gov-
ernment to human rights violations committed by the Uganda Wildlife
Authority (UWA).

Benet youth are the most active and affected people in the com-
munity because they are the ones most engaged in protecting the
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rights of their families and the Benet community at large. Youth rights
are being violated in the Sebei subregion on a daily basis. Many young
people, especially men, find themselves engaged in violent encounters
with the UWA during grazing times, and young women when they are
collecting firewood and wild fruits.

In March 2024, the Government of Uganda initiated a financing
programme called the Parish Development Model (PDM). The PDM is a
massive, localized government fund that distributes money worth USD
200 to members of the parish for the purposes of agricultural devel-
opment and business value chain promotions. Many young Benet have
not yet accessed any of these funds since most of them lack national
identification cards, which is the main requirement for obtaining Parish
Development money. Some Benet youth have benefited from this fund
but many of them are at a loss as to where to invest these resources
since they have no access or rights to land. Most of the land is under
government protection for wildlife in Mount Elgon.

Violations of the rights of Benet youth
In 2024 alone, many of the Benet youth were harassed, beaten and
shot at during livestock grazing times by the Uganda Wildlife Author-
ity. Young people are denied the right to participate in cultural ac-
tivities in the forest such as visiting their ancestors’ graves and also
participating in rituals for cultural purposes and for maintaining a re-
lationship with nature. Due to the continued harassment, lack of jobs,
inadequate quality of education, forced labour and loss of rights and
connectivity to ancestral forests and places of worship, many Indige-
nous youth from Benet society have decided to migrate to other urban
areas. There has been no good relationship between the youth and the
UWA because of the UWA's continued impounding of cattle belonging
to the Benet people.

The youth are finding it hard to live in both Uganda and Kenya as
they are often harassed and even killed. This year several incidents were
registered targeting youth:

* 11 February 2024: Martin Piswet, a young man, was fatally
shot by the Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) while collecting tree
branches for construction. This tragic incident underscores
the lack of cooperation between the wildlife authorities in
Uganda and Kenya, despite the fact that Mount Elgon is a
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UNESCO Man and Biosphere Reserve shared by Uganda and
Kenya.®

28 May 2024: Kipet, son of Tyole Stephen Chesebe, was shot
and severely injured by UWA rangers, resulting in permanent
disability. Such incidents only exacerbate feelings of margin-
alization and insecurity among the youth.

*  May 2024: UWA confiscated livestock and imposed hefty fines
(50,000 UGX or approximately USD 13 per head of cattle), driv-
ing many youths into deeper poverty and questioning their be-
longing within their ancestral lands.

Legal action and advocacy
The Benet people have been demanding their rights for many years, and
they have been able to achieve some successes.

Since 2022, the Benet community has registered over 15 lawsuits
and is actively battling human rights violation cases in the High Court
of Uganda against the UWA and other associated individuals. Of these
15 cases, only one has been successfully ruled in favour of the Benet
community. Several other cases filed with the Uganda Human Rights
Commission are still awaiting decisions.

Dialogues have been conducted at various levels, from Local
Council Il (LC3) to the district and national levels, focusing on health
and education issues. These dialogues have been supported by funding
from the Danish Embassy through the Minority Rights Group. Towards
the end of 2024, a national-level meeting was planned; however, due to
logistical challenges, it had to be rescheduled to early January 2025.

In addition, visits were made to the Ministry of Lands, Housing and
Urban Development; Ministry of Tourism, Wildlife and Antiquities; Min-
istry of Justice and Constitutional Affairs; and the U.S. Embassy, and
discussions were held with USAID, which funds some UWA activities.

The community has also engaged with UNESCO, which has ex-
pressed its willingness to collaborate with the Benet community, as
Mount Elgon has been designated a Man and Biosphere Reserve.

In November 2024, through UWA and the district authorities, the
government proposed reopening the boundaries between Mount El-
gon National Park and the communities. They referred to this initiative
as creating “temporary boundary lines” to mitigate the long-standing
conflicts in the area. Since then, however, nothing has happened. The
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community nevertheless asserts ownership of the entire forested land,
which they claim as their ancestral home.®”

The situation of the lk people

The state of Ik Indigenous youth of Kaabong District

The Ik people, also called Teuso, are an Indigenous group in north-east-
ern Uganda's Karamoja Region. They currently live in Kaabong District
in the remote areas around Mount Morungole Forest Reserve and Timu
Forest Reserve. The Ik depend on crop farming and beekeeping for their
livelihood and income. They have small, autonomous communities,
with elders and spiritual leaders guiding decisions. Their population is
estimated at between 10,000-15,000, mostly youth.

Despite historically low levels of education, several initiatives have
been introduced to improve access to education for the Ik youth. Pro-
grammes incorporating Indigenous perspectives have helped the youth
connect with their roots while acquiring modern skills. Organizations
such as Family Care Uganda and Seohyun Foundation Uganda, which
offer scholarship programmes, have supported Ik students at primary,
secondary, and tertiary levels. Notably, in August 2024, three |k stu-
dents received university scholarships — two State House scholarships
to Kampala International University Western Campus (located in Ishaka,
Bushenyi District) and one government scholarship to Lira University for
sciences. Additionally, five students enrolled in diploma programmes.

In early July 2024., Ik youth started to participate in community
decision-making and leadership roles at sub-county, parish, and vil-
lage levels, empowering them to drive positive change. On 12 August
2024 (International Youth Day), Alice Namongin, an |k youth, was recog-
nized as one of the 24 Indigenous Youth Fellows under Cultural Surviv-
al's Indigenous Youth Fellowship Programme.® Her six-month project,
“Nurture Nature”, raised climate change awareness and championed
solutions within the Ik community. In January 2024, several organi-
zations such as Morungole Community Conservancy, Warrior Squad
Foundation, and Kara-Tunga Foundation, also launched youth-focused
projects.
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In response to communication connectivity needs, the youth de-
manded access to communication, technology and innovation in Sep-
tember 2024, and the company MTN Uganda managed to install a tele-
phone mast that has significantly improved internet network coverage
in rural Ik areas, except for Morungole sub-county. This has improved
communication, enabling the young people to leverage technology for
advocacy and visibility. The Ik youth have established their own social
media platforms, which have provided them with a space for sharing
stories, raising awareness of Indigenous issues and rights, and mobiliz-
ing support for community action.

The challenges facing lk youth
In March 2024, the |k peoples faced threats of displacement from their
traditional lands due to pressure from Turkana and Karamojong pas-
toralist groups and conservation projects promoted by the Northern
Rangelands Trust and USAID/Uganda Biodiversity for Resilience Activi-
ty in the sub-counties of Timu, Morungole, and Kamion. The government
authorities, namely the National Forestry Authority (NFA), continues to
demand lk peoples leave their ancestral lands due to forest expansion,
and the Ik feel this risks eroding their cultural identity and livelihoods.
In 2024, the Government of Uganda began disbursing funds for the
Parish Development Model, a government-led initiative aimed at trans-
forming subsistence households into the cash economy and lifting mil-
lions of Ugandans out of poverty. One of the conditions for accessing
these funds is possession of a National Identification Number (NINs)
or National ID, which many |k people do not have. This also means that
they continue to miss out on vital social services. There is no research
to estimate the poverty index among the Ik. However, many Ik youth are
not educated and many live in remote and inaccessible areas, restrict-
ing their access to jobs, education, and healthcare.

Notes and references

1 United Organization of Batwa Development in Uganda (UOBDU). Report on
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ABSTRACT_2018.pdf
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Zimbabwe celebrated its 44" year of independence on 18 April
2024. While the Government of Zimbabwe does not recognise
any specific groups as Indigenous to the country, two peoples
self-identify as such: the Tshwa (Tjwa, Cua) San found in west-
ern Zimbabwe, and the Doma (Vadema, Tembomvura) of Mbire
District in north-central Zimbabwe. Population estimates indi-
cate that there are 3,305 Tshwa and 1,626 Doma in Zimbabwe,
representing approximately 0.031% of the country’s population
0f 17,150,352 in July 2024. The government uses the term “mar-
ginalised communities” when referring to such groups.

Many of the Tshwa and Doma live below the poverty line
in Zimbabwe and, together, they comprise some of the poor-
est people in the country. Socio-economic data is limited for
both groups. Both the Tshwa and Doma have histories of hunt-
ing and gathering, and their households now have diversified
economies, including local-level agriculture, informal agricul-
tural work for other groups, pastoralism, mining, small-scale
business enterprises, and working in the tourism industry. Re-
mittances from relatives and friends both inside and outside
the country make up a small proportion of the total incomes
of Tshwa and Doma. As is the case with other Zimbabweans,
some Tshwa and Doma have emigrated to other countries in
search of income-generating opportunities, employment, and
greater social security.

The realisation of core human rights in Zimbabwe contin-
ues to be challenging. Zimbabwe is party to the Committee on
the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD), Convention on
the Rights of the Child (CRC), Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and Inter-
national Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (IC-
ESCR). Reporting on these conventions is largely overdue but
there were efforts in 2024 to meet some of the conventions’
requirements. Zimbabwe voted for the adoption of the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UN-
DRIP) in 2007. Zimbabwe has not signed the only international
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human rights convention addressing Indigenous Peoples: ILO
Convention 169 on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples of 1989. The
government has indicated its wish to expand its programmes
and service delivery to marginalised communities. There are
no specific laws on Indigenous Peoples’ rights in Zimbabwe.
However, the “Koisan” language is included in Zimbabwe's
2013 revised Constitution as one of the 16 languages recog-
nised in the country, and there is some awareness within gov-
ernment of the need for more information and improved ap-
proaches to poverty alleviation and improvement of well-being
among minorities and marginalised communities. A delega-
tion from Zimbabwe attended the 23 annual meetings of the
United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNP-
FII) from 15-26 April 2024.

Introduction

he economic situation in Zimbabwe continued to deteriorate in
2024 with high inflation, rapidly rising prices, mounting unem-
ployment, and lowered access to basic commodities for the poor.
The security situation in the country was also problematic through-
out the year as state-sponsored security forces dealt harshly with dem-
onstrators, sizeable numbers of whom were beaten, arrested, and jailed,
sometimes for extensive periods of time. At least 140 anti-government
demonstrators and journalists were arrested in 2024
Zimbabwe, like other countries in southern Africa, had to cope with
the impacts of drought and climate-induced change in 2024. Drought
was declared in Zimbabwe by President Emmerson Mnangagwa on 3
April 2024 when he noted that some 6,000,000 Zimbabweans were
suffering from insufficient food. In his 2024 State of the Nation Address
delivered on 2 October 2024, President Mnangagwa presented an op-
timistic picture of the status and future of Zimbabwe.? However, some
marginalised communities in Zimbabwe, including the Tshwa San and
Doma, were dealing with severe problems of poverty, unemployment,
and limitations in their access to land and resources.
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The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission (ZHRC) continued to
provide human rights awareness seminars in the country, including
ones where Tshwa San and Doma (VaDema) were located. The ZHRC
placed emphasis on issues facing marginalised communities, includ-
ing voting rights and rights to participate in public institutions and or-
ganisations.®

The issue of leadership of the Tshwa community arose during the
year when efforts to appoint a headman to assist Tshwa chief Christo-
pher Dube were unsuccessful due to the death of the individual who had
been designated to become the local Tshwa headman.

Issues involving youth and children in Zimbabwe

Zimbabwean youth and children were covered by programmes in a
number of different government ministries, including Health and Child-
care, Primary and Secondary Education, Youth Empowerment and De-
velopment and Vocational Training. Some of the programmes in Wom-
en'’s Affairs, and Community and Medium Enterprise Development, also
catered for children and youth. In Zimbabwe, children are defined as
anyone under 18 years of age, in line with the Convention on the Rights
of the Child (CRC). The Tsoro-o-tso San Development Trust (TSDT) met
with Tshwa community members in Tsholotsho District in 2024 regard-
ing issues involving education, mother-tongue language documenta-
tion, health, and community needs.* Government and NGOs placed par-
ticular emphasis on addressing the education and health needs of San
and Doma children in Zimbabwe over the year.®

Indigenous children were facing challenges in Zimbabwe in 2024,
including child labour exploitation, hunger, and limited access to ed-
ucational opportunities. Some Tshwa children reported that they were
bullied and mistreated in primary schools, although reports of corporal
punishment by teachers declined.

Zimbabwean women'’s organisations, the Zimbabwean Red Cross,
and TSDT noted that gender-based violence (GBV) and child abuse
decreased in 2024. The numbers of Indigenous girls going to school
increased, although some of them dropped out in order to care for
younger siblings and to get jobs. Tshwa and Doma children saw great-
er dependence on food handouts from the Zimbabwe government and
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NGOs due to the drought. TSDT worked at the community level on craft
programmes for women, children and men throughout the year.
There were indications that Indigenous children in Zimbabwe faced
malnutrition and health challenges in 2024. The numbers of Tshwa and
Doma children who were suffering from communicable diseases in-
creased over the year, although vaccination programmes addressed
some of the problems, such as measles and whooping cough.® The
vaccination programmes learned valuable lessons from Zimbabwe's
handling of the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, there were particular
problems for Tshwa and Doma children relating to eye health and dental
well-being, which NGOs and government were assisting with in 2024.

Other issues

The Director of TSDT helped develop modules relating to Tshwa lan-
guage and culture at Midlands State University in 2024. A TSDT stake-
holder meeting was held in Tsholotsho in June that was aimed at identi-
fying areas where linkages needed to be made with other organisations
and government ministries to address needs in Tsholotsho and Bulali-
manangwe districts, where the Tshwa reside. The Doma in the Zambezi
Valley held discussions about setting up a Doma non-government or-
ganisation and seeking the right to appoint a Doma chief in 2024.

The Communal Areas Management Programme for Indigenous
Resources (CAMPFIRE) continued to be implemented in 2024.7 Rural
communities sought to pressure the Government of Zimbabwe and
the CAMPFIRE programme to provide community-level economic ben-
efits instead of allowing Rural Development Councils (RDCs) to make
decisions about what was to be done with the funds generated by
CAMPFIRE.

Tshwa continued to seek the right to return to areas from which
they had been dispossessed by government decisions. In some cases,
land had been granted to other groups, usurping the rights of the Tshwa.
They felt that they were being treated differently, and that the govern-
ment was favouring other people in northern Tsholotsho. They queried
their social position vis-a-vis other groups in western Zimbabwe, where
they felt they were at the bottom of the sociopolitical pyramid.®

The number of tourist visits to Zimbabwe increased in 2024, thanks
in part to the end of the COVID-19 restrictions. There were several new
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tourist-oriented enterprises initiated by the Tshwa and the Doma. The
Tshwa and Doma sought to obtain additional training on tourist enter-
prises and climate change adaptations from the Ministry of Environ-
ment, Climate and Wildlife and the Ministry of Lands, Agriculture, Fish-
eries, Water, and Rural Development over the year.

Calls were heard from Indigenous people in Zimbabwe for more
emphasis to be placed on their health and well-being. Fortunately, be-
cause of Indigenous activism, greater attention was being paid to the
serious complex social, economic, and health problems faced by Indig-
enous, minority, and vulnerable members of Zimbabwe's population.

Notes and references
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Bangladesh is a country of cultural and ethnic diversity, with
over 54 Indigenous Peoples speaking at least 35 languages,
along with the majority Bengali population. According to the
2022 census, the country’s Indigenous population numbers
approximately 1,650,478, which represents 1% of the total pop-
ulation. Indigenous Peoples in the country, however, claim that
their population stands at some four million.? The majority of
the Indigenous population lives in the plains districts of the
country,® and the rest in the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT).

The State does not recognize Indigenous Peoples as “In-
digenous”. Nevertheless, since the 15" amendment of the con-
stitution, adopted in 2011, people with distinct ethnic identities
beyond the Bengali population are now mentioned.* Yet only
cultural aspects are mentioned, whereas major issues related
to Indigenous Peoples’ economic and political rights, not least
their land rights, remain ignored.

The CHT Accord of 1997 was a constructive agreement be-
tween Indigenous Peoples and the Government of Bangladesh
intended to resolve key issues and points of contention. It set
up a special administrative system in the region. Twenty-seven
years on, the major issues of the accord, including making the
CHT Land Commission functional, orchestrating a devolution
of power and functions to the CHT's institutions, preserving
“tribal” area characteristics of the CHT region, demilitarization
and the rehabilitation of internally displaced people, remain
unsettled.

The fall of the fascist Hasina regime

students’-people’s uprising, popularly known as the July Upris-
ing, marked the fall of the authoritarian Sheikh Hasina's Awa-
mi League (AL) regime on 5 August 2024, after 15 years of in-
creasingly repressive rule. During its tenure, the regime tightened its
grip on dissent, curbed freedom of speech, and fostered widespread
corruption. The AL government censored the media and suppressed
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dissenting voices through draconian laws such as the Digital Security
Act and manipulated electoral and judicial systems to remain in power.
The movement that led to its downfall began as a student-led protest
in June, demanding reforms to the quota system in government jobs,
particularly against the politically motivated and discriminatory 30%
allocation for the relatives of war veterans. The regime responded with
brutal force, branding the protesters as razakars, or traitors, and un-
leashing violence through its party cadres and student wing, the Bang-
ladesh Chhatra League. As the movement escalated in late July, State
forces carried out massacres of students and civilians. On 5 August,
the protest evolved into a full-scale mass uprising, ultimately toppling
the AL government. The struggle, however, came at a devastating cost,
with 834 lives lost,® including children, and hundreds more injured,
many suffering from bullet wounds, still fighting for survival in hospitals.
Among the victims, an Indigenous Santal student was confirmed dead,
and over 53 Indigenous students were injured.®

The interim Government of Bangladesh — a new
hope for Indigenous Peoples?

An interim government was formed in the aftermath of the protests.
The main spirit of the movement was to bring reform to the State sys-
tems by eradicating the discriminatory role of the State. It is obvious to
say that the Indigenous Peoples of Bangladesh living in the plains and
the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) are the most vulnerable and marginal-
ized communities, who have fallen prey to any form of discrimination
for years.

Since the interim government was formed, having resolved all
kinds of discrimination, it is high time for the Indigenous Peoples of
Bangladesh to approach the government for a resolution to their chal-
lenges and issues. It was a good start when the Chief Adviser to the
Interim Government, Nobel Laureate Professor Dr. Muhammad Yunus,
mentioned “Indigenous Peoples” in his inaugural address to the nation.”
Several other advisers and mainstream media are also using the term
“Adivasi” (the local term for Indigenous Peoples) frequently now, which
was rare during the previous government.
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Thisis a crucialmoment for Bangladesh as well as for the country’s
Indigenous Peoples. The vision of a new, inclusive, and just society is
within reach, but it demands collective effort and a clear path forward.
Indigenous Peoples’ engagement in the process of State reform is cru-
cial for bringing their issues to the discussion table and gaining atten-
tion from policy makers, civil society organizations, media and others.

The interim government has created 11 different thematic reform
commissions to help the government conduct the overall State reform
process. The commissions are: Constitutional Reform Commission,
Electoral Reform Commission, Anti-Corruption Commission Reform
Commission, Police Reform Commission, Public Administration Re-
form Commission, Judicial Reform Commission, Women's Affairs Re-
form Commission, Health Sector Reform Commission, Local Govern-
ment Reform Commission, Media Reform Commission, and the Labour
Reform Commission.® ?

Representatives from Indigenous communities, as well as from
minority communities, were notably excluded from the early stages of
Bangladesh's reform commissions. However, as debates around inclu-
sion and representation grew louder, the interim government respond-
ed by incorporating two representatives from Indigenous communities
into the Women's Affairs Reform Commission and the Local Govern-
ment Reform Commission.

Despite this, Indigenous Peoples and other minority groups re-
main significantly underrepresented in key commissions that directly
affect their rights. Notably, there are still no representatives from In-
digenous communities on the Constitutional Reformm Commission, the
Electoral Reform Commission or other commissions directly linked to
Indigenous Peoples' rights. This continued absence underscores the
endless challenges and lack of sufficient representation for Indigenous
and minority communities in Bangladesh's policy-making processes,
particularly in areas crucial to their cultural preservation, land rights,
and overall social justice.

One percent quota reserved for “ethnic minorities”

The 2018 Quota Reform Movement was a pivotal moment. Prior to the
movement, Indigenous communities had a 5% reservation in public
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service jobs as part of a government quota system that was initially set
at 56% and included various groups.”

Students demanded reform of the quota system, arguing that
the 56% reservation prevented meritorious students from deservedly
receiving government jobs and was thus discriminatory. Additionally,
within the 56% quota, 30% was reserved for freedom fighters. Students
qguestioned this allocation, asking how it was justified to keep this after
more than 50 years of independence had passed? The anti-discrimi-
nation movement thus began. However, at that time, the government
responded to their demands by abolishing the whole quota system via
government executive order.

Then, in 2024, the High Court declared the executive order inap-
propriate and resumed the previous quota system. This immediately
sparked the countrywide student protest. The government and its po-
litical party cadres wanted to suppress the movement and, in many
places, student protesters were attacked by government forces. All this
further ignited the students and the mass population, which eventually
transformed the anti-discrimination movement into a government re-
moval movement.

The abolition of the 5% reservation sparked strong reactions from
Indigenous communities, who felt that their already limited opportuni-
ties were being further diminished. In response, the 2024 reform saw
a slight revision, with the government reintroducing a 1% quota specif-
ically for Indigenous Peoples (called “Ethnic Minorities”)." While this
change was seen as a partial victory, many Indigenous leaders and ac-
tivists continue to advocate for a larger percentage, arguing that the
current allocation does not adequately address the historical and sys-
temic disadvantages they face. The struggle for more meaningful rep-
resentation and equal opportunities in public services continues.

Report on the update to the Chittagong Hill Tracts
(CHT) Regulation 1900 case and latest hearing

The Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) Regulation 1900 is a legal framework
originally introduced during the British colonial period, which continues
to govern land use, governance, and property rights in the region. For
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the Indigenous Peoples of the CHT, this regulation serves as a crucial
safeguard for our rights, land, and cultural preservation. Despite the
promises of the 1997 CHT Peace Accord, which recognized Indigenous
Peoples' rights to autonomy and land, the regulation is often under
threat from external pressures seeking to undermine our protection.

The regulation’s validity has been affirmed by the Supreme Court
of Bangladesh in a landmark ruling. In 2016, the Appellate Division of
the Supreme Court upheld the application of the CHT Regulation 1900
in the case of Wagachara Tea Estate Ltd. v. Muhammad Abu Taher &
Others (16 BLD (AD), 36, 2016), affirming the regulation’s authority to
protect Indigenous lands. In 2017, the Court further strengthened this
position by overturning a lower court’'s judgement that had declared
the regulation a “dead law" in the case of Government of Bangladesh v.
Rangamati Food Products and Others (69 DLR (AD), 2017).? The current
legal case concerning the CHT Regulation has escalated, with signifi-
cant efforts to alter its core provisions. Mr. Abdul Aziz Akhand, Mr. Abdul
Malek, and other parties, including Bengali settlers and former Attorney
General Mr. Amin Uddin, have proposed deleting 27 clauses from the 57
clauses of the regulation. These 27 clauses contain the core charac-
teristics of the regulation, which guarantee autonomy, self-governance,
and protection of Indigenous lands and cultural practices.”™ In par-
ticular, the deletion of these clauses would fundamentally undermine
the very foundations of the regulation, severely limiting the autonomy
granted to Indigenous communities in the CHT region. These provisions
are critical in ensuring the recognition of Indigenous customary laws,
land rights, and governance systems, and their removal would signifi-
cantly erode the protections afforded to these communities.

On 9 May 2024, the full bench of the Appellate Division of the Su-
preme Court held a review hearing on the CHT Regulation's status as a
dead law. The bench, comprising eight judges, including the Chief Jus-
tice, was expected to make a final ruling.™

The final hearing on the CHT Regulation 1900 case was scheduled
for 11 July 2024, when the Appellate Division of the Supreme Court was
supposed to determine whether it would accept the review petitions
challenging the previous rulings that upheld the regulation. The Court'’s
decision would have been pivotal in determining the future of the CHT
Regulation 1900 and its ability to continue safeguarding Indigenous
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rights in the CHT. Due to the political unrest, however, the scheduled
hearing was postponed.” The hearing could now be scheduled any time.

This case thus centres on Indigenous Peoples’ efforts to uphold
and defend the CHT Regulation 1900 as a vital safeguard that secures
our land rights, protects us from displacement, and ensures the preser-
vation of our distinct culture and governance structures.

Dire state of human rights in the CHT

The human rights situation in the CHT in 2024 remained dire, with on-
going violations that included extrajudicial killings, arbitrary arrests,
communal violence, land grabbing, and suppression of democratic
movements. The year saw a continuation of systemic abuses rooted in
long-standing issues, compounded by new challenges and insufficient
State intervention. A human rights report claims that a total of 200 in-
cidents of human rights violations took place in 2024, in which more
than 6,000 Indigenous people fell victim to different forms of rights vi-
olations.”®

At least 21 people were killed by the members of State forces,
Bengali settlers, and land grabbers, as well as in the violent conflicts
between Indigenous political groups.™® " Over 140 people were either
arbitrarily arrested or framed with trumped-up charges by the State
forces.?® Indigenous Peoples also survived several violent attacks in
which over 120 houses, shops, offices and temples belonging to Indige-
nous Peoples were set on fire and looted. Dozens of Indigenous persons
were also injured in these incidents. Moreover, in around 10 incidents of
illegal land grabbing, some 2,314 acres of land were grabbed by compa-
nies, influential persons, and Bengali settlers.”

While the series of violent communal attacks by Bengali settlers
on Indigenous communities in Khagrachari and Rangamati from 18-20
September was one of the most violent incidents perpetrated by non-
State actors during the post-CHT Accord period,?? Indigenous Bawm
villagers in Bandarban were particularly affected by persecution from
State forces. At least 16 Bawm were killed and 143 of the same com-
munity were arbitrarily arrested or framed with trumped-up charges.
Moreover, 28 Bawm were temporarily detained and 42 families faced
obstruction while cultivating their farms.?3 2
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Chain of violent communal attacks on Indigenous
Peoples in Khagrachari and Rangamati

A series of violent attacks by Bengali settlers in Dighinala, Khagrachari
Sadar (19 September), and Rangamati (20 September) resulted in the
deaths of four Indigenous persons, around 100 injuries, and widespread
arson targeting Indigenous homes, businesses, offices, and Buddhist
temples.?®

The violence began after the alleged mob killing of Mamun, a
Bengali settler, on 18 September in Khagrachari. Mamun, caught at-
tempting to steal a motorbike, reportedly died from hitting an electric
pole while fleeing. Police confirmed he had 16 criminal cases against
him.?¢ However, settler groups blamed the local Indigenous people for
his death, sparking protest rallies on 19 September. From one rally in
Dighinala, settlers attacked Jummo?” individuals and set fire to homes
and businesses.?® In response, Jummos staged road blockades in
Khagrachari in the evening. Military vehicles dispersed them violent-
ly, opening fire, as seen in live-streamed videos. Three Jummos were
killed: Dhananjoy Chakma, 50, Junan Chakma, 22, and Rubel Tripura,
24, with nearly 100 others injured in the violent incidents in Dighinala
and Khagrachri Sadar.??

The violence spread to Rangamati Sadar on 20 September, where
a Jummo procession against the attacks in Dighinal and Khagrachari
Sadar faced stone-throwing settlers. False announcements from Ba-
narupa Mosque’s loudspeaker claimed Jummos were planning to at-
tack the mosque, fuelling further violence. Settlers attacked Jummos,
looting and burning homes, businesses, and religious sites, including
the Moitri Bihar Buddhist temple. The offices of the CHT Regional Coun-
cil and CHT Hill Students' Council were also set on fire and vandalized.
Anik Kumar Chakma, 22, was brutally killed in one of these attacks and
several dozen people were injured. Section 144 of the Code of Criminal
Procedure, which prohibits assembly of five or more people and the
holding of public meetings, was imposed but not before significant de-
struction had occurred.*°

On 1 October, further violence erupted in Khagrachari following
the mob killing of Sohel Rana, a teacher accused of raping a 7th-grade
Indigenous girl. Protests by Indigenous groups led to Sohel's confine-
ment, where he was assaulted and later died. Settlers responded by un-
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leashing more violence against some Indigenous communities in Kha-
grachari Sadar, mirroring earlier attacks. Several Indigenous persons
were injured, and several shops and houses of Indigenous people were
vandalized in these attacks.®!

Throughout these incidents, the role of the security forces was
highly questionable. Testimonies report either direct involvement or
inaction, allowing violence to escalate near military establishments.
Army personnel allegedly deleted footage of attacks from Jummo indi-
viduals' phones, beating those who resisted.*? The government estab-
lished a seven-member investigation committee to ascertain the caus-
es of the above-mentioned violent incidents. Despite clear evidence
available, however, no perpetrators were arrested.

Violence against Indigenous women and girls

Violence against Indigenous women and girls remains a persistent con-
cern in Bangladesh, affecting both the plains and the CHT. Despite the
existence of protective legislation such as the Women and Children Re-
pression Prevention Act (2000), the Domestic Violence (Prevention and
Protection) Act 2010, and the National Action Plan to Prevent Violence
Against Women and Children (2013-2025), the issue persists.

In 2024, Kapaeeng Foundation, a Bangladesh-based human rights
organization, documented 17 cases of violence against Indigenous
women and girls. These reported incidents involved 17 Indigenous wom-
en and girls who experienced sexual or physical assault. The breakdown
of these cases is alarming: 4 victims were raped; 1 was killed; 6 were
cases of attempted rape; 3 survived gang rape; 1 was abducted; 1 miss-
ing and 1 sexually harassed. This figure is likely to underrepresent the
true extent of the problem. While all perpetrators were male, their back-
grounds varied.

The State authorities’ response to these cases has been inconsist-
ent. Only in five incidents were police cases filed against the perpetra-
tors. In other cases, either no action was taken against the perpetra-
tors, or the support of the relevant State authorities was inadequate or
delayed. This inconsistency in response suggests discriminatory treat-
ment of Indigenous women and girls by some State authorities.
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Indigenous students express their struggles
through graffiti

While the July Uprising was a tragic episode, it also ignited renewed
hope for a more inclusive and just Bangladesh — one that embraces di-
versity and rejects discrimination. During the uprising, and in the weeks
that followed, graffiti became a powerful tool of resistance and expres-
sion of desired change for the youth. Indigenous students actively took
part in this movement, using the streets of Dhaka and the three hill
districts of the CHT as canvases to voice their dreams of an inclusive
Bangladesh. Their graffiti highlighted the pressing issues faced by In-
digenous communities, including the long-standing demand for con-
stitutional recognition, ongoing violence, development destruction, un-
implemented CHT Accord, land alienation, and persistent militarization
in the CHT. The graffiti murals show that, despite the fall of an authori-
tarian regime, the CHT's Indigenous Peoples continue to face discrimi-
nation, repression, and shrinking civic space in their homeland. Through
these visual expressions, they not only documented their struggles but
also articulated their deep yearning for freedom, justice, and a future in
which their rights are fully recognized and respected.
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The Bedouin of Israel's Negev-Nagab region represent a unique
Indigenous minority, numbering approximately 305,000 in-
dividuals and constituting approximately 3.5% of Israel's to-
tal population.! Traditionally leading a semi-nomadic lifestyle,
these communities have deep-rooted connections to the Ne-
gev-Nagab desert landscape. However, Israeli policies have
significantly impacted their rights to lands, resources, and cul-
tural expression.?

While some Bedouin villages receive State recognition,
many remain “unrecognized”, resulting in a denial of essen-
tial infrastructure such as proper electricity and easy access
to education and healthcare.® Today, the Bedouin live in three
types of location: government-established towns, recognized
villages, and unrecognized villages. Over half live in seven gov-
ernment-established towns, the rest live in 11 villages officially
recognized by the State and in 35 unrecognized villages that
lack official recognition, limiting access to essential services.
This lack of recognition perpetuates socio-economic challeng-
es, positioning Bedouin communities among the most impov-
erished in Israel.*

In 2024, the Israeli authorities stepped up the demolition of
unrecognized Bedouin villages in the Negev-Nagab region, dis-
placing hundreds in order to develop infrastructure and establish
Jewish communities. These events highlight the Bedouin com-
munity's ongoing challenges in securing land rights and recogni-
tion. As their population grows, there is a growing urgency to as-
sert Indigenous rights, land ownership, and equitable access to
services, with youth increasingly leading the efforts for change.

Legislative and policy developments

Increase in structure demolitions
he Israeligovernmentintensified demolitions and forced evictions
in unrecognized Bedouin villages within the Negev-Nagab region
in 2024, citing "illegal construction” and “infrastructure develop-
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ment needs” as primary justifications. The village of Umm al-Hiran was,
notably, demolished to establish a new Jewish settlement named Dror.%
This action is particularly contentious as Israeli authorities had initially
relocated the community to this site in the 1950s, following their dis-
placement from their ancestral lands in 1952. Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir
framed these demolitions as necessary enforcement to address the
perceived “anarchy” of Bedouin communities. Overall, more than 4,000
homes and buildings were demolished in 2024, exacerbating the dis-
placement and marginalization of Bedouin populations.®

With the support of civil society organizations, Bedouin commu-
nities have taken various measures to counter the demolition orders
and evictions. They have filed legal challenges to contest these orders,
aiming to halt or delay the evictions. Advocacy groups have organized
peaceful protests and awareness raising campaigns, both domestical-
ly and internationally, to highlight the struggles faced by the affected
communities. Additionally, there have been collaborative efforts to en-
gage with the Israeli authorities in hope of negotiating alternative solu-
tions that respect the rights and heritage of the Bedouin people.”

Despite these efforts, the demolitions have persisted, leading to
calls for increased international intervention and support to protect the
rights of Bedouin communities in the Negev-Nagab region.

The Rifman proposal
It is alongside this that the proposed “Rifman Law" emerged, aimed at
regulating Bedouin settlements and promoting economic development
in the Negev.® The law offers instruments for regulation, economic de-
velopment, administrative solutions for governance, and personal se-
curity. Critics argue, however, that it perpetuates systemic marginali-
zation by excluding Bedouin representatives from planning processes
and undermining traditional practices. Haggai Reznik, head of the Rif-
man Institute, emphasized the urgency of legal solutions, stating, “We
are obliged to insist and fight for legal solutions to be found. We can no
longer continue with the neglect of Bedouin society.”

In practice, however, in reality this law would place the Bedouin un-
der a “specia
zenry, and exclude Bedouin representatives from decision-making pro-

Iu

civil regime, different from that of the general Israeli citi-
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cesses, undermining the community's autonomy and failing to address
its specific needs. This approach echoes past policies such as the Praw-
er Plan, which sought to forcibly relocate tens of thousands of Bedouins
under the guise of urbanization and "development". Civil society and
human rights organizations have expressed concern over the proposed
"Rifman Law" and see it as a potential catalyst for the further marginali-
zation of Bedouin communities in the Negev-Nagab region. Critics argue
that, despite its stated aims, the law could lead to forced relocations as
experienced in the past and the continuing erosion of the Bedouins' tra-
ditional way of life and the protection of their land rights. Far from being a
constructive solution, the “Rifman Law" is widely perceived as a legal tool
to justify these actions. These developments underscore Bedouin com-
munities' ongoing challenges in securing their land rights and preserving
their cultural heritage amid State-led development initiatives.”

In response, various organizations have mobilized to inform and
empower the Bedouin about the impact of the “Rifman Law". Initia-
tives include educational workshops in unrecognized villages, where
legal experts explain the potential impact of the law and discuss the
rights of residents. Petitions have been launched to challenge the law's
provisions and prevent it from coming into force by legal means. Joint
conferences have also been organized, bringing together multiple
stakeholders to develop strategies for effective countermeasures and
to amplify the voices of those directly affected. In addition, activists
have engaged directly in the Knesset by presenting position papers and
participating in committee discussions to express their opposition to
the law. These collective efforts underscore the organizations' commit-
ment to protecting the Bedouin community's land rights and cultural
heritage from discriminatory measures.™

Community activism halts afforestation in Sa‘wah

In December 2024, a visit to the Bedouin village of Sa‘wah in the Ne-
gev-Nagab region by Negev Coexistence Forum for Civil Equality’s (NCF)
executive director revealed that the Keren Kayemeth Lelsrael-Jewish
National Fund (KKL-JNF)" had ceased its afforestation activities there,
which had previously (in 2022) aimed to plant trees on the village's ag-
ricultural lands.”? At the time, ownership of the land was still in dispute
in court.” This cessation suggests that sustained community activism,
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including peaceful protests against these tree-planting projects, can ef-
fectively influence policy decisions and protect Indigenous land rights.
The Bedouin community's organized opposition, supported by various
NGOs and civil society organizations, played a crucial role in halting
these activities, highlighting the power of collective action in challeng-
ing policies that threaten their cultural heritage and land rights.™

International engagement and Indigenous
participation

In 2024, the Bedouin communities of the Negev-Nagab region, notably
Wadi al-Khalil and Umm al-Hiran, faced significant challenges. In May,
Israeli authorities demolished 47 homes in Wadi al-Khalil, leading to the
forced eviction of over 300 residents. Later, in November, the village of
Umm al-Hiran was completely demolished to make way for a new reli-
gious Jewish settlement, Dror, displacing its Bedouin inhabitants to the
Bedouin town of Hura. These actions drew national and international
attention, prompting solidarity events and interventions from various
organizations.

In response to the planned demolition of Umm al-Hiran, solidarity
events were organized in Israel to raise awareness and support for the
Bedouin community. One notable initiative involved setting up a tra-
ditional Bedouin tent in Tel Aviv and inviting passersby to engage and
learn about Bedouin culture and the challenges unrecognized villages
face. This event was organized by the Regional Council of Unrecognized
Bedouin Villages and NCF distributed printed reports to those seek-
ing more information. Despite these efforts, the village was eventually
evacuated and demolished, highlighting the limitations of grassroots
activism in the face of State policies.

The demolition of Umm al-Hiran garnered some international at-
tention, but only once it was too late. Following a letter from NCF, the
UN Special Rapporteur on the right to adequate housing, Balakrishnan
Rajagopal, requested an emergency report detailing the situation. NCF,
in collaboration with Bedouin activists, compiled a comprehensive re-
port outlining the broader pattern of home demolitions, displacement,
and systemic erasure of Bedouin communities in the Negev-Nagab. On
17 December 2024, eight UN Special Rapporteurs issued a formal com-
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munication to the Israeli government, expressing urgent concerns about
forced evictions, home demolitions, and non-compliance with interna-
tional human rights law.” The commmunication specifically addressed:

*  The demolition of Umm al-Hiran and the forced displacement
of its residents.

*  The widespread demolition of homes in unrecognized Bedouin
villages across the Negev.

» Israel's violation of international human rights law concerning
minority communities.

* The absence of resettlement or alternative housing options for
displaced Bedouin families.

The Israeli government was requested to respond by 15 February 2025;
however, no response had been received as of the writing of this arti-
cle in late February. Additionally, NCF and Sidreh submitted a report to
the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child highlighting the severe
challenges faced by Bedouin children, including limited access to ed-
ucation and healthcare, the destabilizing impact of home demolitions,
pervasive poverty, and food insecurity.” The report also emphasized the
lack of protection for these children during conflicts, leaving them ex-
ceptionally vulnerable.

Insights from community workshops

NCF's coordinators have gained valuable insights by conducting work-
shops with women and children in unrecognized Bedouin villages.
These interactions have revealed the significant impact that systemic
challenges have on daily life. For example, the photography workshops
for children, organized in collaboration with village committees, have
offered a platform for self-expression and storytelling, showcasing the
resilience and creativity of the youth.” Likewise, initiatives such as the
Desert Embroidery Project empower women by utilizing their traditional
skills to generate income, which fosters economic independence and
preserves cultural heritage.” These efforts highlight the importance of
community-driven programmes in addressing socio-economic dispar-
ities and promoting cultural preservation.
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Empowerment through research and conferences

Collaborative efforts between NCF's research centre, Nagabiya, and lo-
cal communities have led to the organization of conferences address-
ing the challenges and opportunities Bedouin women face.”” These
events have seen significant participation from young women eager to
engage in discussions about education, employment, and social rights.
The conferences provide platforms for knowledge exchange, capacity
building, and leadership development among Bedouin women, contrib-
uting to their empowerment and active participation in societal devel-
opment.?°

These initiatives reflect a growing movement within the Bedouin
community, particularly among women and youth, striving for so-
cio-economic advancement and cultural preservation. Their active par-
ticipation in both local and international contexts is crucial for advocat-
ing more inclusive policies and enhancing the recognition of Bedouin
rights, thereby contributing to a more equitable future.

Outlook for 2025/2026

The Bedouin communities in the Negev-Nagab region face a challeng-
ing future as they contend with legislative measures and ongoing sys-
temic issues. The proposed “Rifman Law", presented as a framework
for integrating Bedouin society and transforming the Negev, has been
met with significant concern from Bedouin communities and advoca-
cy groups. Critics argue that, despite its stated intentions, the law may
lead to further displacement and erosion of traditional Bedouin life-
styles, as it emphasizes development that may not align with the needs
andrights of Indigenous populations. The success of this legislation will
largely depend on genuine community engagement and balancing de-
velopment with respect for civil liberties.

Grassroots activism has proven its ability to effect change, as seen
in the halting of some controversial projects due to sustained commu-
nity efforts. However, systemic challenges continue to loom large. The
trend of home demolitions and forced evictions has escalated, with re-
ports indicating a significant increase in such actions. In 2024 alone,
there were over 4,900 demolitions of Bedouin homes and other essen-
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tial structures, resulting in worsening socio-economic disparities and
undermining community stability.

International attention and intervention have played a vital role in
bringing these issues to light. Communications from UN Special Rap-
porteurs and reports submitted to bodies such as the UN Committee on
the Rights of the Child have emphasized the urgent need to address the
rights and welfare of Bedouin communities. These efforts can influence
policy and encourage the Israeli government to align its practices with
international human rights standards.

Looking ahead to 2025 and 2026, the future trajectory for Bedouin
communities will likely be shaped by the interplay of legislative actions,
community resilience, and international advocacy. While initiatives
such as the “Rifman Law" provide a framework for development, care-
ful monitoring of their implementation is essential to ensure they do
not infringe upon the rights and traditions of the Bedouin people. The
empowerment of women and youth, combined with ongoing grassroots
activism, will be crucial in navigating these challenges and working to-
ward a more equitable and just future for the Indigenous populations of
the Negev-Nagab.

Every year we aim to document the situation of the Bedouin in both Is-
rael and Palestine. Unfortunately, this year, our authors were not able to
provide an article on the Bedouin in Palestine.
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in 1997 to provide a space for Arab-Jewish shared society in the struggle
for civil equality and the advancement of mutual tolerance and coexist-
ence in the Negev/Naqab. NCF is unique in being the only Arab-Jewish
organization that remains focused solely on the problems confronting
the Negev/Naqgab area. NCF considers that the State of Israel is failing
to respect, protect and fulfil its human rights obligations, without dis-
crimination, towards the Arab Bedouin Indigenous communities in the
Negev/Nagab. As a result, NCF has set one of its goals as the achieve-
ment of full civil rights and equality for all people who make the Negev/
Nagab their home.

This article was prepared by Chloé Portheault, NCF International Ad-
vocacy Coordinator for the Bedouin minority’s rights, and Huda Abu
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The People’s Republic of China (PRC or China) officially pro-
claims itself to be a unified country with a diverse ethnic make-
up and all nationalities equal in the Constitution. Besides the
Han Chinese majority, the government recognizes 55 minority
nationalities within its borders. According to the latest national
census in 2020,' the combined minority nationalities’ popula-
tion stands at 125,332,335 or 8.89% of the country's total pop-
ulation. The “unidentified ethnic groups” in China are included
in the “minority nationalities” population, numbering 836,488
persons. Minority nationalities are culturally distinctive and so-
cially marginalized in the Chinese context.

The Law of the People’s Republic of China on Regional Na-
tional Autonomy is a basic law on the governance of minority
nationalities in China. It includes establishing autonomous ar-
eas for nationalities, setting up their own local governance and
giving them the right to practice their own language and culture.
These regional national autonomous areas make up approxi-
mately 64% of China's total territory and include, among others,
the vast territories of Tibet Autonomous Region, Inner Mongolia
Autonomous Region and Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region.

The Chinese government does not recognize the existence
of Indigenous Peoples in the PRC despite voting in favor of the
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).

Legislation and policies affecting Indigenous
Peoples

1. Legislation and policies to consolidate the consciousness of the
Chinese-nation community

he Chinese leadership and government agencies worked continu-

ously throughout 2024 to promote and impose the concept of the

Chinese-nation community. This reflects the ongoing process of

nation-building in China, which constrains the identity and autonomy

rights of minority nationalities articulated in the Chinese Constitution in



PART 1- Region and Country Reports - China 175

terms of maintaining or reforming their customary way of life and their
language use and development.

In February 2024, Qiushi magazine, a key ideological platform for
the Communist Party of China (CPC) Central Committee, published a
speech by the CPC's General Secretary Xi Jingping outlining the lead-
ership’s vision for the foundations of the Chinese-nation community,
as well as setting priorities for the CPC's “ethnic work”. Among others,
this includes developing theoretical foundations for the concept of the
Chinese-nation community and promoting “extensive exchanges and
integration among all ethnic groups, and [...] Chinese-style moderniza-
tion with the great unity of the Chinese nation”.? The February issue of
the magazine also included an article by the Party Group of State Ethnic
Affairs Commission (SEAC) elaborating on the priorities of the party’s
"ethnic work".?

With the idea of promoting the leader’'s vision of the Chinese-nation
community, in February the SEAC published a textbook entitled “Intro-
duction to the Chinese-nation Community”. The purpose of the book is
toinstill in students a “correct view of the history of the Chinese-nation
and to embed the concept of the Chinese-nation community”.*

In July 2024, the CPC's Central Committee adopted a decision
on Further Comprehensively Deepening Reform and Promoting Chi-
nese-style Modernization, which proposes to formulate a law to pro-
mote national unity and progress, improve institutional mechanisms
for consolidating the consciousness, and enhance the cohesion of the
Chinese nation.% In his speech to the National Conference on Educa-
tion in September 2024, Xi Jinping again emphasized the importance
of promoting “the national common spoken and written language and
promoting consolidation of the consciousness of the Chinese-nation
community”. Meanwhile, at the subnational level, the authorities have
been implementing various measures in the spirit of consolidating the
Chinese-nation community.

In January 2024, The Regulations on Promoting Interaction, Ex-
change, and Integration among Ethnic Groups entered into force in the
Ili Kazakh Autonomous Prefecture in Northern Xinjiang, whose popula-
tion of about three million consists of various ethnic groups, including
Kazakh, Han, Uyghur, Hui, Mongolian, and Xibe.¢ The regulations specify
the responsibilities of the government at all levels in the prefecture and
aim to “gradually realize the all-round integration of all ethnic groups
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into culture, economy, society, psychology, and other social spaces,
and guide all ethnic groups to firmly establish the consciousness of
a community with shared weal and woe, honor and disgrace, life and
death, and destiny.” (Article 3)

The regulations promote the education of youth by incorporating
the idea of “consolidating the consciousness of the Chinese-nation
community” into the national education system (Article 11) and pro-
moting integration among students of all ethnic groups throughout
the entire educational process (Article 14).” Referring to the proposed
“foundation-building project” for consolidating the consciousness of
the Chinese-nation community among young people through the Youth
Development Plan in Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region (2021-2025),
these new regulations provide a legal basis for implementing the re-
gional policy of Xinjiang at the prefecture level.

The de facto campaign against Indigenous and minority language
learning has continued in the Tibetan area. A recent example is the clo-
sure of the Ragya Gangjong Sherig Norbuling School in Golog Machen
County, Qinghai Province, in July. Established in 1994 as the first pri-
vately-operated school in Qinghai, it was a specialist vocational school
offering classes in the Tibetan language, English, computer science,
engineering, medicine, videography, and physical education. Since its
inception, more than 2,300 students have graduated. According to the
Tibet Times, of the 16 known privately owned schools in the Golog re-
gion, eight have been shut down since 2021, with most of the remaining
schools at risk of closure.

Responding to these apparent assimilationist measures, the Tibet
Times, a Tibetan media agency based in India, gathered 100 signatures
from mainly Tibetan academics and presented a petition to the Office
of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights on 29 July.
The petition calls for an end to the forced closures of private and mo-
nastic schools and the boarding school system in Tibet. It requests that
the High Commissioner publicly address the human rights situation in
Tibet and urges the Chinese government to adhere responsibly to inter-
national human rights standards.

Meanwhile, on 24 January 2025, the Chinese government replied
to the letter jointly presented by the UN Special Rapporteur on minor-
ity issues, the Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights and the
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Special Rapporteur on the right to education (ref. AL CHN 13/2023). The
letter concerns the growing number of boarding institutions for children
in Xinjiang and assimilation policies in these institutions, including re-
strictions on the use of the Uyghur language.® China replied that the
reported allegations were fabricated and at odds with reality.? The reply
stated that the development of residential education does not target
a particular ethnic group or region but conforms with state laws and
improves the popularization of compulsory schooling, allows more chil-
dren to access a better quality of education, and contributes to a bal-
anced development. The reply claims that boarding schools alleviate
the burden on the pupils’ parents, who generally welcome the friendly
coexistence of students of all ethnicities.

2. Legislative reviews and consultation on the National Park Law
On 10 September 2024, the draft National Park Law was submitted to
the Standing Committee of the National People’'s Congress for delib-
eration. This is the first proposed bill on national parks at the national
level. The second review of the bill was held in December, and the re-
viewed bill was publicly solicited for comments.”

Referring to Indigenous Peoples as “original residents” (yuanyou-
jumin, BB EER in Chinese) the bill contains five articles that are es-
pecially relevant to them. Article 13 proscribes impact assessments
on the production and life of original residents of a park area based on
extensive consultation and in-depth discussion. Article 27 prohibits hu-
man activities in the core protection area of a park, except for the “nec-
essary production and living activities of the ‘original residents.”” Article
29 prohibits an increase in the production and living activities of the
original residents, and instructs local governments to resettle original
residents should the protection and management needs so demand.
Article 56 mandates the authorities to correct the production and living
activities in the national park area in cases where they exceed the origi-
nal scale, including through fines. Finally, Article 40 encourages original
residents to participate in the bidding process when selecting providers
for commercial services within the park.

Establishing national parks substantially impacts Indigenous Peo-
ples' land use and ways of life in China. There are 49 candidate nation-
al park areas in China, including many places inhabited by Indigenous
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Peoples and minorities. Although the bill was improved at the second
review by taking into account the special status of “original residents”,
it lacks formal recognition of Indigenous Peoples as right-holders and
contributors to the forthcoming governance of the national parks.

Controversial hydropower projects impact
Indigenous Peoples

The ongoing expansion of hydropower infrastructure in China continues
to create conflicts between Indigenous communities and developers.

The Gangtuo project in Tibet is one of 13 cascade hydropower sta-
tions planned on the upper reaches of the Jinsha river. This dam would
displace residents from two villages and six monasteries, which would
end up under water. Local Tibetans' protests against the forced reset-
tlement and disrespect of sacred sites began in February but were sup-
pressed.”? In July, 13 UN Special Rapporteurs expressed their concerns
at the hydropower development and its impact on Indigenous Peoples.
Letters, including questions on 14 different items, were sent to the Chi-
nese government and the company developing the project.”™ The gov-
ernment’s half-page reply stated that “the relocation of the villages in
question was carried out only after full consultation of the opinions of
the local residents” but did not address the specific issues noted in the
Special Rapporteurs’ letter. The Company did not respond to the letter.’

Meanwhile, the Tiger Leaping Gorge dam on the Naxi homelands in
Yunnan province was initially shelved in what was regarded as a victory
for the anti-dam campaign during 2003-2006. However, in September
2024, the provincial government decided to proceed with the project
once more.” Today, the potential size of the population to be relocat-
ed, including the Naxi, Bai, and Tibetans, is expected to be significantly
higher than the originally estimated 100,000 persons.

In December 2024, Chinese Xinhua news agency reported that the
central government had approved construction of a hydropower pro-
ject in the lower reaches of the Yarlung Zangbo River.” This project will
build the world's largest hydropower dam, stoking concerns about the
displacement of communities in Tibet and environmental and social
impacts downstream in India and Bangladesh, including in areas pop-
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ulated by Indigenous Peoples. The authorities have stressed that the
project will not have a significant environmental impact. However, no
information is available on the process or results of the project's envi-
ronmental and social impact assessment, including how many people
it will displace.

Important inputs and outcomes from the United
Nations

1. The fourth cycle of the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) at the UN

Human Rights Council
China's 4" cycle of UPR was held on 23 January 2024. Throughout the
state-to-state review process at the UN Human Rights Council, China
received 428 conclusions and recommendations.” The recommenda-
tions concerning Uyghurs, Tibetans, and Mongolians were mainly fo-
cused on the following aspects: (1) implementation of the recommen-
dations set out by the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human
Rights (OHCHR) and UN treaty bodies; (2) addressing the issues of arbi-
trary detention, family separation, restrictions on movement, and rights
to enjoy their own culture and language; (3) allowing unhindered access
to United Nations special rapporteurs and independent experts to eval-
uate reports of violations of human rights in Xinjiang and Tibet; and (&)
allowing freedom of religion or belief and cultural expression and ending
the criminalization of religious and peaceful civil expression by ethnic
and ethno-religious groups.”

China emphasized that the issues relating to Xinjiang and Tibet
were about safeguarding China's national sovereignty, security, and
unity, and urged people to stop politicizing and weaponizing them.? |t
rejected all calls to implement the recommendations of the landmark
2022 UN report on Xinjiang,? dismissing the report as “illegal and void".??

2. Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)

In response to questions about the OHCHR's work on China, on 27 Au-
gust the High Commissioner and the Office stated that there had been
detailed exchanges with the Government of China on a range of critical
issues, such as counter-terrorism laws and policies, criminal justice,
and other policies of concern that affect the human rights of ethnic and
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religious minorities, including in Xinjiang and Tibet. Nevertheless, the
Office acknowledged that “many problematic laws and policies remain
in place” in Xinjiang. It called on the Chinese authorities to undertake
a full review, from a human rights perspective, of the legal framework
governing national security and counter-terrorism and to thoroughly in-
vestigate allegations of human rights violations.?® In October, the High
Commissioner stated, in light of the outcome of the UPR, that China
needs to respect the rights to freedom of religion or belief, opinion and
expression, peaceful assembly, and culture, including for Tibetans, Uy-
ghurs, and other minorities.?

Inputs and outcomes from the European Union (EU)

1. The EU-China Human Rights Dialogue

The EU and China held the 39t session of the Human Rights Dialogue in
Chongging on 16 June, preceded by a visit to Tibet. In the session, the EU
reiterated its further concerns about the grave human rights situation in
China, particularly in the Xinjiang and Tibetan areas.?® Following the visit
to Tibet, the EU put forward several recommendations addressing the
issue of the abduction of Tibetan children and Chinese boarding schools
in Tibet.?® It raised human rights concerns in cases related to Uyghur
and Tibetan scholars, activists, writers, and religious leaders, and also
stressed that religious leaders should be selected without government
interference and by religious norms, including in the case of the succes-
sion of the Dalai Lama. In business and human rights, the EU updated its
Chinese counterparts on incoming European legislation introducing hu-
man rights due diligence requirements for companies, which may have
an impact on the situation of Indigenous Peoples in China.

2. EU Legislation

On 23 April 2024, the European Parliament adopted the Forced Labor
Regulation. Furthermore, the EU’'s Corporate Sustainability Due Dili-
gence Directive (CS3D) entered into force on 25 July.?” Both documents
require large companies to establish due diligence procedures to ad-
dress the adverse impacts of their actions, including along their global
chains of activities. Multinational companies related to China in the EU
are therefore facing novel challenges.
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3. European Parliament Resolution

The European Parliament adopted the Resolution on the Cases of Un-
justly Imprisoned Uyghurs in China, notably Ilham Tohti and Gulshan
Abbas, on 10 October.?® Tohti was awarded the European Parliament
Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought in 2019, and 2024 was the 10%
anniversary of Tohti's imprisonment. The resolution demands China's
authorities halt their repression and targeting of Uyghurs with abusive
policies and calls for their immediate and unconditional release. It re-
grets China's lack of commitment to the Human Rights Dialogue and
the absence of results. It insists on fully implementing the EU’s Forced
Labor Regulation and calls on businesses operating in China, particu-
larly in Xinjiang, to comply with human rights due diligence obligations.
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In India, some 705 ethnic groups are listed as Scheduled Tribes.
In central India, the Scheduled Tribes are usually referred to
as Adivasis, which literally means original inhabitants, Indig-
enous Peoples.! With an estimated population of 104 million,
they comprise 8.6% of the total population. There are, howev-
er, many more ethnic groups that would qualify for Scheduled
Tribe status but which are not officially recognized and, conse-
quently, the total populations of the Scheduled Tribes are high-
er than the official figure.

The largest concentrations of Indigenous Peoples are
found in the seven states of north-east India, and the so-called
“central tribal belt” stretching from Rajasthan to West Bengal.
India has several laws and constitutional provisions, such as
the Fifth Schedule for central India and the Sixth Schedule for
certain areas of north-east India, which recognize Indigenous
Peoples' rights to land and self-governance. The laws aimed at
protecting Indigenous Peoples have numerous shortcomings
and their implementation is far from satisfactory.

The Government of India has increasingly been using the
term “Indigenous Populations” in official notifications such as
the establishment of a High-Level Committee to look into the
"“social, economic, cultural and linguistic issues of the Indige-
nous population in the State of Tripura"2 or in its justification for
the Citizenship Amendment Bill, 2019. The State government of
Jharkhand declared the International Day of the World's Indig-
enous Peoples, celebrated on 9 August every year worldwide, a
state holiday.®

Focus: Indigenous youths lead the fight for rights
amid repression

cross India, Indigenous youths are emerging as the leading voic-

es in the struggle to secure Indigenous rights, protect ancestral

lands and resist environmentally and socially destructive pro-
jects. However, their activism has made them targets of repression.
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In Arunachal Pradesh, Indigenous youths have been at the forefront
of resisting large-scale hydropower projects that threaten to displace
thousands of people. The Siang Indigenous Farmers Forum (SIFF), led
by Indigenous youth, has mobilized widespread opposition to the 11,000
MW Upper Siang Multipurpose Storage Project (USMP), which poses
not only ecological risks but also the potential loss of cultural heritage
for the Adi Indigenous community. On 8 July, Indigenous youth lead-
ers Dunge Apang of the SIFF and Advocate Ebo Mili were arbitrarily de-
tained while organizing a peaceful protest against the USMP. They were
held for over 10 hours and coerced into signing bonds restricting their
future protests. Mr. Ebo Mili was earlier subjected to judicial harassment
for his protest against large dams in March 2022 and August 2023.4

Similarly, in Assam, Indigenous youth activists who have been op-
posing the controversial five-star hotel project near Kaziranga National
Park were targeted for their activism. In August, Indigenous youth activ-
ists Pranab Doley, Manohar Pegu and Ritupan Pegu together with other
members of the Greater Kaziranga Land and Human Rights Committee
(GKLHRC) were surrounded by a mob of over 100 individuals in Ronga-
janvillage, Kaziranga while they were collecting testimonies from fami-
lies who had been evicted to make way for the proposed hotel. The mob
specifically targeted Doley, issuing threats against him and other mem-
bers of GKLHRC. The police detained Manohar Pegu, Ritupan Pegu and
others instead of protecting them.® The proposed project threatens the
environment, wildlife and the rights of the local communities.®

In August, following the death of a tribal labourer at the Ultratech
Cement factory in Dhar district, Madhya Pradesh, tribal youths organized
protests to demand accountability and improved working conditions. In-
stead of addressing their concerns, over 150 tribal youths were charged
with criminal cases, including under the National Security Act (NSA).

Supreme Court permits sub-quota for marginalized
sub-groups among Scheduled Castes/Scheduled
Tribes

On 1 August, in a 6:1 majority ruling, the Supreme Court of India up-
held the states' authority to sub-classify Scheduled Castes (SCs) and
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Scheduled Tribes (STs) within the reserved category. This decision over-
turned the 2004 EV Chinnaiah judgement, which held that SC/STs were
homogeneous and could not be sub-classified. The Court ruled that
sub-classification can be permitted in order to allocate quotas to more
disadvantaged groups, provided it is justified by quantifiable and de-
monstrable data, preventing arbitrary action by states. The judgement
affirmed that SCs and STs are not homogenous groups and that sys-
temic discrimination has hindered some sub-groups from benefiting
equally from reservations.®

While the ruling aims to address disparities within SC/ST commu-
nities by prioritizing the most disadvantaged groups, its implementa-
tion by states, particularly in Mizoram, is raising concerns as smaller
tribes like the Indigenous Chakmas, who already face systemic discrim-
ination, are allocated significantly fewer seats for admission to higher
educational institutions compared to the majority tribe, potentially ex-
acerbating their marginalization instead of addressing it.?

Parliament amends Scheduled Tribe list but many
tribes, and Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups,
remain excluded

In February, Parliament passed the Constitution (Jammu and Kash-
mir) Scheduled Tribes Order (Amendment) Bill 2024, the Constitution
(Scheduled Tribes) Order (Amendment) Bill, 2024 and the Constitution
(Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes) Orders (Amendment) Bill,
2024. More than 50 communities, including seven Particularly Vulner-
able Tribal Groups (PVTGs), many phonetic variations/synonyms, and a
few new communities were included on the list of STs of Jammu and
Kashmir, Andhra Pradesh and Odisha with the passing of these three
bills. Due to non-inclusion on the ST list, these communities had been
deprived of benefits meant for STs under the existing schemes of the
Government, including reservation in services and admission to educa-
tional institutions.”

However, there are several tribes, including PVTGs, who continue
not to be recognized as STs. This includes six PVTGs, namely Tothi in
Andhra Pradesh; Great Andamanese in Andaman and Nicobar Islands;
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Totos in West Bengal; Maram Naga in Manipur; Maria Gond in Maharash-
tra; and Hill Korbas and Abujh Maria in Madhya Pradesh. In the absence
of ST certificates, the victims of atrocities are not covered under the
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act,
1989, virtually depriving them of justice, as well as other benefits."

Continued violations of the right to land and forest
resources

The Forest (Conservation) Amendment Act, 2023, which empowers
the central government to divert land without forest clearance to cer-
tain categories of forest lands and to exempt certain projects. These
projects include “security-related linear projects” which can be imple-
mented within 100 kilometres of international borders or can be up to 10
hectares in size for construction of defence-related projects, such as
for camps for paramilitary forces or public utility projects in Left Wing
Extremism-affected areas.” Thus the mandatory requirements of for-
est clearance remain in force for the completion of such projects in the
absence of a stay from the Supreme Court. The FCA Amendment Act,
2023 violates the forest rights of the Scheduled Tribes and the right to
free, prior, and informed consent of the Gram Sabhas under Section
4(e) of the Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Rec-
ognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006™ (FRA) and Section 4 of the Provi-
sions of the Panchayats (Extension to the Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996
(PESA).”® The Supreme Court of India is hearing petitions challenging
the constitutional validity of the amendments and the central govern-
ment has provided assurances that no “precipitative action” will be tak-
en until guidelines are framed for an exemption from the definition of
forest under the new law." The Guwahati High Court is hearing another
petition” challenging the constitutional validity of the Amendment Act,
considering that exemption from the mandatory requirement of forest
clearance for “security-related linear projects” within 100 kilometres of
international borders could denude the forest in the entire North-East.

The government is not only continuing with the much-criticized Rs
72,000-crore (EUR 8,116.42 million) mega project on Great Nicobar Is-
land but is seeking another 100 acres of biodiversity-rich forests.” The
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project threatens the survival of two Indigenous tribes — the Shompen
and Nicobarese — which are classified by the Government of India as
"PVTGs". The first phase of the International Container Transhipment
Port (ICTP) project is to be commissioned in 2028. Eleven players had
submitted expressions of interest for the international transhipment
port project at Great Nicobar Island by August 2024 and the govern-
ment is finalizing the Detailed Project Report at present.””

Apart from ICTP, three other components involve building an inter-
national airport, a township and a power plant over 16,610 hectares of
the island.?® In 2023, the National Green Tribunal (NGT) identified cer-
tain deficiencies and constituted a High-Powered Committee (HPC) to
revisit the environment clearance (EC) granted to the project.? However,
the NGT refused to interfere with the environmental or forest clearanc-
es, saying the project was of great significance not only for economic
development but also for defence and national security.?? The National
Commission for Scheduled Tribes (NCST) also intervened in the matter
by directing the administration of Andaman and Nicobar Islands to sub-
mit facts and an action-taken report as the project is being undertaken
without “prior consultation with the NCST".2® The Government of India
also failed to submit any information to the UN Committee on the Elim-
ination of Racial Discrimination (CERD Committee), which intervened
via its early warning procedure.? In December 2023, the CERD Com-
mittee expressed its regret at the lack of response from India and urged
the Government of India “to adopt all necessary measures to address
the allegations mentioned above and to protect the rights of the PVTGs
in Andaman and Nicobar Islands.”?® On 5 January 2025, the opposition
Congress termed the Great Nicobar Island infrastructure project a “rec-
ipe for ecological and humanitarian disaster”, calling for a pause to al-
low an independent panel to review it.?

The conflict in the Hasdeo Arand forest in Chhattisgarh continued,
with Indigenous communities clashing with the police on 17 October af-
ter they attempted to prevent the authorities from cutting down trees
for coal mining. Two police officers, part of the security cover provided
to forest officials, sustained arrow injuries, and 10 tribals were booked
for attempted murder and rioting by the police.?’ The dispute arose after
tree-felling resumed near Fatehpur and Sali villages in Surguja district,
part of the Parsa coal block project awarded to Rajasthan Rajya Vidyut
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Utpadan Nigam Limited (RVUNL) and being operated by the Adani
Group.?®

Forests serve as the cornerstone of the livelihood and cultures
of Indigenous communities. However, Indigenous communities are
often penalized. On 21 February, the Odisha government ordered the
withdrawal of over 48,000 petty cases against tribals registered under
various provisions related to excise, forest and government land en-
croachment acts. Of these cases, 36,581 were registered by the excise
department, 9,846 by the housing and urban development department
and 1,591 by the forest and environment department. These cases in-
cluded collecting minor forest produce (MFP) for household consump-
tion and for sale at local markets.??

The rights of Indigenous Peoples are often violated in the process
of evictions or acquiring of lands for business and infrastructure devel-
opment. On 19 June, the National Tiger Conservation Authority (NTCA)
issued an order directing the Chief Wildlife Wardens of 18 States to car-
ry out summary involuntary relocation/forcible eviction of 89,800 tribal
and forest-dwelling families from 848 villages inside the core areas of
54 tiger reserves in the country on a “priority basis”. If implemented, the
current order would spark one of the largest displacements of people
ever in the name of conservation. Not only does this order threaten the
livelihood of one of the most marginalized groups, it also violates sever-
al legal safeguards provided to tribal communities, including the Wild-
life Protection Act, 1972 and the Forest Rights Act, 2006.%° In October,
the National Commission for Scheduled Tribes sought reports on the
relocation issue from the NTCA and the Ministry of Environment, Forest
and Climate Change, following a petition from a collective of over 150
tribal rights groups and individuals demanding a rollback of the NTCA's
order.® The issue is under adjudication.

On 10 May, 15 tribal families were forcibly evicted by the forest de-
partment from the Pennagaram-Hogenakkal forest area in Dharmapuri
district, Tamil Nadu. They had been residing in the area for decades. A
large contingent of forest officials and police participated in the evic-
tion, with women and children being dragged out without providing al-
ternative shelter or basic amenities. Women who resisted the eviction
were threatened, and at least three of them suffered injuries.*?

On 11 November, the District Collector of Vikarabad district, Tel-
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angana, accompanied by other officials, arrived at Lagacharla village
to announce a compulsory land acquisition for a proposed Pharma
project. The same evening hundreds of police personnel, allegedly ac-
companied by some local goons, raided the village and assaulted the
protesting villagers. They did not even spare the pregnant women. The
internet services and electricity supply were also allegedly shut down to
ensure no communication could be made with anyone to ask for help.
The police allegedly registered First Information Reports (FIRs) based
on false complaints. Fearing police harassment against the villagers,
including women, some of the victims left their houses and took shelter
in the forest and farmland without food, medical aid or basic amenities.
The Telangana government decided to set up a Pharma Village in Kod-
angal constituency by unilaterally acquiring 1,374 acres despite already
having 16,000 acres of plush land acquired by the previous government
to set up an ultra-modern Pharma City. The land, which was being for-
cibly acquired without any prior notice, is fertile agricultural land owned
and held for generations by persons belonging to tribal and other mar-
ginalized communities. The affected families had been protesting at
the land acquisition for more than 4-5 months. On 21 November, the
NHRC directed the Telangana government to submit a report after 12
victims approached the Commission. Considering the seriousness of
the matter, the NHRC further decided to dispatch a team to conduct an
on-the-spot inquiry.®®

In some instances, there was official collusion around alienating
the land of Indigenous communities. On 22 July, three tribal wom-
en were attacked with axes and sticks by influential persons when
they protested against their attempt to take possession of their land
at Shabad Thanda in Medak district, Telangana. The attack took place
in front of police, who remained silent spectators, and did not register
the complaint against the attackers when they approached the police.
Acting on a complaint filed by the Indigenous Lawyers Association of
India (ILAI), on 8 August the NHRC directed the Superintendent of Po-
lice (SP), Medak district to take appropriate action within eight weeks.?*
In August, an elderly tribal man (65 years) was subjected to torture by
a police team for refusing to vacate his land for an influential person at
Burkra village in Shivpuri district, Madhya Pradesh. On 12 September,
the NHRC directed the District Magistrate (DM) and SP, Shivpuri district
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to take appropriate action and submit an action-taken report within
eight weeks.*® On 19 October, tribals of ST Makvalasa village in Srikaku-
lam district, Andhra Pradesh were attacked by non-tribals for opposing
the grabbing of their land.*® The tribals alleged that the non-tribals had
illegally grabbed some 104.46 acres of tribal land by creating fake doc-
uments, in collusion with revenue officials.*” The NHRC directed the DM,
Srikakulam district to take appropriate action within eight weeks.*® Sim-
ilarly, in November, tribal people of Panasalapadu village in Anakapalli
district, Andhra Pradesh staged a protest demanding cancellation of
the pattas (land deeds) issued to non-tribals on lands belonging to the
tribals. They alleged that the revenue officials had colluded with real es-
tate brokers during a re-survey.*> On 6 December, the NHRC directed the
DM, Anakapalli district to take appropriate action within eight weeks.“°

There were delays in restoring alienated lands to their rightful tribal
land owners. For instance, on 12 August, 30 Konddhu PVTG tribals of
Ramannadorapalem Village in Anakapalli district, Andhra Pradesh were
forced to protest and seek the restoration of land pattas that were le-
gally issued in their names between 1978 and 1988. Their names were
excluded from the Record of Rights during a land re-survey. The tribals
were not given their rights despite a survey conducted by the Anakapal-
li Tahsildar on 14 March recommending that the pattas be granted to
them. On 14 August, ILAI filed a complaint with the NHRC for its inter-
vention to expedite the restoration of land pattas to the PVTG tribals.”
Similarly in Odisha, 1,535 cases of alienated tribal land were pending
for restoration to the original tribal landowners by the authorities, while
19,690 cases were pending in courts as of 5 December.*?

Violations of Indigenous Peoples' rights by security
forces and armed opposition groups

With the exception of Jammu and Kashmir, armed conflicts in India are
concentrated on the territories mainly inhabited by Indigenous Peo-
ples. Indigenous Peoples were the victims of human rights violations in
2024, including death in custody and torture.

Some of the cases reported in 2024 included:
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« alleged killing of a 25-year-old Indigenous man in the custody
of the Excise Department in Ranchi, Jharkhand following his
arrest during a raid to seize illegal liguor on 6 January;*

+ death of a 22-year-old Indigenous man who committed sui-
cide unable to bear the trauma of being beaten by a policeman
during a night patrol in Ratlam district, Madhya Pradesh on 26
January;**

«  torture of two Indigenous men by the Officer-In-Charge of
Kharsidag Police Outpost in Ranchi district, Jharkhand after
they refused to admit to a crime they had not committed on
19 June;“®

»  torture of a 30-year-old Indigenous man by police at Chipilma
Police Outpost in Sambalpur district, Odisha on suspicion of
stealing a car battery on 3 July;*

+ death of a 25-year-old Indigenous man due to alleged torture
at Myana police station in Guna district, Madhya Pradesh af-
ter he was picked up in connection with a case of theft on 14
July;

* death of a 49-year-old Indigenous woman due to alleged tor-
ture in police custody after her arrest in a suspected Narcot-
ic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances Act-related case in
Changlang district, Arunachal Pradesh on 19 July;*®

»  beating of 10 Indigenous students by police for resisting their
forcible entry without permission into KKM College in Pakur
district, Jharkhand in connection with a case of abduction on
the night of 26 July;*

» death of a 45-year-old Indigenous man due to alleged torture
during questioning in a theft case at Pandhana Police Station
in Khandwa district, Madhya Pradesh on 23 August;®°

« illegal detention and torture of two Indigenous brothers, in-
cluding RPF personnel trying to pull out one of the victim's
nails with pliers and pouring boiling water on his feet on suspi-
cion of theft of railway property at Chhidagua village in Sund-
argarh district, Odisha on 2 October;"

+ death of a 34-year-old Indigenous man due to alleged torture
following his arrest on charges of stealing rubber sheets at
Manubazar police station in South Tripura district, Tripura on 17
October;*? and

+ death of a 24-year-old Indigenous man who committed sui-
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cide unable to bear the repeated harassment in connection
with a family dispute case by police officers of Palakurthi po-
lice station in Jangaon district, Telangana on 19 October.5®

A number of Indigenous Peoples in the North-Eastern region and the
Naxalite-affected areas in the “tribal belt” were victims of human rights
abuses in 2024, including extrajudicial killings and detention by securi-
ty forces. On 16 July, three Indigenous men were killed in an alleged fake
encounter by police on charges of being militants in Cachar district,
Assam.®* On 12 November, two young Indigenous girls were arrested,
allegedly for participating in a protest in Kondapalli, Bijapaur district,
Chhattisgarh.5®

Armed opposition groups (AOGs), especially the Maoists, contin-
ued to target Indigenous Peoples during 2024 on charges of being “po-
lice informers”, in clear violation of international humanitarian law. The
victims of Maoist violence included:

* atribal youth was killed in Gadchiroli district, Maharashtra on
29 March;%¢

* a25-year-old tribal man was abducted and killed in Kandha-
mal district, Odisha on 26 May;*’

* atribal man was shot dead at Timdi village in Kondagaon dis-
trict, Chhattisgarh on 7 June;® and

»  two tribal brothers were killed in Mulugu district, Telangana on
22 November.%’

Situation of Indigenous women

The individual and collective rights of Indigenous women and girls are
regularly denied or violated in private and public spaces. Sexual vio-
lence, trafficking, killing or being branded a witch, militarization or State
violence, and the impact of development-induced displacement re-
main major issues faced by women and girls.

In a positive development, on 19 December the Supreme Court
urged the Union government to amend the Hindu Succession Act, 1956
to ensure equal inheritance rights for Scheduled Tribe women. The law
currently excludes ST women from equal rights in paternal property
unless specifically notified by the government. The Court reiterated a
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2022 judgement that termed this exclusion “bad in law" and highlight-
ed the constitutional guarantee of equality. The Court emphasized the
need to end this discrimination, which persists even after 70 years of
independence, and called for immediate legal reform to empower tribal
women and promote gender justice.®®

The trend of sexual violence against Indigenous women and girls
continued both on the part of the security forces/government officials
and non-tribals.

On 20 January, two Indigenous girls aged 12 and 14 years were ab-
ducted from Naharlagun Railway Station in Papum Pare district, Arun-
achal Pradesh by four persons, including a constable of the Indian Re-
serve Battalion (IRBn), and subjected to repeated gang rape at various
places until their rescue on 22 January. The Arunachal Pradesh Police
informed the NHRC that the accused had been arrested and charge
sheets filed against them, with disciplinary action initiated against the
IRBN constable.® On 2 February, a 17-year-old tribal girl was raped by
a forest official at a village near Nagarahole Tiger Reserve in Nellore in
Mysuru district, Karnataka. The accused took the victim to his friend's
house by luring her with a well-paid job. The accused was arrested and
jailed.®? On 15 November, a 17-year-old Indigenous girl was gang raped
by her school headmaster, two teachers and a forest official in Manen-
dragarh-Chirmiri-Bharatpur district, Chhattisgarh. They also took vid-
eos of the sexual assault and threatened that they would release the
videos on social media if she disclosed the assault to anyone. The vic-
tim was again gang raped by the four on 22 November. All four accused
were arrested and charged under various provisions of the law.®®

Some of the other reported cases of Indigenous women/girls tar-
geted for sexual violence by non-tribals/upper castes during 2024 in-
cluded the rape of at least seven tribal girl students by a non-tribal who
would call them posing as a female teacher using a voice changing app
and then ask them to come to a deserted place to discuss their schol-
arships, in Sidhi district, Madhya Pradesh between January and May;%
the alleged rape and burning alive of an 11-year-old deaf and mute tribal
girl by two upper caste men while she was playing in the field of one of
the attackers in Karauli district, Rajasthan in May;*® the gang rape of two
female Indigenous minors by non-tribals while they were returning af-
ter attending a festival in Goalpara district, Assam on 3 May;*¢ the gang
rape of a 27-year-old tribal woman by eight individuals in Raigarh dis-
trict, Chhattisgarh on 19 August;*’ the rape and attempted murder of a
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13-year-old tribal girl by the son of a political leader at her home in Dak-
shin Dinajpur district, West Bengal on 28 August;®® the sexual assault
of a 10-year-old girl by a non-tribal in Papum Pare district, Arunachal
Pradesh on 31 August;®’ the rape of a tribal woman engaged as a do-
mestic help by her employer after spiking her juice drinks in Ernakulam
district, Kerala on 15 October;° and the rape of a 50-year-old woman by
three non-tribal men who lured her to a room on the pretext of offering
her work in Hyderabad district, Telangana on 4 November.”" In the ma-
jority of these cases, those accused were arrested. However, in the case
of the alleged rape and burning alive of the 11-year-old deaf and mute
tribal girl by two upper caste men in Karauli district, Rajasthan, the po-
lice were accused of a shoddy investigation as the FIR mentioned no
rape charges from the victim’'s family and local tribals, who demanded
a proper enquiry by the Central Bureau of Investigation in September.”

Police were also accused of inaction and attempting to protect
persons accused of sexual violence against Indigenous women and
girls. In February, a tribal woman from Guna district, Madhya Pradesh
was compelled to upload a video on social media voicing her anguish
at the repeated failure of the police to register her complaint and take
action against a government teacher who had raped her multiple times
over the past two years. Despite approaching the police numerous
times, her pleas for justice were ignored. Only after her video went viral
did the police register her complaint. However, instead of filing the case
under the appropriate sections for rape, the police chose to invoke less-
er charges, further undermining the gravity of her ordeal.”® On 24 Octo-
ber, a 15-year-old tribal girl was gang raped by three men in Thiruvanan-
thapuram district, Kerala. The crime was reported to the police on the
same day but the police registered the complaint only on 26 October.
In addition, the police officers visited the survivor's home and attempt-
ed to pressure her parents into downplaying the incident in an effort to
protect those accused.”

Situation of tribal Internally Displaced Persons in
India

The Brus, also known as Reangs, who were displaced from Mizoram due
to ethnic violence in 1997, continued to face problems in their resettle-
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ment areas in Tripura in 2024. The Brus were resettled in four districts
of North Tripura, Dhalai, Gomati and South Tripura.”® On 29 November,
over 100 Brus blockaded a national highway, demanding allocation of
agricultural land in 13 Bru resettlement locations in Dhalai district. Ac-
cording to the protestors, while signing the agreement for the perma-
nent settlement of Brus in Tripura in 2020, the government had prom-
ised agricultural land for all the families. However, only some families
were given the land.” The protest by the Brus effectively brought atten-
tion to their plight. On 22 December, Union Home Minister Amit Shah
inspected a Bru resettlement camp during his visit to Tripura and in-
structed officials to promptly address the grievances and issues raised
by the Brus.”

The condition of the displaced Gutti Koya Indigenous people from
Chhattisgarh who sought shelter in the neighbouring States of Telan-
gana, Andhra Pradesh, Maharashtra and Odisha due to the conflict be-
tween the Salwa Judum and Maoists in 2005 continued to be dismal.
They live in difficult conditions, excluded from social security benefits.
On 8 November, the National Commission for Scheduled Tribes asked
the Government of India and state governments to submit a detailed
report on the status of the Gotti Koya tribals. Some 50,000 Gutti Koya
tribals live in 248 settlements in the forests of Odisha, Andhra Pradesh,
Telangana and Maharashtra.”®

In a rare case of success, 156 Chakma families who were displaced
by the Hollongi airport in Arunachal Pradesh stood vindicated with
respect to the corruption and misappropriation of Rs 27.51 crores set
aside for their rehabilitation and resettlement. These funds were misap-
propriated by the Chakma Rehabilitation and Resettlement Committee
established by the authorities. Based on the complaint of the Chakma
Displaced Family Justice Demand Committee in 2022, the Special In-
vestigation Cell (SIC) of Arunachal Pradesh Police registered FIR No.
09/2022.7% After the investigation found massive corruption and crim-
inal misappropriation, in October, the SIC filed its charge sheet under
Sections 120(B)/406/409/420 of Indian Penal Code read with Section
13(2) of the Prevention of Corruption Act before the Special Judge (Pre-
vention of Corruption Act), Papum Pare district, Arunachal Pradesh in
Case No. PCA-07/2024 entitled Bijay Ranjan Chakma & 9 Others and
the first hearing took place on 17 December.&°
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India under review by the UN Human Rights Council

From 1-23 July 2024, in its 141t session, India was under review by the
Human Rights Council. Indigenous Peoples had submitted their shadow
report® and advocated for the inclusion of recommendations relevant
to their situation. In the concluding observations from the session,®? at
least six recommendations highly relevant to Indigenous Peoples were
made by the committee. One such recommendation was to guarantee
the systematic application of the participation processes necessary
to obtain the free, prior and informed consent of Indigenous and tribal
peoples in relation to all decisions that affect them and in accordance
with international standards and to ensure compliance with the agree-
ments reached with the State and public and private companies.

NAGA HOMELAND

Even among the Naga people themselves, the notion of Naga nation-
hood as perceived today in the modern sense has not been around for
long. Traditionally, Nagas were territorial and restricted themselves
more or less to their own villages, the protection of which is their prime
concern.®® Nagaland covers an area of 16,579 sq. kms and has a pop-
ulation of almost 2.2 million people (as per the 15" Indian Census held
last in 2011). Its official boundary is with the Indian states of Arunachal
Pradesh to the North, Assam to the West, Manipur to the South and My-
anmar (Burma) to the East, and it is one of the least populated states
in India. To this day, the Nagas are divided into Burmese Naga and In-
dian Naga, the result of colonial and post-colonial arrangements. This
means the Nagas are Indigenous to North-Western Myanmar and the
North-Eastern India.

2024 commenced with contention over the Ministry of Home
Affairs’ (MHA), decision to scrap the Free Movement Regime (FMR)
between India and Myanmar in order to ensure the internal security
of the country and to maintain the demographic structure of India’'s
North-Eastern States bordering Myanmar.8“ The Nagaland Legislative
Assembly subsequently passed a unanimous decision appealing to the
Government of India to reconsider its decision as this would cause in-
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convenience to the Naga people living on both sides of the international
border.®> The official decision to end the FMR is yet to be notified. The
FMR along the India-Myanmar border was introduced in 1970 as a bilat-
eral arrangement between India and Myanmar and was implemented in
2018 as a part of India’s Act East Policy.8¢

Ensuring integration of Indigenous youth and
women

Indigenous youth have much to contribute to the community as em-
powered individuals with a deep sense of understanding of their Indige-
nous identity, culture, a sustainable and just society and the connection
to their land and territories. However, one cannot deny the immense
challenges they are confronted with as a result of the intergenerational
effects of colonization and assimilation policies. Often, they are faced
with hard choices such as systemic discrimination in the justice sys-
tem and other institutionalized structures of governance, uncertainty
over territorial boundaries, and socio-economic marginalization while
also trying to maintain their roots as an Indigenous community.

The State has an instrument at their disposal with which to bolster
the inclusion of Indigenous youth in the areas of decision-making and,
indeed, is required to implement policies revolving around Indigenous
Peoples and youth in particular.

The case of women inclusion could also be seen as an inspiration.
With 523 candidates, 325 male and 198 female, after a gap of two dec-
ades, the first-ever Urban Local Bodies (ULBs)?® election took place in
Nagaland state on 26 June 2024 with 33% of seats reserved for women.
Out of 278 seats, the women won 102 seats, thus ushering in more fe-
male participation in the public space.® This can be seen as a positive
development building on the two women who were directly elected to
the Nagaland Legislative Assembly (NLA) in 2023.8?

This can be seen as an initial step in Indigenous youth and wom-
en being able to fully participate in political processes, be accepted by
their male counterparts and have their roles in decision-making and
policy development strengthened.

Also, complementing the State, there was a show of significant
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progress in gender equality in terms of the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) as per the reports released by the NITI (National Institu-
tion for Transforming India) Aayog, on 12 July 2024.%°

Justice and recognition

The commitment to work to provide a culturally-relevant, restorative
and holistic system of justice for Indigenous Peoples came to nothing,
resulted in distress following the Supreme Court of India’s decision on
17 September 2024 to terminate the criminal proceedings against 30
Indian Army personnel involved in the 4 December 2021 Oting Massa-
cre, in clear violation of human rights and representing another step
backward in the pursuit of justice and accountability.” Following this,
the State government filed a Writ Petition (Criminal) regarding the Su-
preme Court's ruling.”? There are also several developing community
approaches, such as various mass-based organizations and others”
making an exerted effort for a just decision to be made. What's more,
the inability to process the case in a timely manner means the fami-
lies of the victims are left waiting with the burden of carrying the costs
of the case proceedings, as well as the stigma that follows an unre-
solved case.

RIIN = The Register of Indigenous Inhabitants of Nagaland® was
launched in June 2019 by the State Government with the help of a
three-membercommittee. Theimplementation of the RIIN is an attempt
to provide authentication of the Indigenous inhabitants of Nagaland. By
2021, however, it had been suspended following protests by the apex
body of Naga Tribes and other minority tribes that it could result in the
exclusion of the Naga population residing outside the State boundary,
in addition to other unforeseen and dangerous implications. However,
despite the suspension, following the submission of reports and rec-
ommendations from the Cabinet Sub-Committee, the State Govern-
ment nevertheless decided, on 20 September 2024, to implement the
RIIN in four minority tribes of the State, namely the Garo, Kachari, Kuki
and Mikir, which in turn drew criticism as being discriminatory in nature
thereby also violating the fundamental rights of its citizens.?®

With the Naga population scattered over certain areas of the State
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of Arunachal Pradesh in the North-Eastern part of India, the Govern-
ment of Arunachal Pradesh’s decision to remove the Naga name from
official usage in the districts of Tirap, Changlang and Longding came as
arude shock, thereby denying the population the use of their traditional
names, resulting in the matter of identity becoming a major concern.?®
This directive was in alignment with the State’s policy to better repre-
sent the identity of the local population.

The 2023 Manipur conflict between the Meitei and the Kuki-Zo trib-
al community witnessed various forms of violent acts committed such
as arson, vandalism, murder, plundering, rape, abduction and others.
The Nagas living in the State of Manipur have been affected by the eth-
nic violence as it has caused displacement, the destruction of villages
and properties, deaths and others. The year 2024 also continued to wit-
ness the impact of the approach implemented by both the State and
the central government, such as shoot on sight, indefinite curfew and
other efforts, which only resulted in the atrocities and the tension be-
tween the two communities spiralling out of control despite pleas from
the community that prejudiced policies would only encourage further
violence. Since the start of the conflict, nearly 226 people? have been
killed, dozens of women raped and thousands of people displaced?®
internally and also outside the State.?” The recovery of the bodies of
women and children abducted sparked further protests, with the gov-
ernment bearing the brunt of people’s discontent over its lackadaisical
approach towards ensuring the protection of the communities involved.

In an attempt to appeal to the three communities, Kuki-Zo, Meitei
and Naga, to stop the violence, the legislators from the affected com-
munities met central government officials'® but nothing substantial
was discussed and, without any assurance of an end to the ongoing vi-
olence, no further steps could be taken.

With pressure from the front-line mass organizations and others
calling for an early conclusion to the prolonged political dialogues, the
ongoing Indo-Naga Peace Process, which strives to recognize the his-
torical and political rights of the Nagas for a self-determined future in
consonance with their distinct identity, saw the resumption of peace
talks in early October following the invitation from the central government
to the leaders of the National Socialist Council of Nagalim (NSCN-IM).102
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Traditions reinforcing freedom, faith and beliefs

The Nagas have always relied on their Indigenous culture-based ap-
proach of knowing, understanding and acknowledging any cultural dis-
ruptions that may alter the community’s way of life.

With the repatriation of ancestral remains a vital act of cultural re-
vitalization and reclamation of heritage for many Indigenous commu-
nities globally, the October 2024 repatriation of a 19"-century “horned
Naga skull”, valued at around GBP 3,500-4,500. This had originally been
put up for auction by the Swan at Tetsworth, a UK-based antique and
auction house, but subsequently withdrawn following adverse reac-
tions from the Forum for Naga Reconciliation (FNR) and the State.’®3
This event also marked a notable step for the FNR in its commitment to
facilitating and consolidating the various human activities surrounding
ancestral Naga human remains.’®*

As a movement towards decolonization through continued prac-
tice of the traditional political system of governance, 22 November
2024 marked the beginning of a new 30-year leadership cycle for Long-
khum village. This village, inhabited by the Ao tribe under the district
of Mokokchung, still maintains and follows a defined political institu-
tion called the Putu Menden. This is the supreme authority in the village
run on a cyclical pattern for a period of 30 years.'°® The assertion of the
practice of an Indigenous political system/structure of governance is
important in order to restrain the impacts of exploitation and domina-
tion, which pose a threat to their cultural survival and to myriad knowl-
edge systems.

Outlining inequality and exclusion, the continued demand for a
Frontier Nagaland Territory (FNT), which has been seen as an alternative
to Statehood since 2010, on 16 December 2024 the Eastern Nagaland
Peoples’ Organization (ENPO) announced its decision to temporarily
accept the FNT offer from the Government of India (Gol), with executive,
financial and legislative autonomy and further tripartite talks to resume
on 5 January 2025."°¢ While recognizing their broader aspirations, the
State also confirmed the Gol's decision for a temporary arrangement.
The legacy of inequality and exclusion has made Indigenous Peoples
more vulnerable to impacts associated with the restoration and preser-
vation of political, social and cultural practices. Furthermore, citing the



PART 1- Region and Country Reports - India 203

loss of cohesion, lack of development, negligence towards the Eastern
part of Nagaland and their identity as Nagas, having distinct social and
cultural ties to the land and its resources, it is relevant to set up a so-
cial order and social support systems that can maintain a community’s
adaptive, supportive and developmental capacities to meet their actual
needs through institutions that serve the interests of the community.

To conclude, by advocating for the critical role of Indigenous youth,
the State can help develop durable integrated solutions for them, in par-
ticular being able to accelerate and affect youth mobility and decisions
as the need for solutions becomes ever-more critical. For Indigenous
communities, the matter of resources and other issues are intense and
deeply entrenched. Keeping the youth within the system, while still pro-
viding a sustainable process to meet their needs is a continued chal-
lenge and the path to an agreeable transition. The events of 2024 re-
main fraught with confrontations.
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“"Supreme Court calls for property rights parity for tribal women.”

Hindustan Times, 20 December 2024. https://www.hindustantimes.com/
india-news/supreme-court-calls-for-property-rights-parity-for-tribal-
women-101734665720536.html

Complaint of ILAl dated 31 January 2024 filed with the NHRC registered as
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indiatimes.com/city/bhopal/man-posing-as-female-teacher-using-voice-
changing-app-raped-7-tribal-girls-in-madhya-pradesh/articleshow/110413296.
cms
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girl-burnt-alive/2100757/
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session.” The Times of India, 18 December 2024. https://economictimes.
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resettlement promises.” India Today NE, 29 November 2024. https://www.
indiatodayne.in/tripura/video/tripura-bru-community-blocks-assam-agartala-
highway-over-pending-resettlement-promises-1129412-2024-11-29

“"Amit Shah inspects Bru package rollout; gets feedback from Brus at their
village in Tripura.” The Times of India, 23 December 2024. https://timesofindia.
indiatimes.com/india/amit-shah-inspects-bru-package-rollout-gets-feedback-
from-brus-at-their-village-in-tripura/articleshow/116581163.cms

“Maoist violence: ST panel urges Centre, States to submit detailed report

on status of Gotti Koya tribals. “The Hindu, 10 November 2024. https://www.
thehindu.com/news/national/maoist-violence-st-panel-urges-centre-states-
to-submit-detailed-report-on-status-of-gotti-koya-tribals/article68851897.ece
Arunachal airport rehabilitation scam victims seek action over delay in
submitting probe report, The Sentinel, 3 July 2024. https://www.sentinelassam.
com/north-east-india-news/arunachal-news/arunachal-airport-rehabilitation-
scam-victims-seek-action-over-delay-in-submitting-probe-report
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Indonesia has a population of approximately 250 million peo-
ple.! The Indigenous Peoples’ Alliance of the Archipelago —
Aliansi Masyarakat Adat Nusantara (AMAN), an independent
Indigenous organization that represents 2,512 Indigenous
communities throughout Indonesia, totaling some 20 million
individual members — estimates that the number of Indigenous
Peoples in Indonesia stands at between 50 and 70 million indi-
viduals.?

Since Indonesian independence in 1945, and as of 2024,
the government’s transmigration program® have moved more
than 10 million people from the densely populated islands of
Java, Madura, Bali and Lombok to places that have large are-
as of land on the islands of Sumatra, Sulawesi, Kalimantan and
Papua that are considered empty but which, in fact, are inhab-
ited by Indigenous Peoples.*

The third amendment to the Indonesian Constitution rec-
ognizes Indigenous Peoples’ rights in Article 18b-2.5 In more
recent legislation, there is implicit recognition of some Indige-
nous Peoples’' rights, referred to as: Masyarakat Adat or Masyar-
akat Hukum Adat, including Act No. 5/1960 on Basic Agrarian
Regulation,® Act No. 39/1999 on Human Rights,” and MPR De-
cree No. X/2001 on Agrarian Reform.® Act No. 27/2007 on Man-
agement of the Coastal Zone and Small Islands? and Act No.
32/2009 on the Environment™ clearly use the term Masyarakat
Adat and use the working definition (in terms of characteristics)
of AMAN." The Constitutional Court affirmed the constitutional
rights of Indigenous Peoples to their land and territories in May
2013, including their collective rights to customary forests.

While Indonesia is a signatory to the UN Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), government officials
argue that the concept of Indigenous Peoples is not applica-
ble as almost all Indonesians (with the exception of the ethnic
Chinese) are Indigenous and thus entitled to the same rights.
Consequently, the government has rejected calls for specific
needs from groups identifying as Indigenous.
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West Papua covers the western part of the island of New
Guinea and has been under Indonesian control since 1969
when control was taken over from the Netherlands. In 2022, the
Government of Indonesia established four new provinces or so-
called New Autonomous Regions (DOBs) in West Papua. The
four new DOBs are Papua Tengah Province, Papua Pegunungan
Province, Papua Selatan Province and Papua Barat Daya Prov-
ince. With these four DOBs, along with the two existing prov-
inces, namely Papua Province and West Papua Province, West
Papua is now divided into six provinces."

Based on 2024 Central Bureau of Statistics data for each
province, the total population in West Papua is 6.2 million peo-
ple. This is up from a population of 4.4 million people divided
across the two provinces in 2022. Since West Papua was di-
vided into six provinces, there is no valid data on the number
of Indigenous Papuans in each province. A portion of the pop-
ulation in the six provinces are migrants who came from oth-
er parts of Indonesia through government-sponsored trans-
migration programs. In big cities such as Jayapura, Merauke,
Manowari and Sorong, the migrant population already out-
numbers the Indigenous population, whereas in inland areas
(mountains), the Indigenous population is still larger than the
migrant population.™

West Papua has the most diverse range of cultures and
languages in Indonesia. While Bahasa Indonesia is the offi-
cial language spoken now, there are more than 250 tribal lan-
guages spoken by Indigenous Papuans today."® West Papua is
divided into seven distinct customary territories: Mamberamo
Tabi (Mamta), Saireri, Mee Pago, La Pago and Ha Anim in Papua
province and Domberai and Bomberai in West Papua province.’

Since Indonesia took control of the region in 1969, West
Papuans have continued to seek independence from Indone-
sia. Ever since, Indigenous Peoples in West Papua have been
faced with forced displacements,” land grabbing,™ restricted
access of foreign journalists and human rights monitors' and
S0 on.
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Election of Prabowo Subianto

024 was a year that greatly affected Indigenous Peoples in Indo-
nesia, and one in which their political and legal situation wors-
ened.

Prabowo Subianto was elected President in March 2024 following
his predecessor, Joko Widodo.?° Subianto has emphasized a commit-
ment to continue the previous regime's agenda, including moving the
Nusantara State Capital (Ibu Kota Nusantara - IKN) to East Kalimantan.”
Claims have been made that the project is only being used as a political
tool to obtain funding/investment without giving serious consideration
to the fate of more than 20,000 Indigenous Peoples who are at risk of
being displaced by this project.?? The current regime is simply a con-
tinuation of the previous, as exemplified by the fact that most of the
previous regime's programs are ongoing. Further, Gibran Rakabuming
Raka, the elected Vice President, is the eldest son of former President
Widodo and former Mayor of Surakarta. During his time as mayor, and
throughout his nomination and election, his political career was replete
with controversy.?

The Prabowo-Gibran leadership is aimed towards investment and
business interests.?* The decision to separate the Ministry of Environ-
ment and Forestry into two separate ministries, for example, is in the
interest of forestry business and carbon trading.?® Additionally, the
economic interests of Prabowo's regime can also be seen by the estab-
lishment of agencies and institutions to speed up business and invest-
ment, such as the Daya Anagata Nusantara Investment Management
Board (Danantara) and even the maintaining of the Land Bank (Danan-
tara) fund and investment management institution formed by President
Prabowo Subianto to take more optimal care of State assets.? Further-
more, the challenges and threat of Indigenous territory appropriation
are increasing. There is no meaningful change in the new government's
efforts to prioritize the agenda of recognition, protection and fulfillment
of Indigenous Peoples' rights.?”

The new administration has also allowed the military's involve-
ment to become even stronger. Recently, President Prabowo issued a
Presidential Regulation that openly involves the military in forest area
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enforcement. Furthermore, various cooperation agreements between
the military and the government took place throughout 2024 to secure
State-critical objectives, including national strategic projects.?® The
pretext of State-critical objectives embedded in national strategic pro-
jectsis ajustification for military involvement in the security framework.

As such, the sectors related to natural resources and Indigenous
territories are highly vulnerable to confrontation with the military. In the
conflict of Rempang Island in 2024, Indigenous Peoples were threat-
ened with displacement due to a national strategic project and clashes
occurred when joint forces of the Indonesian National Army (TNI) and
the Indonesian National Police (POLRI) forced their way into the Indig-
enous village on Rempang Island, Riau Islands.?? At least six residents
were arrested, and several others—including women and children—
were the victims of tear gas.

Update on regulatory and business policies

Various policies, such as the Job Creation Law (UUCK),% the Criminal
Code (KUHP),*' the Law on the National Capital (WUUIKN),*? the Miner-
al and Coal Law (UU Minerba),*® and a series of operational policies in
many sectors, contain strong elements ignoring the existence of Indig-
enous Peoples and disregarding their rights.®* Further, while including
several business and investment priorities, such as the new State Cap-
ital development, there is not a single priority program related to Indig-
enous Peoples among the 17 Presidential priority programs listed in the
initial draft National Mid-Term Development Plan (RPJMN).3%

Stagnation of the Indigenous Peoples Bill

While the Indigenous Peoples Bill** was eventually reintroduced into the
National Legislation Program, the failure to deliberate and pass the bill
in 2024 still highlights the weak commitment of both the Government
and the Parliament.?” Contrary to this, throughout 2024, the Govern-
ment and Parliament passed various laws and regulations aimed at
serving investment interests and involving the appropriation of Indig-
enous lands, while the criminalization of Indigenous Peoples continues
to violate their rights.®®
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Discriminatory nature of land regulations

The Indigenous Peoples’ Alliance of the Archipelago (AMAN) and the
Civil Society Coalition have expressed their rejection®® of the imple-
mentation of Ministry of Agrarian Affairs and Spatial Planning/National
Land Agency Regulation Number 14 of 2024%° on Land Administration
and Registration of Indigenous Peoples’ Land, particularly in relation to
the implementation of tenure rights over Indigenous territories. This is
due to the failure of this regulation to strengthen the rights of Indige-
nous Peoples over their land, territories and resources. It contains fun-
damental errors that accelerate the loss of Indigenous territories from
their control and potentially triggers conflicts. The regulation excludes
lands on which tenure rights already exist and is discriminatory in na-
ture, reflecting the government's neglect of the spirit of and efforts to
restore Indigenous territories that have been appropriated by the State
through laws and allocation to various investments.

Energy transition policy

Energy transition is used as a justification for various policies that allow
the State to grant permits to corporations to appropriate Indigenous ter-
ritories for national strategic projects such as coal power plants, nickel
extraction and downstream processing, biodiesel, bioethanol, and oth-
ers. These policies serve only as an opportunity to further strengthen
corporate business under the guise of green policies.*' It is not just cap-
tive coal-fired power stations that have been built to support the energy
business but also large-scale hydroelectric power plants such as the
ones in Poso, which are aimed at securing an electricity supply for the
mining industry, particularly for mineral refining.“? A 30,000-hectare
Green Industrial Zone has been designated as a hub for the industri-
al sector, ultimately focused on the downstream processing of mined
commodities, with the claim that it is supporting the Nusantara State
Capital.** The geothermal project in the Indigenous Poco Leok commu-
nity in Manggarai, East Nusa Tenggara Province, and the Medco Group
biomass power plant using wood fuel have cleared vast areas of Pap-
ua's natural forests to establish plantations. These have blatantly vio-
lated the rights of the Poco Leok Indigenous Peoples in East Nusa Teng-
gara and the Marind people in Merauke, Papua, and have caused forced
displacements from their customary lands.*
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Relocation of the Nusantara State Capital (Ibu Kota Nusantara - IKN)
The government is revising the Nusantara State Capital Law,*® which
only strengthens the uncertainty surrounding the fate of 51 Indigenous
communities in the Nusantara State Capital (lbu Kota Nusantara —
IKN)“¢ who are at risk of being displaced from their ancestral lands at
any time due to a lack of legal guarantees over their land rights from
the State. This demonstrates that the development of IKN is not in-
tended to strengthen Indigenous Peoples as one of the key pillars of
the nation’s diversity and identity. The revised law states that corpo-
rations are granted privileges by the State to appropriate and monop-
olize the lands of Indigenous Peoples in the IKN through the granting
of 190 years of concession licenses for Cultivation Rights Titles (HGU)
and 160 years for Right to Build (HGB). This situation places Indigenous
Peoples in the Nusantara State Capital, particularly the Balik Sepaku
Indigenous Peoples, at risk of extinction due to the developments tak-
ing place there.””

Criminalization and violence against Indigenous
Peoples

Throughout 2024, AMAN recorded at least 121 cases of the appropria-
tion of 2,824,118.36 hectares of Indigenous territories in 140 Indigenous
Peoples’ communities by various sectors of the extractive industry
such as plantations, forestry and mining, all of which are the sectors
that saw the most conflict throughout 2024.4¢ Several factors con-
tribute to the increasing trend towards conflict in the plantation and
mining sectors, including the government's policy, which has opened
up vast opportunities for extractive industry investment in plantations
and mining.*’ This has been further exacerbated by the low recognition
and protection of Indigenous Peoples' rights and the centralization of
natural resource management by the government. One major issue is
that the principle of Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) has yet to
be established as the foundation for government decisions regarding
investment plans in Indigenous territories.%°
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Strengthening the resilience of the Indigenous
Peoples’ movement

The new government has not committed to protecting or respecting In-
digenous Peoples, apart from mention of the Draft Law on Indigenous
Peoples,® made verbally by Vice President Gibran during the Vice-Pres-
idential debate.®? At the regional level, however, the issue of Indigenous
Peoples did in fact gain strength in many regions. This means that the
space atregional level is more open, and thus needs to be continuously
protected through movement consolidation and community empower-
ment as there is always a significant potential for that open space to
close again.%?

Indigenous Peoples continue to face a government that favors
business and investment, without any commitment to the protection
of Indigenous Peoples' rights. However, the Indigenous Peoples’ move-
ment is increasingly showing resilience and strength and, despite dis-
crimination, land dispossession and violence being the main challeng-
es for Indigenous Peoples throughout 2024, they have managed to rise
and assert the struggle of Indigenous Peoples to protect their lands,
territories and resources.

West Papua

West Papuan youth
Many Indigenous Papuan youth communities exist in West Papua but,
in general, they can be divided into two types. The first is the youth com-
munity facilitated by the Indonesian government. They often create
youth organizations that they refer to as Papuan Indigenous youth or-
ganizations (not legal entities). However, these do not have a base and
they are not characterized as defenders of Indigenous Papuans. This
type is more likely to represent the interests of the government (State)
in West Papua. Papua Youth Creative Hub (PYCH) is one example of this
type of Papuan youth community and it is fostered by the State Intelli-
gence Agency (BIN).5

Meanwhile, the second type is a youth community that has
emerged from the Indigenous Papuans. This is a community that rep-
resents the interests and aspirations of Indigenous Papuans and has
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a base in almost all Indigenous areas of Papua. This youth communi-
ty has also formed several Indigenous youth organizations to fight for
the rights of Indigenous Papuans. The most relevant Indigenous Pap-
uan-based youth organizations in West Papua today are the Papuan
Indigenous Youth under the Papua Customary Council (Dewan Adat
Papua) and West Papua National Committee (KNPB).5°

There is also an Indigenous youth community affiliated to AMAN.5¢
This community more often organizes capacity-building activities for
young Indigenous people as a part of their struggle to defend the rights
of Indigenous Papuans.

Discrimination and stigma

KNPB is currently the youth organization in Papua that has the largest
youth community base in West Papua. The formation of the KNPB com-
munity is based on Papuan customary areas from Sorong (Domberai) to
Merauke (Ha Anim). KNPB, which was founded in 2008, is very consist-
ent in fighting for the rights of Indigenous Papuans, especially the right
to self-determination.

Since its inception, KNPB has been considered a radical Papuan
youth group fighting for separatism.” KNPB leaders have repeatedly
been imprisoned®® and even killed.?” KNPB is also referred to as an ex-
tremist militant pro-independent Papuan group.® However, this has not
stopped them from fighting for their cause.

In 2024, KNPB organized a demonstration against the transmigra-
tion program that was planned to be reopened in West Papua by Pres-
ident Prabowo.®' This plan is opposed by Indigenous Papuans.®> How-
ever, increasingly strong State repression of Indigenous Papuans has
caused a fear of expressing opposition. KNPB then organized Papuan
youth and Indigenous people to reject the transmigration program in
several cities in West Papua: in Jayapura, Nabire, Manokwari, Sorong,
Yahukimo and Wamena.®®

In August 2024, KNPB also organized a protest in Papua to com-
memorate the 62" anniversary of the New York Agreement,** which
paved the way for Indonesia's annexation of West Papua. At least one
demonstrator was reportedly injured by a rubber bullet and 95 were
arrested by police on charges of assault and vandalism. Protests took
place in the cities of Manokwari, Sorong Raya, Wamena and Yahukimo.®®

In March 2024, the Indonesian National Army (TNI) admitted to
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having detained 13 soldiers suspected of torturing a young man named
Definus Kogoya in early February 2024 in Puncak Regency, Papua Ten-
gah Province.®® The TNI claimed that Kogoya belonged to a separatist
group, which he did not, that was arrested after it allegedly opened fire
on officers guarding a health center in Omukia Village in Puncak Regen-
cy. However, Kogoya had previously been released by the police because
there was insufficient evidence that he was in fact the perpetrator of the
shooting of the health center guards in Omukia.®’

In September 2024, the Papuan youth community, together with
the church community in Papua, organized a “Stations of the Cross”
action to welcome Pope Francis to Indonesia.®® This was to express the
Papuan people's concern at the violence in Papua, which has result-
ed in internal displacement. President Joko "Jokowi"” Widodo received
Pope Francis, who called for global harmony and equality among hu-
man beings.

The online post “All Eyes on Papua” circulated shortly after the ac-
tion of several Awyu Tribe representatives at the Supreme Court office,
Jakarta, on 27 May 2024.%° “All Eyes on Papua” is a campaign by the
Awyu Tribe to prevent the expansion of oil palm plantations on their
traditional lands, which is driving massive deforestation. Because of
the expansion of oil palm plantations, the entire natural forest cover of
West Papua was reduced by 663,000 hectares between 2011 and 2019.7°
Meanwhile, deforestation of natural forests in Tanah Papua, over the
January-February 2024 period, recorded 765.71 hectares.”

The struggle of Indigenous Peoples in the southern part of West
Papua continues. This is particularly in regard to the development of the
National Strategic Project (PSN) food estate in Merauke, South Papua
province, a company that is set to develop rice fields, sugarcane and
bioethanol plantations under the guise of food security over an area
of two million hectares. This has resulted in the heavy militarization of
the area, along with land grabbing, forced displacements of Indigenous
Peoples, deforestation and ecosystem degradation and pollution. This
effort has been criticized and rejected by the local Indigenous people
due to a lack of FPIC, environmental damage, and militarization. Fur-
thermore, allegations have been made that the development sites of
the project overlap, inter alia, with Indigenous Peoples’ customary for-
est areas, sacred places, ancestral paths, grounds and traditional con-
servation areas, as well as areas of high conservation value, which are
being destroyed.”



PART 1- Region and Country Reports - Indonesia 221

The Merauke PSNis dividedinto three parts. First, the 500,000-hec-
tare sugarcane and bioethanol plantation development project. Sec-
ond, the land optimization project, which was originally between 40,000
and 100,000 hectares. Third, a new rice field project managed by the
Ministry of Defense and the Ministry of Agriculture with an area of one
million hectares.”

Internal displacement continues

Around December 2024, hundreds of civilians in Oksop District, Pe-
gunungan Bintang Regency, Papua Mountain Province, mainly belong-
ing to the Indigenous Ngalum tribe, fled to the forest.”* They became
anxious on seeing the deployment of military personnel to their villages
and were not informed of the reason for the deployment. The military
personnel are said to have entered along the paths used by the commu-
nity to go to their gardens and forest. Apart from the Bintang Mountains,
this displacement also occurred in Intan Jaya and Tambrauw regency.”®
According to the Papua Legal Aid Institute (LBH Papua), the armed
conflict in West Papua over the 2018-2023 period resulted in 76,228
civilians being displaced, many of whom are Indigenous Papuans.’> A
year earlier, the number of internally displaced people in West Papua
reached 60,642, with 732 of them having died.”” Internally Displaced
People (IDPs) refers to people who are forced to leave their homes but
remain in the same country.”

These IDPs are barely included in the existing State social pro-
tection system so their basic needs are scarcely met. In addition, IDP
children cannot access basic education because they have not been
registered in the Basic Education Data System (DAPODIK).” Likewise,
IDPs who have the right to participate in elections cannot vote because
they are not registered and polling stations are not provided for them.8°

Terrorizing press freedom

In October 2024, the editorial office of Jubi Media was pelted with Mol-
otov cocktails by unknown individuals. This was the first terror attack
against press freedom using Molotov cocktails in Papua.? Before Jubi's
editorial office was bombed, there had been a series of terror attacks
on the leadership of Jubi, which is known for consistently defending the
rights of Indigenous Papuans.
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The two Indigenous Peoples of Japan, the Ainu and the
RyudkyGans (or Okinawans), live on the northernmost and south-
ernmost islands of the country’s archipelago.

The Ainu territory stretches from Sakhalin and the Kuril
Islands (now both Russian territories) to the northern part of
present-day Japan, including the entire island of Hokkaido.
Hokkaido was unilaterally incorporated into the Japanese state
in 1869. Although most Ainu still live in Hokkaido, over the sec-
ond half of the 20" century, tens of thousands migrated to Ja-
pan'’s urban centres for work and to escape the more prevalent
discrimination on Hokkaido. Since June 2008, the Ainu have
been officially recognized as an Indigenous people of Hokkai-
do; however, this does not imply full recognition of their rights
in accordance with the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indige-
nous Peoples (UNDRIP). The most recent government surveys
put the Ainu population in Hokkaido at 11,450 (2023) and in the
rest of Japan at 210 (2011), although experts estimate the actu-
al population to be much higher.!

The Ryakytans (Okinawans) live in the RytkyG Archipelago,
which constitutes what is now known as “Okinawa Prefecture”
in Japan. Okinawa is the largest and most populated island of
the archipelago. The Ryudkydans (Okinawans) have unique cul-
tural characteristics and are composed of six major Indigenous
language groups.? In 1879, Japan annexed the Rylkya Islands
to Japanese territory and established “Okinawa Prefecture”. Af-
ter World War Il, the Rytkya Islands were relinquished to the US
military in exchange for Japanese independence. In 1972, the
islands were returned to Japanese sovereignty. Today, approx-
imately 1.45 million people live in Okinawa Prefecture. The Japa-
nese government still does not recognize the RylkyG people as
an Indigenous group in Japan and the proportion of Indigenous
people among the total population of Rydkyds is difficult to es-
timate. A significant part of Okinawa Island is occupied by US
Army and Japanese Defense Forces' military installations.

Japan has adopted the UN Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) - although it does not recognize
the unconditional right to self-determination. It has not ratified
ILO Convention 169.
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Ainu

Ainu demands ignored
espite Ainu expectations to the contrary,® none of the Ainu-relat-
ed developments for 2024 involved any significant policy gains,
and the year has passed relatively quietly.

In spite of the submission of a 93,000-signature petition* ® in
March, and an in-house seminar sponsored by the Citizens' Alliance for
the Examination of Ainu Policy held at the Tokyo House of Representa-
tives in May,® the mandated five-year review of the Ainu Policy Promo-
tion Act was limited to scantily publicized, year-end hearings conduct-
ed in various locations in Hokkaido by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and
Communications. Four Members of Parliament attended the in-house
seminar held in May but as of time of writing, there has yet to be any
movement at the Parliament level. It is expected that there may be a
formal Parliamentary debate on the matter later in the fiscal year (i.e.,
by the end of March 2025), once the local hearings of Ainu in Hokkaido
and Tokyo have concluded.

Other developments were significant only in that they similarly ig-
nored or neglected longstanding Ainu demands. As forecast, in April,
the verdict of the Raporo Ainu Nation litigation against the Japanese
State and Hokkaido Prefectural Government went in favour of the State.
Meanwhile, designation in Hokkaido of Japan's 35" National Park, the
Hidakasanmyaku-Erimo-Tokachi National Park,” occurred without any
significant consultation of the Ainu people.

Release of Ainu-themed films

On the contrary, what public attention that did occur was given to the
simultaneous release of four films that feature Ainu as their theme:
two historical pieces Kamui no Uta® and Sisam,’ Ainu Puri,® a docu-
mentary about a contemporary Ainu family, and the major-release en-
tertainment film Golden Kamuy." Unlike the live-action movie Golden
Kamuy, based on the well-known manga and anime of the same name,
which has enjoyed widespread popular success and contributed to an
increase in interest in Ainu culture, historical and documentary works
such as the former three films tend to receive little public appraisal.
Sisam is noteworthy in that it may be the first major-release cinema
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to portray Edo-Era colonization of Hokkaido from the standpoint of the
Ainu people, a point which has led to criticism of Hokkaido Mayor Suzuki
(see below), who showed his support by visiting the filming location.”

Continuing incidents of hate speech

All of the above occurred despite the results of the Survey on the Living
Conditions of the Ainu, published in 2023," indicating worsening living
conditions for the Ainu: the number of Ainu respondents on social wel-
fare was 1.3 times that of non-Ainu residents in the same municipalities,
arise of 4.9 % and, meanwhile, there was a 5.8% rise in the perception
of incidents of discrimination to 31% from the previous survey in 201714

I[ronically, much of the attention on the film Sisam in Hokkaido cen-
tred around discriminatory remarks sent to Hokkaido Governor, Naom-
ichi Suzuki, after he showed his support for the film by publicly posting
photos of the actors’ courtesy visit to his office to his “X" page. Governor
Suzuki has refrained from commenting on the remarks in consideration
of the individual's rights to freedom of expression.’

Unrelatedly, police were deployed outside a gathering held in
southern Sapporo City in December by the right-wing organization,
Nippon Kaigi, which publicly solicited the attendance of children to a
street event that included art and a public lecture purported to portray
the “true history” of Hokkaido. Panels at the event questioned the In-
digeneity of the Ainu people, and a featured lecturer claimed that the
content of the "Ainu Supplementary Reader”, a teaching material dis-
tributed to elementary and junior high schools in the prefecture, was
problematic in its statement that Hokkaido “was unilaterally made part
of Japan without the consent of the Ainu people”™

Resistance by Ainu and their supporters

Ainu and their supporters have refused to take ongoing discrimination
lightly. Different protest events, with varying degrees of gravity and so-
cial impact, were held throughout the year. In December 2023, after a
kick-off event for a cartoon book designed for consciousness-raising
against racial discrimination, Ainu Moyamoya (Feelings of Unease) by
Ainu scholar Mokottunasi Kitahara held at Hokkaido University, a num-
ber of articles were published about the event.” After a first protest in
February 2023 in response to hate speech remarks made by Member of
Parliament Mio Sugita,'®" a second protest, led by an Ainu Elder against
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Sugita, was held in January 2024 by a multi-ethnic steering committee
in solidarity with Okinawan and burakumin (caste or descendant group)
supporters and attended by approximately 200 citizens.?° There has
been no response, however, from Ms Sugita or the Liberal Democratic
Party (LDP) to which she belonged at the time.

April marked an historic event in which the Japanese Society of
Cultural Anthropology, just days after having delivered an official apolo-
gy to the Ainu people for past research wrongdoings,? participated in an
Ainu-sponsored forum on research ethics.?? To Ainu disappointment, the
other three academic societies participating have refused to offer sim-
ilar apologies, despite the holding of yet a second forum in December.

In May, the National Ainu Museum issued the Uainukor Declara-
tion,?* stating that it would not accept discrimination against its em-
ployees, and that it would strive to raise anti-racism consciousness.
In July, upon the visit to Hokkaido of Minister of State for Okinawa and
Northern Territories Affairs, Ms Hanako Jimi, Governor Suzuki demand-
ed that a nationwide survey on awareness of the Ainu be conducted.?®

It is also of note that the Hewlett-Packard Foundation-sponsored
Mori Kawa Umi Project officially launched their homepage?® in Novem-
ber. The project aims to document traditional Ainu usages of the sea,
rivers, and forest of Ainu territory by combining interviews with Ainu
Elders with historical documentation. The project adds a heretofore un-
taken advocacy twist to this seemingly innocuous topic by positioning
Ainu land and resource use rights within the framework of UN human
rights instruments and examining the physical changes to the envi-
ronment of Ainu territory through the lens of how they have historically
been wrought by the colonial processes of development.

Ryilkylans (Okinawans)

Rape committed by US soldier in Okinawa

In June 2024, the Okinawa prefectural government learned that a U.S.
Air Force soldier had abducted an underage girl to his home and sex-
ually assaulted her in December 2023. The American soldier was in-
dicted in March 2024. Nonetheless, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
Japan (MOFA) did not report the incident to the Okinawa prefectural
government until June 2024.%7 This incident triggered a series of pro-
tests and rallies organized by citizens and municipalities against the
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U.S. military, the MOFA, and the Japan Defense Agency.?82%30:31|n Oc-
tober 2024, Rytkytan women brought the issue of sexual abuse faced
by women in Okinawa due to the presence of the U.S. military to the
attention of the United Nations (UN) Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).32 The CEDAW Committee
urged the Japanese government to take appropriate action to punish
those responsible for sexual assaults and ensure adequate compen-
sation for the victims. The Japanese government officials stated that
the government would “request the U.S. to implement thorough meas-
ures to prevent future incidents and accidents” through the review of
the “liberty system”, which regulates the conduct of U.S. personnel.
Additionally, they plan to establish a new consultative forum in col-
laboration between the U.S. military, the Japanese government, the
prefecture, and local communities.

In December 2024, the Naha District Court sentenced the per-
petrator to just five years in prison3® while, according to the Tokyo Bar
Association, the charge for non-consensual sexual intercourse ranges
from 5 to 20 years.** As reported by the Rydkyd Shimpo newspaper, the
charge was lighter than expected (at least seven years), since: (1) the
victim was a minor, (2) the prosecution had asked for seven years, and
(3) the judge remarked on the "viciousness"” of this case.

Indigenous Ryilikydan youth engagement with the UN
In April 2024, Shinako Oyakawa and Shimabukuro Riku Akamine from
the Association of Comprehensive Studies for Independence of the Lew
Chewans (ACSILs), along with RytkyGan diasporic youth, participated
in the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues in New York.*® They drew
attention to the fact that the Japanese government does not recognize
the RylUkydan people as Indigenous and is violating the UN Declaration
of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) by failing to protect their
Indigenous rights and turning Rydkydan land into a military colony.
Furthermore, in July 2024, at the meeting of the Expert Mecha-
nism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (EMPRIP) in Geneva, Kanako
Matsuda of the GINOWAN Churamizu Association delivered a state-
ment addressing water contamination with per- and polyfluoroalkyl
substances (PFAS) leaked from the U.S. military bases in Okinawa.3®
She highlighted that the loss of biodiversity, PFAS contamination of
water resources, and noise pollution caused by the base construction
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have made Okinawa a victim of environmental racism,*” and the result-
ing damages have disproportionately affected socially and culturally
disadvantaged groups, such as women and children. She called on the
Japanese government to firmly urge the U.S. military to take responsi-
bility for the environmental pollution and degradation.

In September 2024, Risako Sakai and Alexyss McClellan-Ufugusu-
ku, who also attended the EMRIP meeting in Geneva, gave reports in
Naha, Okinawa, to inform the public about Indigenous rights and move-
ments.*8 3% Approximately 70 people attended this event where speak-
ers reported on their advocacy activities at the UN, which were focused
on highlighting the impacts of the construction of the U.S. military base
at Henoko and cases of sexual violence committed by U.S. soldiers, and
discussing the way in which their activities and statements at the UN
address the current situation of Rydkyd Islands and the Indigenous
RydkyUan peoples' right to self-determination.“® In addition, they called
for solidarity between RyikyGan peoples and other Indigenous Peoples
around the world. The local newspaper, Rylkyld Shimpo, covered the
event.

Interaction with other Indigenous Peoples around the world

In February and April 2024, Maori youths, members of the Aotearoa
(New Zealand) government scholarship programme to develop human
resources for cultural revival and economic activities based on Maori
traditions and values, visited RyUkyd. During the visit, the delegation
learned about RyUkyG's history and culture and discussed issues and
future prospects as Indigenous Peoples with a common history of
forced colonization. The delegation visited the Okinawa prefectural gov-
ernment, where the Vice Governor, Yoshimi Teruya, among other things
noted that: “Okinawa was once an independent kingdom, known as the
RyUkyG Kingdom. Similarly, many islands in Oceania also have histories
of independence. | look forward to the continued development of ex-
Changes_”lﬂ, 42, 43, 4b, 45, 46

Indigenous language revitalization movement

At a symposium on RyUkydan languages held in Naha City in September
2024, GACHIMAF, an Indigenous Ryukytan rapper, performed arapin the
Okinawan language (i.e., Uchinaguchi). This marked the first rap perfor-
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mance at the event and provided a unique opportunity for elderly native
speakers and younger generations raised in Japanese—the language of
the Japanese colonizers—to connect and reaffirm their cultural identi-
ties.*” In December 2024, in a symbolic act to highlight Okinawa’s unique
culture and language(s),*® a group of RydkyGan students from Okinawa
Christian University read the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights
in Uchinaguchi, one of the RydkyGan Indigenous languages,* at the
SDGs National Forum held by Okinawa Prefecture in Naha City.

Revitalization of traditional culture

In March 2024, RytkytGan women living in the U.S. organized a gathering
in Hawai’i, inviting women with hajichi (traditional RytkyGQan tattoos on
women's hands).%° “I want the next generations to understand Okina-
wa's history before colonization and to recognize the significance that
we have ancestors from/in Okinawa,” said the organizer, Mariko Middle-
ton. "I want the future generations to feel proud of their heritage.”

The construction of the new U.S. military base at Henoko

On 10 January 2024, the Japanese government began the landfill work
on the Oura Bay of Henoko, ignoring the opposition of the people of
Okinawa Prefecture. The governor, Denny Tamaki, held a press confer-
ence and appealed for a halt to the construction and for dialogue be-
tween the Okinawa Prefecture and the Japanese government. Protests
are still ongoing at Henoko. Nonetheless, the Japanese government
has continued the construction without dialogue with the governor.5" 52

The repatriation movement for the remains of RylikyGan people
In June, the American Anthropological Association's Commission for
the Ethical Treatment of Human Remains (TCETHR) released its final
report on the remains and burials of the world's Indigenous and minor-
ity peoples, including interviews with Rydkydans in 2023, with a cov-
er photo of one of the sites where Rylkydan remains were stolen, the
Mumujyana-baka.?® This report states that, “no research or exhibition
should be conducted without the consent of the relatives and/or com-
munity."5*

In the same month, the National Museum of Ethnology in Osaka
established guidelines for the return of RylUkydan-origin zushigame
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(decorated pottery container for storing the bones of one's ancestors)
and cinerary urns to their original owners, who are the ritual successors,
and published it on its website.

The likely explanation for the establishment of the guidelines is the
ongoing efforts of the Nirai Kanai nu Kai, an advocacy group dedicat-
ed to the repatriation of Rydkytan remains. Since 2023, this group has
been urging the museum to identify and return the original custodians
of the collection, given the ambiguity of the acquisition route. Despite
these requests, the museum has not provided any updates or reports
to the group. Moreover, the guidelines appear to be problematic, as
they determine the “legitimacy” of ritual successors or bereaved family
members through the lens of the colonizers, mandating specific meth-
ods and storage locations even after the return, along with the adher-
ence to community customs. Such stipulations imposed by the muse-
um interfere with the self-determination rights of the Rylkyd people.
The Nirai Kanai nu Kai has highlighted this concern. The museum has
yet to respond.
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With a population of just over 7 million,' the Lao People’'s Dem-
ocratic Republic (Lao PDR or Laos) is the most ethnically di-
verse country in mainland Southeast Asia.? The ethnic Lao,
comprising around half of the population, dominate the coun-
try economically and culturally. There are, however, some prov-
inces and districts where the number of Indigenous people
exceeds that of the Lao and where their culture is prominent.
There are four ethnolinguistic families in Laos and Lao-Tai lan-
guage-speaking groups represent two-thirds of the popula-
tion. The other third speaks languages belonging to the Mon-
Khmer, Sino-Tibetan and Hmong-Ew-Hmien families and they
are considered to be the Indigenous Peoples of Laos. Officially,
all ethnic groups have equal status in Laos, and the concept
of Indigenous Peoples is not recognized by the government,
despite the fact that Laos voted in favour of adopting the UN
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). The
Lao government uses the term ethnic group to refer to Indige-
nous people.

The Lao government currently recognizes 160 ethnic sub-
groups within 50 ethnic groups. Indigenous Peoples, especially
those who speak Hmong-Ew-Hmien languages, are unequivo-
cally the most vulnerable groups in Laos. They face territorial,
economic, cultural and political pressures and experience var-
ious threats to their livelihoods. Their land and resources are
increasingly under pressure from pro-investment government
development policies and commercial natural resource ex-
ploitation. Indigenous people lagged behind the majority Lao-
Tai at all economic levels. They have more limited access to
healthcare, lower rates of education, and less access to clean
water and sanitation. Indigenous people relying on unimproved
or surface water range from between 20 to 32.5%, compared
to just 8.5% of Lao-Tai and, while only 13.9% of Lao-Tai practise
open defecation, that rises to between 30.3 to 46.3% among
Indigenous people.®

Laos has ratified the International Convention on the Elim-
ination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD) (1974), the
Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination
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Against Women (CEDAW) (1981) and the International Cov-
enant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) (2009). The Lao
government, however, severely restricts fundamental rights,
including freedom of speech (media), association, assembly
and religion, and civil society is closely controlled. Organiza-
tions openly focusing on Indigenous Peoples or using related
terms in the Lao language are thus not allowed, while open
discussions about Indigenous Peoples with the government
can be sensitive, especially since the issue is seen as pertain-
ing to special (human) rights.

Challenges for Indigenous youth

espite political commitment and support from international
agencies and technological innovations, many adolescents and
youth from Indigenous communities in Laos remain marginal-
ized.* Indigenous youth in Laos faces a number of issues, ranging from
violence and early death from accidents to suicides, alcohol and sub-
stance abuse and many more. Adolescent girls are often particularly
vulnerable. Addressing early marriage, adolescent pregnancies, poor
nutrition, and improved access to Sexual and Reproductive Health
(SRH) services, including contraception, as well as promoting healthy
lifestyles, emerge as priority areas.®
Access to education is one of the key challenges, with many still
struggling with schooling in a language that is not their mother tongue.
Further, high inflation and devaluation of the national currency have
caused many schools in Indigenous communities to close due to the
lack of teachers; this further exacerbates the critical situation of access
to education amongst Indigenous children and youth.®
Early marriage is widespread in Indigenous communities and the
average adolescent birth rate is one of the highest in the region, with
marked differences between urban and rural areas where a lack of
roads results in poor health and barriers to self-development.”
In many Indigenous communities, youth migrate to neighbouring
Thailand, where they can earn as much as three times what they would
be paid in Laos per month.®
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Most of the victims of human trafficking, violence and sexual ex-
ploitation are girls and adolescents. In 2024, 46 human trafficking cas-
es were reported, including 40 girls under the age of 18. Many of those
cases involved brokers and criminal networks deceiving women into
dangerous and illegal activities, often linked to cyber-scam operations
run from call centres. In some instances, minors were coerced into ille-
gal marriages with foreign nationals. The majority of trafficking cases
occur in Special Economic Zones (SEZs), particularly the Golden Tri-
angle Special Economic Zone (GTSEZ), where criminal groups exploit
weak regulations and law enforcement challenges.’

Initiatives targeting Indigenous youth

The Lao People's Revolutionary Youth Union (LYU), acting as the offi-
cial youth wing of the Lao People's Revolutionary Party (LPRP) since
the 1970s, is in charge of developing policy for the country’s youth.”® In
February 2024, LYU organized its IV Quarterly Review Meeting and pre-
sented the plan for 2024. The plan focuses, among other things, on ed-
ucating young peoplein political ideology, with special consideration for
Indigenous youth in remote areas, undertaking projects to prevent drug
problems, road accidents, combat human trafficking, and other issues,
as well as continuing to provide vocational training and job creation for
youth." In October, Laos hosted the Third ASEAN Youth Dialogue 2024,
themed "“Enhancing Comprehensive and Resilient Supports for Sus-
tainable ASEAN Youth Development”. Throughout the dialogue, sup-
ported by the ASEAN Secretariat, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and
the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), youth representatives reviewed the
ASEAN Youth Development Index in line with Laos’ youth development
strategy.” Unfortunately, Indigenous youth were not even mentioned
during the event, illustrating that cultural issues and human rights is-
sues were not on the agenda of the organizers.

Also in 2024, in partnership with the Lao National Radio and with
support from the European Union, UNICEF hosted a media workshop
with young people from Luang Namtha, Bokeo, and Oudomxay prov-
inces, regions known to have a high percentage of Indigenous Peoples,
to empower youth voices and explore how youth can leverage media
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to advocate for child rights, focusing especially on issues such s edu-
cation and digital learning. Many Indigenous youth who participated in
the workshop are now producing content for various media, from social
media to radio,” including raising awareness about the environment,
not just about safeguarding nature but about securing a brighter and
healthier future for generations to come.™

Visit by the UN Special Rapporteur in the field of
cultural rights

Alexandra Xanthaki, the UN Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural
rights, visited Laos over 10 days in 2024. She declared that “Lao PDR
must not sacrifice cultural diversity and cultural rights in the name of
economic development and state unity.” Although Lao PDR legislation
recognizes cultural rights, Xanthaki remained concerned about policies
that assimilate ethnic minorities and Indigenous Peoples into the main
Lao ethnic group, as well as the colorization of culture for tourism. The
expert highlighted prejudice against non-dominant cultural practices
labelled as “backward”, policies promoting “good culture” aligned with
the party line, Lao-only education without cultural accommodation,
and village relocations threatening traditional lifestyles.

The expert acknowledged the government's efforts towards eco-
nomic development and poverty reduction but noted that development
was viewed narrowly through a socio-economic lens: “Proper consulta-
tion where people can express their needs and grievances, let alone the
free, prior and informed consent of local communities, is not possible
where civic space simply does not exist and people fear retaliation.””™

Decree on the Protection Forest

The Decree on the Protection Forest was ratified by the Prime Minister
in January. The decree replaces and considerably expands the decree
published in 2010 (from 32 to 69 articles). Article 31recognizes the cus-
tomary use of the Protection Forest, something that local people have
long practised, including timber and non-timber forest products. Such
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activities are allowed in the village forest only and in accordance with
the Protection Forest management plan and the law. On the other hand,
Article 39 encourages and promotes the livelihood development of lo-
cal people residing in or adjacent to the Protection Forest so that they
can have better living conditions and stop shifting cultivation, which is
perceived as backward and environmentally destructive.

Itis important to note that this development should be understood
in the context of the State strategy to create permanent settlements,
with the allocation of land and housing and permanent production are-
as, and to encourage and promote commercial production and various
forms of economic cooperation that are environmentally friendly and
based on the potential of each local area, such as growing crops, ani-
mal husbandry, etc.”®

Recognition of land rights inside State forests

Finally, to end on a positive note, 2024 saw the adoption of the Lao reg-
ulatory framework, which recognizes customary rights inside State for-
ests, in which over 3,000 communities, mostly Indigenous, are located.
This framework includes the Resolution of the Standing Committee of
the National Assembly on Approval for Rights in Using Forest Land;" the
Prime Minister's Order on Land Tenure Recognition in Forestland,”® de-
fining the roles and responsibilities of the Ministry of Natural Resourc-
es and Environment (MONRE) and Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry
(MAF); and the draft MAF Instruction on Implementation of Prime Min-
ister’s Order.

Development partners have provided significant financial support
for the recognition of tenure rights inside forestland and Free, Prior,
and Informed Consent (FPIC) has been mainstreamed in the procedure
guideline used on the ground.

The implementation of the national regulatory framework support-
ing the recognition of customary land rights inside State forests will
directly promote Indigenous Peoples' resilience, traditional livelihoods,
food security and rights to protect their traditional land from external
threats.
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The final version of the MAF Instruction is under preparation and
several drafts have been presented to the development partners and
ministries for comments. The exact modalities and criteria for recog-
nition are yet to be finalized. This will allow Indigenous people living in
Production, Protection and Conservation Forests to obtain land titles
and land-use certificates leasing individual land, and will enable Indige-
nous communities’ collective rights to be formalized through the Village
Forest Management Protection and Conservation Contract (VFMPC).

Meanwhile, in December 2024, with the financial support of the
World Bank, the Department of Agricultural Land Management initiat-
ed a Strategic Environmental and Social Assessment (SESA) to ensure
that potential risks and impacts, including deforestation, loss of biodi-
versity, elite capture, lack of participation of poor and female headed
households, etc., are inventoried and that mitigation measures are pro-
posed. Formalizing rights does not necessarily lead to tenure security.
The Lao government faces the double challenge of ensuring a balance
between forest protection while at the same time promoting individual
and community land rights inside State forests. One of the key factors
of success in this exercise remains the quality of the engagement of
Indigenous communities and the extent to which their inputs are taken
into consideration, and that the diversity of Indigenous Peoples’ cus-
tomary tenure systems are recognized."”
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The 2020 Census shows that the Indigenous Peoples of Malay-
sia were estimated to account for around 11% of the 32.4 million
national population. They are collectively known as Orang Asal.
The Orang Asli are the Indigenous Peoples of Peninsular Malay-
sia and they numbered 206,777 in 2020.

The 18 Orang Asli subgroups within the Negrito (Semang),
Senoi and Aboriginal-Malay groups account for 0.8% of the
population of Peninsular Malaysia. In Sarawak, the Indigenous
Peoples are collectively known as Natives (Dayak and/or Orang
Ulu). They include the Iban, Bidayuh, Kenyah, Kayan, Kedayan,
Lunbawang, Punan, Bisayah, Kelabit, Berawan, Kejaman, Ukit,
Sekapan, Melanau and Penan (and 12 new ethnic groups that
are discussed below). They constitute around 1.2 million or al-
most 50% of Sarawak’s population of 2.45 million people. In
Sabah, the 39 different Indigenous ethnic groups are known as
Natives or Anak Negeri and make up some 2.1 million or 62%
of Sabah'’s population of 3.4 million. The main groups are the
Dusun, Murut, Paitan and Bajau groups. While the Malays are
also Indigenous to Malaysia, they are not categorized as Indig-
enous Peoples because they constitute the majority and are
politically, economically and socially dominant.

In Sarawak and Sabah, laws introduced by the British dur-
ing their colonial rule recognizing the customary land rights
and customary law of the Indigenous Peoples are still in place.
However, they are not properly implemented, and are even out-
right ignored by the government, which gives priority to large-
scale resource extraction and the plantations of private com-
panies and State agencies over the rights and interests of the
Indigenous communities. In Peninsular Malaysia, while there is
a clear lack of reference to Orang Asli customary land rights in
the National Land Code, Orang Asli customary tenure is rec-
ognized under common law. The principal act governing Orang
Asli administration, including occupation of the land, is the Ab-
original Peoples Act 1954.

Malaysia has adopted the United Nations Declaration on
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the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and endorsed the
Outcome Document of the World Conference on Indigenous
Peoples but has not ratified ILO Convention 169.

Resilience in a world of challenges

n 2024, Orang Asal youth in Malaysia played a pivotal role in advocat-

ing for their communities’ rights, preserving cultural heritage, and ad-

dressing pressing socio-environmental challenges. Leveraging digi-
tal platforms and grassroots initiatives, youth emerged as key drivers of
change, balancing Indigenous knowledge with modern tools in order to
amplify their voices.

Youth-led initiatives, including short films, digital storytelling, and
community workshops, have become essential in raising awareness
about land rights and community struggles. For instance, Jahut tribe
member (Jungle Girl’) Nur Rafidah Man's digital campaigns promoting
forest-based products showcase the adaptability of Orang Asal youth
in combining economic empowerment with cultural advocacy.! Mean-
while the collective Apa Kata Wanita Orang Asli (AKWOA) empowers
young Orang Asli women to use creative media, including short films
and social media, to amplify their voices. Their TikTok account, with over
9,600 followers, highlights how Orang Asal youth are adapting to mod-
ern platforms to address identity, land, and education issues.?

These efforts have also bridged generational gaps, creating spac-
es for intergenerational knowledge transfer. While elders possess In-
digenous knowledge, youth are utilizing their technical expertise and
creativity to ensure these practices remain relevant and visible in to-
day’s world. Orang Asal youths in Sabah are also implementing their
initiatives, such as community workshops focusing on cultural identity
and heritage.® Through these programmes, youth participants explore
their ancestral roots while addressing contemporary challenges such
as climate change and socio-economic challenges, fostering a strong-
er sense of community and self-awareness.

Despite their remarkable contributions, Orang Asal youth often
face immense challenges that can feel overwhelming. Climate change,
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diminishing resources, and the ongoing loss of ancestral lands pose
significant threats to their communities. Many also struggle with pre-
serving their identity in the face of modern pressures, compounded by
the gradual erosion of Indigenous knowledge. These complex issues
highlight the importance of ongoing support and collaborative efforts to
bolster their resilience and empower them to continue their advocacy.

Child marriage also remains a pressing issue among Orang Asal
communities, which is often linked to poverty and lack of education-
al access. For example, in Sarawak in 2023, there were 2,026 reported
teenage pregnancies.* While Malaysia's civil law sets the minimum le-
gal age for marriage at 18, girls as young as 16 can marry with a special
licence granted at the discretion of the Chief Minister. In contrast, native
customary laws often lack a defined minimum age, considering girls
"mature” once they experience their first menstruation. This loophole
has led to troubling cases where underage rape victims are married to
their perpetrators, perpetuating cycles of abuse.®

Law and policy developments

Meanwhile, their communities continue to face significant legal and
systemic challenges. In Sarawak, the Interpretation (Amendment) Bill
2022 facilitated a progressive change by approving over 3,000 applica-
tions for Native status for children of mixed marriages since November
2023, marking a milestone in identity and legal recognition.® However,
the Bajau Laut (or Palau), the nomadic sea community in Sabah, remain
stateless and marginalized. Their lack of legal recognition has left them
without access to education, healthcare, and basic services. Reports
in 2024 of violent demolitions of their stilted homes further exacerbat-
ed their vulnerability. Advocacy groups are intensifying calls for legal
protection and recognition of their traditional livelihoods.” Currently, the
native courts are seen as crucial in upholding Indigenous traditions and
mediating disputes yet they are often under-resourced and limited in
scope. Proposals for reform include expanding their jurisdiction, pro-
viding adequate training for court officials, and integrating customary
laws with broader legal frameworks to strengthen Indigenous govern-
ance and autonomy.®
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In parallel, there are discussions to amend the Orang Asli Act,
which advocates hope will provide stronger protections for Orang Asli
rights, particularly in the context of land tenure and community gov-
ernance.? Activists are pushing for clearer legal recognition of custom-
ary lands and mechanisms to ensure Free, Prior, and Informed Consent
(FPIC) in all decisions affecting Orang Asli territories.

However, these efforts face significant challenges, particularly
from initiatives such as the controversial role of the Pahang Orang Asli
Corporation (ORACO). ORACO has been criticized for attempting to cen-
tralize control over Orang Asli agricultural lands, prioritizing corporate
interests over the welfare and autonomy of Orang Asli communities.
Many Orang Asli leaders have accused ORACO of undermining custom-
ary land rights by pushing for monoculture plantations and profit-driven
projects without adequate consultation. This has led to growing calls
for transparency and a halt to ORACO's actions until safeguards are im-
plemented to protect Orang Aslilands and livelihoods within a culturally
appropriate framework.™®

Struggle for lands and resources

Orang Asal lands across Malaysia remain under threat from deforesta-
tion, mining, and large-scale development projects. Extensive logging
in Kelantan has exacerbated soil erosion and flash flooding, contami-
nating water sources essential to Orang Asli communities.” Similarly,
the Upper Baram Forest Area in Sarawak, once an Indigenous-led con-
servation model, has faced setbacks due to logging concessions and
a lack of transparency. Abrupt cancellations of international conserva-
tion agreements have sidelined Indigenous communities, undermining
efforts to sustainably manage 283,500 hectares of forest and agricul-
tural land.”? Despite these challenges, Indigenous leaders continue to
advocate for the revival of conservation initiatives and greater Orang
Asal involvement in forest governance.

As Malaysia moves closer to enacting a national climate change
bill, civil society groups and Orang Asal leaders are emphasizing the
critical need to incorporate Orang Asal rights into this legislation. De-
velopment projects aimed at mitigating climate change, such as solar
farms and hydroelectric dams, often proceed without the FPIC of Indig-
enous communities.”™ The proposed 300-megawatt hydroelectric dam
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in Kelantan's Nenggiri Valley threatens to displace over 1,000 Orang
Asli.* Similarly, Sarawak’'s ambitious plans to become the “Battery of
ASEAN" involve building multiple cascading dams across 10 river ba-
sins, including the Baram Dam, which was halted in 2015 due to strong
resistance from Orang Asal communities.’ 7 While the Baram pro-
ject was suspended, concerns persist about its potential revival, which
would threaten over 20,000 Orang Asal and submerge significant tracts
of ancestral land. Projects like the Tutoh/Apoh Dam, also proposed in
Sarawak, have drawn criticism for bypassing FPIC protocols.™

In Sabah, silica mining in Kudat and the Nature Conservation
Agreement (NCA) are both framed as climate change mitigation meas-
ures. The silica mine in Kudat is intended to extract silica for the pro-
duction of glass used in solar panels, a key component of renewable
energy infrastructure. Meanwhile, the NCA aims to generate carbon
credits by preserving forests in Sabah, contributing to global carbon
offset programmes. However, these initiatives have often disregarded
Orang Asal voices and FPIC principles, raising concerns about their so-
cial and environmental impacts. Orang Asal leaders stress the need for
greater transparency and community participation to ensure that such
initiatives respect their socio-cultural and ecological significance while
truly delivering on their climate promises. 2°

Rare earth mining has also emerged as a significant concern, par-
ticularly in Pahang and Perak, where mining projects are being pursued
to meet the growing global demand for green energy technologies.
While these resources are touted as essential for the energy transition,
the extraction processes are often invasive, threatening ecosystems
and displacing Orang Asal communities. Many families are now forced
to travel long distances for clean water, as mining activities further ex-
acerbate water scarcity.?

There have, however, been some landmark victories in Orang Asal
rights. In Perak, the recent case of the Ulu Geruntum mini-hydro dam
highlights the importance of Orang Asal advocacy and judicial support. In
September 2024, a Malaysian court ruled against a mini-hydro dam pro-
ject in Ulu Geruntum, citing the failure of developers to secure FPIC from
the Orang Asli communities affected. The dam, proposed without proper
consultation, would have affected Orang Asli villages, disrupted their live-
lihoods, and caused significant environmental damage. The court deci-
sion not only halted the project but also awarded nominal compensation
to the community for the destruction of their ancestral grave sites and
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trees. This demonstrates the potential of legal systems to uphold FPIC
principles and safeguard against encroachment.?? And in the Taiping
High Court, the Orang Asli's right to their land was upheld. However, this
ruling limited their claims to core settlement areas, excluding traditional
foraging and hunting grounds that are equally vital for their cultural and
economic survival.?® This limitation highlights ongoing challenges in se-
curing comprehensive land rights despite legal victories.

Global advocacy and regional dynamics

The international community has increasingly recognized the struggles
and contributions of Malaysia's Orang Asal. The Universal Periodic Re-
view (UPR) highlighted the need for stronger protections for land rights,
environmental justice, and FPIC. Key recommendations from the UPR
included ensuring the full implementation of FPIC in all development
projects impacting Orang Asal lands, addressing gaps in the enforce-
ment of land rights, and establishing clear mechanisms for Orang Asal
participation in policy-making processes. These recommendations
also stressed the importance of providing targeted support for Orang
Asal women and youth to enhance their representation in leadership
roles.?* Similarly, the CEDAW Committee’s concluding observations
emphasized the marginalization of Orang Asal women, calling for tar-
geted actions to combat child marriage, improve access to education,
and implement gender-sensitive land policies.?® Notably, this was the
first time a shadow report has been submitted to the CEDAW Commit-
tee by Malaysian Orang Asal groups, and this significantly influenced
the strength and specific nature of the concluding observations.?

The coming year presents both challenges and opportunities for
Malaysia's Orang Asal. Development pressures are expected to intensi-
fy, particularly from energy and resource-based projects. However, the
resilience and advocacy of Orang Asal communities, supported by in-
ternational recommendations and youth-driven initiatives, offer hope for
stronger recognition of their rights. Key priorities include strengthening
FPIC processes, integrating Indigenous knowledge into policy frame-
works, and ensuring equitable benefit-sharing. Youth empowerment,
cultural preservation, and environmental stewardship will remain central
to building resilient and self-determined Orang Asal communities.
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There is no accurate information on the number of Indigenous
Peoples in Myanmar, partly due to a lack of understanding in
the country of the internationally-recognized concept. The gov-
ernment claims that all citizens of Myanmar are “Indigenous”
(taing-yin-tha) and, on that basis, dismisses the applicabili-
ty of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
(UNDRIP) to Myanmar. Indigenous Peoples' rights activists use
the Burmese language term hta-nay-tain-yin-tha to describe
Indigenous Peoples, based on international principles that use
the criteria of non-dominance in the national context, historical
continuity, ancestral territories and self-identification.

According to the 1982 Citizenship Law, ethnic groups who
have been present in the current geographical area of Myan-
mar since before 1823 (the start of the first British annexation)
are considered taung-yin-tha? (national races). Eight ethnic
groups are recognized as national races: Kachin, Karen, Karen-
ni, Chin, Mon, Burman, Arakan and Shan. In the government’s
classification, smaller groups are lumped in with bigger groups
and sub-groupings. However, there are a number of ethnic
groups that are considered or see themselves as Indigenous
Peoples, such as the Naga, who would not identify with any of
those groups.

In accordance with the 2008 Constitution,®* Myanmar/Bur-
ma is divided into seven states, seven regions, and one union
territory. The seven states are named after seven large ethnic
groups namely, Kachin, Kayah (Karenni), Kayin (Karen), Chin,
Mon, Rakhine and Shan States. The Bamar (Burmese) do not
have a specifically named state but they are the dominant eth-
nic group in those seven regions (Sagaing, Magway, Mandalay,
Yangon, Ayerywaddy, Thanyntharyi and Bago) and the Union
Territory of Nay Pyi Taw. There are also five self-administered
zones and one self-administered division that form part of re-
gions or states, each named after the ethnic group that forms
the majority in the area (Naga, Danu, Pa-0, Palaung, Kokang
and the Wa).
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On 1 February 2021, the Myanmar military (Tatmadaw) at-
tempted a coup d'etat by deposing Aung San Su Kyi's National
League for Democracy (NLD), forming the State Administration
Council (SAC) as a "de facto” government. In reaction to this,
ousted members of parliament formed the National Unity Gov-
ernment (NUG) in April 2021, which continues in its attempts
to act as the legitimate government in exile. In the post-coup
era, the overall trajectory of the conflict in Myanmar has been
one of expanding control by revolutionary forces, including the
newly-formed People's Defence Force (PDF) acting under the
NUG, independent local defence forces, and well-established
Ethnic Armed Organizations (EAOs) who have been fighting
for the self-determination of the ethnic groups they repre-
sent for decades. As such, Myanmar is presently a patchwork
of mixed-controlled areas, where receding SAC control fluc-
tuates, and resistance actors attempt to solidify governance
mechanisms.

Myanmar voted in favour of the UNDRIP, adopted by the
UN General Assembly in 2007 but has not signed the Interna-
tional Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Dis-
crimination (ICERD), nor has it ratified ILO Convention No. 169.
It is party to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), the Convention on
the Rights of the Child (CRC), and the International Covenant
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). Myanmar
has not ratified the International Covenant on Civil and Polit-
ical Rights.

SAC forced conscription puts Indigenous youth in
peril

erhaps signifying a desperate response to unprecedented ter-
ritorial and military losses that were being incurred toward the
end of 2023 and into 2024 across vast swathes of the country,
the State Administration Council (SAC) announced it would be enforc-
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ing the “People’s Military Service Law"” on 10 February 2024.“ The law,
commonly known as the “conscription law"”, requires male citizens
aged 18 to 35 and female citizens aged 18 to 27 to perform mandatory
military service.

Initially, the SAC outlined plans to recruit 5,000 people per month
beginning in April;® figures released by the opposition National Unity
Government's data repository suggest, at the turn of the year, that there
were over 22,000 people who had been conscripted.® This notification
spurred various responses from youth looking to avoid the draft. Large
numbers of Indigenous youth living in areas still controlled or partial-
ly controlled by the SAC migrated toward areas controlled by Ethnic
Armed Organizations (EAOs), as well as to neighbouring Thailand, Ma-
laysia, and India.”

According to a report by the NGO, Human Rights Foundation of
Monland (HURFOM), the imposition of the draft in Mon and Karen States
and the Tanintharyi Region has led to a range of destabilization factors
for Indigenous communities. Socio-economic foundations are reported
to have weakened where crucial sectors, such as agriculture, have been
impacted by the loss of labour, further exacerbating food shortages and
economic hardships. In addition, traditional social and political struc-
tures are said to have been undermined as young people either flee or
are taken away, the authority of community leaders has weakened, and
communities’ ability to govern themselves has been diminished.®

The practice of forced conscription is not unique to the SAC and
is also practised by EAOs. The Myanmar National Democratic Alliance
Army (MNDAA), an ethnic Kokang EAO, is reportedly forcibly recruiting
men from IDP camps and demanding manpower quotas from local -
many of them Indigenous - communities.” Another EAO, the Restora-
tion Council of Shan State (RCSS), has reportedly threatened to confis-
cate the property of families whose members evade conscription into
its ranks.’® Meanwhile, in Paletwa township, forcible recruitment by the
United League of Arakan/Arakan Army (ULA/AA) led to further Indige-
nous Chin youth migration away from the township."

Indigenous populations on the brink

As Myanmar's civil war approaches four years, Indigenous communi-
ties continue to face a severe humanitarian toll. By the end of 2024, the
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number of internally displaced persons (IDP) was reported to be over 3.5
million.” A large proportion of this figure correlates to where fighting is
particularly intense, such as the Northeast, Northwest, Southeast and
Western extremities of Myanmar — ethnic states with high proportions
of Indigenous communities — where high access restraints persist.™ Ex-
emplifying this situation, the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) has predicted that Rakhine State in western Myanmar faces the
imminent threat of acute famine and has warned over 2 million people
will be at risk of starvation in 2025.™

Furthermore, according to the digital rights group, Access Now, at
least 80 townships and 13 out of the 14 states and regions of Myanmar
were continuing to face ongoing internet shutdowns and phone line dis-
connections as of March 2024.”® The initiation of communication black-
outs is one aspect of the SAC’s military tactics to cut off and isolate
communities in active conflict areas and they are imposed concurrent-
ly with travel and trade blockades. Indigenous people living in isolated
areas are impeded from accessing information regarding troop move-
ments, escalations of fighting, incoming airstrikes and how to mitigate
the risks of displacement in conflict zones. Furthermore, online means
of education remained severely hampered and humanitarian actors,
journalists and researchers struggled with the task of humanitarian re-
sponse, monitoring human rights violations, and reporting on the situ-
ation in Myanmar.

Territorial gains, losses, and jostling for position

In early 2024 — as Operation 1027 persisted (see The Indigenous World
2023) - EAOs continued to gain and, in large part, consolidate vast
swathes of SAC-held territory as outposts and regional commands fell
in many ethnic states. According to a report by the Special Advisory
Council for Myanmar, the SAC had lost “stable control” over townships
covering 86%of the country’s territory and 67% of the population.'
While this signified the continued shrinking of the SAC as a military
force and its ability to administer large areas of Myanmar, overlapping
territorial claims between some EAQs, in some regions, are becoming
more apparent in the vacuum.
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The Kachin Independence Army (KIA) made significant gains in
Northern Myanmar, securing control over rare earth mining areas in
Kachin State Special Region 1 close to the Chinese border.” The KIA
emphasized the opportunity for unity among the Kachin Indigenous
communities, pledging a focus on regional development and human-
itarian principles while ensuring economic and social well-being.™
However, tensions have risen in northern Shan State, as the KIA and
Ta'ang National Liberation Army (TNLA) began competing to offer pub-
lic services in liberated areas. For example, in Kutkai Township, a mixed
Kachin and Ta'ang area, residents from both ethnic groups raised con-
cerns that the two armed groups were replicating forms of Burmese
chauvinism in the education sector where a focus on either Kachin or
Ta'ang history and language was being taught at the expense of stu-
dents from the other group.”

In western Myanmar, Chin community members have raised simi-
lar concerns about the incoming United League of Arakan/Arakan Army
(ULA/AA) administration in Paletwa Township. In January, the ULA/AA,
which fights for the “national liberation and restoration of Arakan sover-
eignty to the people of Arakan”?° declared it would maintain administra-
tive control over Chin State's Paletwa Township, having ousted the SAC
from all its military infrastructure in the township.?’ The majority ethnic
group in the township, the Khumi people, who are a Chin sub-group,
have raised concerns related to a range of ethnocentric approaches to
ULA/AA governance, including the imposition of Arakan language in-
struction within schools,?? and other forms of discrimination, such as
being targeted for forced labour and conscription.

Airstrikes, artillery and landmines

As the SAC continued to cede territory and accrued heavy losses, air-
strikes increased dramatically in 2024. At the turn of the year, there had
been a reported 1,769 deaths across the country, a higher figure than
the combined total of the previous three.?® A large proportion of air-
strikes carried out by the SAC take place in ethnic states, including in
areas populated by Indigenous Peoples. For example, according to the
Assistance Association for Political Prisoners (AAPP), Rakhine State
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had the highest rate of deaths as a result of SAC airstrikes, where, by
October, there had been 159 civilian deaths.?*

Perhaps predictably, a large proportion of airstrikes have hit
non-military targets, such as schools, churches and medical facili-
ties. For example, in Chin State alone, 104 airstrikes were document-
ed in 2024, destroying or damaging 20 schools, six churches and four
medical facilities, leading to 58 deaths and 91 injuries to civilians, often
where no active fighting had been taking place.?® The consequence of
thisis thatit prevents displaced people from returning to areas now free
of the SAC's control and beginning to rebuild their lives.?®

The ongoing threat of landmines and other unexploded ordnance
(UXO) also continues to impede the ability of Indigenous communities
to pursue lives and livelihoods amidst ongoing conflict. According to
the International Campaign to Ban Landmines (ICBL) report at the end
of 2024, Myanmar has, for the first time, recorded the most casualties
in the world from antipersonnel landmines, documenting 1,003 victims
during the reporting period.?” In Chin State, for example, Indigenous
communities face the risk of stepping on landmines as they attempt
to pursue socio-economic activities such as farming, fishing and gath-
ering forest products, impacting day-to-day life, and, in other circum-
stances, children have been killed while playing with UXO.

SAC presses ahead with election plans

Despite unprecedented territorial losses and a creaking administration,
the SAC persevered with its plans to hold an election in 2025 and em-
barked on a population census between 1and 15 October. The provision-
al results of the census put Myanmar’s population at approximately 51.3
million people, slightly lower than the 51.5 million count taken 10 years
ago.?® These numbers have been put forward despite the October cen-
sus only being undertaken in less than half of the 330 townships that
comprise Myanmar, due to security issues.

The census went ahead after China, for the first time, signified its
backing for the SAC, potentially offering a lifeline for its legitimacy, how-
ever timid, when China's foreign minister Wang Yi promised technologi-
cal assistance for the census-taking process?’ and invited the besieged
SAC leader to a meeting in Beijing for the first time while also exerting
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pressure on EAOs in Shan State to halt fighting.*° China also began col-
laborating with the SAC to establish a joint security company to protect
Chinese investments and personnel in Myanmar.®" $2

Meanwhile, the United Nation’'s Special Envoy on Myanmar, Jul-
ie Bishop, denounced what she called a “zero-sum mentality” among
those involved in the revolution in her first address to the UN General
Assembly in October - failing to mention the SAC's widespread atroci-
ties — having previously met with the SAC leader in Nay Pyi Taw.** These
comments by the Special Envoy drew criticism that they would lend
further false legitimacy to the proposed sham election process and
signified a continued trend in UN special envoys emboldening succes-
sive Burmese military governments to continue atrocity crimes while
undermining the collective efforts of Myanmar’s people towards sus-
tainable peace.®*

In an open letter, 276 Myanmar and European-based civil society
organizations claimed that the election would not be free and fair, nor
a representation of the people's will, nor would it contribute to genu-
ine power-sharing among the broad ethnic and religious communities
across Myanmar.%®

Will the impunity bubble burst?

In November, the Chief Prosecutor for the International Criminal Court
(ICC) formally requested that the court issue an arrest warrant for the
SAC leader, Min Aung Hlaing, related to the crime against humanity of
deportation of Rohingya.*¢ Although prima facie, the ICC has no juris-
diction for prosecuting international crimes in Myanmar — Myanmar is
not a signatory to the Rome Statute — but ICC prosecutors decreed that
as part of the crime of deportation occurred in Bangladesh, which is
a signatory, there were grounds for an investigation. Three ICC judges
must now rule on the prosecutor’s request. Unsurprisingly, the SAC
quickly rejected the proposed action's legitimacy.®”

While the ruling relates specifically to the situation of the Rohingya
expulsions in 2017, there could be ramifications for other crimes against
humanity and war crimes taking place in other areas of the country,
should a Security Council ruling expand the court's mandate. This is,
however, unlikely due to veto powers at the council. The Special Rap-
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porteur on the Situation of Human Rights in Myanmar reiterated his
call for governments to support universal jurisdiction cases concerning
Myanmar in competent national courts and for State Parties to the ICC
to consider referring the situation in Myanmar to the Prosecutor under
Article 14 of the Rome Statute.3®
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According to the Central Bureau of Statistics 2021 Census of
Nepal, the population of Indigenous Peoples in Nepal is 35.08%
of the total population of 29,164,578. However, Indigenous ac-
ademics and movement leaders believe they are the majority.
Sixty Indigenous Peoples in Nepal are formally recognized by
the government, and 19 more were identified in the 2021 cen-
sus but are yet to be formally recognized. All have been facing
systematic discrimination, exclusion, and marginalization be-
cause of colonization and continued racism from the dominant
Hindu patriarchy for centuries.

These systemic issues include land grabbing in various
forms, criminalization of customary practices, militarization,
involuntary eviction, and displacement due to development
aggression using the Constitution, laws, policies, rules and
regulations, directives, plans, and programs. These practices
are formulated and implemented without ever obtaining the
free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) of Indigenous Peo-
ples and are manifested in many ways — visible and invisible.
Nepal's Indigenous Peoples have serious concerns about the
continued violation, interference, abuse, and non-compliance
of international laws and human rights standards, including In-
ternational Labour Organization (ILO) Convention No. 169, the
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Ra-
cial Discrimination (ICERD), the UN Declaration on the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), and Convention on the Elimi-
nation of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)
General Recommendation No. 39 (2022), which Nepal has rati-
fied or adopted. Further, Nepal has done nothing to implement
the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination’s
(CERD) early warning and recommendations, or those made by
the CEDAW Committee.

he year 2024 started with a showing of Masinya,' a powerful play
by Tamang Indigenous youth on the historical injustices perpe-
trated by the State.?® The year ended with political plays on con-
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frontations between Yakthung (Limbu) young human rights defenders
defending their sacred Mundhum?* site — Mukumlung® — and the armed
police force defending a business company encroaching on the sacred
site, as well as a coalition government formed with an agenda that in-
cludes amending the constitution.®

Issues Indigenous youth are facing in Nepal

Indigenous youth in Nepal face different issues. First, Indigenous youth
are not legally recognized as such. Not being recognized makes them
invisible in the constitution, laws, and the government'’s policies, plans
and programs.

This year, two youth summits, one national and the other inter-
national, were held in Nepal, but unfortunately, the representation and
participation of Indigenous youth’'s organizations, such as the Youth
Federation of Indigenous Nationalities, Nepal (YFIN, Nepal), and their
issues, had no place in either. These were the Intercontinental Youth
Forum (IYF), in which thousands of young people from various coun-
tries convened in Kathmandu from 17-19 February 2024,” and the Nepal
Youth Summit that was held from 12-13 August 2024 with the participa-
tion of some 170 young leaders from Nepal's seven provinces.®

Indigenous youth are the bridge between past (ancestors) and fu-
ture generations. If the youth do not obtain knowledge from their elders
then it will end with the end of the elders. The bridge is rupturing due to
several factors. This issue has been raised in an internationally awarded
feature film “A Road to A Village”, premiered in Nepal on 7 June 2024°
by director Nabin Subba, a member of the Indigenous Yakthung (Limbu)
nation. It “tells the story of a family whose life is fundamentally changed
after a road finally connects their village to the nearby town'° and rais-
es the question of how to stop cultural genocide.”

Indigenous Peoples of Nepal traditionally have no category of
youth as they are children until their initiation rites, and then adults, el-
ders, and finally ancestors. However, the Ministry of Youth and Sports
considers youth as those in the age group 16-40 years.>™ The “Three
Year Interim Plan” of Nepal™ considers youth as being 15 to 29 years
of age.” The Nepal government’s treatment of youth as a homogenous
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category ignores its intersectionality. A member of the Election Obser-
vation Committee of Nepal writes that all the top leaders of the main
political parties are in their 70s and: "“In all these political parties, the
second-rung leaders who claim to be youths are also more than 50
years old...""® Practically, the issue of who belongs to the category of
youth depends on law, practice, custom, tradition, politics, biology, so-
ciety, culture, region, and time. Separating early youth (15 to 24) from
late youth (25 to 40) as done in a study on the Status of Youth in Nepal
carried out by the International Year of the Youth Committee, would be
useful.”

Indigenous youth fighting for justice and rights

Despite the challenges, Indigenous youth are trying to respond to his-
torical injustices and defend individual and collective rights in various
ways. They are organizing, leading the ground struggles of their com-
munities, raising their voices in creative ways and artforms, and engag-
ing in policy and advocacy work from the community to the national
arena. Indigenous youth are also organized in several other platforms,
including the YFIN, a member of the Asia Indigenous Youth Platform
(AIYP), based on their interests and other intersections.” Sabba Rani
Maharjan, a YFIN leader, says, “As Indigenous youth, we are the front-
line advocates for our lands and cultures. It's time that resources flow
directly to us, so we can lead the way in protecting our futures, with-
out being filtered through intermediaries. We know our needs, and we
should be the ones making the decisions."”

Indigenous youth are fighting against violations and abuses of
Indigenous Peoples’ rights by the government and business compa-
nies from community to national level. Indigenous Rights activist Ni-
aranti Tumbapo is an exemplary Yakthung (Limbu) youth leader who
is one of Nepal's 50 Influential Women of 2024, selected and declared
by the Onlinekhabar.com on 8 March 2024. She is an inspiring leader
of the “No Cable Car” at Mukumglung and “No Koshi""?® movements.
The Onlinekhabar.com writes, “Tumbapo was seen at the forefront of
this identity movement that went on in the province for a year. She has
proved herself to be a rebel and is a great orator. Currently, she is deeply
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committed to ensuring the success of the identity movement that has
gained momentum in rural areas."”

Indigenous youth are using artforms to campaign for their rights
and make their struggles visible to a wider audience. Young Tamang
poets staged a powerful play entitled ‘Masinya’,??> focusing on the con-
tamination of the egalitarian Tamang culture by systemic State-led
colonization, injustice, humiliation, land grabbing, forced eviction, labor
exploitation, and criminalization of the consumption of beef.?®?* The
Rising Nepal reported that distinguished figures including politicians
watched the play, and a senior leader of a political party “urged the
younger generation to comprehend this pain and emphasized the need
to combat such injustices.?®

In his Identity (Recognition) Award of 2024-winning poetry collec-
tion entitled 'Oh Pengdorje',?¢ awarded by the Recognition Award Fund,
young Indigenous poet Raju Syangtan focuses on the Tamang Indige-
nous Peoples living their own distinct collective way of life before, and
the massive exploitation after, the expansion of Gorkha state,?” at the
cost of blood for their identity.?®

The Kathmandu-based platform for photography and archiving
"photo.circle” exhibited art, photos, and videos of young artists search-
ing for their roots in the exhibition “Who does the river belong to?"%°
These artists' struggles include a Tamang youth discovering Nhimba
identity, and a Thakali [TaMhang] youth searching for her ancestors.
“These storytellers,” according to the photo.circle, “invite us to rethink
the story of progress, how we have come to embody it as individuals,
communities, and nation-states, and how it has singularly led to the
plunder of our rivers, our forests, and our lands."30

Land rights issues of Indigenous Peoples

2024 saw a do-or-die resistance movement committed to stopping fur-
ther land grabbing and fighting for the return of stolen lands, including
the reinstatement of the land’s original Indigenous names.*' Yet Indige-
nous Peoples continued to face land grabbing and land rights violations
in 2024 - whether due to “development” aggression, business greed, or
fortress model-led conservation efforts.
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On 13 May, workers of the Pathibhara Devi Darshan Cable Car Pvt.
Ltd.3? felled 12,000 trees at night in a forest in Mukumlung, known as
"Pathibhara”, but the Indigenous defenders of Mukumlung chased them
away and subsequently planted new trees, declaring a banda (transpor-
tation shutdown).?®* A clash between supporters and opponents of the
cable car project during the inauguration of its construction on 8 No-
vember injured two people supporting the construction, and two peo-
ple, including Chandra Maden, who were assisting pilgrims to reach the
Pathibhara [Mukumlung] area, and who opposed the construction.s

Indigenous rights were violated by a hydropower project®® in
Chhunjam River in Sankhuwasabha. The report states, “The list of al-
leged crimes and lies is long: accusations of forging local signatures,
signing children’s names on contracts, creating false reports, bulldoz-
ing through farmlands under the cover of night and trapping sacred
animals.” The victims — Bhote/Singsa/Lhomi Indigenous Peoples — are
hoping that the court will order a halt to the ongoing activities in their
legal battle and give justice.

The government has drafted Other Effective Area-based Conser-
vation Measures (OECMs) in Nepal. The proposed 57 OECM areas in-
clude Menchhayem, known as “Tinjure-Milke-Jaljale”, with a land area
of 45,063 ha, Chepang Landscape with 13,479 ha., and Limi Valley with
119,943 ha.** OECMs are claimed as geographically-defined areas for
biodiversity conservation and management.*” However, these new pro-
posed areas were prepared without consulting or obtaining the Free,
Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) of the Indigenous Peoples who fear
that it is another ploy, like national parks, to grab their remaining lands.

On 14 May 2024, UN experts, including Mr. Robert McCorquodale
(Chairperson) of the Open-ended working group on transnational corpo-
rations and other business enterprises with respect to human rights,*®
expressed concern over reports of ongoing retaliations against human
rights defenders because of their opposition to the development of the
Chhaya Center retail and entertainment complex in Nepal. The experts
deplored the violations of international human rights norms. Respond-
ing to a complaint®*” by two anonymous Nepalese organizations con-
cerning violations of the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises
on Responsible Business Conduct by running the Visa Facilitation Ser-
vice (VFS) Global at the Chhaya Center, the Government of Switzerland
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instructed its relocation.“® The case remains active at the full bench of
the Supreme Court of Nepal.

In Nepal, the labor migration of Indigenous Peoples, including In-
digenous Women, especially youth, has been triggered by forcible evic-
tions or displacements from ancestral lands due to systematic land
grabbing by the state, development aggression, and the criminalization
of customary livelihood practices. According to the Report on Final Ap-
proved List Country Wise from 17 July 2023 to 15 July 2024, as Indige-
nous youth and adults have migrated to 149 countries around the world,
the villages have been emptying of their youth.*

The Land Related Problem Resolution Commission, renamed and
formed as the National Land Commission (NLD), was dissolved twice
in the year: once in March and the other in October. By the time of its
dissolution, 4,586 families out of a total of 1,077,446 applicants had re-
ceived land registration certificates.*?

The government has drafted an implementation plan for the Na-
tional Action Plan (NAP) on Business and Human Rights (BHR) but it
has yet to be endorsed.*®

Misrepresentation of Indigenous identity

The film Shambhala, directed by Nepali director, Min Bahadur Bham, is
“Nepal's Official Oscar Entry for the 97t Academy Awards" of 202444
Jordan Mintzer writes, “The film does have something to say about pa-
triarchal Nepalese culture, in which women like Pema are obliged to
defend their virtue against accusations by their husbands. ... another
woman accused of adultery is forced to shoot an arrow at a bullseye in
order to prove her innocence. It's an impossible feat, and we learn later
on that she committed suicide.”*® In this context, journalist Anita Bhet-
wal asked the director, “Tests given by Pema in Shambhala look like Sita
giving a trial by fire*® in the [Hindu epic] Ramayan. Is there a tradition in
the Himalayas giving loyalty tests to wives like the one in the Ramayan?
Is it an imagination of the writer or real religious and social life stories
that exist in the Himalayan region?4”“8 Bham replied, “In fact, you have
given me a chance to clarify by asking me this question. | did not make
a documentary, it is fiction...” (author’s translation and emphasis). He
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clarified, “Talking about a scene of shooting an arrow as a trial by fire.
This tradition exists nowhere in the Himalayas. As far as shooting ar-
rows in the Himalayas is concerned, only males shoot arrows, that
too to determine an auspicious or inauspicious time. After knowing
this, | showed it in the story after | thought, in a society where women
are not allowed to shoot arrows, what could be its purpose if they are al-
lowed. Suicide shown in the film also may not happen in the Himalayan
[community]..” (author's emphasis).

The time has come to stop such cultural misunderstandings,
which may have damaging effects on the Indigenous Peoples in ques-
tion. The Indigenous Peoples’ Community Protocol should be developed
and applied, following Terri Janke's “Pathways & Protocols filmmaker's
guide to working with Indigenous people[s], culture and concepts”.*?
This gives Indigenous film-making clear dos and don’ts and mandatory
FPIC mechanisms of meaningful application.

Political developments

Political developments in Nepal in 2024 followed a trend of business as
usual. In other words, characterized by corruption, abuse of power and
authority, power struggles, political instability, domination by the dom-
inant Hindu caste group, and increasing protest against colonization,
including land grabbing and the suppression of Indigenous Peoples and
their rights.

In a high-profile by-election in constituency no. 3 in llam for a seat
in the federal parliament that fell vacant on the death of the elected rep-
resentative, Subhas Chandra Nembang, Speaker of the House of Rep-
resentatives, an independent Indigenous candidate supported by iden-
tity-based politics in province number 1, finished third with 11,457 votes,
and is now reckoned as one of the political forces in the province.5®

On 6 May 2024, the Bagmati Province Government, Ministry of
Culture, Tourism and Cooperatives, Nepal Tamang Ghedung, Federal
Working Committee and Newa Dey Daboo, Central Committee jointly
launched the Provincial Government Official Language Act, 2080 BS,
which recognizes the Tamang and Newa languages as other official lan-
guages of the province.®?
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The rising tide of the “No Koshi” movement®® led to a dialogue re-
sulting in a seven-point agreement between the dialogue teams of the
No Koshi movement and the Government of Province Number 1following
a press conference by the Province 1Renaming Joint Struggle Commit-
tee on 12 December to re-intensify the movement. These are: (i) nation-
al consensus government, (ii) “Constitutional review and amendments:
The new government will assess the Constitution's performance, ad-
dress its weaknesses, and make necessary amendments for political
stability”, (iii) economic revival, (iv) leadership transition, (v) governance
framework, (vi) equal participation, and (vii) provincial and local devel-
opment.>* In September, the parties in the ruling coalition agreed to
hold extensive discussions with regard to making amendments to the
constitution in line with the seven-point agreement.®® It has yet to be
seen whether they amend the constitution as recommended by CEDAW
in 2018.%¢

Climate injustice

"At International Court of Justice, Nepal demands climate justice”, re-
ported The Kathmandu Post.*” In a similar vein, Indigenous youth are
demanding climate justice from the Government of Nepal. Carbon trad-
ing money of Rs1.6 billion “received from the World Bank would not go
directly to the community as it goes to various government bodies with
a risk of its reduction in the form of administrative expenses.”*® Given
Nepal’'s 108th position out of 180 countries in terms of corruption,%’ the
rulers of the dominant caste may be desperately eyeing up climate
funds.

On a positive note, the Minister for Forest and Environment of
the Nepal government has proposed that Parliament ratify the Kigali
Amendment to the Montreal Protocol.®% ¢

CEDAW shadow reports

A consortium of Indigenous Women'’s Organizations submitted a Shad-
ow Report on Seventh Periodic Report of Nepal to CEDAW for the 89t
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(PSWG) Pre-Sessional Working Group®? and another® for the 90t Ses-
sion, the first on 1 January 2024 and the second on 31 December 2024.
The National Indigenous Women Forum (NIWF) also submitted a state-
ment (E/CN.6/2025/NGO/XX) on 24 December 2024 to the Commis-
sion on the Status of Women for its 69 session as a Follow-up to the
Fourth World Conference on Women.

Formal recognition of Humlo Indigenous Peoples

Nepal's government formally recognized Humlo Indigenous Nationali-
ties on 11 July 2024, as per the recommendation made by the National
Foundation for Development of Indigenous Nationalities (NFDIN).¢
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The country's Indigenous population continues to be esti-
mated at between 10% and 20% of the national population of
109,035,343, based on the 2020 population census.

The Indigenous groups in the northern mountains of Luzon
(Cordillera) are collectively known as Igorot while the groups on
the southern island of Mindanao are called Lumad. There are
smaller groups collectively known as Mangyan on the island of
Mindoro as well as smaller, scattered groups in the Visayas is-
lands and Luzon, including several groups of hunter-gatherers
in transition.

Indigenous Peoples in the Philippines have retained much
of their traditional, pre-colonial culture, social institutions and
livelihood practices. They generally live in geographically isolat-
ed areas with a lack of access to basic social services and few
opportunities for mainstream economic activities, education or
political participation. In contrast, commercially valuable natu-
ral resources such as minerals, forests and rivers can be found
primarily in their areas, making them continuously vulnerable to
development aggression and land grabbing.

The Republic Act 8371, known as the Indigenous Peoples’
Rights Act (IPRA), was promulgated in 1997. The law has been
lauded for its support for respect of Indigenous Peoples' cul-
tural integrity, right to their lands and right to self-directed de-
velopment of those lands. More substantial implementation of
the law is still being sought, however, apart from there being
fundamental criticism of the law itself. The Philippines voted in
favour of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peo-
ples (UNDRIP) but the government has not yet ratified ILO Con-
vention 169.

earing its third year, the Marcos Jr. administration is undoubted-
ly prioritizing the simplified entry and operations of renewable
energy and large-scale mining projects. In 2022 and 2023, Mar-
cos Jr. made policy reforms and pronouncements in favour of foreign
investments and big corporations.! Such pronouncements were reiter-
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ated in 2024, with Marcos Jr. touting climate change and disasters as
one of the primary reasons why the country should fast-track renew-
able energy and mining projects.? These efforts of the administration
are reflected in the Philippines being named the second most attractive
emerging market for renewable energy projects in 2024.3 Amid this ag-
gressive move of the administration to sell the Philippines as a strate-
gic investment, Indigenous Peoples find themselves head-to-head with
government agencies and corporations who are hounding them to give
up their lands and territories for the supposed betterment of the nation.

Persistent development aggression

The Department of Energy (DoE) recently recorded a grand total of 1,486
renewable energy project applications, most of them relating to hydro-
power.* In the Cordillera region, home to the Igorot Indigenous Peoples
and the only region where Indigenous Peoples comprise the majority
of the population, 109 hydropower, 5 geothermal, 3 solar, and 2 wind
energy projects are being proposed by various foreign and local cor-
porations.® The numbers further show that Cordillera remains home to
the greatest concentration of hydropower projects in the entire country,
followed by Northern Mindanao (Region 10), where some of the Lumad
Indigenous Peoples live.

At present, hydropower projects considered a priority are those
that are integrated into flood-control or irrigation projects which, upon
a closer and more critical look at their reported infrastructure require-
ments and overall design, are essentially hydropower complexes that
cover thousands of hectares of land. In 2024, for instance, the Cordillera
Peoples Alliance (CPA) received reports from affected Indigenous com-
munities in the province of Abra that a certain Palsiguan Dam was to
be built along the Palsiguan River. The dam is not reflected in the list of
awarded projects released by the Department of Energy but further dig-
ging revealed that the dam is part of a big ticket irrigation project known
as the llocos Norte-llocos Sur-Abra Irrigation Project Il (INISAIP 11) that
Marcos Jr. is insistent on implementing.® The Free, Prior and Informed
Consent (FPIC) processes for affected communities in llocos and Abra
are rolling as of 2024 but most of their details are kept in the dark and
community reports are still coming in. Meanwhile, in the province of II-
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oilo, the Jalaur River Multi-Purpose Project Stage Il (JRMP Il), primari-
ly projected as an irrigation project but otherwise known as the Jalaur
Megadams, is nearing completion’ after Marcos Jr. himself called for
its acceleration and approved its additional budget of PHP 8.4 billion
(approximately USD 140 million) in 2023.2 The project was highly con-
demned in 2020 after 9 Tumandok Indigenous individuals who were ac-
tive in opposing it were killed by police forces.? Four years have passed
and not a single one has been held accountable. It is expected then that
in the coming months or years, more renewable energy projects in the
pipeline will be aggressively pushed by the current administrationin the
guise of electrification, flood-control or irrigation, all the more so given
that Marcos Jr. is jumping on the bandwagon of the global call for coun-
tries to shift to so-called green economies.”®

A similar trajectory is expected for large-scale mining applica-
tions, which comes as no surprise since the Marcoses have family ties
with the Romualdezes who own the country’s oldest mining company,
Benguet Corporation, Inc (BCI). In fact, in October 2024, BCl acquired a
new mining permit outside of their namesake location despite the con-
troversies surrounding their attempt, on 6 May 2024, to grab the com-
munity pocket mines situated on the ancestral territory of the Kanka-
na-ey and Ibaloy Indigenous groups of Sitio Dalicno, Itogon, Benguet.”
The affected communities were at that time already battling another
mining expansion project led by Itogon-Suyoc Resources, Inc. (ISRI),
and the entry of BCI to the scene added to the mounting violations of
Indigenous Peoples’ Rights and the FPIC process. For context, both BCI
and ISRI established operations in the area prior to the enactment of
laws that protect Indigenous Peoples. BCl began in 1903 and ISRI in
1925. After a century of operations, both are now attempting to expand
by laying claim to ancestral territories near their current mining sites.
These incidents should have been more than enough to illustrate the
possible impacts of loosening already lax policies on development ag-
gression projects, and yet more pronouncements, especially on mining,
were eventually made to further aggravate the situation.

Aside from reiterating calls for a fiscal regime that favours mining
companies, the current administration has facilitated mining compa-
nies’ applications by introducing a streamlined, digital process.” This
will reduce the Mines and Geosciences Bureau's (MGB) processing of
mining applications from seven years to two. The MGB will also intro-
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duce a parallel system that will allow them to process permits even
without other necessary documents from local government units and
the National Commission on Indigenous Peoples (NCIP).® This means
that even if other documents are pending, mining applications will be
processed for quicker approval once the prerequisite permits, such as
FPIC, are acquired. The MGB claims that this initiative is a result of Mar-
cos Jr's socio-economic agenda on “ease of doing business reforms"” in
the interest of “strategic investments”, legalized through an Executive
Order in 2023." This move aligns well with the proposed revisions to the
FPIC Guidelines of 2012, also introduced in 2024 through a sudden con-
sultation called by the NCIP. The draft revisions further weaken the FPIC
by exempting “certain large-scale economic activities”, by blocking
access to environmental impact statements, by reducing the number
of days allotted for community assemblies, and by reducing the par-
ticipation of the affected Indigenous Peoples.” The process by which
the draft revisions were presented was also rushed and poorly dissem-
inated. By the end of 2024, NCIP had made no official announcement
or update on whether the revisions had been approved. Clearly, all legal
stumbling blocks for foreign investments or resource extraction are be-
ing overturned at the expense of Indigenous Peoples.

The prospect may seem grimmer than ever but the long tradition of
defending ancestral lands and territories still burns brightly. Indigenous
groups in the Cordillera region, for example, have been lambasting the
MGB and NCIP over violations of FPIC, filing one case after another up
until the very end of 2024, and hence contributing to an estimated total
of 14 cases of FPIC violations affecting 130,445 Indigenous individuals
nationwide. The most recent one involves the Indigenous Peoples of
Mankayan, Benguet who filed a preventive suspension against NCIP
and MGB officials over FPIC irregularities concerning the issuance of
Crescent Mining and Development Corporation’s (CMDC) mining per-
mit.” MGB is notorious for issuing permits even without FPIC, while
NCIP is notorious for manipulating FPIC processes.”® "

It is, however, frustrating that no matter the efforts to engage in
legal battle, no one is yet being held accountable for the human rights
violations and for breaking national legislation, and when affected com-
munities and Indigenous activists resort to other democratic meas-
ures to assert their rights, they find themselves on the receiving end of
State-perpetrated reprisals.
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Continuing attacks — not even UNSRs are spared

On 2 February 2024, UN Special Rapporteur (UNSR) on freedom of opin-
ion and expression Irene Khan concluded her official visit to the Philip-
pines through a press conference in which she laid out her observations
and recommendations to the Philippine government. Echoing former
UN Special Rapporteur lan Fry's recommendations in 2023, Khan called
for the abolition of the National Task Force to End Local Communist
Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAC) and the penalization of red tagging, the
labeling of individuals or organizations as communists, subversives,
or terrorists, regardless of their actual political beliefs or affiliations.?®
NTF-ELCAC Executive Director Ernesto Torres Jr. was quick to condemn
Khan's statement, calling it “counterproductive” and a betrayal, even
going so far as to say that the UNSR was being “used” by anti-govern-
ment elements.?’ On the contrary, in Khan's visit to Baguio City, it was
the local city council who provided the venue for her consultation with
civil society organizations in Northern Luzon. Representatives from me-
dia, youth, peasant, and Indigenous Peoples were present in the consul-
tation, including the four Indigenous activists from CPA who were arbi-
trarily designated as terrorists in 2023. Khan's statement was simply
a reflection of the terrors being experienced by marginalized sectors
under NTF-ELCAC and the repressive laws that enable it.

As if to give UNSRs a taste of this terror, unidentified elements
were reported to have tailed UNSR on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
Joseé Francisco Cali Tzay on his visit to dam-affected Indigenous com-
munities in the province of Kalinga. Tzay was in the Philippines in July
2024 as part of his academic visit, and his itinerary included a trip to an
Indigenous community in the Cordillera region. The Philippines Com-
mission on Human Rights (CHR) condemned this surveillance and initi-
ated an investigation with results that are yet to be made public.??

These events, while already alarming, are but a mere glimpse of
the continuing attacks against the people. To date, 73 human rights
violations experienced by an estimated 237, 931 Indigenous individu-
als have been documented by the Legal Rights and Natural Resources
Center (LRC)-Friends of the Earth Philippines, indicating a 428% in-
crease since the beginning of Marcos Jr.'s term.?®

Meanwhile, the four Indigenous activists who were arbitrarily des-
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ignated as “terrorists” attended court hearings in 2024 for their petition
challenging the designation. The Office of the Solicitor General, who
represents the Anti-Terrorism Council and the Anti-Money Laundering
Council, eventually filed a motion requesting the presiding judge dis-
miss the appeal and for the legal counsel of the petitioners to be dis-
qualified.?* The former was granted, while the latter is yet to be decided
by the succeeding judge. This delaying tactic entails another calendar
of court hearings, thereby prolonging the injuries caused by the terrorist
designation - threats to the safety and security not only of the designat-
ed individuals but of their families as well.

But all is not lost. In June 2024, a local court in Tagum City, Davao
del Norte dismissed trumped-up human trafficking cases against
red-tagged tribal chieftain Datu Benito Bay-ao0.?® Months later, and is-
lands away from Davao del Norte, the Baguio City Council approved a
Human Rights Defenders Ordinance (HRDO). The ordinance, approved
with finality at a council session on 9 December 2024, aims to protect
activists from threats and harassment, penalization of red tagging in-
cluded.?® Protective mechanisms include strengthened coordination
and cooperation with the regional office of the Commission on Human
Rights, sanctuary as well as legal and psycho-social support for high-
risk human rights defenders and their families, and penalties ranging
from PHP 1,000 to PHP 5,000 for anyone who violates the ordinance.
The approval is a much needed and welcome development, especial-
ly to numerous Indigenous activists and organizations who are based
in Baguio. Added to this victory was the fact that Joan Carling, former
chair of the CPA and prominent Indigenous activist, was awarded the
alternative Nobel Prize, known as the Right Livelihood Award, for her
work in promoting Indigenous Peoples rights across the globe.?”

Moving forward with Indigenous youth

Dark as it may sound, our leaders of today will not be around forever
and there is no certainty of political situations that will keep them safe
from the forces that want to harm them. Currently, against a backdrop
of escalating human rights violations, Indigenous leaders always find
themselves in grave situations where their lives are at risk. The many
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organizations that serve as an expression of the Indigenous Peoples’
movement in the Philippines are then compelled to seek and develop
strong second-liners to deliver tasks and leadership roles. Where else
to look but to the vibrant Indigenous you who are or are set to become
changemakers of and for the future?

There is no accurate data or estimate of the precise size of the In-
digenous youth population in the Philippines but, from practice and in-
formed observations, Indigenous youth are often concentrated in urban
and rural centres where schools are located. Indigenous youth, indeed,
leave their communities to seek education and employment elsewhere.
However, this phenomenon is an effect of militarization or the lack of
basic social services in Indigenous communities rather than an utter
lack or loss of Indigenous community ethos among Indigenous youth.
This has been happening for decades, and what is now necessary is to
give significant attention and study to the impacts, extent, and gener-
ations of Indigenous youth migrating in the 21t century, whether per-
manent or transient, in order to come up with new strategies for youth
empowerment and organizing.

The Lumad of Mindanao tried to address this by establishing their
own schools for Indigenous children and youth, thus providing them
with the right to education within the comfort and resources of their
communities. The previous Duterte government killed this initiative by
militarizing their communities and forcing them into a mass evacua-
tion to the city centres. The schools were eventually forcibly closed.?®
The Department of Education (DepEd) does not have any consolidat-
ed information on whether or not the students were integrated into the
mainstream educational system but Lumad activists are continuing to
call for the reopening of their schools to this day.?’

Still, Indigenous youth are finding ways of organizing outside their
communities. School-based cultural or ethnic organizations are com-
mon but there are more political ones too that are speaking out on is-
sues concerning Indigenous lands and territories. Some Indigenous
youth leaders who grew up in the city are also active in organizing com-
munity integration programmes that involve the participation of other
youth advocates.*° In their own ways, these Indigenous youth are paving
the road back to their communities, not only for them but for other young
people as well. It is now up to all generations of Indigenous Peoples and
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advocates to figure out how to harness or encourage this young energy,
all towards greater participation and eventual leadership in overcoming
the contemporary challenges of the Indigenous Peoples’ struggle.
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The officially recognized Indigenous population of Taiwan num-
bers 611,674 people, or 2.6% of the total population in 2024

Sixteen distinct Indigenous Peoples are officially recog-
nized: These peoples enjoy representation at all levels of gov-
ernment, from parliament to central government's Council of
Indigenous Peoples (CIP) and municipal governments, city and
county councillors, and local district and township represent-
atives.

Eleven lowland Indigenous Peoples’ groups (Pingpu) are
not recognized as such by the government and hence not ex-
tended the same rights as the recognized groups. They are
thus also excluded from CIP policies and programmes. The
eleven unrecognized peoples are: Babuza, Arikun, Lloa, Kax-
abu, Ketagalan, Makatao, Papora, Pazeh, Siraya, Taokas? and
Taivoan.

Most of Taiwan's Indigenous Peoples originally lived in the
central mountains, on the east coast and in the south. Howev-
er, nowadays over half of the Indigenous population lives in the
urban areas of the country.

The main challenges facing Indigenous Peoples in Taiwan
are their rapidly disappearing cultures and languages, en-
croachment onto their traditional domain, the denial of their
rights and the exclusion of the lowland (Pingpu) Indigenous
Peoples.

The CIP is the State agency responsible for Indigenous
Peoples. Taiwan has adopted a number of laws designed to
protect Indigenous Peoples’ rights, including the Constitution-
al Amendments on Indigenous representation in the Legisla-
tive Assembly, protection of language and culture and polit-
ical participation (2000); the Indigenous Peoples Basic Law
(2005); the Education Act for Indigenous Peoples (2004); the
Status Act for Indigenous Peoples (2001); the Regulations re-
garding Recognition of Indigenous Peoples (2002); the Name
Act (2003); and the Indigenous Languages Development Act
(2017). Unfortunately, serious discrepancies and contradic-
tions in the legislation, coupled with only partial implementa-
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tion of these laws, has stymied progress towards the self-gov-
ernance of Taiwan's Indigenous Peoples.

Since Taiwan is not a member of the United Nations it is
not party to UN human rights instruments.

Recovering Indigenous names

n 14 May, the Taiwanese parliament passed an amendment to

the “Name Act” (& 1% 45l) allowing Indigenous Peoples to have

their names listed exclusively in Indigenous languages (Roman-
ized script) on their ID document.?

The struggle started in in 2021 when eight young Indigenous activ-
ists filed lawsuits to have their names on ID documents written in Indig-
enous languages. In November 2023, Bawtu Payen of the Tayal people
won the first case and became the first person in Taiwan to have a Ro-
manized Indigenous name on their ID document.* CIP and some other
government ministries provided them with support during the lawsuit,
arguing that if Indigenous persons had their name listed in their Indig-
enous language it would help sustain and preserve Taiwan's linguistic
and cultural diversity. The lawsuits and the outcome of Bawtu Payen's
case were studied and referred to by the legislators during the parlia-
mentary deliberations.

Before the court challenge, Taiwan's Indigenous Peoples were re-
quired to have their name converted to Chinese language characters,
which distorts how the name is pronounced and bears no relation to its
original meaning. This legislation change is a step toward recognizing
Indigenous culture and helps to assert their dignity and self-identity.

Plains Indigenous Groups apply for status
recognition

Based on the Constitutional Court's Interpretation No. 17 on 28 Octo-
ber 20225 (for more information on the ruling and its implications, see
The Indigenous World 2023), seven Indigenous groups that have not yet
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been officially recognized by Taiwan government: the Plains Indigenous
Peoples, also known as Pingpu groups (Fi##%&E¥) - including Siraya,
Pazeh,® Kaxabu, Taokas, Tavorlong, Papora,” and Makatao — have sep-
arately submitted applications to the CIP to be formally recognized as
Indigenous Peoples of Taiwan, along with the other 16 already recog-
nized peoples.

Recognition of the Pingpu groups as Indigenous Peoples still fac-
es many barriers, discrimination, and the government's policy of denial
and exclusion, even after three decades of advocacy work fighting for
their IP rights, as the CIP and even some of the already recognized In-
digenous Peoples continue to object to granting them the formal status
of Indigenous Peoples.

In contradiction to the principle of self-identification, the process
of formal recognition of a people as an Indigenous group requires a long
and complex bureaucratic process in Taiwan that includes an applica-
tion submitted collectively as an ethnic group, and then an evaluation
and verification process.

Yapasuyongu Poiconu, the CIP official receiving the formal ap-
plication from the Makatao people of southern Taiwan in November,®
described the steps required under the Indigenous Peoples Basic Law
for a group to be formally recognized as Indigenous. The CIP appoints
a committee of experts and academics to conduct studies into each
of the applicant Indigenous groups' language, culture, self-identity as
an ethnic group, traditions and rituals. After reviewing the studies, the
committee comes with a decision on whether the applicant group could
be granted Indigenous status. If the decision is to grant the status, the
CIP submits a formal report to central government, thus formally recog-
nizing the groups as Indigenous.

Poiconu stated that the Constitutional Court's 2022 ruling requires
relevant laws to be established by 18 October 2025. The review is cur-
rently underway in the government's Executive branch, with plans to
complete it during the first legislative session of 2025. This will proceed
alongside the group's application, which cannot be completed before
the new laws are passed.

The Plains Indigenous groups hope that their formal recognition by
the government will provide legal grounds to protect their cultural, lin-
guistic, and land rights, preserve their identity, and for them to be able
to pass this on to future generations.
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Safeguarding Indigenous Peoples’ rights in the
implementation of 2050 Net-Zero Emissions policy

Taiwan is moving forward with its “Pathway to Net-Zero Emissions in
2050" policy, which requires large enterprises to conduct carbon audits
and implement carbon reduction measures.

If companies are unable to reduce their emissions further, they
must purchase carbon credits from sellers with natural carbon sinks.
While some environmentalists and Indigenous rights activists have
been critical as to the carbon credit approach, the mainstream political
forces, including some Indigenous politicians have - in the spirit of pro-
moting economic development — been advocating for it with promises
of financial benefits to the Indigenous communities, whose forests be-
come a crucial resource.

Experts point out that if 20,000 hectares of Indigenous reserve
land are developed for natural carbon sinks, it could account for be-
tween 100,000 and several million metric tons of carbon sink by 2030.°

In August, the Taiwanese parliament held a public hearing on In-
digenous carbon sinks™ at which legislator Saidhai Tahovecahe of the
Rukai people pointed out that the “Climate Change Response Act”
mandates the government to work together with Indigenous Peoples
to promote and manage natural carbon sinks in Indigenous regions.
Moreover, Taiwan's 2050 Natural Carbon Sink Key Strategy Plan — Just
Transition Strategy outlines the need to safeguard Indigenous Peoples'
rights." Establishing a mechanism for Indigenous participationis thus a
key factor in ensuring a just transition for the implementation of Net-Ze-
ro actions. However, the availability of means and ensuring work chan-
nels for Indigenous Peoples to participate in the formulation of policies
around a just transition are issues of concern that require continuous
oversight from all sectors.

Parliament denies pay to CIP members

On 13 December, the Taiwanese parliament passed an amendment
to the provisions of the Organization Act of the Council of Indigenous
Peoples. The amendment stipulates that the Council's chair shall be
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alternately held by mountain and lowland Indigenous Peoples, and the
appointed Council members representing each group would become
unpaid positions.”?

The statement issued by the CIP points out that the amendment —
proposed by the opposition party Kuomintang (KMT) and independent
legislators and voted through at its third reading — makes a distinction
between mountain and lowland Indigenous Peoples that originated in
the colonial-era classification and lacks historical justice and rationale.
These classifications contradict the development of Indigenous Peo-
ples' autonomy and violate the spirit of the Constitutional amendment,
which ensures “the protection of ethnic rights according to the will of
the people”. The CIP said it would make an assessment and take legal
action in accordance with Constitutional procedures.”™

In response to the passed amendment, representatives from var-
ious Indigenous regional assembly councils, including those of the
Paiwan, Seediqg, and Thao communities, held a joint press conference.
They pointed out that, following the amendment, representatives from
selected ethnic groups could only serve as advisory consultants and
would not be able to perform their duties effectively, norimplement the
policies needed for their communities.™
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The Indigenous Peoples of Thailand live mainly in three geo-
graphical regions of the country: Indigenous fisher communi-
ties (the Chao Ley) and small populations of hunter-gatherers
in the south (Mani people); small groups on the Korat plateau
of the north-east and east; and the many different highland
peoples in the north and north-west of the country (previous-
ly known by the derogatory term “Chao-Khao,” or “hill tribes”).
Nine so-called “hill tribes"” are officially recognized: the Hmong,
Karen, Lisu, Mien, Akha, Lahu, Lua, Thin and Khamu.

Estimates put Thailand's Indigenous population at around
6.1 million people, or 9.68% of the total population.? According
to the Department of Social Development and Welfare (2002),
the total officially recognized population numbers 925,825,
distributed across 20 provinces in the north and west of the
country. There are still no figures available for the Indigenous
groups in the south and north-east. When national boundaries
were drawn in South-East Asia during the colonial era and in
the wake of decolonization, many Indigenous Peoples living in
remote highlands and forests became divided. For example,
you can find Lua and Karen people in both Thailand and My-
anmar, and Akha people in Laos, Myanmar, south-west China
and Thailand.

Thailand is a signatory to the Convention on Biological
Diversity (CBD), the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC), the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC), the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR), the International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR), the Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the In-
ternational Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial
Discrimination (ICERD), the Convention Against Torture and
Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment
(CAT), the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(CRPD) and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR).
It voted in support of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indig-
enous Peoples (UNDRIP) but does not officially recognize the
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existence of Indigenous Peoples in the country. Section 70 of
the 2016 Constitution refers to “Ethnic groups”.

In 2010, the Thai government passed two Cabinet resolu-
tions to restore the traditional livelihoods of the Chao Ley?® and
Karen, on 2 June and 3 August respectively.

Situation of Indigenous children and youth*

he issues concerning Indigenous children and youth over the past

year were highlighted at the 4" Indigenous Children's and Youth

Assembly, held from 4-7 May 2024, in Chiang Mai, Thailand. Youth
leaders from various regions gathered to learn and exchange experienc-
es with others. The following common issues were raised by all groups.

Ethnic prejudice still exists, such as the perception that Indigenous
Peoples destroy forests or are unclean, among others. Mainstream me-
dia continues to misrepresent Indigenous communities, sometimes
portraying them in a stereotypical or negative light. This affects their
public image, such as news headlines linking Indigenous groups to drug
trafficking, despite such actions being the wrongdoing of individuals
rather than the entire community.

Some youths have not yet received Thai citizenship, preventing
them from accessing basic rights, including student loans from the
government. Many youth come from impoverished families that cannot
afford to support their higher education.

The communities where the Indigenous youth live, despite be-
ing long-established, lack land rights because they are located within
state-declared conservation areas. This also limits their access to ba-
sic state development services, such as roads, water sources, electrici-
ty, and infrastructure. These restrictions have led to an increase in youth
migration to urban areas for education and employment.

As aresult, youth face a lack of opportunities to learn and preserve
their own culture, with some no longer being able to speak their native
language.

Additionally, youth face specific challenges, such as teenage preg-
nancies among adolescents who are not yet ready for parenthood.
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The youth have proposed the following solutions, which they sub-
mitted to the Minister of Culture on 9 August:

»  Organize activities to support the revival of Indigenous culture
and the learning of Indigenous languages among children and
youth.

»  Encourage youth to form groups and develop their potential
by coordinating support from various sectors and organizing
group activities, such as annual assemblies.

*  Promote suitable career opportunities for youth.

*  Develop new-generation communicators who can use social
media to foster learning and communicate the issues and
needs of Indigenous children and youth to the wider society.

»  Support and advance the mechanisms of the Council of Indig-
enous Peoples in Thailand (CIPT) by encouraging youth partic-
ipation through membership representation.

* Expand the designation of cultural and livelihood protected
zones for Indigenous communities.

+ Advocate for laws that protect Indigenous Peoples’ rights and
promote their way of life.

Progress on drafting and reviewing the Law on
the Protection and Promotion of the Way of Life of
Ethnic Groups and Indigenous Peoples in Thailand

At the start of 2024, Parliament accepted five draft laws in principle
proposed by civil society, political sectors, and academic institutions.
A special parliamentary committee was established to review and con-
solidate the Draft Act on the Protection and Promotion of the Way of
Life of Ethnic Groups. This committee includes representatives from all
sectors — government agencies, political parties, civil society organiza-
tions, and Indigenous communities — to ensure that the law is compre-
hensive and aligned with the needs of all groups.

The draft law was tabled for a second reading in the House of Rep-
resentatives in September 2024. However, it faced several controver-
sies, primarily concerning the definition of “Indigenous Peoples”. The
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majority of MPs rejected this term, arguing that it could pose a risk to
national security, culminating in its removal from the draft. Another ma-
jor issue was the designation of cultural and livelihood protected are-
as for Indigenous Peoples, covered in Sections 27-29 of said draft Act.
These sections proposed an exemption from regulations on residence
and the use of natural resources in these protected areas. However,
concerns were raised that this could negatively impact national forests
and natural resources, resulting in a postponement of the review. The
next reading is scheduled to resume 5 February 2025.

The chair of the special parliamentary committee, Ms Piyarat, em-
phasized:

This draft law is not designed to grant privileges to any specif-
ic group. Its core purpose is to ensure access to fundamental
rights for ethnic and Indigenous communities, who have long
faced systemic limitations. It also aims to empower ethnic and
Indigenous groups by leveraging their unique cultural heritage,
benefiting their livelihoods and fostering opportunities for cul-
tural-based economic development in Thailand.®

Royal Decree on Protected Areas (Sections 64 and
121): reinforcing and worsening existing problems

On 29 November 2024, after passage of the Royal Decree on Protect-
ed Areas, over 2,000 people from various ethnic and Indigenous groups
gathered in front of Chiang Mai City Hall and Mae Rim District Office
during a mobile Cabinet meeting led by Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shi-
nawatra. Under the banner of the “Assembly of Forest Communities”,
the demonstrators were protesting against two new Royal Decrees.®
The protest stemmed from a Cabinet resolution on 15 November
2024 approving the issuing of two Royal Decrees: one under Section 64
of the National Parks Act B.E. 2562 (2019) and another under Section 121
of the Wildlife Conservation and Protection Act B.E. 2562 (2019). These
decrees, proposed by the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environ-
ment, were seen as violating and restricting the rights of Indigenous
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communities to reside in and utilize forest resources essential for their
livelihoods.

Key concerns included:

«  Limiting land ownership to no more than 20 rai (3.2 hectares)
per family, which does not align with the actual needs of com-
munity members, nor does it correspond to the land they are
currently using.

* Allowing land use for only 20 years, without any guarantees
that communities will be able to continue residing and farm-
ing on the land afterwards.

* Revoking land rights for community members who have an-
other plot of land situated outside designated protected areas.

The Protesters' Four Demands:

1. Halt the enforcement of the Royal Decrees under Sections 64
and 121 nationwide until the laws are revised.

2. Establish a participatory mechanism, such as a committee
or working group, to gather input from affected communities
in every national park and wildlife sanctuary. The government
must conclude these consultations within 60 days to inform
amendments to the two laws.

3. Revise the National Parks Act and the Wildlife Conservation
and Protection Act through a process that includes the affect-
ed communities. The draft amendments must be submitted
to the Cabinet 90 days prior to proceeding to Parliament.

4. Suspend the declaration of 23 new national parks and wildlife
sanctuaries until the legal amendments are finalized unless
the demarcation process, including recognition of community
land and farmland, has been completed and agreed upon by
all stakeholders.

On the day of the protest, Deputy Prime Minister Prasert Chanthararu-
angthong met with the demonstrators and signed an agreement ac-
knowledging their four demands. He pledged to present them for Cabi-
net consideration.’
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This event highlights the ongoing challenges faced by ethnic and
Indigenous communities in Thailand, whose housing and land rights
remain severely impacted by government forestry policies. The man-
agement of conservation areas continues to undermine their econom-
ic, social, and cultural rights, particularly land tenure security. Despite
years of advocacy, progress on Indigenous land rights remains slow and
inadequate.

Progress on the appeal against the coal mining
concession in Kaberdin village, Omkoi District,
Chiang Mai Province®

Since 2022, residents of Kaberdin, Omkoi District, Chiang Mai, have
been fighting against a lignite coal mining concession that is threat-
ening their environment and way of life. The affected community filed
a lawsuit with the Chiang Mai Administrative Court seeking to revoke
the project's Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) report. The court
granted a temporary injunction preventing the company from using the
EIA report in public hearings while the legal case is ongoing.

However, despite the injunction, the mining company has contin-
ued its efforts to advance the project, causing conflict and division with-
in the community. Reports indicate that the company has lobbied local
leaders to discourage opposition, spread misleading information to gain
community support, offered financial incentives to village leaders, and
promised monthly stipends to locals willing to partner with the company.

Community resistance and legal action

In 2024, the Kaberdin community intensified its resistance on many
fronts by collaborating with civil society networks to hold public aware-
ness campaigns, training community leaders and youth to strengthen
their advocacy, visiting affected communities in other regions to learn
from their experiences of resisting multiple infrastructure projects, and
joining a national coalition, the “People's Network for Mining Justice” to
push for policy reforms.
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In September 2024, the coalition filed a lawsuit with the Supreme
Administrative Court demanding the revocation of Thailand’'s Second
Mineral Management Master Plan on the grounds that it was developed
without public participation. They also called for a new mineral zoning pro-
cess to ensure that mining concessions do not harm local communities.

Further, on 7 December 2024, the Kaberdin community marked
the 5" anniversary of its anti-mining movement with an event featuring
scientific and legal discussions on the environmental and legal implica-
tions of coal mining, plus international case studies on environmental
protection and Indigenous rights. At the event, the community present-
ed three key demands:

1. Expedite the legal case to revoke the EIA report.

2. Remove Kaberdin from the Mineral Management Master Plan
to prevent future mining projects.

3. Recognize community rights to manage land and natural re-
sources independently.

The ongoing struggle in Kaberdin reflects the broader fight of Indige-
nous and ethnic communities in Thailand to defend their land, environ-
ment, and cultural heritage from state-backed development projects.
Their activism highlights the urgent need for inclusive decision-making
and policies that genuinely protect both people and nature.

Notes and references
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Argentina is a federal country comprising 23 provinces and one
autonomous city (Buenos Aires, the capital) with a total popu-
lation of 45,892,285 million people, according to the 2022 cen-
sus data. This last census recorded 1,306,730 people in private
households who self-recognized as Indigenous or descendants
of Indigenous Peoples, accounting for 2.9% of the total popu-
lation in this type of housing. In turn, the results of the census
determined the existence of 58 Indigenous Peoples. Legally,
they have specific constitutional rights at the federal level and
in most provincial states. In addition, a set of international hu-
man rights treaties, including the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), the International Covenant
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and the In-
ternational Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial
Discrimination (ICERD), are in force, forming part of the body of
constitutional law. ILO Convention 169 takes precedence over
national laws (but does not form part of the body of constitu-
tional law). It was ratified in 2000 and has been in force as an in-
ternational treaty since 2001. The UN Declaration on the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and the American Declaration
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples are operative in Argentina
with normative force.

Scaling up of a regulatory framework harmful to
Indigenous rights

he government administration in Argentina, which recently com-

pleted its first term in office in December 2024, has undertaken

swingeing regulatory reforms across a wide range of sectors,
some of which have had a significant impact on the rights of Indige-
nous Peoples. In just one year, institutions have been transformed, oth-
ers abolished, all while a regulatory framework is being erected that
favours large investments and unequivocally undermines Indigenous
territorial rights.
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Against this backdrop, the Incentive Regime for Large Investments
(RIGI), envisaged as part of the Decree of Necessity and Urgency, has
generated a debate as regards its scope. Its main objective is to favour
investments by granting significant benefits, including tax exemptions.
Forestry, tourism, infrastructure, mining, technology, steel, energy, oil
and gas are all among the sectors covered.

Although its objectives promise benefits for broad sectors of the
population, it is difficult to see what these could actually be given the
situations already being experienced in provinces such as Catama-
rca, with the exploitation of lithium, and Neuquén, with hydrocarbon
exploitation. At the same time, it is difficult to understand why such a
convenient and generous scheme has been designed for investors, es-
pecially foreign ones.

The RIGI is clearly a regulatory scheme that is in breach of exist-
ing Indigenous rights. It does not contemplate the right to consultation,
anticipates high-impact activities on Indigenous territories, and does
not even refer to environmental rights and theirimpact, far less environ-
mental liabilities and potential forms of remediation.

From a legal point of view, it may well end up in court, with uncer-
tain results. At the political level, however, there needs to be resistance
by means of alternative proposals that demonstrate that extractivism
is neither a panacea nor the answer to the energy crisis and the lack of
economic resources.

Moreover, and in the same vein of affecting the rights of Indigenous
Peoples, specifically the right to legal status, a resolution has been is-
sued with the aim of abolishing the National Registry of Indigenous
Communities (RE.NA.CI). This registry was created in 1995 by means
of Resolution 781, with Resolution 4811/96 then establishing the criteria
for authorizing registration. The resolution repeals Resolution 4811/96,
which was aimed at honouring constitutional commitments. Legal sta-
tus has an impact on the relationship between the State and Indige-
nous Peoples. They are recognized as collective and political subjects
and their legal status is of a public nature, which determines the State's
conception of Indigenous Peoples and, at the same time, recognizes
their identity, a right also recognized by the Constitution.

While respecting provincial autonomy, it is desirable that uniform
criteria be established for granting legal status, ensuring that these are
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in line with the standards set out in the international legal instruments
in force and those established by the Inter-American Human Rights
System. These criteria should never be regressive in terms of rights, and
far less left to an imprecise interpretation — or to a discretionary deci-
sion of the provinces — as how to manage such legal status. It needs to
be understood that we are referring to a relationship that is always trau-
matic — and cannot be healed through unilateral decisions — and to an
identity that is always in dispute. And the national State has decided to
render Indigenous Peoples yet more invisible. By abolishing the Nation-
al Registry of Indigenous Communities, they are attempting to negate
the communities, without understanding that they exist regardless of
any administrative act.

Perhaps the most significant legal act in this regulatory barrage
against Indigenous rights, at least in terms of its impact, is the repeal
of the Indigenous Territorial Emergency Law. The Decree of Necessity
and Urgency (DNU 1083/24) repealed DNU 805/21, a decree that had
extended the emergency law on Indigenous community possession
and property (Law 26,160 and its successive extensions). This law is of
notable gravity for several reasons. Firstly, it materializes a public policy
aimed at fulfilling a State obligation: respect for Indigenous territorial
rights and, consequently, the collective titling of their lands. Secondly,
by repealing this law, which not only ordered technico-legal cadastral
surveys but additionally suspended evictions (26,160 had not had the
desired effect and evictions had continued to take place under previ-
ous governments) it is anticipated that these could multiply, creating
a situation of vulnerability, insecurity and suffering for the Indigenous
communities that will only continue to deteriorate. Thirdly, the repeal
creates considerable uncertainty since it raises doubts as to the out-
comes of surveys currently underway but not yet completed, and even
of those that have already been completed.

This legal act on the part of the administration reflects an ideologi-
cal conception on the part of the State that is profoundly monocultural,
exclusionary, racist and unequivocally associated with extractivism, an
activity that needs the Indigenous territories in order to expand. There
are obviously economic interests at play, along with business greed and
benefits designed to be distributed to corporations, but this goes far
beyond considerations of profit or gain.
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It is a conception that considers Indigenous Peoples as an obsta-
cle and their rights as a threat. An ideology that despises what is differ-
ent and which takes consistent steps, through each of its government
decisions, to undermine and eliminate the legitimate demands of Indig-
enous Peoples. Its aim is to cement a State matrix that is the result of a
"Western society”, one that understands the principles of freedom and
equality restrictively, subjugating peoples and cultures.

The eventful evolution of institutionalism for
Indigenous Peoples

Since Law 23,302 of 1985, which created the National Institute of Indig-
enous Affairs (INAI), it has been considered important that a special na-
tional agency was able to bear witness to the policies that are essential
and necessary to guarantee the rights contemplated in an increasingly
robust regulatory framework.

INAIl pursued varying policies, depending on how each government
and its authorities wished to pursue its management. It was, howev-
er, becoming progressively delegitimized in the eyes of the Indigenous
communities, either because it would not commit to public policies
that could respond to their demands in any significant way or because
it was unable to concretely achieve those policies in the face of other
State agencies working in the opposite direction: undermining rather
than respecting rights.

Under the current administration, the institutional framework de-
signed to form a contact point with Indigenous Peoples faces worrying
uncertainties and contradictions. Initially, INAI's dissolution was hinted
at, then it was decided to move it from the Ministry of Justice and Hu-
man Rights (now simply the Ministry of Justice) to the Ministry of the
Interior and now, in view of the dissolution of this latter, it is current-
ly under the jurisdiction of the Deputy Head of Cabinet of the Interior,
within the Office of the Chief of Cabinet Ministers. This subsumption of
the organization can be seen as a process of gradually moving it down
the hierarchy.

By means of Resolution 40/2024, the President of INAl resolved to
create “"the Federal Council of Indigenous Policies, made up of repre-
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sentatives of the provincial government agencies with competence in
Indigenous affairs”. According to this resolution, its objectives include:
"to become a permanent space for dialogue, meeting and collaboration
between the provinces and the national government, in the coordinated
formulation and implementation of public policies for Indigenous Peo-
ples”. It also convenes meetings of, among others, the representatives
of the Indigenous Peoples as proposed by the Indigenous territorial or-
ganizations and by the Indigenous Participation Council (CPI), which
has been maintained in spite of everything.

The question and dilemma that arises is whether the creation of
another State body — which does not, according to said resolution, en-
tail either the creation of a new structure or the allocation of additional
budget — will result in policies being formulated with the participation of
Indigenous Peoples rather than with them merely as recipients. Moreo-
ver, will this space be intended to guarantee the full exercise of already
existing rights, or will it, by contrast, result in another scenario of ab-
sences, persecutions and harassment, disguised by a Federal Coun-
cil and likely simply to raise false expectations among the Indigenous
communities?

In order to focus on the situation of the provinces — given the feder-
al regime of government in Argentina and the importance of provincial
autonomy -, in January 2023, with the consensus of the Indigenous
Confederation of Neuquén, the Neuqguén legislature approved the Free,
Prior and Informed Consultation procedure applicable to the province's
Indigenous communities. This law is the first of its kind in the country.
However, despite months passing since its enactment, it has yet to be
implemented.

On 310ctober 2024, a bill on Free, Prior and Informed Consultation,
tabled by the executive, was approved in the legislature of Rio Negro
Province. This law departs significantly from the jurisprudential and
normative standards established on the matter and suffers from one
apparent flaw: it was not put out for consultation with the Indigenous
communities and organizations, eliminating Indigenous Peoples from
the very political participation that is supposed to be reflected in the
right to consultation.

This alone is reason enough to maintain that the law enacted is
contrary to the Constitution and international legal instruments in
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force. In addition, its content violates the rights of Indigenous Peo-
ples, restrictively interpreting consultation and limiting it to Indigenous
communities with legal status, re-igniting an old discussion that should
have been settled by now, namely that this process is merely declara-
tive and in no way constitutive.

The search for tools with which to guarantee the right to Free, Prior
and Informed Consultation is important and should be supported given
that it is not a right that is easily implemented. This process requires
the regulation of processes that are creative and not merely formal, and
which allow for a dialogue with the communities, something that is al-
ways stated but also seemingly never implemented.

Conclusion

From the very start of the government's term, actions have been tak-
en to undermine the rights of Indigenous Peoples. The abolition of the
National Institute against Discrimination, Xenophobia and Racism
(INADI), and the restructuring of the National Institute of Indigenous
Affairs (INAI), which resulted in the scrapping of internal departments,
are just some of the decisions that were taken with the aim of weaken-
ing policies for Indigenous Peoples. And yet repealing the extension of
the Indigenous Territorial Emergency Law was “the cherry on the cake”
of a set of decisions that undermine their territorial rights and promote
and facilitate evictions, thus intensifying territorial dispossession. At
the time of writing (January 2025), the eviction of the Lof Paillako of the
Mapuche people is about to take place in Los Alerces National Park, in
Chubut Province. This judicial eviction is based precisely on the repeal
of the emergency law.

To take another example, the abolition in practice of the National
Registry of Indigenous Communities (RENACI) sends a message that, in
future, the granting of legal status — and let us not forget that legal sta-
tus is a constitutionally recognized right, not an obligation on Indigenous
communities — will be restricted to the maximum. All this under the guise
of a false federalism, a discourse that grants the provinces the power to
manage everything related to status when, very often, these provinces
either lack special bodies to implement this or have shown resistance to
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granting it, precisely because of their denial of Indigenous rights.

One can but wonder what to expect in the future, especially given
that this government is only in its first year in office, and it is likely that
it will continue to maintain and magnify a State model that is clearly
harmful to the rights and interests of Indigenous Peoples.

Official discourse leaves no room for doubt that the politico-legal
scenario over the coming years will be one of implementing policies
harmful to Indigenous Peoples and which will create negative condi-
tions for the exercise of their rights. To repeal, for example, the emer-
gency law and, with it, to set aside the suspension of evictions, is a
clear sign of an unequivocal intention to appropriate Indigenous ter-
ritories. The Incentive Regime for Large Investments (RIGI) is also an
unquestionable demonstration of the future that is being pursued by
this administration.
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According to the Bolivia Population and Housing Census 2012,
41% of the Bolivian population over the age of 15 is of Indige-
nous origin, although projections from the National Institute
of Statistics (INE) produced in 2017 indicate that this percent-
age is likely to be nearer 48%. Of the 36 recognized peoples in
the country, the majority of those living in the Andes are Que-
chua (49.5%) and Aymara (40.6%), and they self-identify into
16 different nationalities. The major peoples in the Lowlands
are the Chiquitano (3.6%), Guarani (2.5%) and Moxefio (1.4%)
who, together with the remaining 2.4%, make up the 36 recog-
nized Indigenous Peoples. To date, Indigenous Peoples have
consolidated 25 million hectares as collective property under
the status of Community Lands of Origin (TCO), representing
23% of the total area of the country. With the approval of De-
cree No. 727/10, the TCOs acquired the constitutional title of
Peasant Native Indigenous Territory (Territorio Indigena Origi-
nario Campesino - TIOC). Bolivia has ratified the main interna-
tional human rights conventions and has been a signatory of
ILO Convention No. 169 since 1991. The UN Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) has been in full force
since the approval of Law No. 3760 on 07 November 2007. With
the new State Political Constitution in 2009, Bolivia adopted
the name of Plurinational State.

Social conflicts over judicial elections and Evo
Morales’ decision to run for re-election

lections for the highest judicial authorities should have been held
E in October 2023 but have been successively postponed due to a

lack of parliamentary consensus to approve the law needed to
call for this process.” This has resulted in a serious institutional crisis
since the six-year constitutional mandate of the magistrates expired on
31 December 2023. Faced with this situation, the judges of the Plurina-
tional Constitutional Tribunal (TCP) themselves issued Declaration No.

0049/2023 extending the mandates of all judicial authorities until elec-
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tions could be held.? Several magistrates nevertheless decided to step
aside and vacate their posts as of January 2024 on the understanding
that they no longer had the legitimacy to continue.

It was against this backdrop that the stand-off between legislators
supporting the government of Luis Arce and those supporting former
president Evo Morales deepened, preventing an agreement from being
reached on an electoral process. The background was (and continues
to be) the government's refusal to allow the former president to run for a
further term in the next national elections in 2025, resulting in political
polarization that resulted in conflict virtually all year long.

Since the start of 2024, former president Evo Morales has been mo-
bilizing supportive social and political sectors to get the criminal pro-
ceedings against him dropped and to ensure that his candidacy is the
only Movement Toward Socialism (MAS) candidacy recognized by the
electoral body. Throughout the year, a wide range of protests were imple-
mented, including a national road blockade between mid-October and
the first week of November, which lasted 24 days.® Criminal proceedings
are underway in which Morales is accused of statutory rape and human
trafficking, due to allegedly having had at least two intimate relation-
ships with minors of 14 and 15 years of age.“ As a result, the Departmen-
tal Prosecutor's Office of Tarija issued an arrest warrant for the crime of
“aggravated human trafficking"®

In a context of tensions due to roadblocks throughout the country
and the legal actions against Evo Morales, Radio Kawsachun Coca (RKC)
radio station reported that, on Sunday 27 October, the former pres-
ident had suffered an attempt on his life, broadcasting several videos
showing a chase and shooting at the vehicle in which he was travelling
in the Tropic of Cochabamba-Chapare area. The former president was
unharmed, but his driver was injured.® According to media linked to the
former president, it was an assassination attempt carried out by agents
linked to drug trafficking, with the likely acquiescence of the govern-
ment of Luis Arce and his Minister of the Interior, Eduardo del Castillo. In
contrast, both the government and the opposition claimed that it was a
“self-imposed attack”. The president undertook to conduct a thorough
investigation, although no results have been made known to date.

The political crisis worsened with the paralysis of sessions in Par-
liament, as legislators sympathetic to the Arce government blocked the
bill calling for judicial elections, demanding that Congress first adopt a
resolution approving the extension of the judges whose terms had ex-
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pired and the approval of several credit lines that required legislative
approval. A political agreement reached between Evo Morales' MAS and
the opposition resulted in a call for candidates, but this process was sys-
tematically interrupted by a series of injunctions and tutelage actions by
candidates alleging that the lists presented by the Plurinational Legisla-
tive Assembly did not comply with the criteria for parity and inclusion of
Indigenous candidates. This caused the Plurinational Constitutional Tri-
bunal to annul the call for candidates for election to the Supreme Court
of Justice in Beni and Pando, and to the Plurinational Constitutional
Tribunal in Cochabamba, Tarija, Santa Cruz, Beni and Pando, leaving 28
candidates out of the competition. Finally, the process was held on 15
December with high participation and also very acceptable approval lev-
els, unlike in the 2011 and 2017 processes. The most popular candidate
for the Agro-Environmental Court was a lawyer from the Mojefio people,
Rocio Vasquez Noza, who represents the Indigenous Peoples as well as
the department of Beni on that body.”

Political conflicts were also fuelled by a worrying downturn in in-
dicators of the Bolivian economy. Exports decreased markedly in 2024
due to a decline in income from the sale of gas to Brazil and Argenti-
na, sales that previously accounted for almost 80% of revenue. This is
because the wells, having been exploited for over 20 years now, are be-
ginning to be exhausted. This situation was compounded by a decline
in the once enormous international foreign exchange reserves, which
have largely been used to finance a fuel subsidy, enabling the price at
the pump to be maintained at USD 0.37 per litre since 2005.8 This has
resulted in a gradual decline in public sector investment in things such
as public infrastructure and the financing of State-run universities, pre-
viously sustained by the extraordinary income the country was receiving
from the sale of gas. This year, it has become common to see thousands
of citizens standing in long lines to fill up with fuel, especially for trucks,
buses and heavy machinery.

Attempted coup d'état

On 26 June, then commander of the General Army, Juan José Zufiiga,
staged a military uprising that was labelled by the government as an
"attempted coup d'état”. Zuiiga moved several units to Plaza Murillo,
in La Paz, and entered the Palacio Quemado, an historic building and
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former seat of the Executive.? There, and in front of a crowd that was not
supportive of his actions, along with all political sectors of the country,
he confronted President Luis Arce, who had dismissed him for press
statements considered to represent a serious act of indiscipline. The
crisis was resolved with the appointment of a new commander and the
arrest of those who had led the movement, which the opposition and
General Zufiga himself labelled as a “self-imposed coup”, blaming the
government for the attempt.”®

Environmental catastrophe due to forest fires

If 2023 was a year of crisis due to forest fires in eastern Bolivia," 2024
literally witnessed an environmental catastrophe, the worst on record
to date. The previous record stood in 2019, when more than five mil-
lion hectares burned;”? nonetheless, by the end of October 2024, when
the first rains arrived, close to 12 million hectares had been affected.™
According to the Director of the National Institute of Agrarian Reform
(INRA), Eulogio Nufiez, as of the first week of October, there had been
9.8 million hectares burned and affected by fires, 61% of which were
concentrated in forested areas. Santa Cruz was reportedly the most af-
fected department, with 68% of the fires, followed by Beni with 28% and
La Paz with 3%."

Unlike in previous years, the fires started early. In the eastern re-
gion of the country, intense heat, drought and low humidity usually oc-
cur between September and November, creating the ideal conditions for
hot spots and for subsequent uncontrolled fires. During 2024, the crisis
began in July in the Pantanal, the world's largest freshwater wetland of
158,000 km2, declared a Ramsar site and which also extends into Bra-
zil and Paraguay.”® The San Matias Natural Integrated Management Area
(ANMI-SM) is a national protected area that protects the Pantanal eco-
system and other associated formations, as well as the Pantanal Indig-
enous Territory of the Chiquitano people.” The ANMI-SM was the area
most affected by fires for the longest and most extensive period of time,
almost across its entirety.

Another region affected was northern Chiquitania, with vast areas
damaged. Monte Verde saw 85% of its area (807,243 hectares) burned,
Guarayos 72% (966,893) and Pantanal 63% (455,560).” In the case of
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Monte Verde, the fires forced almost all of the communities to take ref-
uge in the former Jesuit Mission at Concepcién as the fire surrounded
their hamlets and completely destroyed their crops.” According to infor-
mation fromm community members, the fire entered via Bajo Paragua, a
territory further north, where the human settlement policies being pro-
moted by the State on behalf of settler communities (self-identified as
intercultural) prevented people from getting through to fight the fires,
which subsequently burned out of control.”

On 30 September, after several mobilizations, with seven million
hectares affected up to that point and the situation completely out of con-
trol, President Luis Arce issued a National Disaster Decree enabling inter-
national aid and more urgent and effective handling of the emergency.?°
Aid had already also been activated through multiple civil society groups,
via whom international cooperation, as well as friendly governments from
Spain, Brazil and the European Union itself, had facilitated the arrival of
firefighting experts.?’ Particularly noteworthy were the Forest Fire Fight-
ing Reinforcement Brigades (GFFF-BRIF) and the FAST team, made up of
experts in fire analysis and emergency management from Spain. These
brigades intervened in the serious fires in the Lomerio and Monte Verde
territories of the Chiquitano people where, despite the efforts of these
specialists, the event overwhelmed all capacity for action.??

Meanwhile, in the midst of the crisis, and in the context of a Class
Action Suit filed by the Ombudsman, Pedro Calisaya, the Second Con-
stitutional Court of the department of La Paz established “the unconsti-
tutional state of affairs” due to multiple violations of the rights of Mother
Earth, of biodiversity and of Indigenous Peoples in voluntary isolation, as
rights-holders, in respect of public health, territory and self-determina-
tion.?®* Resolution 233/2024 established a three-month period for all re-
spondent ministries, departmental and local authorities to establish con-
crete coordination measures to address the public health emergency of
those affected. Calls for the Legislative Assembly to annul the so-called
“Incendiary Package”?* regulations that only encourage fires and de-
forestation and whose repeal has been demanded by the Indigenous and
environmental movement for almost a decade, went unheeded, however.?®

The Special Rapporteur on Economic, Social, Cultural and Environ-
mental Rights of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IA-
CHR) conducted a country visit from 9 to 11 December to evaluate the
impacts of the forest fires and to analyse the State's response to this



326 IWGIA - The Indigenous World - 2025

crisis in the context of the climate emergency. One of the observations
made by the Rapporteurship was that the regulatory framework in force
in the country, the previously stated “Incendiary Package”, was partly re-
sponsible for the catastrophe.

The Rapporteurship emphasized that the main reason for the start
and spread of forest fires in Bolivia had been the expansion of the agri-
cultural frontier, induced by agricultural and livestock extractivism. The
body established, at least preventively, that the crisis scenario had been
exacerbated by the uncontrolled use of fire to convert forest into agricul-
tural land, combined with an extraordinary period of drought and delays
in adopting immediate measures, along with a lack of resources and ad-
equate infrastructure for prevention and effective response.

In this context, the Rapporteurship suggested reforming the regu-
latory framework and replacing it with legislation that prioritizes environ-
mental sustainability and the protection of human rights, in accordance
with international standards. He also suggested that this reform should
be aimed at preventing deforestation, promoting sustainable land use
and strengthening monitoring, compliance and sanctions in order to
avoid illegal practices. This process should be carried out with the par-
ticipation, and drawing on the knowledge, of the affected communities,
especially Indigenous Peoples.?

First Indigenous conservation area in the Amazon

On 3 October, the Autonomous Indigenous Government of the Multieth-
nic Indigenous Territory (TIM) approved, by means of Law No. 003/2024,
the creation of the Loma Santa Conservation Area, with an area of
198,765 hectares.?’ Loma Santa is the first conservation area estab-
lished and defined by an Indigenous government, to be managed and
administered through its traditional authorities and the Indigenous
governmentitself, in accordance with its own rules and procedures. The
purpose of this area is to protect the flora and fauna of the zone, as well
as the connection with the headwaters of the rivers that cross the TIM
communities, which are fundamental to the economic, social and cul-
tural life of the five Indigenous Peoples that inhabit the area.

The Ministry of Environment and Water has registered Loma San-
ta as an Indigenous protected area, a category that forms part of the
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subnational conservation areas, in light of the constitutional powers of
the Indigenous governments to create this type of area. In Bolivia, In-
digenous protected areas are considered a strategy contributing to the
physical and political reconstitution of the territory, as well as an al-
ternative form of control of vulnerable or ecologically important areas.
These protected areas are fundamental to the life of the communities
in the face of threats such as the plundering of resources, infrastructure
works or extractive activities, where property titles are not sufficient to
protect them.

Attempts to build a road in the Nembi Guasu
Guarani ancestral territory and conservation area

For the past three years, a process of defence has been underway through
the agro-environmental courts of this territory, located in the part of the
Chaco bordering the Republic of Paraguay. Between 2013 and 2019, the
State passed 81 administrative settlement resolutions for settler com-
munities under its land distribution policy. When these communities be-
gan to clear their lands, large fires broke out, affecting more than 40% of
the territory. In 2022, the Plurinational Agro-Environmental Court issued
Order Sla 11/2022 confirming the Ecological Pause issued by a lower
court. The purpose of this measure was to protect the biodiversity of the
territory as a subject of rights, as well as to protect it as a transit area for
segments of families in voluntary isolation from the Ayoreo people.?®

This year, in coordination with the government of Alto Paraguay and
the cattle-raising sectors of the municipalities of Roboré (Bolivia) and
Bahia Negra (Paraguay), the Santa Cruz government began to energet-
ically promote the opening of a road that would cross the Nembi Guasu
from north to south. This project would connect the Santa Cruz-Puerto
Sudrez bioceanic highway with its planned equivalent between the port of
Santos, Brazil, and Iquique, Chile, crossing the Chaco Boreal and causing
unprecedented environmental and socio-culturalimpacts.?’ The entire or-
ganizational spectrum of the Guarani people, as well as the Ayoreo people
in both countries, have rejected the road through the Nembi Guasu.°

In response to this onslaught, between 3 and 5 December, a bina-
tional meeting was held in the town of Boquerdn (Paraguayan Chaco),
convened by organizations representing the Ayoreo people of Paraguay
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and Bolivia. This historic event was an opportunity to discuss the overall
situation of the Ayoreo people and expose the main threats to the great
Chaco ecosystem due to infrastructure works and the uncontrolled de-
forestation of the region.®

The event emphatically rejected the attempt to build the road
through the heart of the Nembi Guasu because it would be lethal not
only for the contacted Ayoreo people but especially for those living in
voluntary isolation, for whom the Nembi Guasu is a key ecosystem
in their seasonal travel cycle. At the same time, a legal strategy and
cross-border alliance was defined, in coordination with the Guarani peo-
ple of Charagua lyambae in Bolivia, to defend this territory, as well as
other areas of the Chaco that are being threatened by the promotion of
infrastructure works and large-scale development.
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According to data from the 2022 demographic census, Brazil
is home to 266 Indigenous Peoples, comprising a population of
1,693,535 individuals and representing approximately 0.83% of
the total Brazilian population. These peoples communicate in
275 different languages. The northern region of Brazil is home
to almost 45% of the Indigenous population, the state of Ama-
zonas being the main region, with 490,000 Indigenous people.
The rights of Indigenous Peoples are set out in a specific chap-
ter of the 1988 Constitution (Title VIII, “Social Order”, Chapter
VIII, “On the Indians”), in addition to other provisions scattered
throughout the constitutional text and an article in the transi-
tional provisions. On 25 July 2002, Brazil ratified Convention
169 of the International Labour Organization (ILO).

razil's Indigenous Peoples faced historic challenges in 2024 but
made significant advances in the struggle for their rights.
In addition to fighting for the demarcation of their territories, Indig-
enous Peoples were also notable protagonists in defending the environ-
ment, playing a crucial role in climate justice and global sustainability.

Progress in Indigenous policy: land demarcation,
institutional action and political representation

The regularization of Indigenous Lands in Brazil has been driven by
coordination between Indigenous leaders, social movements and gov-
ernment agencies. Since the election of President Luiz Inacio Lula da
Silva in 2022, the country has undergone a major restructuring of its
Indigenous policy, marked by the creation of the Ministry of Indigenous
Peoples and the appointment of Indigenous leaders to strategic posi-
tions. For the first time in history, the National Foundation of Indigenous
Peoples (FUNAI) and the Ministry of Indigenous Peoples are under the
leadership of Indigenous women: Joénia Wapichana and Sénia Guaja-
jara respectively. This change reflects the current government's com-
mitment to strengthening the participation of Indigenous Peoples in
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the formulation and implementation of public policies aimed at guar-
anteeing their territorial, social and cultural rights.

The work of FUNAI and the Ministry of Indigenous Peoples has re-
sulted in concrete progress, particularly in the resumption of land de-
marcation processes, which had been paralysed in recent years. Since
2023, the federal government has approved several Indigenous Lands,
such as Aldeia Velha (Bahia), Cacique Fontoura (Mato Grosso), Acapuri
de Cima (Amazonas), Potiguara de Monte-Mor (Paraiba) and Morro dos
Cavalos (Santa Catarina), totalling more than 800,000 hectares of offi-
cially protected territory. These approvals are directly benefitting thou-
sands of Indigenous people, guaranteeing greater territorial security
and contributing to the preservation of the environment.

In addition to demarcation, FUNAI has intensified its coercive ac-
tions against illegal invasions, reinforcing the protection of lands still
pending regularization. Some areas of the Amazon, such as the Pirip-
kura (Mato Grosso) and Ituna-Itata (Paraiba) Indigenous Lands, remain
vulnerable to the illegal exploitation of natural resources. However, the
restructuring of FUNAI has allowed for a more effective response to
threats against these territories, including the expansion of protection
operations and the strengthening of dialogue with Indigenous leaders
to ensure greater legal security for the communities.

The Ministry of Indigenous Peoples, forits part, has played an essen-
tial role in the political coordination needed to guarantee the implemen-
tation of public policies aimed at Indigenous Peoples. Under the leader-
ship of Sénia Guajajara, it has promoted sustainability programmes for
Indigenous communities, guaranteeing technical and financial support
for socioeconomic development initiatives aligned with environmental
preservation and cultural appreciation. In addition, the Ministry has been
directly involved in dialogue with the federal government to ensure that
the Indigenous agenda is incorporated into national strategies for sus-
tainable development and the fight against climate change.

Growing Indigenous representation has also been reflected in the
national political scene. The 2024 municipal elections marked a break-
through in the participation of Indigenous leaders in decision-making
spaces, with a record number of candidates and representatives elect-
ed to legislative and executive positions. This movement demonstrates
the growing strength of Indigenous Peoples’ political coordination and
their search for a greater role in the formulation of public policies that
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guarantee their rights and interests. The presence of Indigenous people
in Parliament and government bodies reinforces their struggle for terri-
torial protection, guaranteed access to essential services and recogni-
tion of Indigenous cultures and traditions in Brazil.

Challenges do remain, however, that require continued commit-
ment from the State and society to ensure that the rights of Indig-
enous Peoples are respected and that their lands are protected from
external threats. Among these is the need to speed up the demarcation
processes for several Indigenous territories: the Guyraroka Indigenous
Land (Mato Grosso do Sul), which has been awaiting a judicial decision
for more than 15 years, and the Tupinamba Indigenous Land of Olivenca
(Bahia), which faces strong opposition from rural producers and has not
yet been fully recognized. In addition, Indigenous Lands in the Amazon,
such as the Piripkura Indigenous Land (Mato Grosso) and the Ituna-Itata
Indigenous Land (Paraiba), remain vulnerable to illegal invasion as they
have not yet received the necessary official protection. According to
FUNAI, there are currently more than 240 Indigenous Lands at differ-
ent stages of the regularization process, many of which face resistance
from state governments and economic sectors interested in exploiting
these areas.

The importance of legalizing Indigenous Lands goes beyond a
territorial guarantee for Indigenous Peoples. Studies by the Socio-En-
vironmental Institute show that regularized Indigenous Lands have
significantly lower deforestation rates than unprotected territories. In
addition, land legalization guarantees greater access to public health,
education and sustainable development policies, strengthening the en-
vironmental and cultural preservation of these communities.

Challenges and advances in the defence of
Indigenous rights

The struggle for Indigenous rights continues to face major barriers, es-
pecially with the so-called Temporary Framework thesis, which seeks
to restrict the recognition of Indigenous Lands to only those that were
occupied prior to 5 October 1988. The Federal Supreme Court contin-
ues to debate this issue, while Indigenous leaders warn of the negative
impacts of this interpretation.’ Joénia Wapichana, president of FUNAI,
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emphasizes: “This thesis ignores the history of forced evictions and the
right of Indigenous Peoples to their traditional lands. We continue to re-
sist and demand respect for our rights.”

Despite the mobilization of Indigenous leaders, the decisions of
the Superior Court of Justice have been criticized for disregarding the
historical reality of Indigenous Peoples, ignoring centuries of violations
of their territorial rights. This lack of respect for Indigenous claims and
for the Brazilian Constitution itself has generated legal insecurity and
increased land conflicts in the country.

Climate justice and the role of Indigenous Lands

Drought, fire, illegal mining and agribusiness

Extreme weather events in 2024 also exacerbated the situation in the
Indigenous territories. A prolonged drought drastically lowered the level
of rivers such as the Xingu, while fires devastated large areas of land
such as Apyterewa and Karipuna, destroying more than 4,000 hectares
of forest. These fires not only endanger the climate but also destroy tra-
ditional ways of life, forcing communities to look for alternatives out-
side of their territories.? lllegal mining has intensified the crisis in the
Yanomami territories, contaminating rivers with mercury, as in the case
of the Uraricoera River. This contamination has compromised access
to drinking water and the health of thousands of Indigenous individu-
als, causing a public health crisis that has led to the collapse of health
care centres. According to the Socio-Environmental Institute, mercury
poisoning rates have increased dramatically, especially among children
and pregnant women.

Despite the government's efforts to combat illegal mining, this
activity persists due to weak surveillance and inspection policies. The
environmental degradation and serious health situation facing the
Yanomami and Guarani-Kaiowa peoples underscores the urgent need
to prioritize the protection of their territories, a vital strategy for climate
justice and global sustainability.

The precarious state of health of these Indigenous communities is
another reflection of the challenges they face. In 2024, the Yanomami
and Guarani-Kaiowda territories faced worrying situations. In the
Yanomami territory, more than 570 children died due to malnutrition
and diseases such as malaria and pneumonia, while mercury contami-
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nation of rivers from illegal mining further exacerbated their living con-
ditions. Among the Guarani-Kaiow4, the Dourados Indigenous Reserve,
one of the most densely populated reserves in the country, is an em-
blematic example of government neglect: more than 15,000 Indigenous
people live onjust 3,500 hectares, suffering from food insecurity, lack of
access to drinking water and alarming rates of infant mortality.

According to reports from FUNAI and the Ministry of Health, 80%
of children under five years of age in vulnerable territories suffered from
severe malnutrition in 2024. This demonstrates the urgency of imple-
menting effective public policies and reviving health centres in critical
regions in order to improve the health and well-being of these Indige-
nous communities.

Climate justice and Indigenous Lands

Indigenous Lands play a crucial role in mitigating climate change. Data
from the Socio-Environmental Institute show that these areas are home
to more than 25% of the world's preserved tropical forests, act as nat-
ural barriers to deforestation and store large amounts of carbon.® How-
ever, harmful activities such as illegal mining, burning and monoculture
represent constant threats to these territories. The effective protection
of Indigenous territories is an indispensable strategy for achieving the
objectives of the Paris Agreement, as these lands are recognized as ef-
fective in mitigating climate change, as well as playing an irreplaceable
role in environmental conservation.

The preservation of these territories is not only a constitutional
right of the Indigenous Peoples but also a fundamental strategy for
global sustainability.

In 2024, according to data from the Socio-Environmental Institute,
more than 4,000 hectares of forest were destroyed in Indigenous ter-
ritories, with serious impacts on the climate and local communities.
Territories such as Apyterewa, in Pard, and Karipuna, in Rondénia, have
suffered due to a loss of biodiversity, river pollution and the disruption
to traditional ways of life. For Célia Xakriaba, a member of the federal
parliament: “Indigenous Lands are living barriers against climate col-
lapse.” Protecting these essential areas is a fundamental strategy to
guarantee the future of all, safeguarding environmental integrity and
the sustainability of these ecosystems.

During the UN Biodiversity Conference of the Parties to the Con-
vention on Biological Diversity (CBD COP16), held in 2024, Minister
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Sbnia Guajajara emphasized the importance of regulating the carbon
credit market fairly and inclusively. She highlighted the need to ensure
that Indigenous Peoples are protagonists in global climate negotia-
tions, with an active voice and decision-making power. The proposal to
allocate financial resources directly to Indigenous communities that
protect their ancestral forests was widely discussed and debated at the
conference. However, the implementation of this measure depends on
the establishment of solid regulations that prioritize Indigenous rights
and autonomy, ensuring that they are the main beneficiaries and man-
agers of these resources.

Humanitarian crisis among the Yanomami people

The humanitarian crisis facing the Yanomami people reveals the neg-
ligence of the State and the impacts of illegal mining, malnutrition and
climate change. The contamination of rivers with mercury, caused by
the uncontrolled advance of mining, has aggravated food and health
insecurity, causing an alarming increase in cases of child illness and
infant mortality. According to a report by the Oswaldo Cruz Founda-
tion, 80% of Yanomami children show signs of severe malnutrition.*
In addition, data from the National Institute for Spatial Research in-
dicate that deforestation in the region has increased by 30% due to
illegal mining, thus exacerbating the effects of climate change on the
Yanomami territory.®

The Articulation of Indigenous Peoples of Brazil - APIB has de-
nounced this situation as a true contemporary genocide, demanding
urgent protection and assistance from the federal government and in-
ternational organizations. The Ministry of Health reports that outbreaks
of malaria and gastrointestinal diseases, caused by poor medical care,
have doubled in the last two years, increasing the infant mortality rate
yet more among the Yanomami.¢

Violence against the Guarani-Kaiowa people and
the impact of agribusiness

Violence against the Guarani-Kaiow4, a direct consequence of the fail-
ure to demarcate their territories, has intensified due to increasing land
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value and the unbridled expansion of agribusiness. Agéncia Brasil re-
veals that violence against the Guarani-Kaiowa continues to be alarm-
ing.” Between 2022 and 2024, 38 murders of Indigenous people were
recorded in Mato Grosso do Sul, most of them members of this people.
In turn, recent reports indicate that the number may have been higher
in 2024, with cases of armed attacks and killings in land disputes. One
notable case was the murder of a young Guarani-Kaiowa in the Nande
Ru Marangatu Indigenous Land in September 2024, thus reinforcing the
vulnerability of this population in the context of the struggle for their
territories.

Inaddition to physical violence, the indiscriminate use of pesticides
on crops near the villages has caused serious environmental and health
impacts for the Indigenous people. Studies by the Federal University of
Grande Dourados indicate that 60% of the water samples collected in
the Guarani-Kaiowd communities showed alarming levels of pesticide
contamination, thus polluting the water supply and increasing the inci-
dence of diseases such as cancer and respiratory problems.®

This development model, coupled with environmental degradation
and deforestation, further aggravates the effects of climate change,
creating a cycle of destruction that is threatening both Indigenous
communities and the national biodiversity. Indiscriminate pesticide
spraying has directly affected soil fertility and local biodiversity, reduc-
ing sustainable agricultural production in Indigenous territories.

Indigenous youth and the future of the struggle for
rights

Indigenous youth participation in political and social movements has
grown significantly in recent years. Today, 42% of the Indigenous popu-
lation is under 18 years of age, and this new generation has positioned
itself at the forefront of defending Indigenous rights, cultural revival and
the occupation of previously inaccessible political and academic spac-
es. In the words of Txai Surui, an Indigenous activist who represented
Indigenous Peoples at COP26 (2021 UN Climate Change Conference):
“We are occupying the place that has always been ours but which has
historically been denied us. Our generation is no longer going to wait for
rights to be guaranteed, we are going to take them.”
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Despite the growing presence of Indigenous youth in Brazilian uni-
versities (according to data from the Ministry of Education, their pres-
ence has increased by 35% in the last decade), only 20% of Indigenous
people between the ages of 18 and 24 are enrolled in higher education.’
In addition, they face barriers such as a lack of Internet access, finan-
cial difficulties and the absence of student retention policies.

The economic crisis also has a direct impact on young people, in-
creasing food insecurity and making it difficult to access formal jobs.
The Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE) reports that
the unemployment rate among Indigenous youth is 12% higher than the
national average.®

Combining tradition and modernity, many Indigenous youth have
used social media as a tool of resistance, promoting awareness cam-
paigns and digital engagement. This digital activism reinforces the re-
porting of rights violations and increases the visibility of the Indigenous
struggle in Brazil and around the world.

Conclusion

An analysis of the challenges facing and progress made by Indigenous
Peoples in Brazil in 2024 highlights the complexity of issues related to
territorial rights, environmental sustainability and political participa-
tion. The demarcation and protection of Indigenous Lands continues
to be a core element of guaranteeing the constitutional rights of these
peoples and preserving the environment as studies indicate that pro-
tected Indigenous territories have lower deforestation rates and greater
biodiversity conservation.

Although institutional progress has been made, with the creation
of the Ministry of Indigenous Peoples and the resumption of demarca-
tion processes, for example, challenges still remain. The judicialization
of territories, the Temporary Framework thesis, illegal invasions and vi-
olence against Indigenous communities all demonstrate the need for
the State's continued commitment to guaranteeing these peoples’ le-
gal and territorial security.

From an environmental point of view, the correlation between the
preservation of Indigenous Lands and climate change mitigation rein-
forces the importance of public policies that align territorial protection,



340 IWGIA - The Indigenous World - 2025

environmental monitoring and sustainable development models that
respect Indigenous rights. In addition, strengthening the Indigenous
presence in political and academic spaces can contribute to the formu-
lation of more effective and inclusive strategies in environmental and
social governance.

Against this backdrop, it is recommended that future public poli-
cies consider the following:

* Speed up land regularization processes, guaranteeing legal
security for Indigenous communities.

«  Strengthen environmental control policies, combating illegal
practices such as deforestation and mining.

* Expand access to education and health care in Indigenous
communities, with a view to greater social inclusion and eco-
nomic development.

*  Promote mechanisms for political and scientific participation,
ensuring the incorporation of Indigenous knowledge and de-
mands into national and international planning.

» Recognizing and valuing Indigenous Peoples as key players
in environmental preservation and sustainable development
is fundamental to building more effective public policies and
meeting Brazil's climate and social commitments.

The role of Indigenous Peoples has been consolidated as an essential
force in the struggle for rights and environmental sustainability. How-
ever, the same young people who are leading this resistance are also
threatened by a lack of enforcement of their rights, especially with re-
gard to land demarcation and environmental protection. Without con-
crete action by the State, these new leaders risk violence, marginaliza-
tion and the loss of their territories.

To reverse this situation, it is essential that the State fulfil its role
of guaranteeing the Indigenous rights established in the Constitution,
promoting land regularization and protecting the territories from illegal
invasions. It is also essential to strengthen environmental monitoring
in order to prevent the advance of mining and deforestation, and to ex-
pand health and education policies in order to provide Indigenous com-
munities with decent living conditions and cultural strengthening.

Indigenous participation in political decision-making spaces, both
in Brazil and in international forums, must be expanded to ensure that
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the voices of Indigenous Peoples are heard and respected. The future of
Brazil's environment and cultural diversity is dependent upon recogniz-
ing and respecting the rights of Indigenous Peoples: guaranteeing their
lands and ways of life also means protecting the environmental balance
for all humanity.
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Despite steady increases since the 1990s, Chile's Indigenous
population has experienced no major changes since the 2017
census. At that time, 2,185,792 people self-identified as Indig-
enous, equivalent to 12.8% of the country's total population
(17,076,076). The Mapuche were the most numerous (almost
1,800,000 individuals), followed by the Aymara (156,000) and
the Diaguita (88,000)." A sustained increase in the urban Indig-
enous population over the rural is noteworthy, now accounting
for 87.8% with only 12.2% living in rural areas.?

Law 19,253 of 1993 on the Promotion, Protection and De-
velopment of Indigenous Peoples, known as the “Indigenous
Law”, has not been amended to comply with current interna-
tional standards on the rights of Indigenous Peoples, such as
ILO Convention 169, ratified by Chile in 2008. In addition, Chile
has adopted the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples (2007) and the American Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples (2016).

Indigenous youth: contributions to and challenges
in gaining recognition of their rights

hile’s Indigenous youth play a fundamental role in creating ap-

preciation and awareness of Indigenous identity and rights as

native peoples. They nonetheless face strong discrimination due
to their Indigenous origin, physical features and names.?

There are no recent official data or studies on the situation of In-
digenous youth, who are estimated to represent 13.2% of young peo-
ple in Chile.“ Research into the nature and policies of Indigenous youth
in Chile, entitled Jdvenes y juventudes indigena en Chile: Vivencias y
tensiones en el Chile contemporaneo [Indigenous Youth in Chile: Ten-
sions and experiences in contemporary Chile], produced by the Nation-
al Youth Institute in collaboration with National Corporation of Indige-
nous Development (CONADI) and the Social Studies Department of the
Pontificia Universidad Catdlica (DESUC), dates back to 2015.5 Its main
results showed that, in terms of socioeconomic conditions, Indigenous
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youth are generally more disadvantaged than non-Indigenous youth in
areas such as income, years of schooling, and health status. In turn,
75% of Indigenous youth live in urban areas for educational and em-
ployment reasons.

Despite facing a number of difficulties, Indigenous youth are mak-
ing valuable contributions to the political, cultural, social and econom-
ic life of their peoples and the country in general. Their contributions
include: claiming their territorial rights (demanding compliance with
the rights established in international standards); strengthening their
cultural identity (reviving their languages, promoting their cultural tradi-
tions such as music, dance and the arts, as well as their ancestral prac-
tices and crafts); and strengthening their community organizations.
They are also noteworthy for their use of digital technologies (social and
community media, etc.) in making their culture and demands more visi-
ble, sharing stories, music and Indigenous languages, and thus contrib-
uting to raising awareness about their struggles.

Many young people are playing a notable part in the struggle
against projects that affect the environment such as mining, deforest-
ation and the construction of large hydroelectric projects, which often
have a direct impact on their territories. Ever more young Indigenous
men and women are likewise gaining recognition in professional areas
such as the social sciences, law and geography, putting their knowl-
edge to good use by contributing to a strengthening of their territories.

The challenges faced by Indigenous youth include a lack of eco-
nomic opportunities in their territories and limited access to land. One
of the main trends observed is that most young people, both men and
women, are choosing to migrate to the cities in search of better educa-
tional and employment opportunities. Some do return to their territories
but the disconnect from the land and the territory has become such
that, upon inheriting land, many choose to parcel it up and sell it off.
Some, however, decide to return and stay, facing multiple challenges
in gaining access to the land and securing their right to it. This access
is fundamental as land plays a crucial role in preserving their cultural
identity and connection to traditions. Economic development based
on food sovereignty is a means by which young people are seeking to
strengthen their territorial autonomy and contribute to building a more
just future.
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There is only limited support available in such situations. Although
the Agricultural Development Institute (INDAP) is a government pro-
gramme that provides support to land users, access to its benefits is
conditional on land ownership, meaning there is only limited assistance
for those who have no access to land. In addition, there is no law guar-
anteeing the territorial rights of Indigenous youth, nor are there any fi-
nancial bodies granting specific credit lines or budgets for them.

Despite these challenges, many young people remain hopeful and
are continuing to embark on different economic activities with the goal
of transforming their realities and strengthening their communities.
The struggle for territorial autonomy continues to be one of the main
motivations of Mapuche youth, who are seeking to defend their right to
land and preserve their ancestral culture.

Despite the difficulties, many young people have decided to stay
on their land and work hard to strengthen their communities. Through
their efforts and actions, they are continuing to fight for a future in
which their land and territorial rights are respected and in which they
can guarantee their territorial autonomy. The struggle for food sover-
eignty and the strengthening of rural communities is, today, one of the
main focal points of these young people, committed to the land, the ter-
ritory and its culture.

Presidential Commission for Peace and
Understanding

During 2024, the Presidential Commission for Peace and Understand-
ing, convened by President Gabriel Boric in June 2023 with the aim of
laying the groundwork for a medium to long-term solution to the land
demands of the Mapuche people and their communities, continued its
work of attempting to reach an agreement with a view to generating
political and legislative proposals that would enable progress towards
its objective.

Throughout the year, the Commission met in various cities in the
regions of Biobio, La Araucania, Los Rios and Los Lagos, in the tradi-
tional Mapuche territory in southern Chile. During these sessions, the
Commission held hearings with representatives of Mapuche organiza-
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tions, productive associations, civil society and local authorities. In ad-
dition, spaces for participation were opened, such as the Intercultural
Dialogues (multi-stakeholder dialogue spaces held in 11 cities) and the
Self-Convened Territorial Meetings aimed at Mapuche organizations.

Participation in these spaces was not particularly broad due to
insufficient publicity, methodological shortcomings and a lack of the
Mapuche organizations' confidence in the process. In spite of this, pro-
posals emerged from the Self-Convened Territorial Meetings in relation
to the need for constitutional recognition of Indigenous Peoples and
the relevance of recognizing rights to the lands traditionally occupied
by the Mapuche people, and these proposals were formally channelled
to the Commission. For their part, a group of Mapuche organizations
from different territories submitted a series of reports to the Commis-
sion containing the grounds that support their claims to their lands of
traditional occupation, with a view to having these issues considered in
the Commission's final proposals.

The Commission's discussions are focused on five main areas:
Land and Territories; Institutional Structures; Justice and Recognition;
Territorial Development; and Reparations for all victims. However, so far,
the commissioners have not been able to reach agreement on these
issues. In particular, there has been a failure to clearly define the recog-
nition of, or reparation mechanisms for, lands of traditional occupation,
which represent a very important part of the Mapuche people's territo-
rial claims. This situation led the Commission to extend its operations,
initially until the end of January 2025 and then until the end of April
2025, in order to reach the necessary agreements. These agreements
are made more complex by the composition of the Commission, which
includes the opposing interests of the Mapuche representatives, who
are seeking to raise the level of recognition of their people's rights, and
those of the representatives of the productive world and of the farmers
who are descendants of settlers in the area, who question the land res-
titution policies.

These circumstances have resulted in a climate of uncertainty
over the possibility of advancing towards the agreements necessary to
build social peace in the south of Chile via recognition of the Mapuche
people's rights and reparation for the process of dispossession of their
legal lands and traditional occupation as a result of the State's actions.
Moving towards structural agreements that can rebuild the social equi-
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librium and the peaceful coexistence of all the actors inhabiting the
territory is an opportunity that should not be missed. It is therefore nec-
essary to seriously and structurally identify and resolve the conflicts
related to the Mapuche's traditionally occupied lands, international
standards on Indigenous Peoples, and the effective participation of all
Mapuche sectors.

Challenges of Indigenous consultation on
Protected Areas and Priority Sites Regulations

Within the framework of the new law creating the Biodiversity and Pro-
tected Areas Service (SBAP) and the National System of Protected Ar-
eas (SNAP)” (hereinafter, the Biodiversity Law), at the end of 2024 the
Ministry of the Environment (MMA) initiated a process of Indigenous
consultation on the Protected Areas and Priority Sites Regulations,® in
compliance with ILO Convention No. 169 and Supreme Decree (SD) No.
66 governing the consultation process in the country. Paradoxically, one
month later, the Ministry of Social Development announced the start of
an Indigenous consultation on Decree No. 66.7 Both national consulta-
tion processes were therefore to be carried out in parallel.

The Biodiversity Law came into force in September 2023 after
more than 10 years of consideration in Congress. Its initial text made no
reference to Indigenous Peoples, ignoring their rights, their relationship
with biodiversity and international standards on the matter. However,
following various advocacy actions by Indigenous and civil society or-
ganizations, the MMA conducted a nationwide consultation between
2016 and 2017. This consultation resulted in the incorporation of impor-
tant provisions that establish Indigenous Peoples’ rights and responsi-
bilities in the management of protected areas, ensuring their participa-
tion in decision-making.

Among these, the new Biodiversity Law requires Indigenous con-
sultation before creating, modifying or declassifying protected areas
(Arts. 65, 66); incorporates the category of Indigenous Peoples' Conser-
vation Areas (Art. 62), including Law N° 20.249 of Coastal and Marine
Spaces of Indigenous People (ECMPO) contemplates the possibility of
reaching management agreements with Indigenous Peoples in State
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Protected Areas (Art. 68); includes participation in the preparation and
revision of management plans (Arts. 72 and 74); and requires Indige-
nous consultation when granting concessions (Art. 80).

Although the Biodiversity Law thus represents progress in the rec-
ognition of the rights of Indigenous Peoples, they still face the challenge
of drafting good implementing regulations that will enable them to real-
ly exercise those rights. The barriers that the MMA will have to overcome
are not insignificant. On the one hand, it will have to prevent the consul-
tation of SD No. 66 from interfering with this process, for which it will be
necessary to ensure greater coordination between ministries than has
occurred so far. At the same time, almost 10 years after the consultation
on the Biodiversity Law, and without the ministry having had a work-
ing agenda on these issues in the territories, it will need to provide ad-
equate and sufficient information to resume a dialogue that is not new
but most likely will have new participants. Last but not least, it will need
to ensure that the consultation is carried out in an environment free
from the intervention of industrial interests, which see the conservation
and protection of biodiversity as a barrier and threat to development.
This could already be seen in the first days of the consultation in the
Magallanes Region, where the salmon industry unprecedentedly inter-
vened in the consultations on the Management Plans for the Kawésqgar
National Park and Reserve.”®

Attempts to modify the Law on Marine Coastal
Areas for Indigenous Peoples and threats to
defenders of the sea

The Law on Marine Coastal Areas for Indigenous Peoples (ECMPO)
seeks to recognize and protect the territorial rights of Indigenous Peo-
ples over the coastline and the sea. Since its entry into force in 2008, it
has been established as a mechanism for delivering the administration
of a delimited marine space to a community or association of commu-
nities that have exercised customary use of that space, with the aim of
preserving its uses and ensuring the conservation of the natural assets
included therein and promoting the welfare of the communities.
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Since then, this law has been used by various Indigenous Peoples
to defend their territorial rights and protect coastal and marine spaces,
which are increasingly being threatened by exogenous development
models, extractivism and pollution. There are currently more than 100
ECMPO applications, across seven regions of the country, covering an
area of more than 30,000 km?2. However, with long processing times
that exceed the legal deadlines, only some 13% of these applications
have yet reached the end of the process. Political and administrative
barriers arose as soon as the scope and impact this law would have on
the reorganization and governance of Chile's marine and coastal areas
began to become evident.

In April 2023, a bill was introduced to amend the ECMPO Law (Bul-
letin No. 15.862-21), in order to "“perfect its implementation”. The at-
tempt to modify this law seeks to curtail the rights acquired by Chile's
coastal Indigenous communities and was promoted by “sectors linked
to the indiscriminate exploitation of marine resources and endorsed by
some politicians with clear economic interests that they disguise as
'‘development'"

Last December, Chile's National Congress approved a specifica-
tion in the Budget Law that halted the processing of new ECMPOs for
a period of one year or automatically rejected pending applications if
they had not been resolved within six months. Faced with this measure,
which is in violation of their territorial rights and was approved without
consultation, the Indigenous Peoples of the sea mobilized from north to
south to defend the ECMPO Law. For its part, the Executive, a group of
parliamentarians and a number of Indigenous organizations filed un-
constitutionality appeals against the aforementioned specification. In
addition, they participated in a hearing before the Constitutional Court
where they pointed out the violations of their rights. As aresult, in a his-
toric ruling, the Constitutional Court declared the specification uncon-
stitutional, stating that it affected the rights won by the native peoples.
The Court established that governments cannot adopt decisions that
diminish rights recognized by previous laws; that the right to participa-
tion had been violated since the affected peoples were not involved in
the debate; and that budget rules were to be limited to financial matters
only and not used to modify substantive aspects such as the protection
of the ECMPQ.”?
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Despite this, the disinformation campaign against ECMPO appli-
cations continues in the marine coastal territories, together with the
constantintimidation of and threats to defenders of coastal spaces. The
important contributions that these spaces make to the social, cultural
and political development of the Indigenous Peoples and the country
in general, such as contributions to the conservation of the country's
common assets, to the food sovereignty of hundreds of communities
and to the family, local and community economy of the Indigenous Peo-
ples and Chile in general, are ignored.

Mining and the Indigenous Peoples of northern
Chile

Lithium mining in Chile, in the planning stages in the High Andean Salt
Flats and already operational in the Atacama Salt Flats, has become
a strategic State policy, driven by the growing global demand for a
so-called energy transition. This exploitation has, however, generated
tensions among the region's Indigenous Peoples, including the Licka-
nantay-Atacamefio, Colla, Quechua and Aymara, as well as within their
organizations, due to the challenges they face related to accessing wa-
ter, degradation of the environment, and the effects on their ancestral
territories.

Both metal and non-metal mining processes consume large
amounts of water. In the case of lithium mining, it is the water itself that
contains high concentrations of the salts used to obtain this element
which, added to the arid conditions in which these communities already
live, only accelerates the environmental degradation and endangers
ecosystems and local economic activities, such as agriculture and live-
stock farming, which are fundamental to these communities.

The operation and lease contracts between the Chilean Economic
Development Agency (CORFO) and the State-Owned Copper Compa-
ny (CODELCO) for the exploitation of the Atacama Salt Flats, projected
over the 2025-2030 and 2031-2060 periods, are currently in the pro-
cess of Indigenous consultation. These contracts seek to expand the
lithium extraction quota in the area, which could intensify the impacts
on the Lickanantay-Atacamefio people. At the same time, the Ministry
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of Mining is consulting on the so-called Special Lithium Operating Con-
tracts, which affect the Ascotdn, Maricunga and Infieles salt flats, im-
portant territories for the Quechua and Colla peoples.

In addition to these challenges, there is only limited recognition of
Indigenous rights in Chile, and there are regulations governing the ap-
plication of instruments such as ILO Convention 169 in relation to Indig-
enous consultation. In domestic law, the Constitution does not provide
for explicit recognition of these rights, and collective land rights are only
guaranteed by way of interpretation through the right to property. This
situation restricts the capacity of Indigenous Peoples to defend their
territories from the expansion of mining projects.

For its part, the National Lithium Strategy states that it seeks to
establish dialogue and participation with the Indigenous Peoples in
whose territories the operations will take place, in addition to includ-
ing environmental measures, such as the Protected Salt Flats Strat-
egy. Although a benefit-sharing mechanism is included, especially in
the Indigenous consultation on the Atacama Salt Flats, there is a lack
of concrete and specific measures that would effectively improve the
relationship between economic development and the rights of Indige-
nous Peoples. Such measures would include the effective exercise of
Free, Prior and Informed Consent, in the form of the binding participa-
tion of communities in decisions on extractive projects, and State com-
pensation mechanisms for Indigenous lands and territories that will be
sacrificed for this energy transition.

Finally, it is essential to reinforce the regulatory frameworks in
place in order to ensure the rights of the Indigenous Peoples of northern
Chile who are being affected by lithium extraction, in addition to pro-
viding environmental, territorial and social compensation mechanisms
that can guarantee full exercise of their rights, minimizing the impacts
on these peoples.
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Updated demographic information projected to 2024 on the
basis of the Colombia Population and housing Census 2018
indicates that there are 2,489,189 individuals who self-identify
as belonging to one of the country's 115 Indigenous Peoples, or
4.7% of the total population.

The geography of the Indigenous territories includes
coastal regions on the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, areas of the
Andean mountains, tropical forests in the north-western Am-
azon, the Orinoco plains, vast desert areas and island lands.
Some 54.9% of the Indigenous population lives in dispersed
rural areas or population centres located within 896 formal re-
serves? while 41.5% live in urban areas or population centres
off-reserve.

Location of the Indigenous population on or off formal reserves,
by type of area

Dispersed Rural - |
Population Centre [

Municipal Capital

200,000 400,000 600,000 800,000 1,000,000 1,200,000 1,400,000

B Indigenous Reserve Off-reserve

Source: own work, based on DANE, 2018*

Although the dynamics of the Indigenous population vary
significantly between the different peoples and regions, it is
possible to note some general characteristics such as higher
birth rates and lower life expectancy than the general popu-
lation, as reflected in an Indigenous pyramid that is typical of
young or growing populations and which is only now showing
the first signs of declining birth rates.
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Demographic pyramid of
Colombia's Indigenous
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Although some peoples have very unique pyramids that
differ markedly from the general trend, the typical structure
indicates that the number of people in the 15-25 age range
accounts for 20.6% of the total Indigenous population, or ap-
proximately 259,000 men and 254,000 women in 2024. This
important segment corresponds to a generation that is facing
multiple key issues for the survival of their societies and cul-
tures, and which is taking on significant challenges both within
their communi-ties and in the face of the hegemonic society
and global problems.

During 2024, Indigenous youth continued to make pro-
gress in their organizational processes and to strengthen their
participation in multiple local and regional arenas, in national
life and in the global destiny of their peoples.
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More than an intergenerational dialogue

here never used to exist any generational separation or break-
down in life cycles within the social order of most of Colombia’s
Indigenous Peoples. Children would participate in community life
from a very early age, and their passage to adolescence and adulthood
was not marked by psychological, social or political tensions that might
determine the construction of theirindividual or social identity. This way
of being and living in the world can still be seen among many peoples,
especially those liv-ing in the geographic regions farthest from the cen-
tres of power, such as the Orinoco, Amazon and biogeographic Chocé.

The category of “youth” has, however, somehow arisen due to a
performative pressure exerted by the dominant society through school
and media, which highlights and emphasizes stereotypes, exclusions,
conflicts and dilemmas specific to youth in the Western world. Una-
ble to escape these rules, Indige-nous youth are torn between a colo-
nialist denial of their traditions and cultures and a reinterpretation of
their roots, while at the same time suffering from a dual discrimination
based, on the one hand, on their ethnic origin and belonging and, on the
other, on the various ways in which young people are subordinate to the
hegemonic society.

Without ignoring these challenges, Indigenous youth have been
forging and disputing new spaces of encounter and participation that
bridge the territorial problems of their communities, the urban sce-narios
in which many find themselves due to displacement, armed conflict and
dispossession, and the global challenges facing humanity in the face of
environmental, migratory and armed crises and the depredation of nature.

(..) we consider that these mingas [cooperative work or coming
together] that go beyond terri-torial borders will also allow us to
have a broader and more global perspective (...) There are diffe-
rent social dynamics that go beyond the dynamics of our own
uses and customs and, per-haps, with this knowledge that our
brother peoples have from different corners of the world, we
can also promote and give added strength to what the Indige-
nous Peoples of Colombia want, through their youth. (Jonatan
Mueces, young man from the Pastos people, 2023)
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One such arena is the National Delegation of Indigenous Youth (Del-
egacién Nacional de Juventudes Indigenas, DENAJI), which operates
as part of the Permanent Roundtable for Consultation with Indigenous
Peoples (Mesa Permanente de Concertacién, MPC),* one of the main
national-level bodies in-volved in the relationship between Indigenous
Peoples and the Colombian State. The MPC is made up of five of the
most representative organizations of the peoples from different regions
of the country: Organizacién Nacional Indigena de Colombia (ONIC);
Organizacion Nacional de los Pueblos Indigenas de la Amazonia Co-
lombiana (OPIAC); Autoridades Tradicionales Indigenas de Colombia -
Gobierno Mayor; Autoridades Indigenas de Colombia-AICO Por la Pacha
Mama; and Confederacién Indigena Tayrona (CIT).

One of DENAJI's tasks is to include a special chapter on Indige-
nous youth in the National Policy for Children and Adolescents 2019-
2030 (PNIA) and draw up a roadmap for its implementation. It has also
set itself the objective of influencing some of the country’s most trans-
cendental events, such as the implementation of the Ethnic Chapter of
the 2016 Peace Agreement® signed between the State and the former
FARC guerrilla, as well as the new dialogues with illegal armed actors
envisaged in the “Total Peace” policy for a final solution to the armed
conflict promoted by the current government.®

Other topics discussed by Indigenous youth in these arenas inclu-
de educational models, job opportu-nities and migration to the cities.
In the area of education, there are limitations to their accessing secon-
dary and higher education due to geographic, economic and cultural
barriers, despite the fact that there has been an increase in the number
of young people accessing public universities and in-tercultural educa-
tion programmes in recent decades.

In the labour market, young people in some regions — especially
those who have been displaced from their territories as a result of the
armed conflict or a precarious economic situation — face high rates
of under- and unemployment, aggravated by discrimination or a lack
of technical skills that prevent them from competing for jobs in urban
areas on equal terms.

Faced with these problems, they have been working on their own
innovative educational models, which include higher education pro-
grammes based on the principles of decolonized knowledge and prac-
tices, and work proposals such as green jobs, which better respond to
their distinct aspirations and their desire to reconnect with their territo-
ries of origin.”
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The peoples’ COP

During 2024, the national government redoubled its commitment to
restructuring national priorities around the preservation of life — in its
multiple manifestations but particularly in relation to biodiversity, wa-
ter, forests and the transformation of the energy matrix — as the coordi-
nating theme of the country's economic, social, political and commu-
nicational policies.

With this in mind, the country was fully engaged in hosting the 16t
Conference of the Parties under the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD COP 16), an international treaty adopted at the Earth Summit in
Rio de Janeiro in 1992. Under the slogan “Peace with Nature”, COP16
was held in October 2024 in Cali, Colombia, and brought together the
most diverse academic, economic, governmental and media sectors,
together with the social organizations, who played a leading role in or-
ganizing the conference and ensuring its success.

Indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples from different regions
actively participated in COP16. Months in advance, they prepared an
agenda for their participation in the scientific, cultural and in-formative
arenas open to the public (Green Zone), as well as in the official mee-
tings, in which they took part as members of the Colombian delegation
(Blue Zone).

By preparing for these events, Indigenous and Afro-descendant wo-
men and youth played an inspiring role, sharing ancestral knowledge and
experiences of biodiversity conservation, but also presenting concrete
proposals for protecting biological diversity, valuing ancestral resources
and knowledge, de-fending their rights in the global dialogue of COP16
and the Convention on Biological Diversity, and contributing to the cons-
truction of a new and viable development model for all humankind.®

It is imperative that the States Parties and humanity recog-
nize and respect all forms of life in order to heal and restore
harmony and balance as the essential core of global peace
among the beings that inhabit Mother Earth. Finally, we, the
Indigenous Peoples, native peoples and nationalities, call on
the governments of the world to that threatens the existence
of Mother Earth as our common home and that of humanity, in
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order to advance in the construction of models that guarantee
life and peace. (MPC-COP 16, 2024)°

Undoubtedly, COP16 made significant global and national achieve-
ments, the following being particularly noteworthy:

1. Approval of the agreement for defining marine areas of special
ecological importance in interna-tional waters and the com-
mitment of all countries to implement mechanisms and ac-
tions to pro-tect these areas once they are identified.

2. The creation of the Cali Fund (part of the Multilateral Mecha-
nism) into which companies that use digital databases of ge-
netic information must pay (1% of their income or 0.1% of their
sales). This money will be distributed to the countries with the
greatest biodiversity.

3. Recognition of the link between biodiversity and climate chan-
ge to be formally presented and promoted at COP29.

4. The creation of a multi-donor fund for the protection of the
biogeographic Chocd, shared be-tween Panama, Colombia
and Ecuador, along the Pacific corridor.

5.  The definition of a preliminary financial roadmap and archi-
tecture that incorporates several strat-egies for financing bio-
diversity protection actions, linked to the indicators for mee-
ting the CBD targets.

6. The approval of the first negotiation of a Global Action Plan on
Biodiversity and Health that estab-lishes the basis for coordi-
nated work between health and the environment.

Of particular interest to the ethnic peoples and communities of Colom-
bia and the world were the following COP16 achievements:

7. Approval of the Programme of Work with Indigenous Peoples
and Local Communities for the implementation of Article 8j©
and other related provisions of the Convention on Biological
Diversity.

8. Approval to establish a subsidiary body of communities and
Indigenous Peoples as a consultative body to the CBD.

9. Approval of the recognition of the contribution of Afro-des-
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cendant peoples to biodiversity conser-vation within the fra-
mework of the Convention on Biological Diversity.

During the COP, Indigenous youth participated in workshops, camps,
academic and cultural events with the aim of making their positions
known and introducing proposals to address the global chal-lenges for
biodiversity conservation, counter the vulnerabilities associated with
climate change, and expand their advocacy in global forums such as
the COP and other multilateral mechanisms related to the environment.

(...) on 21 October, the Indigenous Youth in Action for Biodiversi-
ty Conservation and Climate Change Advocacy workshop was
held with the purpose of forging a regional impact strategy for
Indigenous youth and adolescents in their contribution to the
preservation of Biodiversity; the Indigenous Youth and Ado-
lescents in Action for Biodiversity Conservation Camp [was
also held], where participants emphasized the importance of
basing the implementation of the Kunming Montreal Global
Framework on Biodiversity on the principle of intergenerational
eq-uity. (FILAC, 2014)"

Indigenous Peoples are now environmental
authorities

Since the enactment of Colombia's 1991 Political Constitution and ILO
Convention 169, Colombia's Indigenous Peoples and organizations have
been demanding that the State recognize them as envi-ronmental au-
thorities in their territories based on their rights to autonomy and self-de-
termination. However, since then, many of the decisions on environmen-
tal matters, including the issuing of li-cences, permits and authorizations,
have been in the hands of the Ministry of Environment and Sus-tainable
Development, the National Authority of Environmental Licenses, and the
Regional Autono-mous Corporations for Sustainable Development. Con-
tradictions and tensions are often difficult to resolve with these bodies
due to the unilateral imposition of their decisions, the weak governance
in Indigenous territories, and the failure to implement consultation and
Free, Prior and Informed Con-sent (FPIC), among other things.
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This anomaly was addressed by the current government when a
process of prior consultation of In-digenous Peoples was developed du-
ring the formulation of the National Development Plan 2022-2026. In
this context, a series of commitments was made, including progress in
guaranteeing their auton-omous right to manage and control the natu-
ral resources existing on Indigenous territories. In order to comply with
this obligation, the national government and the peoples' organizations
agreed on the text of Presidential Decree 1275 of 2024: "Establishing the
norms for the management of the Indige-nous territories in environmen-
tal matters and the development of the environmental powers of the Indi-
genous authorities and their effective coordination with other authorities
and/or entities"? With regard to this normative milestone, the Permanent
Roundtable for Consultation with Indigenous Peo-ples stated:

This important step forward not only reaffirms our commit-
ment to the protection and de-fence of the territory but also
strengthens the autonomy of the communities and their ways
of life. This decree is a significant step towards recognition of
and respect for our ancestral rights, guaranteeing the preser-
vation of our natural and cultural environment for future gene-
rations. (MPC, 2024)

Total Peace and Indigenous youth

Despite the efforts of the current government and broad sectors of so-
ciety to achieve “Total Peace” and overcome the structural causes of
the historical violence, one of the serious problems still facing young In-
digenous Colombians is the constant anxiety caused by warring illegal
armed actors in their territories.

One of the most serious issues reported by the communities and
human rights organizations is forced and “voluntary” recruitment by
means of financial incentives. Armed groups with a presence across
large parts of the country engage in systematic enlistment practices to
fill the ranks of their militias with children and young people, especia-
lly Indigenous children from vulnerable rural sectors. Accord-ing to the
Ombudsman's Office.



362 IWGIA - The Indigenous World - 2025

In the first half of 2024, the Ombudsman's Office recorded 159
cases of forced recruitment of children and adolescents in Co-
lombia. Fifty-one percent of the total corresponded to chil-dren
and adolescents from Indigenous Peoples; 31% to no ethnic
group; 5% to Afro-Colombian communities; and 13% had no in-
formation available. Sixty-seven percent of all cases known to
the national human rights body involve male and 33% female
children and adolescents. (Ombudsman's Office, 2024)"

Percentage of children and adolescents recruited by ethnic belonging -
First Semester - 2024
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The department most affected by the phenomenon of Indigenous child
and adolescent recruitment is Cauca, with 79% of all cases, followed by
Arauca, Narifio, Putumayo and Norte de Santander, all of which have a
high presence of Indigenous communities. The effects of such recruit-
ment go far be-yond the harm caused to individuals and their families.
Faced with this type of situation, communi-ties are forced to make de-
cisions such as removing their children and young people from school,
re-stricting their mobility, moving to another region, and abandoning
productive areas or cultural and organizational activities. Violence, re-
cruitment and forced displacement have also significantly af-fected the
demographic stability of the communities, generating temporary and
permanent popula-tion concentrations in urban areas, altering tradi-
tional structures and undermining traditional forms of government and
authority, essential for the rights to collective territory and autonomy.

Since forced recruitment is one of the worst attacks on Indigenous
children and youth in many com-munities, their participation in and ad-
vocacy on actions to prevent and contain this scourge is increas-ing. In
fact, the youth of Cauca have joined several organizational processes of
regional importance to overcome violence and “remove young people
from the war":

In the Southwest, they are joined by other young people’s or-
ganizational processes, such as the Cauca Youth Peace Agen-
da, Caminando por la Paz (Walking for Peace) or the Cauca
De-partmental Youth Network. All seek to safeguard the rights
of young people, their recognition as autonomous political
subjects and their contributions to peacebuilding. Yiner tells
us: “The objective is to remove young people from the war. To
this end, they are demanding that the State recognize their
participation and capacity to lead this effort. They know that
art, cul-ture and education are key to creating sensitivity and
allowing the connection between mind, heart and feet on Mo-
ther Earth; when we move forward with Mother Earth we have
a social empathy for the responsibility that is ours. In other
words, individual, collective and territori-al harmony is built in
response to the siege of weapons.” (Razon Publica, 2024)™

This brief account of key moments for Colombia’s Indigenous Peoples
in 2024, as well as the in-creased participation and influence of Indige-
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nous youth in matters that affect and interest not only their communi-
ties but also the country and the world, shows that an optimistic future
lies ahead as the baton gets passed to the younger generation and,
consequently, optimism also for the survival and strengthening of Co-
lombia’'s Indigenous Peoples. Their remarkable resilience and ability to
ad-dress major contemporary challenges without losing sight of their
territories and cultures offers en-couragement for the sustainability of
ecosystems, advances in peace building, and the recognition of the col-
lective rights of their peoples.
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