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INTRODUCTION

This document provides a summarized explanation of the contribution 
of Amazonian indigenous territories to the accomplishment of Colom-
bia’s international climate change commitments. This report thus serves 
as a resource to strengthen indigenous organization’s political advocacy 
processes, encouraging the inclusion of their vision into national policies 
related to climate change, biodiversity, and human wellbeing.

The basis for this publication is the document “Amazonian Indigenous 
Territories: Contribution to the Accomplishment of International Climate 
Change Commitments,” produced by WWF and OPIAC and available since 
2020 in WWF’s website1.  The document is organized in six sections.

Biodiversity and cultural diversity in indigenous 
territories in the Amazon.

Indigenous territories and environmental services 
a. Indigenous reserves and conservation
b. Carbon storage
c, Contribution of indigenous reserves to regional
ecologic connectivity

Traditional knowledge and management of the 
natural environment.

Tools for indigenous land-use planning

Pressure on indigenous reserves and social and 
cultural impacts 
a. Deforestation
b. Indigenous reserves and conservation and
regional development policies.

The contribution of Amazonian indigenous ter-
ritories to the accomplishment of global climate 
change goals.
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These Amazonian indigenous groups have a population of 122,186 people 
—11.2% of the national total—, located mainly in the departments of Ama-
zonas —24,020 inhabitants, or 19.7% of the indigenous population— and 

Putumayo —21,599 inhabitants, or 17.7% of the indigenous population— 
(Graphic 1) (Census Dane, 2005). In 2015, the indigenous population 
reached an estimated population of 153,525 people (Salazar and Riaño, 
2016).

Thanks to their ancestral practices, which reflect an intimate 
connection between humans and nature, a large share of existing 
forests are currently in a good state of conservation.

Additionally, according to data published in Decree 1232 of 2018, 
there is convincing evidence of the existence of two indigenous people in 
voluntary isolation in Río Puré Natural National Park in the Colombian 
Amazon. There is also available information about the existence of at 
least 15 other people in similar situation (Presidency of the Republic, 
2018).

Indigenous peoples are  
the original owners of:

More than 26.3 million hectares—54% of the 
Colombian Amazon—divided into 212 indig-
enous reserves (2017).

©Luis Barreto, WWF UK

1. BIODIVERSITY AND CULTURAL DIVERSITY
IN INDIGENOUS TERRITORIES IN THE AMAZON

Colombia is recognized worldwide as one of 
the most biodiverse countries on the planet, 
and it also has a great cultural diversity.

There are 115 indigenous people in the coun-
try, and they speak 65 distinct languages.

Colombian Amazon

62 indigenous people inhabit the Amazon and 
speak close to 42 different languages.

Currently, these reserves contain:

Nearly 60% of the Amazon region’s forest 
cover, or 24.8 million hectares.

House 60%  
of the forest area  

of the Amazon

11.2% of the national 
population are  
Amazonian 
indigenous

They live in

Percentages of indigenous 
population in Colombia

19.7% in the department 
of Amazonas

17.7% in the department 
of Putumayo

Graphic 1.
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2. INDIGENOUS TERRITORIES
AND ENVIRONMENTAL SERVICES

Indigenous reserves and conservation

Colombia’s Constitutional Court has determined that an important role of indigenous re-
serves is to help guarantee the survival of the communities that inhabit them. The court 
determined that the recognition of indigenous groups’ right to collective property includes 
ownership over the territory’s renewable natural resources, since they represent their main 
means of subsistence.

Contribution of indigenous reserves 
to regional ecologic connectivity

Due to their impact on conservation, their size and 
distribution throughout a large part of the region, and 
the good state of their ecosystems, indigenous re-
serves play a key role in maintaining regional ecologic 
connectivity.

Though current national protected areas—which 
cover nearly 17% of the region and occupy areas in the 
eastern basin of the Andes, the Amazonian piedmont, 
and the Amazon river basin—constitute fundamental 
nuclei for the maintenance of regional ecosystem 

connectivity, this objective would not be met without 
indigenous reserves, since the large distances that 
separate protected areas make proper connectivity 
among the ecosystems of the Andes, the Amazon, and 
the Atlantic difficult to achieve (Map 1).

It is equally important to sustain the cultural and 
spiritual connectivity of the territories that indigenous  
“knowers” maintain with their knowledge and 
practices—where traditional territorial use and 
management are in harmony with the forest and nature.As dictated by the Constitutional Court, “the use of untitled lands for the constitution 

of indigenous reserves is compatible with the fundamental role that these human 
groups play in the preservation of the environment” (Sentence T-380/93).

Even though indigenous reserves are not a recognized conservation figure, like natural parks, 
they do have the purpose of conserving resources, since they guarantee their existence and 
availability for indigenous communities. If the permanence of these natural resources depends 
on regional ecosystem integrity, then attaining this integrity is a main objective of reserves.

Carbon Storage

Thanks to the good state of indigenous territories 
in the Colombian Amazon—due to their ancestral 
practices, their traditional knowledge, and the con-
tinued existence of their culture—their forests:

• Store approximately 3.3 million tons of carbon, or
nearly 12 billion tons CO

2
e, which is equivalent to:

∙ More than 40% of all carbon stored in the
country’s forests

∙ Almost 60% of the carbon stored in the for-
ests of the Colombian Amazon

For this reason, maintaining the carbon sinks of 
forests in indigenous reserves, and minimizing any 
action that may result in the loss of this reservoir, 
will be an important part of climate change mitiga-
tion actions to achieve the country’s commitments. 

Map 1. Distribution of indigenous territories in the Colombian Amazon.

Distribution of 
protected areas and 
indigenous reserves 
in the Colombian 
Amazon

Type of land cover
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Forest
No forest
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Coordinate system: 
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3. TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE
AND MANAGEMENT OF THE
NATURAL ENVIRONMENT
The myths of origin of each indigenous people, most of which recollect the 
feats and migrations of mythical ancestors, helped trace the territory and 
establish its social order and management. In this traditional space, the 
agreements made with spirits (the owners of resources), respect for a tra-
dition and hierarchical order, and the relationship among human beings 
and their natural surroundings are based on sophisticated knowledge and 
an understanding of the natural world, where respecting nature and shar-
ing constitute fundamental ethical principles.

From the indigenous perspective, seeking balance between 
a person’s actions and their impact on nature, as well as 
sustainably using natural resources and managing both 
the spiritual and material aspects of the territory, are 
benchmarks that have permeated their development over 
time (Londoño, 2004). 

Through traditional knowledge, indigenous populations 
have been able to generate livelihoods that have allowed 
them to develop systems for production, healthcare, social 
organization, and collective identity that result in a successful 
use of the territory.

The ecologic and ceremonial calendar plays a fundamental role in the 
regulation of relations within society and between society and nature. It 
also defines the right times of the year to carry out rituals (dances, healing 
practices) and certain other activities, especially those related to the use 
of natural resources both for subsistence and to trade with neighboring 
communities (Rodríguez et al., 2001; cited by von Hildebrand, 2018).

The traditional indigenous system for territorial management is, in es-
sence, a system that aims to conserve biodiversity, in which relationships 
between society and nature are based on respect for and exchange with the 
owners of certain components of flora and fauna and of specific spaces. In 
this form of management, there is a predominant attitude of sustainable 
use that, to a large degree, impedes the degradation of ecosystems (von 
Hildebrand, 2018).

©Luis Barreto, WWF UK
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4. TOOLS FOR INDIGENOUS
LAND-USE PLANNING

Communities, together with the associations of indigenous authorities 
that represent them, have built “life plans” and land-use plans—based on 
their cosmovision and knowledge—that reflect their development vision.

Indigenous peoples have used their territories in accordance with their 
cosmologies, myths, and traditional knowledge on environmental plan-
ning and management. Since the creation of their life plans, this tradi-
tional knowledge has slowly become a planning tool to strengthen their 
territorial autonomy and self-government and to generate dialogues with 
government institutions.

Most life plans currently include:

• Strategies for the ownership and use of natural resources.

• Territorial zoning guidelines.

• Regulations for allowed and banned activities, assessing their 
environ-mental impact.

These planning exercises:

• Provide greater autonomy, authority, and administrative capacity over 
natural resources.

• Favor the cultural and social development of indigenous peoples.

• Contribute to the creation of self-directed climate change mitigation and 
adaptation strategies based on an intercultural dialogue and the conser-
vation and protection of indigenous territories (Londoño, 2004).

This demonstrates that it is important to consider self-directed instru-
ments as part of regional planning processes in order to incorporate vi-
sions and concepts that aim to conserve the region’s ecosystems.

©Luis Barreto, WWF UK
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5. PRESSURE ON INDIGENOUS RESERVES
AND SOCIAL AND CULTURAL IMPACTS

Deforestation

Map 2. Deforestation in the Colombian Amazon (inside and outside indigenous reserves) between 1990 and 2017.

Protecting indigenous peoples and their 
traditional knowledge systems is protecting 
the Amazon’s biodiversity.

wellbeing must part from guaranteeing the full exer-
cise of their territorial rights. 

5. Include the implementation of social welfare
programs and projects in the specific objectives of
regional development policies to guarantee that the
definitions of “development” and “benefits” result from
effective participation processes involving indigenous
authorities.

Deforestation processes do not only affect forests, but 
also impact the indigenous communities that live in 
and relate closely with them.

Though most deforestation processes occur out-
side of indigenous territories and the main agents are 
external to their communities, many of the impacts—
current or potential—affect indigenous territories and 
the peoples who inhabit them.

The close relationship between indigenous 
peoples and their territories means that territorial 
threats will also generate:

• A series of social and cultural impacts that affect 
their wellbeing.

• The loss of cultural heritage.

• A weakening of the social organization of Amazo-
nian indigenous peoples, which results in greater vul-
nerability in the face of threats like deforestation and 
the loss of ecosystems.

These factors demonstrate that land-use changes 
deeply erode the relationship between indigenous 
peoples and nature, since the destruction of their 
surroundings also represents the destruction of their 
chances to continue their ancestral mandate for the 
protection of nature and life.

Indigenous Reserves and Conservation and 
Regional Development Policies

The Colombian Amazon has historically suffered 
from the state’s abandonment. The federal govern-
ment’s institutional supply is limited and inadequate 
for the development of indigenous peoples, and public 
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entities have ignored the existence of and need to 
collaborate with indigenous authorities, halting an in-
tercultural dialogue that could make effective the pro-
tection of the Amazon’s cultural and natural diversity. 

To improve conservation policies, with real support 
from the region’s indigenous communities, it is neces-
sary to:

1. Build interinstitutional and intersectoral relation-
ships to join efforts for the conservation of diver-
sity—from different perspectives, through a common
agenda, with specific goals and objectives, and for cur-
rent and future generations.

2. Consolidate public policy instruments that foster
an integrated and regional vision. Even though a pub-
lic policy proposal for the indigenous peoples of the
Colombian Amazon already exists, it is necessary to
review its propositions and analyze the pertinence, or
lack of it, of a policy instrument that supports the self-
development process of indigenous peoples.

3. Place traditional knowledge at the center of the
public policy for the indigenous peoples of the Amazon
as an environmental determinant for the conservation
of the territory, which means that all plans, programs,
and projects must part from the following premise:

Without the previous considerations, the region’s 
wellbeing and natural wealth will hang in the balance, 
since conservation, development, or regional wellbe-
ing are untenable without protecting the traditional 
knowledge of the peoples that have conserved the Co-
lombian Amazon. Likewise, they will not be achieved 
without improving the quality of life of indigenous 
people based on their own schemes for wellbeing and 
community and social benefit.

4. Include as main objectives the recognition and pro-
tection of indigenous peoples’ traditional knowledge
in biodiversity conservation and restoration policies.
Therefore, actions aimed at development and social

Deforestation in 
the Colombian 
Amazon between 
1990 and 2017
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6. THE CONTRIBUTION OF AMAZONIAN
INDIGENOUS TERRITORIES TO THE
ACCOMPLISHMENT OF GLOBAL
CLIMATE CHANGE GOALS

Based on their own vision of sustainable development, indigenous territories in the Colombian 
Amazon have contributed to the achievement of the goals and indicators of the country’s 
Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) to climate change mitigation and adaptation. This 
has generated environmental planning and management mechanisms, as well as techniques, 
skills, and forms of knowledge with a positive impact on NDCs, the AICHI targets, and 
Sustain-able Development Goals (SDGs), especially goal 13 (Climate Action) and 15 
(Conservation of Terrestrial Ecosystems)

The contributions that indigenous territories have made to conservation are enabling condi-
tions for the development of climate change mitigation and adaptation measures advanced by 
the Colombian government. These measures represent:

• Greater recognition and protection of indigenous peoples and their traditional knowledge

• The need to guarantee the ecosystem integrity of the Amazon

• Giving greater value to other forms of knowledge (spiritual, holistic) that enrich our under-
standing of the Amazon jungle and its alterations, climate change, and the notion of “benefit”
for different indigenous peoples.

Indigenous territories in the Amazon are crucial for the accomplishment of national cli-
mate change goals (NDCs) aimed at reducing deforestation and forest degradation and the 
2030 goals of the Biodiversity Action Plan for the implementation of the National Policy for the 
Enhanced Management of Biodiversity and its Ecosystem Services–PNGIBSE, which encom-
passes the Aichi Targets. The national government has partially recognized these contributions 
through a series of agreements with indigenous organizations concerning aspects such as:

• Reducing deforestation

• Restoring ecosystems that have been transformed or that are undergoing transformations

• Protecting traditional knowledge systems associated with biodiversity

• Advancing planning affairs

• Planning and strengthening institutions in indigenous territories

• Consolidating the value chains of green businesses that use biodiversity sustainably and
generate wellbeing for local populations

Nevertheless, despite these efforts to involve indigenous communities in the accomplish-
ment of the country’s global goals concerning climate change and biodiversity, there is still a 
long way to go in the recognition of the fundamental role that they play.

Speaking about conservation in the Colombian Amazon means speaking about 
the indigenous peoples that inhabit these territories and about their effort to fight 
against extractivism and the multiple actors who take advantage of the state’s 
neglect to enrich themselves through illicit activities. Indigenous peoples are the 
guardians of the Amazon, and their historical and cultural legacy is a living proof 
of their commitment to conservation.
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For more detailed information on these contributions, you can consult the document Amazonian indig-

enous territories: contribution to compliance with commitments on climate change and biodiversity 

in Colombia".
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