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Executive Summary  

The United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues is an advisory body to the Economic and Social 

Council with a mandate to discuss Indigenous issues related to economic and social development, culture, 

the environment, education, health and human rights. At its first session in 2002, the Forum called on the 

United Nations to produce a report on the state of the world’s Indigenous Peoples to discuss issues relating 

to Indigenous Peoples in the thematic areas within the Forum’s mandate. The first volume, published in 

2009, covered the six mandated areas of the Permanent Forum mentioned above. Subsequent volumes have 

been more targeted to address specific topics relevant to Indigenous Peoples, including Indigenous Peoples 

and health (2013), education (2017), the implementation of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples (2019) and most recently, Indigenous Peoples’ rights to lands, territories and resources 

(2021).  

The 2024 edition focuses on the vital role of Indigenous peoples in addressing the impacts of climate 

change. Although Indigenous Peoples account for only around 5 per cent of the world’s population, they 

effectively manage and protect an estimated 80 per cent of the Earth’s biodiversity and about 40 per cent of 

protected areas and ecologically intact landscapes. Since Indigenous Peoples first came to the United 

Nations, they have emphasized the fundamental importance of their relationship with their lands, territories 

and resources, which hold a deep cultural and spiritual significance within their societies. 

In an expert group meeting report presented at the ninth session of the United Nations Permanent Forum on 

Indigenous Issues in 2010, it is noted that “the climate change crisis is a direct result of the unabated dumping 

of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere caused by a fossil-fuel-based economic model and the over-

exhaustion of natural resources such as forests, peat lands, grasslands, soils, and the like. Indigenous Peoples 

disproportionately suffer from the serious impacts of climate change because they are mainly dependent on 

the integrity of their ecosystems for their survival and because of their impoverishment.”1 The repercussions 

of the climate crisis are being felt deeply among Indigenous Peoples across the world, with Indigenous women 

particularly affected due to their central role as caregivers, knowledge keepers and resource managers with 

an intimate connection to their natural environment. 

 
1 United Nations, Economic and Social Council, “Indigenous peoples: development with culture and identity – articles 3 and 32 

of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples”, report of the international expert group meeting, 5 

February 2010 (E/C.19/2010/14), para. 26.  

 

 

 

 



 

  

This publication focuses on the climate crisis, its impact on Indigenous Peoples, and the role Indigenous 

Peoples can and do play in mitigating the effects of climate change. It aims to provide a comprehensive 

overview of current and emerging issues in the context of the climate crisis from the perspective of Indigenous 

Peoples. Drawing on illustrative examples from across the seven sociocultural regions, the publication 

highlights both challenges and good practices linked to Indigenous Peoples’ experiences with and responses 

to the ongoing climate crisis. Ultimately, the report is intended to serve as an authoritative reference and 

advocacy tool for Indigenous Peoples and civil society organizations and to contribute to the broader 

conversation around climate change mitigation, adaptation and resilience. 

Chapter one, written by Susan Chiblow, explores the interconnected nature of Indigenous Peoples’ 

languages, cultures, wisdom, and scientific and technical knowledge and examines how they are being 

affected by the climate crisis. Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge systems, which are embedded in their languages 

and cultures, are grounded in a holistic, all-encompassing relationship with the universe, reflecting their 

commitment to living in harmony with nature.  

The chapter explores the role Indigenous Peoples currently play – and the expanded role they are capable of 

assuming – in addressing the climate crisis. The chapter illustrates the important contributions made by 

Indigenous Peoples to environmental protection and demonstrates the value of their languages and cultures in 

safeguarding vital information related to climate change mitigation. It emphasizes the urgent need to support 

Indigenous-led programmes for the protection and promotion of Indigenous languages, cultures, and scientific 

and technical knowledge. Recommendations for policymakers are provided to ensure that Indigenous Peoples’ 

scientific and technical knowledge is fully leveraged and integrated into climate change mitigation efforts at 

the national, regional and global levels, grounded in the principles of free, prior and informed consent. 

Chapter two, drawn from a review commissioned by the World Health Organization (WHO), focuses on the 

impact of climate and environmental changes on Indigenous Peoples’ health and well-being. Through a 

comprehensive literature review, the chapter explores the profound personal relationship Indigenous Peoples 

have with the physical landscape and examines how, as ecosystems transform, these relationships are 

disrupted, with serious repercussions for their physical, emotional and spiritual health. 

The chapter identifies health-related risks linked to the detrimental effects of climate change, including 

specific risks to Indigenous women and girls. It is emphasized that Indigenous Peoples are not vulnerable by 

nature; rather, they are placed in situations of vulnerability as a result of social, economic and ethnic 

discrimination and are further disadvantaged by the impacts of climate change. The focus is not wholly on 

challenges, however; the review emphasizes the resilience and adaptability of Indigenous Peoples and calls 

for greater support for localized, Indigenous-led adaptations to new realities emerging as a result of climate 

shifts. 

The findings of the chapter are threaded together by an overarching understanding that climate-related health 

impacts are rooted in and inseparable from Indigenous Peoples’ connections to place. Environmental health 

and human health are inextricably linked.  



 

  

The chapter argues that because of this indivisibility, it is critical to establish a framework for Indigenous 

determinants of health that incorporates a repositioning of human engagement with the environment and 

accounts for Indigenous conceptualizations of health and well-being. 

Chapter three, written by Max Ooft, looks at contemporary climate mitigation processes that can be 

detrimental to Indigenous Peoples, highlighting false solutions that are negatively affecting them and their 

traditional knowledge, languages, ecosystems and health. Using case studies from around the world, the 

chapter illustrates both positive and negative country experiences in implementing climate change mitigation 

initiatives. The chapter also examines the growing importance of climate financing – and the fact that only a 

small portion of the funding provided for mitigation and adaptation efforts is earmarked for Indigenous 

Peoples, with the resources almost always disbursed through intermediaries. It highlights the lack of direct 

financing for Indigenous Peoples’ organizations and concludes with key recommendations outlining changes 

that need to be made. In line with the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the 

Permanent Forum has emphasized that Indigenous Peoples must be able to fully participate in all climate 

change mitigation projects and policies that involve or affect their lands, resources and ways of life now or in 

the future. The present reality is that in the push for profits from the green technology and energy transition, 

Indigenous Peoples’ lands and territories are becoming polluted and contaminated by toxic substances. 

Chapter four, written by Edna Kaptoyo, offers some insights on how the climate crisis is affecting the 

economies of Indigenous Peoples given their close connection to the environment and its natural resources. 

Indigenous economies are regenerative and sustainable in nature; they are not driven by financial profit but 

rather grounded in the cosmovisions of Indigenous Peoples, which prioritize community-led practices, the 

sustainable management of lands and resources, and a keen awareness of the impact humans have on the 

environment.  

Drawing on examples from the seven sociocultural regions, the chapter underlines Indigenous Peoples’ 

commitment to responsible economic development – despite the increasing pressure they face to conform to 

the global market economy and despite growing climate action efforts threatening their lands and resources.  

By demonstrating the strengths of Indigenous economic models through examples of good practice, the 

chapter provides policymakers with concrete solutions showing how to incorporate sustainable Indigenous 

economies into climate change mitigation efforts and thereby create a more inclusive economy based on 

respect and trust. 

Chapter five, written by Johnson Cerda, examines the progress Indigenous Peoples have made in carving out 

a space for themselves in the international climate change arena and highlights some of the challenges they 

continue to face in securing a seat at the table in negotiations linked to key international conventions.  

While Indigenous Peoples have only been allowed to participate as observers in climate conventions and 

declarations, they have nevertheless played a critical role in shaping key environmental texts, including the 

Paris Agreement and the Convention on Biological Diversity. This final chapter provides an in-depth analysis 

of Indigenous Peoples’ working groups and platforms, highlighting their effective approaches to advocacy in 



 

  

international climate change processes and providing concrete recommendations on how their participation 

can continue to be strengthened. 
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