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Abstract

This case addresses the tension between preserving land for biodiversity health and preserving land for the needs of indigenous peoples. It examines some of the organizations that work for land preservation for biodiversity throughout the world, but who often do not take into account the needs, concerns and rights of indigenous peoples who inhabit regions sought for preservation. The starting point for the case is the paper “A Challenge to Conservationists” by Mac Chapin, published by the Worldwatch Institute in its November/December 2004 publication World Watch. The case can be used to examine one instance of indigenous peoples fighting for a voice in land preservation campaigns, or any of a number of different indigenous peoples with these issues. 
The Setting 

After class several students taking Current Issues in Sustainability converged on the campus coffee shop to discuss the lecture they’d just heard.  Their instructor had raised the issue of whether indigenous (or any) peoples should be allowed to live in land areas that were being created to preserve biodiversity and/or protect endangered species. Their instructor had outlined the major points made by Mac Chapin in the article “A Challenge to Conservationists,”
 which the students had read the night before. Of particular concern was the assertion by Chapin that the three largest non-profit conservation organizations – World Wildlife Fund (WWF), Conservation International (CI), and The Nature Conservancy (TNC) – had all engaged in behaviors that were raising a number of complaints from local communities, national NGOs and human rights activists. Specifically, indigenous peoples in many areas objected to the creation of land protected natural areas which often infringed on the rights of those peoples. Sometimes people are evicted from these newly protected areas, and sometimes traditional activities have been declared “illegal,” with indigenous peoples subsequently being prosecuted. In addition, Chapin asserts, there has been an increasing partnering between wildlife conservation organizations and multi-national corporations (often with oil, gas, mining, or pharmaceutical extractions in mind) with a resultant pillaging of the land on which indigenous peoples have lived. The instructor also mentioned the ongoing controversies of the Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD) proposals from the United Nations,
 developed countries and NGOs, which are a tool for evicting indigenous peoples from their lands. This was a topic of discussion at the December, 2009 Copenhagen conference on Climate Change, and other meetings dealing with indigenous rights. 
The Case
As they sat down for discussion, James said: “I don’t think these conservation organizations should be allowed to created protected nature reserves and evict people from those reserves.” 
Linda responded: “But civilization continues to destroy the ecosystem, and biodiversity is at the heart of ecosystem health. We cannot continue to eliminate species, diminish biodiversity, and upset ecosystem balance, so we have to create some kind of ecosystem reserves for the benefit of all of us. Moving a few people out of these reserves is not a huge price to pay for the good that accrues to the planet.” 
Dan spoke up: “But people are part of nature. They are part of the ecosystem. People live in almost all land areas of the planet, and it is artificial to eliminate them from one area just because we want to preserve some other species in that area.”  
“Yet people mess up the ecosystem where ever they live. They try to eliminate top predators, they use agriculture to reduce biodiversity, and they are generally intolerant of other species,” Linda argued. 

“Hold on,” said James. “You are talking mostly about modern ‘civilization’ and its inherent instability. Modern ‘civilization’ may not be sustainable, but indigenous societies have existed for tens of thousands of years without messing up the ecosystem. Indigenous peoples aren’t the problem. It is the Euro-American-Asian civilizations that have the warped world view, and have caused all the environmental problems.” 

Linda: “There is a danger in romanticizing the ecological virtue of indigenous peoples. I don’t deny they’ve been in a more stable relationship with the ecosystem than civilized society, but humans have a long history of harshness toward large animals. Preservation of top predators, of biodiversity, of ecosystem balance is essential to ecosystem and human health.” 

James: “But evicting people from nature preserves destroys much of their health and culture.” 

Dan: “We may be missing a crucial point that Chapin makes when he stated that indigenous peoples and conservationists often have different agendas.” Reading directly from Chapin’s article, Dan said: “Indigenous agendas almost invariably begin with the need to protect and legalize their lands for their own use. They emphasize the importance of finding ways to make a living on the land without destroying those resources. And they give high priority to documenting their people’s history, traditions and cultural identity.” 

Dan continued to quote Chapin: “Conservationist agendas, by contrast, often begin with the need to establish protected areas that are off-limits to people, and to develop management plans. If they include indigenous people in their plans, they tend to see those people more as a possible means to an end, rather than as ends in themselves. They are seldom willing to support legal battles over land tenure and the strengthening of indigenous organizations…. They have been reluctant to support indigenous peoples in their struggle against oil, mining and logging companies that are destroying vast swaths of rainforest throughout the world.” 
“Given Chapin’s insight,” Dan continued, “how might we begin to reconcile these different agendas? It is too simplistic to think that humans and biodiversity are incompatible. While in America people aren’t allowed to live in National Parks or National Forests, they are allowed to do so, for example, in the Rajiji National Park in northwest India. Indigenous peoples generally do not destroy a resource support base for their society.” 

“I think there are three main areas that need further investigation,” Linda said. “Chapin outlines briefly the scientific basis of biodiversity preservation, the role that international conservation organizations like the World Wildlife Fund play in trying to broker biodiversity preservation, and the role that indigenous people play, or don’t play, in the decision making process.  I think we should each do some research on what group in each of these three camps have to say about the issue.” 

Dan and James agreed, and Dan said: “I’d like to do some research on what indigenous peoples groups say.”  
“And I’d like to look at what international conservation organizations say about their involvement with indigenous peoples,” said James.  
Linda was quite pleased, because she was quite interested in the science of biodiversity, and she said: “I’ll look up some information on the ecological understanding of biodiversity preservation. We will need to get back together to share what we’ve learned, and to try to make sense of the disagreements that Chapin describes.” 

The three set off to do some research in the library and on the Web in an effort to answer the question “Can the needs for environmental protection and biodiversity and the needs of indigenous people be reconciled?”
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