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The Forest and Climate Guardians
In the Brazilian Amazon, indigenous peoples hold a significant portion of the local forest. Their 
Lands as a whole cover approximately 110 million hectares and contain about 30% of forest carbon 
in the region (Figure 1), which corresponds to something around 13 billion tons of carbon.  This 
is equivalent to about a year of global emissions of greenhouse gases (GHG) (1). These territories 
play a key role in stopping the encroachment of deforestation in the region (2)1. Therefore, they 
play an extremely important role in the conservation of biodiversity and to achieve the GHG 
emissions reduction targets undertaken by Brazil through the law that established the National 
Policy on Climate Change (PNMC, Law n° 12,187/2009). 

To a large extent, Brazil has been successful over the past few years in reducing its GHG emissions, 
a great deal of this success is due to the protection provided by the indigenous communities on 
their forests. An example of this effect was the reduction in forest destruction in the Amazon as 
a result of 10 million hectares of Indigenous Lands (ILs) being demarcated in the region as part 
of the Action Plan for the Prevention and Control of Deforestation in the Amazon (PPCDAm) 
between 2004 and 2006 (2). New protected areas, including ILs, contributed to a 37% decline 
in deforestation rates between 2004 and 2006 compared to the average rate for 1997-2008 (3). 

1 The results of this analysis were published at the Booklet 1 of this serie.
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Carbon stocks (in million tons) in Indigenous Lands in the Brazilian Amazon.
Figure 1

Source: Adapted from Baccini et al. (2012) (4)
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Guardians Under Threat
Paradoxically, indigenous peoples are those who contribute the most to climate balance in the 
Amazon region and beyond, although they are the most vulnerable to climate change. The 
forests and the people who live there will be hit the hardest as a result of encroaching global 
climate change and regional deforestation. This impact comes largely in the form of intense and 
prolonged droughts. To get a sense of this, in the Brazilian Amazon from 2000 to 2012 about 58% 
of the 385 ILs in the region were adversely affected by drought anomalies2. The area affected 
by this anomaly came to 659,527 km² during that period. Nearly 70% of the ILs under analysis 
(261 ILs) had something between 65% and 100% of their area affected by severe drought3 

 (Figure 2). 

2 The findings of this analysis appear in Insert 1 of this series.
3 Data generated by IPAM in 2013.

Indigenous Lands affected by abnormally frequent droughts in 2000-2012. The red color 
denotes those ILs with the most affected areas.
Figure 2

Source: IPAM, 2013
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Depressed Guardians of the Forest 
and Climate
Despite the obvious and proven importance of ILs to mitigate climate change and, paradoxically, 
the high vulnerability of indigenous communities and their territories to these changes, 
programs and policies aimed at indigenous environmental and land planning and management 
with regard to the climate crisis are still at a nascent stage. Part of this stems from the lack of 
recognition on the environmental role played by indigenous peoples and their lands in a world 
that is increasingly altered by climate change. As a result, ILs fail to receive incentives that are 
commensurate with their importance for the balance of the climate. Let alone are they offered 
the means to adapt to the ongoing climate change. 

The most straightforward indicator of this lack of incentives and recognition is funding. The 
funds allocated by the government for the management and development in ILs still falls very 
short of the desired level. For example, FUNAI – the federal agency responsible for implementing 
protection actions and ensuring indigenous rights are upheld, which implements purposive 
actions of territorial protection and sustainable development promotion – was allocated 
something around R$ 0.63/hectare of Indigenous Land/year (R$/ha/year) for actions in the 
Amazon in 2006-20114. Although the funds allocated to FUNAI are a mere portion of the total 
allocated to indigenous peoples, this is a significant fraction of the budget for indigenous affairs.5  

4 Average annual funding allocated to FUNAI for the Indigenous Lands in the Amazon in 2006-2011: R$ 70,046,340.80.
5 An explanatory methodological note is available at the end of the publication. 
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Changing this scenario of low public investments in the protection and development of ILs and 
their populations requires taking two key steps: first, definitely recognizing the environmental 
services protected by indigenous peoples, such as forest conservation, reducing deforestation 
and, consequently, mitigating local and global climate change. Second, we need to find ways 
to show appreciation of indigenous peoples for such services so as to ensure their physical 
and cultural continuity, promote sustainable development in their traditional territories, and 
recognize and protect their rights fully.  

Currently, the main instrument for fostering actions to reduce deforestation and protect forests 
in the Amazon region is the Amazon Fund, whose base amount is U$5.00/ton CO2 (approximately 
R$17.45/ton CO2

6). This figure is much higher compared to the funds allocated to FUNAI which, 
as already mentioned, do not even come to R$0.63/ha/year, or the equivalent of R$0.002/
tonCO2. By way of comparison, the amounts used in different types of voluntary carbon market 
arrangements can come up to something in the US$3-7/ton CO2 range (5). 

From the perspective of payments for environmental services, in this case forest conservation and 
the role of Indigenous Lands to reduce emissions from deforestation, the indigenous communities 
in the Amazon were responsible for preventing the emission of 431 million tons of CO2 in 2006-
2020 thanks to the protection afforded by the carbon stocks in their lands (considering the Stock-
Flow model proposed in Moutinho et al. 2012 [6]). For the sake of illustration, if the monetary value 
per ton of CO2 used by the Amazon Fund were utilized to offset such emissions mitigation effort, 
the compensation would amount to nearly R$7.5 billion. Something around R$500 million/year. 
A considerably larger front volume compared to what is currently invested by the government 
in actions related to the protection and development in Indigenous Lands. This scenario of low 
investments in ILs may be changing as a result of the recent launch of BNDES’s public call for 
bids that allocates R$70 million from the Amazon Fund to actions for the implementation of 
the National Policy on Environmental and Territorial Management of Indigenous Lands (PNGATI), 
established by Decree n° 7,747 of 2012. 

However, additional investments in Indigenous Lands could come from a basket of financial 
mechanisms, including those discussed under the National Policy on Climate Change. This 
basket could contain initiatives such as Funds, a planned item for indigenous affairs in the public 
budget that would not be at the mercy of contingencies and even the mechanisms that are 
being discussed under the National REDD+ Strategy (ENREDD) and the National Plan on Climate 
Change Adaptation (PNA). In the case of ENREDD, funds would be allocated to strengthening 
existing indigenous policies, such as the PNGATI mentioned above. 

6 US$1.00 = R$3.49. Reference value by Brazil’s Central Bank on August 11, 2015.
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Recommendations
Considering the potential benefits from the integration of indigenous policies with other existing 
policies on climate change mitigation and adaptation of these populations to such changes, 
some recommendations aimed at strengthening policies for land protection and management 
are listed below: 

1. Include as a fundamental requirement of the policy on climate change mitigation (PNMC) 
the transfer of funds to promote public policies and programs devoted to the protection 
and development of ILs and their communities;

2. Strengthen the interaction between FUNAI, indigenous communities and organizations 
and other line ministries for the discussion on the National Strategy for Reducing Emissions 
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation – ENREDD –, with a view to developing a 
technical and financial mechanism to support IL management;

3. Supply FUNAI and indigenous organizations with information tools to monitor the 
impacts of climate change on ILs in order to inform the discussion on the development 
of the Indigenous Plans to Combat Climate Change, at the local,  regional level and at the 
Amazon level, in tandem with the National Policy on Climate Change and its industry-
specific plans, with indigenous peoples playing a leading role;

4. Engage the indigenous communities and FUNAI in the preparation of the National 
Adaptation Plan, which is currently under discussion by a working group within the 
executive group, led by the MMA and the MCTI, for incorporating key elements into the 
adaptation of indigenous peoples;

5. Strengthen the dialogue on the incorporation of climate change elements and REDD+ into 
the development of Plans for the Territorial and Environmental Management of Indigenous 
Lands under the PNGATI by mainstreaming components for climate change adaptation in 
all indigenous communities and territories;

6. Expand studies on the role of ILs in mitigating climate change so as to strengthen the case 
for the importance of these areas to mitigate the potential negative effects of deforestation 
on the regional and global climate, as well as promote fundraising capacity through climate 
change mitigation mechanisms. 
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Methodological Note

the government to the Brazilian National Indian Foundation (FUNAI). FUNAI manages the second 

the development of indigenous peoples. The funds allocated and implemented by FUNAI in 
the Amazon region were obtained through the Electronic System of the Citizens Information 

base year. Other sources of government funding for actions on ILs, such as those implemented 
by other federal ministries, the states, municipalities, and non-governmental organizations were 
not considered in this analysis. In addition to the budgetary data requested from the e-SIC, the 
computation of FUNAI’s investments per hectare per year in the Amazon ILs employed data 
on the area ILs provided by the Socio-Environmental Institute (2013). The computation of CO2 
tonnage per year in Amazon ILs was based on the map of carbon density in the Amazon prepared 
by Baccini et al (2012), which was converted into CO2 equivalent. US$5 per ton of carbon is used 

National Policy on Climate Change. 
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