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Key Messages & Recommendations  
1) Protected areas (PAs) and Indigenous territories 

(ITs) occupy approximately 50% of the Amazon 
basin, showing the great potential of the Amazon 
to conserve and manage vital ecological connec-
tivity. 

2) ITs, PAs, and their inhabitants have contributed 
significantly to maintaining intact forests; intact 
forests act as buffers against greenhouse gas 
emissions from forest loss, maintain the hydro-
climatic balance, and preserve biodiversity and 
ecosystem functioning, as compared to regions 
outside their borders.  

3) Deforestation rates are rising across the region, 
putting ITs and PAs under renewed pressure. 

4) PAs and other effective area-based conservation 
measures (OECMs) are seen as ecological net-
works for conservation, and demand plans with 
well-defined goals for the conservation of biodi-
versity and ecosystem services, co-manage-
ment with local communities, and the involve-
ment of private stakeholders and other sub-
national and local forms of government. 

5) More concrete actions are needed to protect ITs, 
including the full recognition of territories and 
collective rights, and the strengthening of local 
governance as one of the most important strate-
gies to maintain forests.  

6) Balanced and direct funding, as well as capacity 
building for Indigenous Peoples' organizations 
and communities, is essential to provide the 
necessary resources to continue to conserve and 
restore forests. 
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Abstract Two management classifications are the 
cornerstone of Amazonian conservation: protected 
areas and Indigenous territories. This chapter fo-
cuses on the historical processes, starting in the 
1960s, that led to their creation, as well as the con-
temporary challenges they face and their im-
portance for conservation. 
 
Recent history of the designation of protected ar-
eas and the recognition of Indigenous territories 
in the Amazon During the first half of the 20th cen-
tury (later in some countries), the National Security 
Doctrine was the paradigm from which state policies 
were designed and implemented to guarantee sov-
ereignty in a space that was still disputed between 
Amazonian countries, but also between transna-
tional companies and between the latter and local 
populations. The logic of occupation was followed by 
the institutional framework associated with agrar-
ian development, colonization, and deforestation, 
with the market – formal, but also illegal – for land 
and tropical timber1. 
 
The Agrarian Reform of 1953 in Bolivia, and similar 
reforms a few years later in Colombia, Ecuador, and 
Peru, distributed colonized land to settlers. These 
circumstances gave rise to schemes of expropria-
tion and trafficking of lands inhabited by Indigenous 
peoples and other local communities, which ena-
bled concentration of land in the hands of settlers in 
parts of the Amazon2. Although Peru’s 1920 Consti-
tution recognized the legal existence of “Indigenous 
communities,” their legal status, autonomous com-
position, and communal ownership of their lands, 



Chapter 16 in Brief: The state of conservation policies, protected areas, and Indigenous territories, from the past 
to the present 

Science Panel for the Amazon 2 

these rights did not apply to the Amazonian Indige-
nous peoples until 1974, when the first Law of Na-
tive Communities of the Peruvian Amazon was en-
acted. In Ecuador, traditional occupation and 
community lands were subject to legislation be-
tween 1964 and 1994, when communal lands were 
titled in an area of approximately 40,000 km². The 
Agrarian Development Law (1994)3 recognized col-
lective land ownership and titling. From 1966, Co-
lombia promoted the creation of Indigenous re-
serves as a form of provisional collective tenure, and 
in 1977 these reserves began to be legally recog-
nized as resguardos. In the late 1980s, territorial 
rights over 200,000 km² in the Colombian Amazon 
were recognized. The State adopted the legal regime 
of "Indigenous Reserves" for recognized territories 
of collective property, which are inalienable, impre-
scriptible, and unseizable. In Brazil, during the 
"Westward March'', at the end of the 19th century, the 
pattern for Indigenous land recognition was to dis-
tribute small parcels of land to small communities, 
which was the beginning of a standard of land ten-
ure that became common in the following years.  
 
This pattern tried to facilitate a process of integra-
tion of Indigenous people through agricultural pro-
duction, in the scheme of the consolidation of na-
tional states which included the consolidation of 
national borders. Starting in the 1960s, Brazil’s In-
dian Protection Service (SPI) played an important 
role as an Indigenous “heritage manager”, in which 
context the term Indigenous Land appeared, which 
would later become part of the Indian Statute in 
1973. In 1988, the Brazilian Federal Constitution 
recognized that Indigenous peoples have perma-
nent possession and exclusive use of the riches of 
the soil, rivers, and lakes on their lands, and the 
State is obliged to promote the recognition of these 
lands. 
 
At the beginning of the second half of the 20th cen-
tury, countries of the region were also beginning to 
legally designate areas for the protection of nature. 
Following the 1940 Pan-American Convention for 
the Protection of Fauna, Flora and Natural Scenic 
Beauties (Washington Convention) several coun-

tries created their first conservation areas. Initial ef-
forts focused on the protection of transition zones, 
as in the case of the La Macarena Reserve in Colom-
bia, created in 1948 to protect biological diversity of 
Andean, Amazonian, and Guianas shield origin. In 
1959, Brazil created its first unit in the Amazon. In 
1960, the first System of National Natural Parks was 
institutionalized in Colombia. In 1961, the first pro-
tected area was created in the Peruvian Amazonian 
Andean foothills, the first forest reserve in the Ven-
ezuelan Amazon, and lake reserves in the Bolivian 
lowlands, which gave rise to that country’s first Am-
azonian protected area. In Ecuador, two conserva-
tion units were created in 1970 in the Amazonian 
Andean foothills2.  
 
Protected areas: Extent of coverage and catego-
ries of protection There are 563 protected areas 
(PAs) in the area of the Amazon covered by this 
study (Figure 16.1)4,5. In 221 of them only indirect 
uses are permitted, equivalent to IUCN categories I, 
II, and III. In others, direct use is permitted, includ-
ing the extraction of natural resources, in principle, 
under sustainable management practices. A third 
type of PA allows both indirect and direct uses, with 
internal zoning defining territorial management. 
PAs cover 25% of the basin’s surface. By country, the 
protected proportion varies between 21% in Peru 
and 51% in French Guiana. Categories of indirect 
use occupy 42.2% of the protected surface, direct 
use 57.6%, and 0.2% other categories. The PAs for 
direct use are made up of a set of 342 units, of which 
the vast majority are in Brazil and Bolivia. 
 
The regional trend over time has been towards an 
increase in protected area, with the exception of 
French Guiana and Venezuela, where protected ar-
eas have remained stationary for the last two dec-
ades, and Ecuador where there has been little varia-
tion. While many applaud the growth in protected 
areas as a success for the preservation of Amazo-
nian biodiversity, there is concern that conservation 
is not the primary objective in most areas, since 
57.6% allow for resource extraction. In parallel, 
there has also been a process of protected area
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Figure 16.1 Indigenous Territories and Natural Protected Areas (RAISG, 20204). Sources:5. 
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downgrading, downsizing, and degazettementi 
(PADDD). 
 
An assessment of the degree to which protection 
is effective In 2008, as part of the regional efforts for 
the implementation of the Programme of Work on 
protected areas of the Convention on Biological Di-
versity (PoWPA CBD), organizations from different 
Amazonian countries jointly launched the program 
Vision for the Conservation of the Biological and 
Cultural Diversity of the Amazon Biome based on 
Ecosystems. Its mission is to contribute to the ad-
ministration and effective management of national 
systems of protected areas and to the maintenance 
of goods and services, integrity, functionality, and 
resilience of the Amazon biome to natural and an-
thropogenic pressures in the context of climate 
change, to the benefit of economies, communities, 
and biodiversity.  
 
In recent years, REDPARQUES, a regional coopera-
tion network that seeks to improve the manage-
ment of protected and conserved areas, has made an 
effort to evaluate, at the Amazon biome level, the 
management effectiveness of its protected areas. 
Their findings show that significant progress was 
made in creating strategies to strengthen national 
systems of protected areas, including their manage-
ment and governance6, despite important gaps in 
protection outside of protected areas7. Their report, 
the Amazon Conservation Vision, showed the need 
to interpret national tools from a regional perspec-
tive and identify pertinent indicators to measure the 
contribution of PAs to regional conservation8. They 
found that, based on a sample of 62 Amazonian pro-
tected areas, the main gaps were having in place an 
effective conservation plan, followed by climate 
change preparedness and impact assessment, while 
indicators scoring higher in the contribution to re-
gional conservation where the achievement of con-
servation goals and good governance schemes. 
These findings indicate that the region should im-
plement an integrated, region-wide conservation vi-
sion, where PAs and other effective area-based con-
servation measures (OECMs) have well-defined 

 
i Degazettement can be defined as the loss of legal protection of an entire protected area28. 

goals for biodiversity and ecosystem services con-
servation, and are co-managed by local communi-
ties, involving private stakeholders and other sub-
national and local forms of government.  
 
The constituent parts of such a conservation net-
work are abundant in the Amazon, given the extent 
of PA and IT coverage, intact forests, and other pri-
vate and community-based conservation and sus-
tainable use areas. However, the challenges are 
great, particularly adequate resourcing and capacity 
to monitor and evaluate effectiveness9. In the Ama-
zon region10, few PAs meet strict conservation 
standards (IUCN categories Ia and Ib). On the other 
hand, Category VI, which allows for the sustainable 
use of natural resources, is the most common within 
the region. Aggravating the situation, the current 
economic downturn combined with low political will 
to address to environmental issues may widen the 
financing gap. 
 
Indigenous territories as a conservation example 
Article 13 of Convention 169 of the International La-
bor Organization (ILO) defines territory as "the total 
environment of the areas which the peoples con-
cerned occupy or otherwise use11." In Brazil’s Fed-
eral Constitution (1988), the lands traditionally oc-
cupied by Indigenous people are those “they 
permanently inhabit, those used for their produc-
tive activities, those essential for the preservation of 
the environmental resources necessary for their 
well-being and for their physical and cultural repro-
duction, according to their uses, customs and tradi-
tions.” Colombian legislation (Decree 2,166 of 1995 
and Law 160 of 1994) specifies that Indigenous ter-
ritories are “areas owned regularly and perma-
nently by an Indigenous peoples group and those 
that, although not controlled that way, constitute the 
traditional scope of their social, economic and cul-
tural activities.” 
 
Indigenous peoples’ groups have traditionally occu-
pied a territory they consider their own. According 
to this cultural worldview, Indigenous territories 
were predestined to each group by the creators and 
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bequeathed to each group by their direct ancestors. 
From this perspective, Indigenous territory refers to 
the ancestral territorial jurisdiction of each ethnic 
group. In turn, the continuous ancestral territories 
that constitute this macro Indigenous territory show 
complementarity in ecological and geographical as-
pects12. Most of these systems of traditional thought 
share "cultural principles" that are related to what 
the non-Indigenous world has defined as conserva-
tion models, since they result in the protection of bi-
odiversity and ecosystem functioning. Studies in the 
Amazon basin have shown13 that the thought and 
management framework of some Indigenous peo-
ples constitutes a conservation model that includes 
deep and detailed geographical knowledge, ances-
tral population models of the territory, management 
of sacred sites, food systems, and ecological calen-
dars, among other aspects. These frameworks are 
the basis of governance of Indigenous territories, 
which explains the complex and complete vision of 
the territory they share. Maintaining the balance of 
this original ordering implies that new generations 
assume commitments and responsibilities related 
to learning management and respect for the regula-
tory regimes established by the ancestors. 
 
Indigenous territories: Extent of coverage and 
state of recognition There are 410 Indigenous 
groups in the Amazon with a total estimated popula-
tion of 2 million, depending on the sources and the 
geographic limits imposed4. If one counts all the 
other social groups that live in urban areas, as well 
as in farmer, traditional, and Afro-descendent set-
tlements, the Amazon is currently inhabited by 
more than 40 million people. In the Amazon Basin, 
6,443 ITs are identified4, which cover approximately 
27% of the region (Figure 16.1). The country with the 
highest number of titles is Peru, followed by Ecua-
dor. In Peru, Ecuador, and Guyana the average area 
of an IT ranges from 65 to 192 km², with Peru at the 
lower extreme and Guyana the higher. In Brazil, 
Venezuela, Bolivia, Colombia, and French Guiana, 
the average area of territories varies between 818 
and 3,021 km2, decreasing in the aforementioned 
order of the countries. This is indicative of different 
national policies. 
  

In the basin, 89% of the surface area of ITs is offi-
cially recognized, 6.5% does not have legal protec-
tion, and the remaining 4% covers Indigenous re-
serves (proposed or existing) and intangible zones. 
Indigenous reserves and intangible zones (depend-
ing on the country) are territories for the protection 
of Indigenous peoples in voluntary isolation or In-
digenous peoples in isolation and initial contact. 
Brazil, Colombia, and French Guiana stand out for 
officially recognizing all their ITs; however, in the 
case of Brazil, this is not quite the case because 
many of the ITs are still undergoing the process of 
official demarcation. Since 1988 this responsibility 
has belonged with the executive branch and they 
have been required to complete the process within 
five years; however, this has not occurred in recent 
years. In contrast, in Venezuela all territories lack 
legal recognition. 
 
Conflicting policies and threats to protected areas 
and Indigenous territories In all Amazonian coun-
tries, ownership may be transferred from an indi-
vidual or communal owners if the nation alleges a 
priority interest. In fact, the most common conflict 
that occurs in recognized territories is due to over-
lapping concessions for extractive industries or in-
frastructure. According to Convention 169 of the ILO 
and the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples, Indigenous peoples are entitled 
to culturally-appropriate consultations, also known 
as free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) on all 
laws, projects, strategies, or other works that affect 
their territories and their lives. Indigenous peoples 
should have the opportunity to modify planned ac-
tivities, and States should adjust or even cancel ac-
tivities based on consultation outcomes. Although 
not all consultation processes yield consent, this 
should not reduce them to a simple formality. States 
must consider the concerns and proposals of im-
pacted Indigenous peoples in the final design of the 
project. When States do not comply with requests 
for accommodation, they must provide objective 
and reasonable justifications for not having done so. 
Unfortunately, in reality there are not clear regula-
tions on FPIC at the national level, and in most cases 
the process is reduced to a mere notification of de-
cisions already taken. Another tactic is to heighten 
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division within Indigenous organizations and get 
consent from those most amenable. It is estimated 
that 51% of PAs are under some type of pressure, the 
majority with moderate or low rates. Indigenous ter-
ritories are similar, with 48% facing pressure, and 
one third having high to very high rates of pressure 
from extractive activities and infrastructure devel-
opment (i.e., energy and roads) on more than half of 
their area4. The case of Ecuador is the most dra-
matic4, but there are conflicts in all Amazonian na-
tions. In addition, between 2001 and 2018 new areas 
of agricultural use within PAs increased by more 
than 220% and covered 53,269 km², 74% of which 
had forest cover in 2000. Deforestation has also in-
creased on Indigenous territories, where 42,860 
km² were converted into new areas of agricultural 
use, of which 71% was forest in 2000. Annual defor-
estation in all ITs of the Amazon varied between 
1,000 and 1,700 km² between 2001 and 2016, but 
rose significantly in 2017 and 2018 to 2,500 km² and 
2,600 km², respectively14.  
 
Patterns of forest conversion and degradation 
within protected areas and Indigenous territories 
as compared with lands outside Indigenous terri-
tories in the Amazon act as buffers against external 
pressures associated with the expansion of the agri-
cultural frontier, reducing deforestation15–19 and 
fires20, compared to the areas outside their limits. 
Between 2000 and 2018, only 13% of the total defor-
ested area was located inside ITs and PAs14, even 
though they collectively cover more than half of the 
region's forests21. Analysis of deforestation from 
2000 to 2018 indicates that, beginning in 2015, 
there was a clear upward trend in deforestation, fol-
lowing a record low in 20104. Although 87% of the 
deforestation that occurred took place outside of 
PAs and ITs, respectively, 8% and 5% occurred in 
these units, with 2017 and 2018 the worst years. 
Comparative analyses of deforestation in legally rec-
ognized territories versus unrecognized ones con-
clude that full legal recognition significantly re-
duces deforestation rates within Indigenous 
territories22,23. An analysis of carbon gains and 
losses in the Amazon during the 2003-2016 period21 
shows that land outside ITs and PAs accounted for 
about 70% of total carbon losses and almost 90% of 

the net change, on less than half of the total land 
area. In contrast, ITs and Pas accounted for only 
10% of the net change, and 86% of losses on those 
lands were offset by gains through forest growth. 
Thus, there was a nine-fold difference in net carbon 
loss from land inside Indigenous territories and pro-
tected areas (-1,160 MtC) as compared to land out-
side (-130 MtC). 
  
Ecological and sociocultural connectivity policies 
in the region Since the 1970s scientists have come 
to understand the ways in which isolated, frag-
mented areas of forest lose their functionality and 
biological diversity. This has serious consequences 
for ecosystems and their functioning, regulatory ca-
pacity, and environmental services24,25. Thus, it is 
widely recognized that increasing connectivity be-
tween protected areas is the most urgent and chal-
lenging task for conservation. Numerous studies 
have analyzed the representativeness and connec-
tivity of protected area systems at a global level, 
finding that although 15% of land is under some 
form of protection corresponding to IUCN catego-
ries I to IV, only 7.5-9.3% of the land is well-con-
nected26. To address the global challenge of manag-
ing well-connected systems of protected areas, it is 
important to re-evaluate the different categories of 
protected areas and the very concept of national 
protected areas, to integrate a wider range of protec-
tion and management classes, including  private 
and communal lands, into the systems25. For this 
reason there is a need to speak of ecological net-
works for conservation, or “a system of habitats” in-
cluding protected areas, other effective conserva-
tion measures, and other intact natural areas 
connected by established and maintained (or re-
stored if necessary) ecological corridors which can 
sustain biological diversity in fragmented systems27.  
  
The Amazon has the necessary elements to consoli-
date connectivity through the coordination of differ-
ent kinds of conservation areas and land uses, in-
cluding protected areas, Indigenous territories, 
forest reserves, extractivist reserves, and connectiv-
ity corridors. The sum of the efforts each Amazonian 
country has made independently and through mul-
tinational (or bilateral) agreements constitutes the 
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basis for maintaining connectivity and guarantee-
ing the functions of the Amazonian ecosystems. 
However, the continuous transformation of natural 
landscapes in key areas such as the Andean-Amazo-
nian foothills not only affects current connectivity 
indices, but also compromises the future connectiv-
ity of the system of protected areas26.  
 
Conclusions The eight countries and one overseas 
territory of the Amazon Basin have traversed a long 
and fruitful path in recognizing the importance of 
protecting the biological diversity and associated 
ecological processes and services of their Amazo-
nian regions. After more than 60 years of conserva-
tion policies, the Amazon has 25% of its area under 
some category of protection, with percentages rang-
ing from 21% to 51% depending on the country. 
Many of these countries are classified as mega-
diverse at the global level thanks to their Amazonian 
territory. Even with some differences, society and 
governments have progressed in the development 
of policies for the declaration, management, and 
planning of systems of protected areas. Despite re-
cent increases in deforestation and invasions within 
PAs and ITs, better data availability for recent dec-
ades allows researchers to understand trends, and 
clearly shows that these areas are effective in pre-
venting deforestation. 
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