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Climate change affects indigenous and tribal peoples in dis-

tinctive ways, as do the policies and actions aimed at addres-

sing it. As change agents however, indigenous peoples are 

essential to the success of policies and measures directed 

towards climate change. As workers they are essential to the 

success of a just transition to a green economy. (In this note, 

for practical reasons, the term “indigenous peoples” is pre-

ferred. It includes tribal peoples and is now also the most 

commonly used term.)   

Due to the scale and scope of the threats indigenous peoples 

face with regard to climate change, including specific threats 

to their livelihoods, cultures and ways of life, their situation 

is different from that of other groups and of the poor. At the 

same time, indigenous peoples, with their traditional 

knowledge and occupations have a unique role to play in 

climate action (UNFCCC, 2015), cutting across both climate 

mitigation and adaptation efforts, as well as just transition 

policies.  

Key messages 

Unlike other groups in society, there are six key characteris-

tics that indigenous peoples share where climate policies 

and the impacts of climate change are concerned.  

Traditional knowledge of indigenous peoples is essential for 

environmental conservation, furthering green jobs, enhan-

cing resilience and addressing climate change. 

Indigenous peoples should be specifically considered in pu-

blic policies, and it is vital to ensure that they are included in 

all levels of decision-making on sustainable development and 

climate action through strong mechanisms for consultation 

and participation.  

How are indigenous peoples threatened 
by climate change?  

1)  Indigenous peoples are among the poorest of the poor 

(World Bank, 2011), and thus the most threatened seg-

ment of the world’s population in terms of social, econo-

mic and environmental vulnerability. There are 370 mil-

lion indigenous peoples, constituting nearly 5 per cent of 

the world’s population but representing 15 per cent of 

the world’s poor (World Bank, 2003), with 80 per cent 

spread across Asia and the Pacific  (Rural Poverty Portal; 

World Bank 2011), a region particularly vulnerable to the 

impacts of climate change. The World Bank (Hallegatte et 

al, 2016) estimates that 13 million people in East Asia and 

the Pacific could fall into poverty by 2030, with indige-

nous peoples hit the hardest. Such figures highlight an 

important and difficult challenge in achieving the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development, which was adopted 

with the pledge that “no one will be left behind”. Sur-

mounting this challenge will require focusing on indige-

nous peoples and harnessing their potential as agents of 

change and development. 

2)  Indigenous economic, social and cultural activities de-

pend on renewable natural resources that are most at 

risk to climate variability and extremes. Around 70 million 

indigenous peoples are dependent on forests to meet 

their livelihood needs (See SDG 15, UN Sustainable Deve-

lopment website). They care for and protect 22 per cent 

of the earth’s surface and 80 per cent of the planet’s bio-

diversity (World Bank, 2008). Their role is particularly 

crucial in the sustainable management of resources as 

well as environmental and biodiversity conservation, 

which are essential for combating climate change.  

3)   Indigenous peoples live in geographical regions and eco-

systems that are highly vulnerable to climate change. 

These include polar regions, humid tropical forests, high 

mountains, small islands, coastal regions, and arid and 

semi-arid lands, among others. The impacts of climate 

change in such regions have strong implications for eco-
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system-based livelihoods on which many indigenous 

peoples depend (Hallegatte, 2016). Moreover, in regions 

such as the Pacific, the very existence of many indigenous 

territories are under threat due to rising sea levels (see 

fact sheet: indigenous peoples in the pacific region, 

UNPFII) that not only pose a grave threat to indigenous 

peoples’ livelihoods but also to their cultures and ways of 

life.  

4)  High levels of vulnerability and exposure to climate 

change force indigenous peoples to migrate (Larsen et al, 

2014). In most cases, migration is not an adequate solu-

tion for adaptation. Instead it makes people more vulne-

rable to discrimination, exploitation and environmental 

hazards in the area of destination. It often leads to the 

loss of traditional knowledge, essential for climate action, 

and to the loss of their economic, social and cultural acti-

vities, which are equally important. Furthermore, transi-

tion to work in other activities in destination areas is par-

ticularly challenging for indigenous peoples, especially for 

indigenous women who face multiple forms of discrimi-

nation (Inter-Agency Support Group on Indigenous 

Peoples’ Issues, 2014).  

5)  Gender inequality is exacerbated by climate change. 

While indigenous women play a vital role in traditional 

and non-traditional means of livelihood, unpaid care 

work, and food security, they often face discrimination 

from within and outside their communities. Indigenous 

women are frequently forced to work in precarious con-

ditions where they lack adequate access to social protec-

tion and are exposed to gender-based violence (Vinding 

and Kampbel, 2012; Dhir, 2015). For example, in many 

countries, domestic workers are primarily women from 

particularly socially disadvantaged groups, including indi-

genous peoples (Oelz and Rani, 2015). Climate change 

threatens to exacerbate existing gender inequalities while 

creating new risks from climate related shocks.   

6)  Indigenous peoples, along with their rights and institu-

tions, often lack recognition (Dhir, 2015). Consequently, 

consultation with and participation of indigenous peoples 

in decision making is limited in the absence of dedicated 

public mechanisms established for this purpose. The limi-

ted capacity of their own institutions, organizations and 

networks compounds the situation. Indigenous peoples 

are rarely well-represented in political and institutional 

arenas and their needs are often not addressed in public 

policies. This is a root cause of social, cultural, economic 

and environmental vulnerabilities as well as discrimina-

tion and exploitation. In some cases however, alliances 

with workers’ organizations have the potential of impro-

ving their influence.  

 Indigenous peoples as agents of change? 

 Two key unique characteristics, inherent in no other group, 

make indigenous peoples critical agents of change in climate 

action: their wealth creation based on principles of a sustai-

nable green economy and their unique knowledge. Indige-

nous knowledge is essential for adapting to climate change, 

and mutual recognition and integration with scientific 

knowledge has the potential of significantly increasing the 

effectiveness of adaptation (Adger et al., 2014, p758). 

1) Indigenous peoples’ economy primarily depends on natural 

resources and ecosystems, with which they share a complex 

cultural relationship. Natural capital is the core asset, and 

their economic activity does not allow for it to depreciate. In 

other words, their incomes depend on the value they derive 

from nature, for example sustainable agriculture and fo-

restry, sustainably harvesting fish, bush meat, fruits, 

mushrooms, medicines, roots and other material for cons-

truction or handicrafts (FAO, 2013).  

 This means that 370 million people are at the vanguard of 

running a modern economic model based on the principles 

of a sustainable green economy. This is particularly impor-

tant for climate change mitigation, especially regarding 

efforts directed at reducing emissions from deforestation 

and forest degradation. For instance, Brazilian forests mana-

ged by indigenous peoples have shown  27 times less emis-

sions due to practically zero deforestation as compared to 

forests outside their protected area (Stevens et al; 2014). 

2) Indigenous peoples’ traditional knowledge and cultural ap-

proach to the issue is unique, and of high relevance and va-

lue for climate change adaptation. For example, “climate 

smart agriculture” (CSA) incorporates a combination of tradi-

tional and modern techniques, which is one of the most cited 

and promoted techniques aimed at mitigating and adapting 

to climate change (FAO, 2013).  

 Research has also found that several traditional and innova-

tive adaptive practices exist, including: 

 shoreline reinforcement; 

 improved building technologies;  

 increased water quality testing;  

 rainwater harvesting;  

 supplementary irrigation;  

 traditional farming techniques to protect watersheds;  

 changing hunting and gathering habits and periods; 

 crop and livelihood diversification;  

 the use of new materials; 

 seasonal climate forecasting; 

 and community-based disaster risk reduction (Macchi et 

al, 2008). 
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 While most disaster recovery efforts focus on rebuilding da-

maged infrastructure, another key approach is to design and 

support balanced development initiatives that would spur 

local economic growth while protecting the environment. 

This approach entails a number of soil and water conserva-

tion measures: vegetative measures (mulching and planting 

of vegetation); soil management measures (soil impro-

vement) and physical measures (contour banks).  

 A combination of these measures are used to prevent land 

degradation (soil erosion and landslides) and reduce and 

guide run-off flow. Soil and water conservation measures not 

only bring agricultural benefits to local farmers but also re-

duces the risk of future disasters such as flooding and en-

sures the preparedness of local governments and communi-

ties for quick livelihood recovery when disasters strike. 

 Policy level: Empowering Indigenous 
peoples as change agents 

 While evidence clearly suggests that indigenous peoples 

need to play a fundamental role for climate action to be suc-

cessful, a number of obstacles continue to prevent them 

from realizing their full potential. Tackling these obstacles is 

an important first step towards achieving a just transition, 

attaining the Sustainable Development Goals, and tackling 

the threats of climate change. 

 Promoting green enterprises, livelihoods genera-

tion and social protection 

 Policies promoting green entrepreneurship, creating decent 

work oppertunities and green jobs, and promoting social 

protection can maintain and develop indigenous peoples’ 

traditional knowledge and livelihood strategies while impro-

ving their working conditions and incomes in the framework 

of adaptation and mitigation policies. Effective social protec-

tion coverage can encourage indigenous peoples to take 

more risks and invest in or enhance innovation, and further 

traditional knowledge based entrepreneurship development. 

Cooperatives and social solidarity organizations, for instance, 

can provide decent working opportunities and enhance indi-

genous peoples’ capacity to secure their rights, while contri-

buting to green growth (ILO, 2016). Social protection 

schemes that combine environmental and social objectives 

within a participatory framework for natural resource mana-

gement can also play a major role in strengthening indige-

nous peoples’ rights and achieving strong environmental 

outcomes (Schwarzer et al, 2016).   

 Recognizing rights, promoting gender equality 

and building institutions 

 Securing the rights of indigenous peoples is dependent on 

strong mechanisms for consultation and participation, to 

ensure meaningful participation at all levels of decision-

making, including with regard to national development plans 

and climate action. This also entails developing, with the 

participation of indigenous peoples, including indigenous 

women and youth, public policies that aim to address their 

particular social and economic vulnerabilities and create op-

portunities for them to pursue their own development prio-

rities. Critically, the participation of indigenous women in 

decision making is key to overcoming gender inequality and 

discrimination against them. Efforts to close gender gaps 

that limit the participation of indigenous women in decision-

making across all levels and to enhance their access to op-

portunities for sustainable livelihoods and income genera-

tion are critical for the empowerment of indigenous women, 

who play a significant role in sectors such as agriculture and 

forestry. Indigenous women’s economic, social and political 

voice, and contributions, are vital for climate action to be 

meaningful and development to be sustainable. 

 Coordination and collaboration grounded in evi-

dence-based research 

 Policy coordination is essential to address the magnitude of 

threats posed by climate change. This entails greater engage-

ment across polices and regimes regarding the climate, deve-

lopment, and labour and human rights standards, including 

increased coordination among national authorities with res-

ponsibility in these various areas.  Collaboration across inter-

national, national, regional and local levels is also vital for 

the design and implementation of strong climate action. At 

the same time, for informed decision-making, knowledge is 

crucial in building an understanding both of the nuances and 

of the full scale and scope of indigenous peoples’ vulnerabili-

ty to climate change. Furthermore, a better understanding of 

the transformations underway in indigenous peoples’ world 

of work, including with regard to their occupations and liveli-

hoods, and their implications for the future of work, is critical 

for designing sound policies and interventions. 

Peat swamp forest in Berbak national park, Jambi province, Sumatra.  
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 Role of the Decent Work Agenda 

 The ILO has been at the forefront of promoting the rights of 

indigenous peoples, inclusive social protection floors, em-

ployment and livelihood opportunities, as well as sustainable 

forms of enterprises, and has a significant role to play in the 

efforts to address climate change and achieve sustainable 

development. A key objective of the ILO’s Decent Work 

Agenda is to empower indigenous women and men -- which 

is crucial to ensure a just transition (ILO, 2015) towards envi-

ronmentally sustainable economies and societies for all.  

 The ILO’s targeted programmes and strategies, including 

those related to green jobs and indigenous peoples, are ins-

trumental for realizing indigenous peoples’ potential as cru-

cial agents of change. They are also important for building on 

their traditional knowledge systems for effective climate 

action, as well as poverty reduction and green growth. 

Guided by the ILO Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 

1989 (No. 169, ILO 1989), which calls for ensuring indigenous 

peoples’ consultation and participation in decision making, 

the ILO approach to indigenous peoples’ empowerment pro-

motes social solutions to environmental problems and is well 

positioned to address the threats stemming from climate 

change.  
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For more information regarding the Green Jobs Programme’s 

work on just transition and green jobs/indigenous people, con-

tact: greenjobs@ilo.org / ged@ilo.org  

Visit our website: http://ilo.org/greenjobs and http://

www.ilo.org/indigenous 
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