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This USAID lIssue Brief on Environmental Defenders
provides an introduction to the range of issues facing
environmental defenders worldwide, followed by a
discussion of key areas of engagement and donor support
that demonstrate possible responses to protect the rights
and well-being of environmental defenders.
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Intimidation

Environmental defenders are under threat.
In 2020, there were 227 reported killings of
environmental defenders, a rate of nearly

5 per week, and the worst year on record.
Global Witness and its partners documented
2,177 killings of environmental defenders
from 2002-2022." The actual numbers

are very likely higher as some deaths go
unreported by official sources or the
circumstances are difficult to verify.> As John
Knox, the former UN Special Rapporteur

A Rising Tide of Violence and

on Human Rights and the Environment has

noted, “for every one killed, there are 20 to
100 others harassed, unlawfully and lawfully

arrested, and sued for defamation, among

other intimidations.”* Beyond the risks to

individuals, human rights violations against
environmental defenders create a broader
chilling effect on community leaders and

advocacy organizations seeking to voice and
address economic, social, and environmental

concerns.

Who are Environmental

Defenders!?

Environmental defenders are people who
“take a stand and peaceful action against the
unjust, discriminatory, corrupt, or damaging
exploitation of natural resources or the
environment.”* They are made up of diverse
groups and individuals, including Indigenous
Peoples, rural communities, local conser-
vation and forest monitors, environmental
activists, human rights advocates, journalists,
lawyers, and women and youth leaders.
Although attacks on defenders are especially
prevalent in Latin American countries such
as Colombia, Mexico, Honduras, and Brazil,
there are also many examples from Asia
(Philippines, Cambodia, India, Burma, and
Bangladesh) and Africa (Democratic Republic
of the Congo and Tanzania).

The grievances of environmental defenders
are enmeshed in broader governance chal-
lenges—including many areas of continuing
focus for USAID programming and core

USAID policy concerns, such as the

Strategy on Democracy, Human Rights, and
Governance, Biodiversity Policy, Climate
Strategy 2022-2030, Policy on Promoting
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, National
Strategy on Gender Equity and Equality, and
the U.S. Strategy on Countering Corruption.
The Strategy on Democracy, Human Rights,
and Governance, for example, calls for
“responding to human rights violations by
supporting and protecting human rights
defenders and other watchdog groups.”
Similarly, the Biodiversity Policy recognizes
the cross-cutting nature of environmental
defenders’ concerns, observing that “a strong
[environmental] constituency will include all
groups within society, with special attention
given to Indigenous Peoples, women, the
disabled, and other traditionally excluded
groups [to] promote rights-based approaches,
collective action, and stewardship.”
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https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PDACX557.pdf
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PDACX557.pdf
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PDACY300.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/climate/strategy
https://www.usaid.gov/climate/strategy
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/Conflict-Sensitivity-in-PRO-IP-Technical-Guidance.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/Conflict-Sensitivity-in-PRO-IP-Technical-Guidance.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/National-Strategy-on-Gender-Equity-and-Equality.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/National-Strategy-on-Gender-Equity-and-Equality.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/United-States-Strategy-on-Countering-Corruption.pdf

Grievances about Corruption, Criminality,
and Flawed Governance

Environmental defenders seek to voice grievances to
address the harmful impacts of climate change, oil spills,
water contamination, illegal logging, encroachment of
Indigenous lands, and other environmental threats to their
livelihoods and cultures. Land grabbing and insecure land
tenure are often at the root of many of these problems.
According to the Land Matrix Initiative, when governments
and companies impose large-scale land acquisitions, “the
exclusion of local communities from their land, as well

as from the decision-making processes and institutions
governing the land, are putting enormous strain on land
rights and governance systems.”

Politically influential business interests, both legal and illegal,
are often engaged in activities like mineral extraction and
agro-industry that are high-value but linked to deforesta-
tion, biodiversity loss, and pollution. They may also generate
few economic benefits for local inhabitants. Concessions
for land and minerals are sometimes acquired illegally
through corruption, deepening communities’ sense of injus-
tice and contributing to perceptions of impunity.® With the

rise of renewable energy technologies, the global demand
for key green energy minerals, such as lithium, cobalt, and
graphite, is expected to increase more than 500 percent by
2050, which is likely to lead to increased conflicts between
local communities and mining companies.’

Testimony from environmental defenders indicates that
security forces—police, military, militias, and private
security guards—sometimes engage in intimidation and
abuse of those exercising their rights to freedom of
expression, association, and peaceful assembly. Threats
and attacks are also common from groups seeking land for
criminal activities such as illegal logging, money laundering,
or drug trafficking. The state’s presence in these rural
areas may be limited and ineffective—or even complicit
in violence. Researchers have found that killings of envi-
ronmental defenders are more frequent in countries with
governments that mix elements of democracy and autoc-
racy, especially when combined with significant foreign
direct investment, mineral extraction, or large Indigenous
populations.®

Vulnerability and Heightened Risks for
Indigenous Peoples and VWomen

The land, culture, and livelihoods of Indigenous Peoples are
central to the concerns of many environmental defenders.
Logging, ranching, agribusiness, and mining contribute to
rapid rates of land conversion in many Indigenous areas,
often without the adequate consultation and consent of
the affected communities.” The lives of Indigenous leaders
have frequently been endangered for reporting corruption,
claiming land or water rights, or advocating for a healthy
environment. In 2020, “over a third of all fatal attacks
[targeted] Indigenous people despite only making up 5
percent of the world’s population.”'

While most attacks and killings are directed at men,

there is a strong gendered dimension to assaults on
environmental defenders. VWomen are often subject to
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gender-based violence by personnel from public and private
security forces. They also experience intimidation, verbal,
and media abuse that attacks them for breaking gender
norms, labeling them as bad mothers and wives."" Despite
these attempts to stigmatize women in an atmosphere of
violence, women have played a leading role among environ-
mental defenders. VWWomen have been active in organizing
non-violent protests on issues ranging from deforestation
in India to mining activities endangering water access for
rural households in Latin America.' In response to these
challenges, Indigenous women have created organizations
such as the Fuerza de Mujeres Vayuu in Colombia and

the Mujeres Amazoénicas in Ecuador to mobilize against
environmental threats and protect their land and traditions
for future generations.



https://landmatrix.org/
https://land-links.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Green-Minerals-Issue-Brief_FINAL.pdf
https://www.forestpeoples.org/en/partner/fuerza-de-mujeres-wayuu
https://www.es.amnesty.org/en-que-estamos/blog/historia/articulo/mujeres-amazonicas-guardianas-de-la-naturaleza/
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Environmental Defenders and
Environmental Peacebuilding

In some countries, the situation of environmental defenders ~ Caribbean countries signed the Regional Agreement on

is aggravated by recent trends toward democratic back- Access to Information, Public Participation, and Justice in
sliding. In these politically turbulent contexts, those who Environmental Matters in Latin America and the Caribbean,
seek to silence or eliminate environmental defenders often better known as the Escazi Agreement. This is the first
try to falsely link them to dissident or armed groups that international treaty to have provisions on the rights and
the public fears or perceives to be destabilizing. Opponents  protection of environmental defenders.” These efforts
spotlight and isolate them as dangerous individuals rather seek to demonstrate how environmental defenders are
than as advocates for their communities and territories. not sources of disruption but rather a positive vision for
One of the main goals of environmental defender advo- the future and validate them as community builders who
cates is to reframe public understandings and “reverse promote values in line with global standards like the UN_
the tide of marginalization” by deepening linkages and Sustainable Development Goals and the principles of the
support for environmental defenders in broader envi- UN Global Compact for businesses on human rights, labor,
ronmental, peace, and human rights networks (Geneva environment, and anti-corruption.

Roadmap). In December 2019, 24 Latin American and
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https://environment-rights.org/geneva-roadmap/
https://environment-rights.org/geneva-roadmap/
https://treaties.un.org/doc/Treaties/2018/03/20180312%2003-04%20PM/CTC-XXVII-18.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/
https://sdgs.un.org/
https://unglobalcompact.org/what-is-gc/mission/principles

Recommendations to Protect
the Rights and Safety of
Environmental Defenders

e Support the establishment and strengthening of protection programs, following do-no-
harm principles and protocols, to ensure that at-risk and threatened environmental
defenders are effectively protected and their risk mitigated

e |dentify and address the differentiated/intersectional needs of Indigenous and women
environmental defenders, who are often already excluded from exercise of their basic
rights, and are at heightened risk of abuse and violence

e Work with civil society organizations to facilitate multistakeholder dialogues on environ-
mental defender issues

e Support investigative journalism that helps to better inform the public about key prob-
lems identified by environmental defenders

e Convene dialogues or briefings with other bilateral and/or multilateral donors on critical
environmental issues, limits on freedom of expression and assembly, and threats and
intimidation faced by environmental defenders

e Raise concerns about environmental defenders’ challenges and safety with trusted host
country officials at the appropriate level

e Support the work of ombudsman offices that monitor and report risks faced by environ-
mental defenders and government implementation of Early Warning Alerts

e Support Indigenous Peoples’ organizations and communities to legally secure their terri-
torial claims

e Monitor judicial proceedings and collaborate on technical assistance to ensure that due
process is being observed in cases involving environmental defenders

e Meet with businesses and sectoral organizations involved in high-risk or high-impact
natural resource activities to discuss the concerns and safety of environmental defenders

e Encourage businesses to follow norms such as the Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights and BSR’s 10 Human Rights Priorities for the Extractives Sector.

e Support organizations promoting sustainability, land rights, and human rights such as the
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Qil and the Global Roundtable for Sustainable Beef.
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https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.bsr.org/en/our-insights/primers/10-human-rights-priorities-for-the-extractives-sector
https://www.rspo.org/
https://grsbeef.org/Sustainability-Goal-Nature-Positive

More Information

For more detailed information and recommendations about Author:

environmental defenders, see the USAID technical brief, Jeffrey Stark, Environmental Governance Lead, Integrated
Environmental Defenders Under Threat: Global Lessons from Natural Resource Management Activity (INRM)
the Colombian Amazon.

Note:
Contacts: This brief was created under the guidance of USAID’s
Kim Thompson (kthompson@usaid.gov) and Natural Resource Conflict and Violence Prevention
Daniel Abrahams (dabrahams@usaid.gov) Working Group under the Environmental and Natural

Resource Management Framework.
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Global Witness. 2021. Last Line of Defence: The Industries Causing the Climate Crisis and Attacks Against Land and Environmental Defenders.

For example, Brazil’s Instituto Igarapé reported 1,398 women were killed in 2020 alone in the country’s Amazonian states, but these
figures include a broader categorization of human rights defenders and gender-based violence.
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Forest Peoples Programme. 2016. “Local Biodiversity Outlooks. Indigenous Peoples’ and Local Communities’ Contributions to the
Implementation of the Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011-2020.”

Global Witness. 2020. Defending Tomorrow: The Climate Crisis and Threats against Land and Environmental Defenders.

San Pedro, Paula. 2019. Women Defenders of Agricultural, Territorial, and Environmental Rights in Colombia: Risking Their Lives for
Peace.

I[UCN. 2020. “Women Environmental Human Rights Defenders: Facing Gender-Based Violence in Defense of Land, Natural Resources,
and Human Rights.”

The Escazii Agreement includes commitments for access to environmental information, public participation in environmental deci-
sion-making, and environmental justice, consistent with Principle 10 of the 1992 Rio Declaration on Environment and Development. The
Escazt Agreement went into force on April 22, 2021, but it has not been ratified in a number of key countries, including Colombia, Brazil,
Peru, and Guatemala.
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https://www.usaid.gov/what-we-do/environment-and-global-climate-change/enrm-framework
https://www.usaid.gov/what-we-do/environment-and-global-climate-change/enrm-framework
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https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/620872/bp-colombia-women-environmental-defenders-021019-en.pdf?sequence=2
https://portals.iucn.org/union/sites/union/files/doc/iucn-srjs-briefs-wehrd-gbv-en_0.pdf
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https://www.unep.org/civil-society-engagement/partnerships/principle-10
mailto:dabrahams@usaid.gov
mailto:kthompson@usaid.gov

Integrated Natural Resource Management (INRM)

Sound management of natural resources is central to long-term development and resilience. Faced with an urgent
need to reduce environmental degradation while improving human well-being, solutions that effectively integrate
investments in natural resource management with economic and social development are increasingly urgent. INRM
promotes integrated programming across environment and non-environment sectors and across the Program Cycle.
INRM supports USAID to amplify program impacts, strengthen gender equality and social inclusion, and identify best
practices for integration.

For more information: https://land-links.org/project/integrated-natural-resource-management-inrm-activity/
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