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Kicking Native People Off Their Land
Is a Horrible Way to Save the Planet
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Over 600,000 tourists travel to Tanzania’s Ngorongoro Conservation Area each
year, and many will catch a glimpse of the Great Migration: the famed trek of
more than one million wildebeests and thousands of zebras, gazelles and other
animals crossing over the Mara River into Kenya and back again. Yet the
Tanzanian government believes it can attract many more tourists seeking the
safari adventure of a lifetime: five million by 2025, bringing $6 billion with
them per year, according to a recent plan.
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That’s why government officials recently announced a change in the legal
status of Ngorongoro that will prohibit human settlement inside and near it.
The decision will force authorities to remove nearly 100,000 people — mostly
Maasai pastoralists who have used Ngorongoro’s vast grasslands to sustain
their seminomadic cattle-herding way of life for generations — from the
protected area. According to the government, the Maasai must be removed to
conserve the land and protect biodiversity. The Maasai argue that removal puts
their lives and cultural survival at risk and that the government should instead
expand tourism in a way that respects their rights.

As countries around the world pursue environmental goals like preserving 30
percent of the planet’s land and seas by 2030 — goals that can also yield
opportunities for eco-tourism development and carbon credit sales — they’re
converting lands rich in natural beauty and biodiversity into protected areas.
Often they do so with financing and guidance from the biggest conservation
organizations, such as the World Wildlife Fund and Wildlife Conservation
Society, and wealthy countries like the United States, France, Germany and

Japan.

A changing climate, a changing world

Climate change around the world: In “Postcards From a World on Fire,” 193 stories
from individual countries show how climate change is reshaping reality everywhere,
from dying coral reefs in Fiji to disappearing oases in Morocco and far, far beyond.
The role of our leaders: Writing at the end of 2020, Al Gore, the 45th vice president
of the United States, found reasons for optimism in the Biden presidency, a feeling
perhaps borne out by the passing of major climate legislation. That doesn’t mean there
haven’t been criticisms. For example, Charles Harvey and Kurt House argue

that subsidies for climate capture technology will ultimately be a waste.

The worst climate risks, mapped: In this feature, select a country, and we'll break
down the climate hazards it faces. In the case of America, our maps, developed with
experts, show where extreme heat is causing the most deaths.

What people can do: Justin Gillis and Hal Harvey describe the types of local

activism that might be needed, while Saul Griffith points to how Australia shows the
way on rooftop solar. Meanwhile, small changes at the office might be one good way to
cut significant emissions, writes Carlos Gamarra.

Yet in many cases people are already living and surviving off these lands —
indeed, an estimated 476 million Indigenous peoples dwell on lands that are
home to 80 percent of the world’s biodiversity. When governments decide that
nature conservation and potential revenue from it take priority over existing
human activities, too often they resort to evictions, destruction of agricultural
fields and confiscation of livestock, sometimes through stupefying violence, to
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get residents off the land. At the University of Arizona Indigenous Peoples Law
and Policy Program, which hosts the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, reports of these kinds of human rights abuses
and complaints linked to conservation stream in on a weekly, and sometimes
even daily, basis from all corners of the globe.

In India, the creation of tiger reserves to attract foreign tourist dollars has
resulted in violent clashes and the evictions of scores of Adivasi

Indigenous peoples from their ancestral lands. In the Democratic Republic of
Congo, the Batwa Indigenous peoples (formerly referred to by the derisive,
racist term “pygmies”) continue to resist government efforts to block them from
returning to the Kahuzi-Biega National Park after being evicted in the 1970s.
Just last month, Park Authority guards, accompanied by Congolese military,
reportedly raided Batwa villages and burned their homes to the ground,
accusing the Batwa of being members of a Tutsi insurgent group. (The Batwa
reject the accusation.)

Countries frequently regard these abuses as legally defensible because, unlike
in the United States and most other Western nations with significant tribal
populations, many African, Asian and Latin American Indigenous peoples have
not been granted secure tenure and rights in their traditionally occupied lands.
But the wildlife officials and others initiating and supporting large-scale
relocation of Indigenous communities are too often ignoring another, far better
way to protect biodiversity that doesn’t require destroying lives and livelihoods
in the process. Community-based models of conservation,

particularly Indigenous-led conservation practices, have proved time and again
to protect biodiversity effectively. Research and case studies from the ground
show that these practices work just as well as, and in many instances even
better than, the methods that exclude them.

Take the Bears Ears National Monument in Utah, which is now co-managed by
five Native American tribes. In Australia, the Indigenous Gunditjmara people
harvest eel and help manage the Budj Bim Cultural Landscape within their
traditional homelands. Other projects in Mexico, New

Zealand and Canada show it’s possible to meet climate and biodiversity goals
while respecting the human rights and knowledge of Indigenous people living in
protected areas.

The State Department and other U.S. agencies can help protect the property
rights of Indigenous people in their traditional lands by pressuring countries to
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recognize those rights. Using credible information, they can increase
monitoring and withhold funding from countries and projects where such
abuses take place. Likewise, while the W.W.F. and the W.C.S. say they are
implementing a “human-rights-based approach” to conservation, no group
should be spending millions of dollars to provide support for projects in
protected areas where Indigenous peoples’ property and other rights are
infringed upon. Instead, they can use their considerable leverage and influence
in places where abuses are still being perpetrated to ensure these rights are
respected. For instance, they could demand at the outset of a project that they
won’t move forward until there is certainty on Indigenous people’s legal rights
through the local legal system.

In all instances, Indigenous peoples’ right to free, prior and informed

consent must be guaranteed in any protected area project that will have an
impact on their traditional lands, lives or livelihoods. Otherwise, the world’s
urgently needed conservation and climate reduction goals will have, in effect,
been purchased at the expense of the world’s Indigenous peoples. It is these
communities who possess some of the most valuable knowledge and methods,
tested over time and generations, needed to solve a global climate and
biodiversity crisis not of their own making.

Robert Williams is a law professor and the faculty chair of the Indigenous Peoples Law
and Policy Program at the University of Arizona.
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Over and over again. People from far away commandeer your lands and
resources. We may be sure the Kikuyu in Nairobi, and their counterparts in
Dar es Salaam and Dodoma, say they are just making jobs for poor Kenyans
by bringing in more tourists. “The Maasai can get ‘good’ jobs as tour guides
and cleaning staff, putting on a ‘cultural show’ in the evenings for extra cash.
Tourists love those beanpole Maasai warriors jumping up and down. College
basketball recruiters need to get here.” (I have read that the Maasai were the
tribe the British feared most here. If you have what it takes to kill a lion with
a spear as a coming-of-age rite, you are not afraid of a silly wannabe Bwana.)

Whatever we find repugnant about Maasai ways (e.g. historical-traditional
female circumcision, drinking cow’s blood, huts lined with cattle dung and
urine) we should still leave them to it. At least somebody on this planet isn’t
trying to loot it to get rich or middle-class “comfortable,” with more “skin in
the [global exploitation| game.” As has been noted, the wild animals and
“Natives” have been herded onto the harshest lands on the planet, and we
can’t even leave them alone there if there are enough bucks to be made by
covetous outsiders? Can’t the Maasai be valued like the wildebeest? TIB
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