Critical issues raised at World Conservation Congress in Bangkok

Dear colleagues and friends,

A few days ago, the one-week IUCN World Conservation Congress ended in Bangkok. Unfortunately, it produced much less tangible results than expected and was often bogged in controversy. With regard to problems related to protected areas, biodiversity conservation and ecotourism development, there was hardly anything new, insiders complained. 

Nevertheless, I’d like to share with you today two press reports on the event. The first one highlights the increasingly controversial role of large international NGOs with regard to environmental preservation and the treatment of local people. Notably, the ‘Big Three’ NGOs that came especially under fire at the Bangkok conference have been among the most vigorous promoters of “ecotourism” and bioprospecting in nature reserves and Indigenous Peoples lands over the last decade. The second article is another confirmation that in the context of “ecotourism” and/or “scientific tourism” bio-piracy has become a serious problem for many local communities, particularly in developing countries. It is therefore unconscionable that this issue that appears to have spread following the UN-initiated International Year of Ecotourism 2002 is still not properly addressed by concerned governmental and super-governmental agencies.

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)
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‘BIG 3’ NO LONGER SPARED CRITICISM

WWF, Nature Conservancy, CI’s record on Indigenous Peoples Draws Fire

By Nantiya Tangwisutijit

Thanks in equal measure to the unquestionable justice in their cause and to the well-publicized global reach of their activities, major environmental organizations have generally been lauded, or at least automatically afforded the benefit of the doubt. Yet, their green camouflage no longer seems entirely impervious to public criticism. Especially not in their dealings with Indigenous Peoples.

Three of the world’s largest (and wealthiest) conservationist organizations – the Nature Conservancy (TNC), Conservation International (CI) and World Wildlife Fund (WWF) – have now been singled out for rebuke; their projects aimed at preserving natural habitats don’t seem to include the preservation of their indigenous human inhabitants, whose number reaches an estimated 300 million people around the globe.

Even though they could clearly afford it.

In an article in the current issue of World Watch magazine, US anthropologist Mac Chapin notes that more than half of the about US$1.5 billion available for conservation projects in 2002 enriched the coffers of the “Big Three”.

At the World Conservation Congress, IUCN has facilitated a dialogue between these conservation groups, their donors and other stakeholders – only Indigenous Peoples themselves were not invited to participate.

IUCN President Yolanda Kakabadse told The Nation that while certain conservation projects may have done more harm than good, participants in Bangkok had decided not to air existing differences in favour of trying to look ahead by encouraging dialogue between warring parties. “It’s all a human relations problem”, Kakabadse said. “Yes, some criticisms are valid. But it’s not just about the Big Three. Many other conservation groups seem to produce similar problems.”

Outside the polite atmosphere of the meeting room, though, the Big Three were lambasted for alleged double talk: they’re vowing to endorse the rights of Indigenous communities on paper and in board rooms, while in practice continuing to try to force many of these peoples from their lands. “Their discourse might have changed, but not their practices. They (conservation groups) continue to exclude us from decision-making,” said Julio Cusurichi, a representative of Indigenous People living in the Peruvian region of the Amazon.

At IUCN’s World Park Congress last year, Indigenous Peoples made headway – in what they called “the paradigm for conservation – in having their ownership rights recognized over ancestral lands now designated as protected areas. Yet no implementation of the agreement has since materialized in practice because at the deeper level it comes down to a clash in forest management strategies, if not ideologies.

While Indigenous Peoples insist that humans are also an essential part of the ecology, conservation groups generally operate on the assumption that forests are best protected by preventing human interference in the ecosystem. “Any human use has an impact,” said Katrina Brandon, CI’s adviser for Indigenous Peoples programmes, adding that the idea hat humans are part of the ecology is “naïve”.

“What we have to do,” she explained, “is to consider what level of human impact is feasible. We then have to decide where’s the core area that is not to be touched.”

The disparity between the two polarized points of view may yet widen further given the growing partnerships between conservation groups and industries that are the main destroyers of forests and other natural resources. Chapin noted in his article that TNC alone has some 1,900 corporate sponsors, which donated a total of $225 million to the organization in 2002, while CI received some $9 million last year from its 250 corporate partners.

“They’re saying we’re destroying forests, but when governments grant logging and mining concessions to big corporations, CI and WWF simply keep their mouths shut,” Cusurichi said. 

“We cannot do everything,” CI’s Brandon hit back.
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ALARM SOUNDED OVER BIO-PIRACY THREAT 

By Arun Devnath

Thailand is not alone in being a prime target for pharmaceutical and cosmetic industries searching for genetic materials to galvanize their research into ever-newer drugs and beauty products.

Mexico also suffers from the adverse effects of bioprospecting and biopiracy, the term that describe industrial practices exploiting developing countries for their biological resources and then protecting the outcomes of their research by patents, said a leader of indigenous peoples who attended the IUCN World Conservation Congress in Bangkok.

Such full-scale industrial plundering of national resources often comes in the guise of scientific research and ecotourism while in fact it’s posing a looming threat to indigenous communities in Mexico, Ana Valadez Ortega from Mexico explained in an interview with The Nation. 

Scientists, researchers, students and tourists are invading Mexico’s forests as part of “scientific tourism” to collect genetic information about exotic species from indigenous communities in Chiapas and Montes Azules for possible industrial use.

Although such trends have existed for centuries, they’ve started to intensify in the past decade. “Our survival is under threat,” she said. “Local people are losing not only access to natural resources, but also their whole cultural identity.”

The indigenous peoples who live in Montes Azules (Blue Mountains in English) object to patents because they view nature as something to be used for the benefit of all people, not to be patented for that of a few individuals. “Nature should be for all,” Cecilio Solis, representing the non-governmental organization ANIPA-Mexico said.

Far from just abrogating their resources, some biotech firms want indigenous peoples out of the way, Ortega stressed. The US government, she said, funds a conservationist group The Nature Conservancy to establish biological research stations for scientific tourism in Mexico. She even alleges that Conservation International, a US organization which has set up a display booth at the Queen Sirikit National Convention Center for the IUCN congress, plays an active part in attempts to muscle indigenous communities out of Montes Azules.

Not so, rejoins Russell Mittermeier, president of Conservation International. “It’s not true,” he insisted. “We are not evicting people. Rather, we have been working with the indigenous people in Mexico for 15 years.”

Yet, Ortega insisted, scientific tourism is leaving a debilitating impact on indigenous peoples by threatening to destroy their traditional means of livelihood and self-reliance. “Scientists come to explore our rich biodiversity in Mexico, they gain access to sacred sites, they increase their scientific knowledge and then that knowledge becomes privatized. It’s a huge problem,” she said.

Activists in Thailand recently staged protests against a Japanese company that patented kwaw krue , a herb used by traditional healers for generations. The patent granted the company exclusive rights to extract the plant for commercial purposes. 
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