
 

 

 

Examples of ICCAs, l. to r.: The Tagbanwa people of Coron 
Island, Philippines have established strict use regulations on 
their forests, and the entry to the sacred lakes of the island is 
restricted to community members for cultural purposes. 
The Kawawana area in Casamance, Senegal was declared 
by local people, who enforce national and local fishing 
regulations in their mangrove areas with the backing of 
regional authorities. 
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Context 

Throughout history, indigenous peoples and local communities 

have played a critical role in conserving a variety of natural envi-

ronments and species. They have done this for a variety of pur-

poses, including economic as well as cultural, spiritual and aes-

thetic. There are today thousands of Indigenous and Community 

Conserved Areas (ICCAs) across the world, including forests, 

wetlands, and landscapes, village lakes, water catchment, rivers 

and coastal stretches and marine areas. The history of conserva-

tion and sustainable use in many of these areas is much older 

than government-managed protected areas, yet they are often 

neglected or not recognized in official conservation systems. 

What are ICCAs? 

ICCAs are defined by the International Union  for Conservation 

ofo Nature IUCN as natural and/or modified ecosystems contain-

ing significant biodiversity values, ecological services and cultural 

values, voluntarily conserved by indigenous peoples and local 

communities, both sedentary and mobile, through customary laws 

or other effective means.  The number and extent of ICCAs have 

not been comprehensively estimated. It has been, nevertheless, 

suggested that in some parts of the world their area is similar to 

that currently under government-managed protection. 

Three features can be taken as defining characteristics of ICCAs: 

 A community is closely connected to a well defined ecosys-

tem or species and its habitat, culturally and/or because of 

survival and dependence for livelihood. 

 The community management decisions and efforts lead to 

the conservation of the ecosystem's habitats, species, eco-

logical services and associated cultural values (even when the 

conscious objective of such management may be different 

than conservation per se, and be, for instance, related to ma-

terial livelihood, water security, safeguarding of cultural and 

spiritual places, etc).  

 The community is the major player in decision-making (gov-

ernance) and implementation regarding the management of 

the site, implying that community institutions have the capaci-

ty to enforce regulations; in many situations there may be oth-

er stakeholders in collaboration or partnership, but primary 

decision-making rests with the concerned community. 

Why are ICCAs important? 

ICCAs are important complements to official protected areas 

and can play essential roles in protected area systems: 

 They help conserve critical ecosystems and threatened spe-

cies, maintain essential ecosystem functions and provide 

ecological corridors and stepping stones, including between 

two or more officially protected areas.  

 They are the basis of cultural and economic livelihoods for 

local people, securing resources (such as energy, food, water, 

fodder), income and cultural identity tied to biodiversity (bio-

cultural values), and often provide a safety net in times of 

stress and acute need, such as conflicts or climate-related 

disasters. 

 They offer lessons in governance and management of natural 

resources that can be transferred to other types of protected 

areas: they are often built on sophisticated collective ecolog-

ical knowledge and capacities, including sustainable use of 

wild resources and maintenance of agrobiodiversity; they are 
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based on local rules and institutions “tailored to the con-

text”; and they can showcase how to build systems of con-

servation that integrate customary and statutory laws. 

 They can play a crucial role in securing the rights of indige-

nous peoples and local communities to their land and natural 

resources, and in resisting pressures from inappropriate 

forms of development such as large-scale logging, mining 

and infrastructure projects, industrial fishing etc.  

How can ICCAs be recognized and supported? 

Many ICCAs face critical challenges to their continued existence 

and functioning. As ICCAs contain valuable renewable and non-

renewable resources (timber, fauna, minerals, etc.), they are 

often encroached upon or threatened by external users, or even 

by community members under increased economic pressure.  

The biggest challenge is in gaining appropriate national recogni-

tion and support, particularly for tenure, customary practices and 

decision-making institutions. Conflicts and inequities within 

communities can also pose challenges to sustainable governance 

and management. There are several avenues to support ICCAs: 

 Support for demarcation, documentation of the ICCAs and 

their resources; 

 Support for recognition: ICCAs can be recognized legally, as 

part of the official system of protected areas; by formal ac-

knowledgment through government or international bodies; 

or by registering them in listings or databases (one existing 

effort is the ICCA Registry of the UNEP World Conservation 

Monitoring Centre at www.iccaregistry.org); 

 Protection and valorization of the traditional knowledge and 

customary management systems of the communities; 

 Technical support for the conservation and management of 

the ICCAs, and for local livelihoods (e.g. by supporting value 

chains for biodiversity products or developing schemes for 

payment for ecosystem services); 

 Support for culturally appropriate forms of education, and 

for the engagement of youth, including inter-generational 

learning. 

Most importantly, measures for support and recognition of 

ICCAs should respect the customary institutions, values and 

endogenous development aspirations of the concerned commu-

nities. It is often the local, customary governance systems that 

have conserved ICCAs over time. Newly imposed decision-

making structures (for example through incorporation into a 

state protected area) weaken the ownership by local communi-

ties and can be detrimental to conservation. Measures concern-

ing ICCAs should be applied only with the Free, Prior and In-

formed Consent of the concerned indigenous peoples or local 

communities. 

Examples from the field 

German Development Cooperation has been supporting the 

conservation efforts of indigenous peoples and local communi-

ties through various means: In Ecuador a project with Conserva-

tion International supported the Chachi indigenous communities 

in Esmeraldas in conserving 7200 hectares of forest under Con-

servation Incentive Agreements, which included financial com-

pensation and technical assistance. In Brazil, German Develop-

ment Cooperation supported the demarcation of Indigenous 

Territories in the Amazon - 47 million hectares were legally 

secured up to date. In Madagascar, a bilateral programme pro-

duced tools for the implementation of the new national system 

of protected areas, which recognizes ICCAs – and is now devel-

oping the capacities of local actors to manage the newly recog-

nized areas. In Indonesia, a project executed by the Forest Peo-

ples Programme (FPP) and the Aliansi Masyarakat Adat Nusanta-

ra (AMAN), developed community capacities to implement the 

principle of Free, Prior and Informed Consent in their negotia-

tions with loggers, timber plantations, oil palm companies and 

local government agencies zoning their ancestral lands as pro-

tected forests. In India, the GIZ programme on Climate Change 

Adaptation in the North Eastern Region is supporting legal 

recognition of Sacred Sites as part of their efforts to conserve 

biodiversity. Further worldwide examples and information on 

ICCAs can be found at www.iccaforum.org.

 


