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Securing Community Land Rights: Priorities and Opportunities to 
Advance Climate and Sustainable Development Goals 

Top Line Messages 

• Legally recognized and secure land and resource rights are fundamental to the advancement of 
global peace, prosperity, and sustainability, and to solving the related crises of inequality and 
climate change. Almost 2.5 billion people—a third of the world’s population—depend on 
community-held lands for their livelihoods and subsistence. Recognizing and protecting their land 
and resource rights decreases inequality, improves food security, mitigates poverty, and 
contributes to sustainable and equitable development. As the historical stewards of the world’s 
lands and forests, Indigenous Peoples, local communities, and rural women also play a critical role 
in preserving vital resources and mitigating and adapting to climate change. 
  

• Unfortunately, while Indigenous Peoples and local communities customarily claim and manage 
over 50% of the world’s lands, they legally own just 10%. Insecure land rights drive conflict, 
poverty, and environmental destruction, rendering communities vulnerable to discrimination and 
violence and subjecting their lands to unregulated exploitation. Communities struggle to pursue 
their livelihoods and protect the ecosystems that all of humanity depends on. 
 

• Securing community land rights is possible—more now than ever before. The importance of 
tenure security for the pursuit of global climate and development goals is broadly recognized by 
state and non-state actors, and high-level actors are making new commitments to work together 
to secure land rights. Existing laws in many countries could, if implemented, lead to the recognition 
of millions of hectares of forestland. And new laws and regulations (at least than 39 between 2014-
2016) are also paving the way for rights recognition. New tools, institutions, and methods are 
rapidly being developed to support community land titling. And Indigenous Peoples, local 
communities, and rural women are leading the way in securing their own rights.  

Why Community Land and Resource Rights? 

• Secure community land rights are vital to poverty reduction and sustainable economic 
development, conflict mitigation, food security, climate change mitigation, and women’s rights. 
 

• Poverty Reduction and Sustainable Economic Development: Almost a third of the world’s 
population depends on community-held lands for their livelihoods and sustenance,1 with the 
poorest households most dependent.2 Land use by rural communities is more sustainable, 
benefits more people, and generates better environmental outcomes than large-scale plantations 
and extractive projects.3 Yet developing states continue to prioritize such projects, resulting in 
devastating consequences for communities and forests alike.4  
 

• Conflict Mitigation: Insecure land rights drive significant conflict. Examples of such conflict include 
violence and evictions of community members living in or near protected areas in India;5 
communities losing ground to multinational corporations in Brazil;6 and even state-wide conflict 



 

in Ethiopia.7 Ignoring land rights can also cost investors billions in delays and legal fees, and can 
increase operating costs as much as 29 times. The idea that there are vast quantities of land 
available for investment in the developing world is a myth: research demonstrates that 93–99% 
of concessions in emerging markets are inhabited.8  

o Africa, often see as an active region for investment, has higher population density around 
disputed sites than anywhere else in the world.  

o In Southeast Asia, another popular region, disputes are often more intractable and more 
violent than elsewhere. 88% of cases in the region are unresolved (compared with 61% of 
all cases globally), and 65% led to financially significant delays as a result of tenure 
disputes. 

 
• Food Security: The absence of secure land rights threatens communities’ abilities to meet their 

needs, contribute to the elimination of poverty, and invest in their lands. Over 80% of the food 
consumed in the developing world is produced locally, and forests and trees play a critical role in 
the food security and nutrition of up to 1.7 billion forest-dependent people9, as well as ecosystem 
services vital to human wellbeing.10   
 

• Climate Change Mitigation and Adaptation: Indigenous Peoples and local communities play a vital 
role in the storage and management of tropical forest carbon. Community-managed forestlands 
hold at least 24% (54,546 million metric tons)—and likely far more—of the total aboveground 
carbon in the world’s tropical forests, equivalent to almost four times the global greenhouse gas 
emissions of 2014.11 Legally recognized and protected community forestlands store more carbon 
and experience lower deforestation rates than other forests, including protected areas.12 
Recognizing community ownership in the Peruvian Amazon resulted in immediate and tangible 
benefits for communities and climate alike.13  
 

• Indigenous and Rural Women’s Rights: The benefits of secure community land rights require 
adequate protection for the rights of rural women, yet a recent analysis of 30 developing countries 
found that none adequately recognize rural women’s tenure rights. As a result of increasing male 
outmigration, rural women are increasingly responsible for managing and defending community 
lands and forests around the world, but often lack a voice in making decisions about their land. 
Advancing the equal rights and voices of women is not only a global imperative for gender justice 
and women’s socioeconomic advancement, but is also vital for protecting community forestland 
and promoting inclusive development. 

Securing Community Land Rights is Possible: Country Level Opportunities 

• Implementation of existing and proposed laws and regulations could secure at least 200 million 
hectares of community lands and forests in the near to mid-term future, preventing the rollback 
of hard-fought rights while contributing to the wellbeing of 400 to 500 million people. Between 
2014 and 2016, at least 39 laws and regulations relating to Indigenous Peoples’ and local 
communities’ forest tenure were passed or amended across 30 countries.14  

o In spite of these significant achievements, the establishment of new legal frameworks 
supporting community forest rights has slowed over the last five years. Over the 15-year 
period from 2002-2016, 29 community-based forest tenure regimes (CBTRs) were 
recognized by 30 developing countries. Only six of these recognized full ownership rights.  
 



 

• Land Reform Opportunities in Africa: Indigenous Peoples and local communities hold customary 
rights to vast swathes of Africa’s land—one study estimates 80% of sub-Saharan Africa15 —yet 
communities enjoy legal ownership rights to just 3%.16 In Kenya, the 2016 ruling of the African 
Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights recognized the customary land and forest rights of Ogiek 
Peoples and a new law on community land rights opened the door for widespread land rights 
recognition. In DRC, implementing a 2016 Ministerial Decree could provide legal recognition to 
more than 70 million hectares of community forestland. And in Liberia, passing a progressive Land 
Rights Act could benefit millions of the country’s rural poor. 

• Land Reform Opportunities in Asia: Asia is home to 70% of the world’s Indigenous Peoples. 
Excluding China, Indigenous Peoples and local communities formally own less than 1% of Asia’s 
land.17 In Indonesia, implementation of the 2013 Constitutional Court ruling could restore 
indigenous community land rights across over 40 million hectares for the benefit of 50-70 million 
people, alleviating deforestation pressures in the world’s third largest tropical forest. Similarly, 
India’s 2006 Forest Rights Act could secure at least 40 million hectares of community forestland 
and support the livelihoods of some 170 million people.18 Further opportunities for advancement 
include Nepal, Myanmar, Philippines, Laos, and Cambodia.  

• Land Reform Opportunities in Latin America: Latin America have more land recognized for 
Indigenous Peoples and local communities than Asia or Africa, but increasing threat of rollbacks in 
Brazil, Bolivia, Colombia, Mexico, and Peru have made the protection of existing community lands 
all the more crucial.19 While advocacy efforts are underway in Mexico, Honduras, Argentina to 
strengthen government recognition of Afro-descendent rights, enforcement of established 
statutory rights in Colombia, Brazil, and Ecuador is altogether inadequate.20  

• Securing Community Land Rights is Cost-Effective: Community-held forests can generate 
ecosystem benefits worth between $54.1 and $118.7 billion in Bolivia, $523.2 billion and $1.2 
trillion in Brazil, and $123.4 and $277 billion in Colombia, while avoiding the annual release of 
42.8–59.7Mt CO2 emissions at a cost of less than 1% of the total benefits.21  

Securing Community Land Rights is Possible: International Architecture 

• The international community has adopted a number of landmark legal and voluntary 
commitments that  provide a strong foundation for recognizing community land rights, including 
the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW); 
the 1989 ILO Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention (No. 169); the 2007 UN Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP); the 2012 Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible 
Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National Food Security 
(VGGT); and international endorsement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015.22  

• The protection of community land rights is endorsed by a growing set of international 
organizations and instruments, including United Nation agencies, the New York Declaration on 
Forests, the European Union FLEGT initiative, the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil, the Tropical 
Forest Alliance 2020, and the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN).  

• Emerging Platform of Instruments: There is a growing and increasingly robust suite of instruments 
to support government and community efforts to clarify collective land and resource rights. These 
include the Interlaken Group, an informal “pre-competitive” network of leading investors, 

http://www.interlakengroup.org/


 

corporations, and NGOs dedicated to expanding private sector action to secure community land 
rights; and the Global Call to Action on Indigenous and Community Land Rights (and Land Rights 
Now campaign) which mobilized 600+ organizations to work toward secure community land rights. 

• The International Land and Forest Tenure Facility is the world’s first and only international 
funding mechanism dedicated to directly financing indigenous and community efforts to secure 
their land rights. In its first two years, the Tenure Facility’s six pilot projects helped to advance 
collective tenure security over more than 1,787,720 hectares of land and forest in Cameroon, 
Indonesia, Liberia, Mali, Panama, and Peru, proving that with funding and technical support, 
indigenous and community organizations can achieve significant results in a short period of time.  

o In Indonesia, the Indigenous Peoples Alliance of the Archipelago (AMAN) advanced titling 
over 1.5 million hectares of land belonging to 450 indigenous communities, strengthening 
protections over vital forestland. 

o In Mali, the pilot supported the 2015 Peace Accord by pioneering scalable approaches to 
resolving the land conflicts that fueled insurgencies in the country. 

o In Peru, where land conflicts have raged for decades, a unique partnership between an 
NGO, an indigenous federation, and a regional government resolved longstanding 
obstacles to titling Indigenous Peoples’ territories. The project also strengthened 
protection for Indigenous Peoples living in voluntary isolation.  

Closing the Gap: Priorities for Action  

• A connected global architecture and much greater collaboration, coordination, and effort is 
needed to support the realization of community rights.  
  

• Governments, NGOs, and development organizations should place tenure rights at the center of 
their development agendas and ensure there are no rollbacks.  

• Government, the international community, investors, and companies should support 
Indigenous Peoples’ and communities’ efforts to develop and defend their own conservation 
and enterprise models. 

• The international community, in collaboration with indigenous and community leaders, should 
accelerate the recognition of rights on the ground by consolidating and connecting the existing 
platform of tenure instruments and strengthening indigenous and community organizations’ 
ability to advance their messages and hold rights violators accountable.   

• Corporations and investors need to go beyond cleaning up their supply chains to altering their 
business models to cooperate with communities and protect forest and land rights. 

• Governments and the international development community should prioritize women’s rights 
to community land rights and forests, promote recognition of their role in forest management, 
and champion their political leadership across the developing world. 

• As part of the sustainable development agenda and pursuit of the Paris Agreement on climate 
change, development institutions and multilateral initiatives should work with governments to 
prioritize rural tenure security as an underlying condition for green growth and climate-resilient 
development. 

http://www.landrightsnow.org/
http://www.landrightsnow.org/
http://www.thetenurefacility.org/


 

• To seize emerging opportunities and close the gap on collective land rights, the key 
constituencies supporting this agenda should--in addition to accelerating the implementation 
of their own commitments--consider ways to enhance coordination, dramatically scale up 
efforts, and monitor global progress.  
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