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Indigenous peoples of Guyana concerned that timber 
trade agreement lacks solid protections for land 
rights  
London, 24 November 2015: The lands and forests of indigenous communities in Guyana are coming 
under overwhelming pressure from large-scale logging and mining concessions awarded by 
government agencies without community knowledge or agreement. In two reports released today, 
indigenous leaders point out that the current concession allocations system is unjust, severely flawed 
and facilitated by a national legal framework that does not fully respect their internationally protected 
rights to their customary lands and resources. 

“The foreign companies come and they have legal rights and we the people who have been living here 
all the time do not have legal rights.” [Resident, Kwebanna village] 

The reports present the concerns and recommendations of indigenous peoples regarding the 
development of a timber trade agreement between Guyana and the European Union (EU).  

The trade negotiation in question is linked to commitments made by Guyana under its Low Carbon 
Development Strategy and is expected to lead to a Voluntary Partnership Agreement (VPA) with the 
EU under their Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade initiative (FLEGT). FLEGT is meant 
to ensure that only legally sourced timber is imported to EU markets, and puts great emphasis on 
improving forest governance in the countries of origin.   

Indigenous representatives are concerned that the VPA will not improve governance and that it could 
emphasise and potentially escalate long-standing land conflicts. President of the Amerindian Peoples 
Association (APA), Sharon Atkinson, commented: “The lack of national legal requirements to obtain 
free, prior and informed consent from communities regarding activities on all of our customary land is 
slowly strangling us”. 

Communities emphasise that the forest is an integral part of their culture, livelihood and way of life – it 
is central to their physical, psychological, economic and spiritual wellbeing. Without the forest, their 
very futures are in jeopardy: 

“We cannot live without the forest. Without it we cannot exist.” [Resident, Barabina village]. 

“The forest gives us fresh air and we depend on it for everything we need - for our livelihood, hunting, 
fishing and medicine.“ [Resident Bethany village] 

In her presentation to the seminar, international human rights lawyer Anouska Perram of the Forest 
Peoples Programme (FPP) said that it is essential to improve the coherence and consistency between 
three layers of law - customary, national and international - in order to create lasting legal certainty 
around the VPA process and meaningful protections for indigenous communities. Community leaders 
and representatives from indigenous communities, who gathered in Georgetown recently to consolidate 
and put forward their proposals for the FLEGT VPA, support this call for greater coherence. 

During the event, the indigenous representatives called for the VPA to ensure robust protections for 
customary land rights and to apply the core standard of free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) before 
the issuance of any logging concession and permits over forest areas that they have traditionally used 
and occupied. They point out that Amerindian communities must be fully involved, with their concerns 
taken seriously and used to guide the process. In order to make sure this happens, participants in the 
event urged the timeline for the development of the VPA, before signing and ratification, to be 
extended. 



Only if the final VPA and legality assurance system fully recognise indigenous peoples’ rights, as 
protected in international treaties ratified by Guyana, will the agreement have genuine potential to 
improve forest governance in the country and deliver positive benefits for all parties involved. 

ENDS 

Notes to editors: 

Background and information about the reports: 

The Amerindian Peoples Association and the Forest Peoples Programme (FPP) have since March 2014 
been carrying out the project “Promoting the effective participation of indigenous peoples in the 
FLEGT Voluntary Partnership Agreement process in Guyana”. The European Union and UK Aid fund 
the work programme. 

The two reports that are being launched today present the findings from important activities carried out 
under and in relation to this project. The first report summarises views collected by APA in a series of 
community workshops carried out in Regions 1 and 2 during 2014 and 2015. The second report 
captures the proceedings of a seminar organised by APA and FPP in Georgetown to discuss the 
concept of ‘legality’ in the FLEGT VPA. This event, held at the start of 2015, brought together 
representatives from government, civil society, indigenous communities and legal experts with the aim 
of enhancing national capacity to construct a robust Legality Assurance System built on principles of 
participation, transparency and human rights. 

For more information, or to arrange interviews, please contact: 

Guyana: Michael McGarrell – FLEGT Policy Advisor (APA). Email: 
michaeljmcgarrell@hotmail.com and apaguy@networksgy.com, telephone:  +592 227 0275, +592 223 
8150, +592 673 7480 

UK: Oda Almås – Project Officer (FPP). Email: oda@forestpeoples.org, telephone: +44 7507105411, 
+44 1608 652975 

About the Amerindian Peoples Association (APA) 

The Amerindian Peoples Association (APA) is a non-governmental indigenous peoples organization in 
Guyana. It is primarily an advocacy organization that seeks to promote and defend the rights of the 
indigenous peoples of Guyana. APA was formed in 1991 at a conference in Georgetown where 
indigenous leaders agreed there was the need for an independent organization to represent their issues. 
http://apaguyana.org/ 

About Forest Peoples Programme (FPP) 

FPP was founded in 1990 in response to the forest crisis, specifically to support indigenous forest 
peoples’ struggles to defend their lands and livelihoods. FPP supports the rights of peoples who live in 
forests and depend on them for their livelihoods and works to create political space for forest peoples 
to secure their rights, control their lands and decide their own futures. www.forestpeoples.org 

	  


