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Key points:
01

The situation of the Kichwa people of San
Martin exemplifies how state-run protected
areas can affect indigenous peoples’ use of
and access to land, as well as their cultural
practices. The Kichwa have been severely
impacted by the creation of the Cordillera
Azul National Park and the Cordillera
Escalera Regional Conservation Area on
their traditional territories.

02

However, the Kichwa communities have
created agreements and proposals that
promote rights-based conservation in Peru,
transforming the traditional exclusionary
model into an intercultural one.

03

Faced with the Peruvian state’s failure to
comply with indigenous rights and the
absence of dialogue, the Kichwa people have
chosen to strengthen their governance and
control of their territories through autonomy
and self-determination, including the self-
demarcation of their ancestral lands within
the protected areas.

04

Thus, the Kichwa struggle aims to transcend
outdated paradigms of exclusionary
conservation. Instead, their approach values
the opportunities that conservation with a
true rights-based approach will offer in the
face of the state’s climate and biodiversity
commitments.

05

In the face of the rollback of indigenous
rights in Peru, international organisations
and donors must strengthen their due
diligence so as not to facilitate the violation
of the human rights of the Kichwa and other
indigenous peoples affected by protected
areas. It is therefore urgent to revolutionise
the Peruvian protected areas authority’s
concept of co-management towards one

of restitution and respect for rights.
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This report summarises the resistance of the Kichwa people of San Martin,
Peru, to the dispossession of their lands by the Cordillera Azul National Park and
Cordillera Escalera Regional Conservation Area. It details the legal actions and
territorial self-demarcation they have undertaken in their struggle to demand
restitution, reparations and benefits, and defend their rights in the context

of conservation.

Permanent structural dispossession

We are tired of proving that we are a
living culture... Indigenous peoples do not
need to deforest to demonstrate ancestral
possession. We live a social injustice
because we have been dispossessed (...)
there are wooden poles from old houses
within the protected areas, the names

of sites within the protected areas are
Kichwa. Ankash yaku, Kuriyacu - what
else? The fact that we were not recognised
as communities at the time is not our fault.
How many more years must we prove
ourselves? We are not begging for justice.

—Marisol Garcia, president of FEPIKECHA.

In the territories of the Kichwa people of San
Martin, the Peruvian State created protected
areas without their prior, free, and

informed consent, before the government had
properly recognised most of the Indigenous
communities and collectively titled their
lands."! Despite their ancestral occupation,
which means that, under national and
international law, they are recognised as
the owners of these territories, the Kichwa
communities were rendered invisible by
two protected areas that overlap with part of
their territories: the Cordillera Azul National
Park (PNCAZ), established in 2001, and the
Cordillera Escalera Regional Conservation
Area (ACR-CE), established in 2005.° At
the time of their creation, the technical
documents for both protected areas only
considered the presence of communities that
had already been formally recognised and
titled, ignoring other settlements that had not
gone through these processes.” The imposition
of these protected areas would become the
main obstacle to their self-determination and
land titling processes in the decades to come.*

About this series of reports: Atthe 5th World Parks Congress in 2003, a human rights-
based approach to conservation was agreed upon, including the restitution of ancestral
lands taken from indigenous peoples without their consent to create protected areas and
their full consent for any new protected areas. However, these commitments have not
been fulfilled. This document is part of a series produced by Forest Peoples Programme
(FPP) and its partners that analyses the current relationship between conservation and
indigenous peoples, the challenges and injustices they face, examples of solutions led by
them, and reflections on how to move towards more just and equitable conservation.
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dispossession and demanding land rights recognition, outside
the Regional Directorate of Agriculture of San Martin in

Tarapoto, in June 2022. Credit: Angie Mera, FPP



Transforming Conservation: from conflict to justice.

The impacts of the imposition of these protected
areas have been diverse and far-reaching. For
example, the PNCAZ evicted the family of Jaqueline
Lopez Pizango when she was very young. She told
Korean public broadcaster KBS,

“We raised our animals, we went to bathe in the
streams, there were trees, we lived there peacefully.
He [my father] hunted animals, and we ate that
until we left there. My dad even got sick when they
took us away from there.”

Atthe same time, unbeknownst to the Kichwa people,
the PNCAZ served as a laboratory for new forms of
commodification of nature linked to conservation
in order to raise funds. In 2008, the conservation
organisation that currently manages the PNCAZ, the
Centre for Conservation, Research and Management
of Natural Areas (CIMA), established a project for
the Reduction of Emissions from Deforestation and
Forest Degradation, the Cordillera Azul REDD+
Project, in partnership with The Field Museum
in Chicago, TerraCarbon LLC,” and the Peruvian
protected areas authority (SERNANP)° with
funding from US donors.” Between the start of the
project in 2008 and March 2024, the park sold
30,515,883 verified Carbon Units (VCU). Most
of these carbon credits were purchased by large
companies, including oil companies Shell and
Total Energies.”

Despite the serious violation of Kichwa territorial
rights, the International Union for Conservation of
Nature (IUCN) included the PNCAZ in its Green
List in 2018, projecting the park as a model of good
governance for other protected areas around the
world.” All this was achieved through a process led
by members of the conservation establishment™
without dialogue with peoples such as the Kichwa
and their representative organisations.

Far from the PNCAZ’s self-promotion and the
glossy portfolios
touted by the buyers of its carbon credit, in Kichwa

“natural climate solutions®
territories, communities and organisations joined
forces to reject dispossession and emphasise that

environmental justice requires territorial justice.
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Kichwa self-organisation: demands and legal, political and community support

Currently, the Kichwa communities affected by the ACR-CE and PNCAZ are organised into three federations:
the Ethnic Council ofthe KichwaPeoples of Amazonia (CEPKA, 48 communities), the Federationof Indigenous
Kichwa Peoples of Chazuta, Amazonia (FEPIKECHA, 11) and the Federation of Indigenous Kichwa Peoples
of Bajo Huallaga San Martin (FEPIKBHSAM, 11). All of these federations are affiliated with the Coordinator
for the Development and Defence of Indigenous Peoples in the San Martin Region (CODEPISAM), which is
the regional base of the Interethnic Association for the Development of the Peruvian Amazon (AIDESEP)
in San Martin, the umbrella organisation that represents Amazonian people at the national level. These
representative organisations and their grassroots communities have sought a series of agreements through
dialogue with the Peruvian State. Among these, we can highlight:

In September 2022 in Chazuta, indigenous organisations and grassroots communities presented their
demands to the Ministry of Culture and SERNANP, complaining about the exclusion of indigenous
peoples from the PNCAZ’s conservation model for more than 20 years. In the intercultural dialogue that
ensued, they proposed a new social contract so that conservation in Peru respects their fundamental
rights. Their initial demands were as follows:

* Prior consultation of the PNCAZ and its REDD+ project, in accordance with national and
international indigenous rights standards.

- Demarcation of collective territories in the PNCAZ, in accordance with existing
regulations,' for their legitimate inclusion in the protected area’s Master Plan.

« Accountability and transparency on the part of CIMA and SERNANP in Kichwa
communities, with the presence of the Ministry of Culture and their federations.

« Full and effective participation in the management of the PNCAZ.
- Distribution of benefits derived from the sale of carbon credits to Kichwa communities.
+ Respect for the structure of the indigenous movement; all coordination, including
the Mapping of Uses and Strengths (MUF),* will be carried out in coordination with
indigenous federations.
+ The communities reject the inclusion of PNCAZ in the IUCN Green List.

- Reparations and compensation for 20 years of exclusion of Kichwa communities.

- Follow-up meeting on the agreement signed in a Kichwa community.




Kichwa people gather outside the
Superior Court of Juanjui for a
hearing as part of Puerto Franco’s
lawsuit against the Cordillera Azul
National Park, in April 2025.
Credit: Alexis Revollé / IDL.
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The federations have also organised internal
meetings, at which they have issued political
statements. For example: in January 2024, the
Kichwa communities and their organisations met
in Shilcayo, Bajo Huallaga, at the meeting “Weaving
the defence of the Kichwa territory in the face of the
conservation of the PNCAZ”. They reaffirmed their
commitment to the recovery of their ancestral
territory and adopted a series of commitments and
decisions in the Shilcayo Declaration, including
the following:

*  Commitment to strengthen their autonomy
and self-determination, focusing on recovering
the territories lost due to a colonial and
exclusionary conservation model that still
renders them invisible.

« Ratification of their decision to proceed with
territorial self-demarcation within the PNCAZ
and the ACR-CE based on the right to self-
determination recognised both nationally
and internationally.

¢ The demand that the State, in particular the
Regional Directorate of Agriculture of San
Martin (DRASAM), SERNANP and ACR-CE,
comply with RM 136-2022-MIDAGRI which
allows for demarcation of communal territories
within the protected areas.”

In February 2025, indigenous representatives
from seven indigenous peoples in Peru and Kenya
met in Juanjui to discuss the conservation model
that has rendered them invisible. They signed the
Declaration of Puerto Franco to reaffirm their self-
determination and promote the recovery of their
ancestral territories.**

Recovering territory for a future of their own

The resistance of the Kichwa people to territorial
dispossession by protected areas has undergone
different cycles and intensities over the last
twenty years. It has ranged from the affirmation of
indigenous rights and self-determination, through
organisational strengthening, to pressuring state
agencies to make progress on collective titling, which
has revealed territorial overlaps and dispossession.
In 2011, one of the indigenous federations (CEPKA)
proposed a co-management model for the ACR-CE
and sought to increase indigenous participation
in the management of protected areas, but the
Regional Government of San Martin (GORESAM)
did not accept the proposal.'” The inclusion of some
indigenous representatives in the management
committee was insufficient for adequate effective
participation and lacked an intercultural approach.
Neither the ACR-CE nor the PNCAZ have respected
Kichwa self-determination and governance,
thus failing to comply with Peru’s international
For the Kichwa, SERNANP’s co-
management model presents a structural problem:

obligations.

the Kichwa are invited to participate in the
management of their own forests, rather than
having the areas restored to them so that they can
decide, autonomously, whether to invite the state
to participate in managing their forests and under
what conditions.

Since 2017, CEPKA and its communities have
used strategic litigation to defend their collective
rights. That year, Nuevo Lamas de Shapaja filed
an amparo lawsuit'® for the restitution of lands to
them by the ACR-CE. Puerto Franco filed a second
lawsuit in 2020 against the PNCAZ, during the
pandemic. Then in 2023, all four local and regional
federations (CEPKA, FEPIKECHA, FEPIKBHSAM
and CODEPISAM) filed a joint action calling on the
state to comply with RM 136-2022-MIDAGRI and
proceed with the demarcation of Kichwa territories
within the protected areas.




The pressure of litigation and political action
by the Kichwa people led the Peruvian State to
negotiate with them regarding the PNCAZ, creating
a Technical Committee to address the conflict in
September 2022.

Over the following months, the Kichwa sought
dialogue with SERNANP and CIMA, with the
Ministry of Culture acting as mediator. However, the
Technical Committee was suspended in January and
September 2023, and ultimately failed, due to the
unwillingness of SERNANP and CIMA to address
the Kichwa’s demands. SERNANP did not take
responsibility for its mistakes or collaborate with the
demarcation of Kichwa lands within the protected
area, which has hindered progress towards rights-
based conservation in Peru.

We condemn the lies and manoeuvring of the
sacha suwa (“forest thief”’) SERNANP in a new
Dialogue Roundtable that has been fruitless due
to its colonial position, and which does not care for
or protect the forests of the PNCAZ, but we believe
would only look after the economic interests of
investors in the carbon credit market.

Joint statement by CEPKA, FEPIKECHA,
FEPIKBHSAM, CODEPISAM and AIDESEP
following the failure of the Dialogue Roundtable.’”

The Kichwa people have made several appeals
at the international level to request action on the
PNCAZ case. Through freedom of information
requests, the Kichwa obtained and disseminated
details about the buyers of PNCAZ carbon credits,
indicating that most of the “offsets” generated have
been sold to oil companies such as Shell and Total
Energies that use carbon credits to greenwash their
continued extraction of fossil fuels.® They have
presented their case to international and regional
human rights bodies, including at hearings before
the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights
in February 2024 in Washington DC,” the Inter-
American Court of Human Rights in Manaus in
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May 2024 (for an advisory opinion on the climate
emergency and human rights),20 and the Regional
Forum on Business and Human Rights for Latin
America and the Caribbean in 2023 and 2025.21
The United Nations Committee on the Elimination
of Racial Discrimination (CERD) has issued two
communications on the case, expressing concern
about violations of human rights related both to the
Park and its REDD+ project.22 Likewise, leaders
of the Kichwa people have drawn attention to their
struggle in international political spaces, such as the
climate and biodiversity COPs and Climate Week in
New York, and have garnered extensive international
media coverage.23

In early 2025, the IUCN confirmed that the PNCAZ’s
Green List certification had expired in October 2023.
That year, the Expert Assessment Group for the
Green List (EAGL) in Peru evaluated the Kichwa
complaint alongside the interim review of the Park.
The PNCAZ presented an improvement plan, but
failed to meet the required deadlines and therefore
did not apply for recertification. As of 2025, PNCAZ
is no longer on the Green List. To date, the IUCN
has not taken a public stance on this case, despite
the case’s relevance to rights-based conservation in
the Peruvian Amazon and despite the IUCN having
purchased carbon credits from PNCAZ.

Legal and political processes have enabled leaders to
strengthen their national and international advocacy
and to continue defending their territories. Lawsuits
over land dispossession following the creation of the
protected areas have led the Kichwa to develop new
strategies, achieving greater control over territories
overlapped [with protected areas] through self-
demarcation. The Kichwa began self-demarcating
their territory to secure their rights and community
management. Several communities in San Martin
have already defined their polygons on areas that
overlap with the PNCAZ and the ACR-CE, thus
contributing to their presence in perpetuity.




The Kichwa community of Mishki
Yakillu patrol their ancestral territory,
June 2025. Credit: Mishki Yakillu
community.
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Conclusion and Recommendations

Thereporthighlights the recent efforts of the Kichwa
people to resolve the conflicts generated by the
creation of the ACR-CE and PNCAZ protected areas.
At key moments, state entities such as GORESAM,
SERNANP and the judiciary have failed to address
the territorial demands of the Kichwa people to
guarantee territorial justice.

The failure of the Technical Committee to resolve the
conflict with the PNCAZ reveals that SERNANP's
vision of co-management does not coincide with
the Kichwa’s demands for territorial restitution,
indigenous governance and equity. Furthermore,
the Kichwa continue to reject a funding model for
conservation that relies on financing from polluting
companies. International organisations and donors
must recognise previous mistakes and work with

Amazonian and Peruvian communities, fully
respecting their collective rights, including their
right to self-determination.

Faced with the state’s refusal to address their territorial
demands and the consequent failure of dialogue with
the state, a strategy of self-demarcation has emerged as
a possible solution premised on the autonomy and self-
determination of the Kichwa people. Numerous Kichwa
communities in the region have chosen to go down this
path. It remains to be seen whether in time, the state, as
well as international organisations, will change course,
however belatedly and recognise the territories that the
Kichwa have been demarcating step by step.
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Endnotes

1 During the establishment of the PNCAZ, there were poor social impact studies that included a few
unsystematic workshops held in the cities of Tarapoto, Tocache, and Chazuta. The technical dossier for
the creation of the PNCAZ, entitled “Technical dossier for the definitive categorisation and delimitation
of'the Biabo-Cordillera Azul Reserved Zone as Cordillera Azul National Park” refers to informational
meetings, mentioning three in the Huallaga basin (Kichwa territory) and three in the Ucayali basin. The
first three were in Tarapoto and Shamboyacu on 2 May 2001, and in Bellavista on 3 May 2001. In the
Ucayali basin, they were in Pampa Hermosa and Contamana on 4 May 2001, and in Pucallpa on 5 May
2001. It is unlikely that two meetings on the same day in two different locations in the San Martin region,
or six meetings over a total period of four days within the framework of the PNCAZ, which covers 13,532
km2 and four regions of the country, would be sufficient to cover the level of depth, analysis, diligence and
good faith of the consultation with the population to be affected by the establishment of the park.

2 The Cordillera Azul National Park was established on 22 May 2001 through Supreme Decree No. 031-
2001-AG. Supreme Decree No. 045-2005-AG established the Cordillera Escalera Regional Conservation
Areaon 25 December 2005.

3 Inthe case of the PNCAZ, its categorisation study only recognises the existence of one indigenous
settlement within its boundaries, namely the Kichwa Mushuck Llacta native community of Chipaota,
which was titled in 1997, while ignoring the existence of other Kichwa settlements that had not been
recognised, let alone granted title, by the state at the time. For the case of the ACR-CE, see Pérez, Ginno.
Lainstitucionalizacion del ACR Cordillera Escalera en el Peri: la desterritorializacion del pueblo Kichwa de
San Martin. p. 160 et seq. In: https://www.academia.edu/35752380/La_institucionalizaci%C3%B3n_del -

ACR_Cordillera_Escalera_en_el Per%C3%BA_la_desterritorializaci%C3%B3n_del_pueblo_Kichwa_de_
San_Mart%C3%ADn

4 For aninitial overview of this issue, see: https://www.forestpeoples.org/publications-resources/reports

article/conservacion-sin-pueblos-indigenas-el-caso-de-los-territorios-kichwa-en-el-ambito-de-

cordillera-escalera-y-cordillera-azul-en-san-martin/.

5 Terracarbon describes itself as “a leading advisory firm that helps develop and sell carbon offsets to fund
nature-based solutions to climate change”. https://www.terracarbon.com/whatwedo

6 See: https://www.reddprojectsdatabase.org/215-redd-project-in-the-cordillera-azul-national-park/ and

https://www.cima.org.pe/en/cordillera-azul-national-park/cordillera-azul-redd-project.

7 Among them, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID); Gordon and
Betty Moore Foundation; MacArthur Foundation and JRS Biodiversity Foundation (see p.

61, https://s3.amazonaws.com/CCBA/Projects/Cordillera_Azul National Park REDD_project/
PNCAZPDDVCSV3September62012.pdf).

8 See: https://www.servindi.org/actualidad-opinion/01/06/2022/peru-la-mas-grande-venta-de-carbono-

se-hace-de-espaldas-al-pueblo.

9 See https://iucngreenlist.org/es/sites/parque-nacional-cordillera-azul/.

10 Understood as actors vested in shaping and implementing mainstream, transnational conservation
strategies including lawmakers, academics, conservation scientists and individuals operating in large
global conservation NGOs, governments, international agencies, foundations and donors.

11 Inparticular, Ministerial Resolution No. 0136-2022-MIDAGRI. https://www.gob.pe/institucion
midagri/normas-legales/2899648-0136-2022-midagri
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12 Mapping of Uses and Strengths is a methodological tool used to collect information on how local
communities use natural resources in protected areas. CIMA first applied this approach in the PNCAZ
with the support of the Field Museum in Chicago in 2002. See: https://www.cima.org.pe/files/images
publicaciones/pdf/CIMA-2013-Modelo-FOCAL.pdf.

13 See https://www.forestpeoples.org/publications-resources/news/article/la-declaracion-de-shilcayo-

autonomia-kichwa-para-enfrentar-la-conservacion-excluyente/. This 2022 regulation was passed partly
as aresult of earlier political advocacy and legal action by the Kichwa challenging the previous regulation,
Ministerial Resolution 0443-2019-MIDAGRI. That regulation stipulated that land demarcation within
protected areas would only be permitted for those communities which had been formally recognised prior
to the creation of the area in question.

14 https://www.forestpeoples.org/es/publications-resources/news/article/la-declaracion-de-puerto-

franco-encuentro-de-pueblos-y-naciones-indigenas-por-una-conservacion-con-respeto-a-sus-

derechos/.

15 It should also be noted that CEPKA has repeatedly had to contend with the GORESAM’s refusal
to formally recognise Kichwa communities who occupy the area now covered by the ACR-CE. For
example, in 2009 - 2010, the GORESAM’s Regional Directorate of Agriculture rejected requests for legal
recognition by several communities of the Yanayaku basin in Barranquita, including Shapaja Allpa, Irapay
Sacha, and El Pifial. The communities and CEPKA challenged this refusal on judicial grounds. Their
appeal was ultimately declared well-founded and the communities subsequently obtained recognition.
Nonetheless, El Pifial’s communal land titling process (which was included in the UNDP-DCI land titling
programme) has remained paralysed since 2017.

16 An amparo lawsuit (or recurso de amparo) is a legal remedy, primarily found in Spanish-speaking
legal systems, that allows individuals, communities or organisations to protect their fundamental
constitutional rights from being violated by public or private actors. It serves as an accessible and
effective means of challenging unconstitutional laws or actions, essentially acting as a judicial
mechanism for ensuring the Constitution’s principles are upheld.

17 https://www.forestpeoples.org/fileadmin/uploads/fpp/migration/documents
PRONUNCIAMIENTO%20PNCAZ%2018-09-2023.pdf.

18 “Stop this carbon trading in our territories and start by recognising our territorial rights!” - Statement
from the Kichwa people to the IUCN, the Peruvian State and buyers of carbon credits from the Cordillera
Azul National Park, Forest Peoples Programme, 9 June 2022, https://www.forestpeoples.org/publications-
resources/news/article/paren-este-negociado-del-carbono-de-nuestros-territorios-y-start-by-
recognising-our-territorial-rights-statement-from-the-Kichwa-people-to-the-ITUCN-the-Peruvian-
State-and-carbon-credit-buyers-from-Cordillera-Azul-National-Park/.

19 ‘Indigenous peoples and Afro-descendants alert the IACHR to human rights and territorial violations
due to carbon markets in Latin America’, Forest Peoples Programime, 20 March 2024, https://www.
forestpeoples.org/publications-resources/news/article/pueblos-indigenas-y-afrodescendientes-alertan-

a-la-cidh-de-violaciones-de-derechos-humanos-y-territorios-por-mercados-de-carbono-en-america-

latina/

20 ‘Kichwa people of San Martin take their fight for territorial rights to the Inter-American Court of Human
Rights’, Forest Peoples Programme, 23 May 2024, https://www.forestpeoples.org/publications-resources
news/article/pueblo-kichwa-de-san-martin-llevan-su-lucha-por-sus-derechos-territoriales-a-la-corte-
interamericana-de-derechos-humanos/ The titling of their land as a means of protecting their ancestral
territories is particularly important to the Kichwa because they have taken legal action against oil
companies, including Perupetro and Repsol, which have attempted to operate in their territories without
their consent. See ‘Indigenous organisations of San Martin demand consultation of the Peruvian State
and REPSOL on an oil lot’, Forest Peoples Programme, 25 March 2022, https://www.forestpeoples.org,
fr/publications-resources/press-releases/article/indigenous-organisations-of-san-martin-demand-

consultation-of-the-peruvian-state-and-repsol-on-an-oil-lot-spanish-only,
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