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Forest recognition for Papua tribe raises hopes for climate
Indigenous peoples are increasingly recognised as the most effective custodians of the
world’s remaining forests.

Yustina Ogoney has been head of her district since 2017 [Peter Yeung/Al Jazeera]
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East Bintuni Regency, Indonesia – Striding barefoot through the emerald
green jungle with a long wooden bow slung over his shoulder, Josep Ogoney
points up at the tropical vegetation surrounding him and his remote riverside
village.

“This is my pasar,” said the 37-year-old, using the Indonesian word for a mar-
ket. “I can take animals to eat, plants for medicine and wood to build my home.”

KEEP READING

But this stretch of pristine rainforest is rather different from conventional
markets.

“It’s all free,” grinned Josep, who is a member of the Ogoney, an Indigenous clan
from Indonesia who inhabit the far-eastern, richly-forested province of West
Papua.

That is not entirely true. The Ogoney have cultivated the forest for centuries, liv-
ing off the fruits of their labour. Here, they grow pineapples, sago and sweet
potatoes, they hunt deer and pigs, and they use endemic plants to nourish and
heal themselves.

But while parts of the Ogoney’s forest have been set aside for sustainable use of
the abundant natural resources, much is considered sacred according to their
traditional beliefs and, therefore, it is not only left untouched, but fiercely
protected.
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“We depend on the forest,” adds Josep. “We will reject anyone who tries to ex-
ploit it.”

Josep Ogoney says the forest is like a ‘market’ for the Ogoney people, but they also consider much of it sacred and
are fiercely protective of it [Peter Yeung/Al Jazeera]

Indigenous peoples and local communities, like the Ogoney, manage half the
world’s land and 80 percent of its biodiversity and have been effective custodi-
ans and defenders of nature for generations. Forests on Indigenous lands, which
store 37.7 billion tonnes of carbon globally, play a major role in stabilising the
earth’s climate.

But only recently have Indigenous peoples and local communities begun to re-
ceive mainstream recognition for that role. At the United Nations Climate
Change Conference in 2021, also known as COP26, world leaders pledged to
provide $1.7bn to support these communities, citing evidence that they reduce
deforestation.
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“By using sustainable practices taught from one generation to another, they ac-
tively safeguard forests, preserving biodiversity and keeping a delicate balance
essential for both the environment and their own sustenance,” said Emmanuelle
Bérenger, lead for sustainable forest management at the Rainforest Alliance, a
global nonprofit. “To effectively protect forests, they need to be supported
through legal recognition.”
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Long process

Lessons for supporting Indigenous-led conservation can be learned from
Indonesia, which, in 2016, began legally recognising Indigenous “customary
forests” in order to both bolster land tenure rights and better manage the
nation’s natural resources.

To date, Indonesia’s Ministry of Environment and Forestry, which oversees the
third largest tract of rainforest in the world, has recognised the customary
forests of more than 100 tribes, reallocating 153,000 hectares (591 square miles)
of land previously under state control.

In October, the Ogoney became the first Indigenous people in West Papua prov-
ince to have a customary forest recognised by the government. It spans 16,299
hectares (63 square miles) of lowland tropical forest, which contains rare species
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