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Tsimane’ people in the Bolivian Amazon weave palm leaves together to thatch dwellings.

A baseless statistic could harmthe
Indigenous Peoplesitis meant to support
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The much-cited claim

that 80% of the world'’s
biodiversity isfoundinthe
territories of Indigenous
Peoplesis wrong.
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or the past 20 years or so, a claim has

been made in all sorts of outlets, from

reports and scientific publications to

news articles, that 80% of the world’s

biodiversity is found in the territories

of Indigenous Peoples. Those using this figure

invariably aim to highlight the essential roles

that Indigenous Peoples have in conserving

biodiversity,and seemto have quoteditinthe
beliefthatitis based on solid science.

Numerous studies demonstrate that Indig-

enous Peoples and their territories areindeed

key to safeguarding biodiversity for future

generations'?. But the claim that 80% of the
world’s biodiversity is found in Indigenous
Peoples’ territories is wrong.

The continued use of this number by
United Nations agencies, non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), journalists, conserva-
tion biologists and Indigenous activists and
advocates, among others, could damage the
exact cause that it is being used to support.
Efforts to draw on and prioritize Indigenous
Peoples’ knowledge in biodiversity conser-
vation, and to protect their governance and
rights, could be undermined if the credibility
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of individuals and organizations who make
this claimis questioned.

The global conservation community must
abandon the 80% claim and instead compre-
hensively acknowledge the crucial roles of
Indigenous Peoples in stewarding their lands
and seas — and must do so on the basis of
already available evidence.

Fact or fiction?

The 80% claim is based on two assumptions:
thatbiodiversity canbe divided into countable
units, and that these can be mapped spatially
at the global level. Neither feat is possible,
despiteimportant advances in measuring bio-
diversity®. Infact, according to the Convention
on Biological Diversity — a multilateral treaty
todevelop strategies for the conservationand
sustainable use of biological diversity, involv-
ing nearly 200 countries — biodiversity is the
“diversity within species, between species and
of ecosystems™. It is not something that can
be easily quantified.

Even if researchers resorted to using the
number of species present as a measure of
biodiversity — a narrow yet common proxy —
there are still millions of species that have not
beendescribed. Furthermore, there is debate
over the proportion of described taxathat rep-
resents valid species, and knowledge about the
geographical distributions of most species is
lacking orincomplete. Dataonspecies counts
and distributions are especially likely to be
missing for Indigenous Peoples’lands and seas.

The 80% claim seems to stem from misin-
terpretations of previously published state-
ments. As advocates for Indigenous Peoples

POOR FACT-CHECKING

The number of documents in the scientific
literature stating that 80% of the world’s
biodiversity is found in the territories of Indigenous
Peoples has skyrocketed in the past ten years.
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*Sobrevila, C. The Role of Indigenous Peoples in Biodiversity Conservation: The
Natural But Often Forgotten Partners (World Bank, 2008). For a list of documents
citing the 80% figure, see Supplementary information (go.nature.com/3xkcwom).
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A traditional rice terrace built by members of the Torajan people in Sulawesi, Indonesia.

“Our concernisthat

the 80% claim could
undermine efforts to
conservebiodiversity
by Indigenous Peoples.”

(three of us identify as Indigenous), we have
had discussions about this figure over several
yearswithIndigenous leaders at policy forums,
onfield visitsandin research projects. Totrack
itsorigins and assess how frequently it hasbeen
cited in the literature and in what contexts,
we searched for combinations of the words
‘Indigenous’, ‘80%’ and ‘biodiversity’, as well
as for combinations of their variants, such as
‘eighty’, ‘percent’ and ‘biological diversity’. We
conducted our search using Google Scholar
and Clarivate’s Web of Science, and included
literature published up to1 August this year.
Our search found no reference to the 80%
assertion before2002. Areportthatyear by the
UN Commission on Sustainable Development,
abody tasked with assessing progress on the
commitments agreed at the 1992 UN Confer-
ence onEnvironment and Developmentin Rio
deJaneiro, Brazil, stated that Indigenous Peo-
ples “nurture 80% of the world’s biodiversity
onancestral lands and territories™. Over the
nextsix years, similar unattributed statements
were made in four other reports (see Supple-
mentary information). However, judging by
how commonly the number is cited, it seemsto
have beena2008 World Bank report®that con-
tributed most toitswidespread adoptioninthe

academicliterature (see ‘Poor fact-checking’).

On the basis of the citations we tracked in
our literature review, the earliest potential
source for the 80% claim that we could identify
isachapterinthe2001edition of the Encyclo-
pedia of Biodiversity’. Three documents cite
this publication, including a2009 report by
theFood and Agricultural Organization of the
UN (FAO)®. It states: “Approximately 80 per-
cent of the world’s remaining biodiversity is
foundinindigenous peoples’territories.” But
theencyclopediaactually asserts that “nearly
80% ofthe terrestrial ecoregions are inhabited
by one or moreindigenous peoples””.In other
words, the original statement, along with the
analysis underpinning it, merely quantified
the proportion of the world’s 136 terrestrial
ecoregionsinwhich Indigenous Peoples were
living.

The influential World Bank report® does
not cite the encyclopedia, but instead gives
the source asa 2005 publication by the World
Resources Institute (WRI), aglobal non-profit
research organizationin Washington DC. How-
ever, the closest the WRI publication comes to
supporting the statement is the observation
that seven Indigenous communities in the
Philippines were “maintaining over 80 percent

of the original high-biodiversity forest cover”.

Out of nowhere

Among the 348 documents that we found to
include the 80% claim are 186 peer-reviewed
journal articles, including some in BioSci-
ence, The Lancet Planetary Health and Phil-
osophical Transactions of the Royal Society,
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and 19 news articles targeted at a specialist
audience, including onein Nature (see Nature
https://doi.org/ndqf (2024) and Supplemen-
taryinformation). The claim hasbeenrepeated
by the Convention on Biological Diversity™
and by NGOs such as the conservation group
WWEF. One study in the Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences even states that
Indigenous Peoples “protect approximately
85% of the world’s biodiversity through stew-
ardship™™.

The 80% figure has also gained attentionin
the wider mediaand has entered popular cul-
ture. Forinstance, the film-maker James Cam-
eronused itin 2022 when publicizing his film
franchise Avatar. It has become so engrained
in public discourse that even the online
fact-checking service GigaFact confirms it to
be true (see go.nature.com/4cwxgcd).

In our literature review, we found only two
documents that questioned the claim: a blog
post (see go.nature.com/4dqgbavs) and afoot-
noteinapolicy briefby the ICCA Consortium,
anorganization that promotes recognition of
theterritories of Indigenous Peoples and local
communities. Some Indigenous Peoples’
representatives acknowledge that they have
been unable to find supporting evidence for
the claim. And some Indigenous leaders have
told us that they avoid endorsing the figure.

Our criticism of the 80% claim should in no
way undermine decades of effort by Indigenous
Peoples’ organizations and otherstoinfluence

FACT, NOTFICTION

An analysis of the data available in 2018 suggests
that, at that time, Indigenous Peoples stewarded or
held tenure rights over more than one-quarter of
Earth’s terrestrial surface, representing at least
37% of natural lands.

Remaining natural lands* worldwide

At least 37%
Indigenous Peoples’ lands

*Those with low levels of ecological disturbance.

international biodiversity and climate policy.
Nor should it detract from the essential and
verifiably considerable part that Indigenous
Peoples playinthe conservation of the planet’s
biodiversity. For example,a2018 analysis* led
byoneofus (S.T.G.)indicated that, at the time,
Indigenous Peoples managed or held tenure
rights over more than one-quarter of Earth’s
terrestrial surface —land thatintersected with
at least 37% of the remaining natural lands
worldwide (see ‘Fact, not fiction’).
Subsequent studies have shown that

Maasai women in Kenya lead a community-based rangeland restoration project.

Indigenous Peoples’ lands include more than
one-third of the world’s intact forest land-
scapes (forest ecosystems that show little sign
of habitat conversion or fragmentation)>*%,
And around 60% of all terrestrial mammals for
which reliable habitat data exist (comprising
more than 2,500 species) have more than
10% of their ranges in Indigenous Peoples’
lands'. Compared with protected areas, these
lands support at least as many species (when
matched for habitat type, locationand soon),
have fewer alien species and have retained a
similar proportion of habitat>**", Indeed,
in the past five years, the essential roles of
Indigenous Peoplesinglobal biodiversity con-
servation have been recognized in numerous
landmark reports®”.

Onthe contrary, our concernis that the 80%
claim could undermine these and other rig-
orous studies — as well as effective efforts to
conserve biodiversity by Indigenous Peoples
on the ground. Putting aside the fundamen-
tal problems with this specific statistic, trying
toassign anumerical value to biodiversity on
Indigenous Peoples’ territories fails to repre-
sent Indigenous values and world views in a
meaningful way.

More than anumber

Theintegral connections between Indigenous
Peoples and their lands, seas and resources
help to conservebiodiversity worldwidein var-
ied ways>”. Thisis apparent from scholarship
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Tsimane’ women in Bolivia make baskets using the leaves of a palm tree.

that draws on Indigenous Knowledge across
cultures, from oral narratives passed down
through generations, and from cultural prac-
tices to manage biodiversity”. Assessing the
impact of Indigenous Peoples on the safe-
guarding of biodiversity requires taking into
account the many complex interrelations
between humans and non-human nature, not
justthe number of species and ecosystems in
aregion.

The implicit assumption behind the
80% claim is that the characterization of
biodiversity is complete. Indeed, the implied
certainty suggests that Indigenous scholarship
and Indigenous Knowledge systems might not
be needed to improve understanding of the
state of biodiversity on Indigenous Peoples’
lands and in their seas. Although Indigenous
Knowledge holders and scholars have long
understood theimportance of Indigenous gov-
ernance for the stewardship of biodiversity, an
understanding of this is only just beginning to
develop among the broader public.

The global conservation community must
abandon the unsupported 80% claim, and
instead acknowledge more comprehensively
the crucial roles of Indigenous Peoples in bio-
diversity conservation, restoration and stew-
ardship. This means actingin partnership with
and supporting the leadership of Indigenous
Peoples, recognizing their rights to theirlands
and seas, and involving them as leaders or as
equal partners in decision-making. It means
amplifying Indigenous voices ininternational
biodiversity and climate-change forums, and
providing Indigenous Peoples with resources
so that they can lead their own conservation
initiatives.

Genuinely valuing and integrating the
ecological knowledge of Indigenous Peoples
willlead to amore just and effective approach
to conserving the planet’s biodiversity.

The authors

Alvaro Fernandez-Llamazares is a

Ramon y Cajal fellow in the Department of
Animal Biology, Plant Biology and Ecology,
and a senior researcher in the Institute of
Environmental Science and Technology
(ICTA-UAB), Universitat Autbnoma de
Barcelona, Spain. JuliaE. Fa is a professor

of Biodiversity and Human Development at
Manchester Metropolitan University, UK, and
a senior research associate at the Center for
International Forestry Research, Kota Bogor,
Jawa Barat, Indonesia. Dan Brockington is a
research professor at the Catalan Institution
for Research and Advanced Studies

(ICREA), Barcelona, and at the Institute of
Environmental Science and Technology (ICTA-
UAB), Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona,
Spain. Eduardo S. Brondizio is a distinguished
professor of anthropology at Indiana University
Bloomington, Indiana, USA, and an external
professor in the environment and society
programme at the University of Campinas,
Brazil. Joji Carifio is senior policy adviser at
the Forest Peoples Programme, Moreton-in-
Marsh, UK. Esteve Corbera is deputy director
at the Institute of Environmental Science and
Technology (ICTA-UAB), Universitat Autonoma
de Barcelona, Spain and a research professor
at the Catalan Institution for Research and
Advanced Studies (ICREA), Barcelona, Spain.

Maurizio Farhan Ferrari is senior policy
adviser at the Forest Peoples Programme,
Moreton-in-Marsh, UK. Daniel Kobei is
executive director of the Ogiek Peoples’
Development Program, Egerton, Kenya.
Pernilla Malmer is senior adviser at Swedbio,
Stockholm Resilience Centre, Stockholm
University, Sweden. Guadalupe Yesenia

H. Marquez is biodiversity director at Medicine
Wheel, Oaxaca, Mexico, and an Indigenous
representative on biodiversity and world
heritage issues at the International Indigenous
Peoples’ Forum on World Heritage, Cape
Town, South Africa. Zsolt Molnar is scientific
adviser and a research group leader at the
HUN-REN Centre for Ecological Research,
Institute of Ecology and Botany, Vacratot,
Hungary. Helen Tugendhat is programme
coordinator at the Forest Peoples Programme,
Moreton-in-Marsh, UK. Stephen T. Garnett is

a professor of conservation and sustainable
livelihoods at the Research Institute for the
Environment and Livelihoods, Charles Darwin
University, Casuarina, Australia.

e-mail: alvaro.fernandezllamazares@uab.cat

1. Fa, ). E.etal. Front. Ecol. Environ. 18, 135-140 (2020).

2. Sze, J.S.etal. Glob. Change Biol. 30, €16981 (2024).

3. IPBES. Global Assessment Report of the
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity
and Ecosystem Services (eds Brondizio, E. S., Settele, J.,
Diaz, S. & Ngo, T. H.) (IPBES, 2019).

4. Convention on Biological Diversity. Convention on
Biological Diversity: Text and Annexes (United Nations,
1992).

5. United Nations Commission on Sustainable
Development. Commission on Sustainable Development
Acting as the Preparatory Committee for the World
Summit for Sustainable Development First Substantive
Session. Addendum No. 3: Dialogue Paper by Indigenous
People (UN, 2002).

6. Sobrevila, C. The Role of Indigenous Peoples in
Biodiversity Conservation: The Natural But Often
Forgotten Partners (World Bank, 2008).

7. Toledo, V. M. in Encyclopedia of Biodiversity
(ed. Levin, S. A.) 451-463 (Elsevier, 2001).

8. Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations.
Indigenous and Tribal Peoples: Building on Biological and
Cultural Diversity for Food and Livelihood Security (FAO,
2009).

9. World Resources Institute. World Resources 2005: The
Wealth of the Poor - Managing Ecosystems to Fight
Poverty (WRI, 2005).

10. Kothari, A., Corrigan, C., Jonas, H., Neumann, A. &
Shrumm, H. (eds) Recognising and Supporting Territories
and Areas Conserved by Indigenous Peoples and Local
Communities: Global Overview and National Case Studies
(Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity,
2012).

11. Hoffman, K. M. et al. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA. 118,
€2105073118 (2021).

12. Sajeva, G., Borrini-Feyerabend, G. & Niederberger, T.
Meanings and More. Policy Brief of the ICCA Consortium
No. 7 (ICCA Consortium, 2019).

13. Garnett, S. T. et al. Nature Sustain. 1, 369-374 (2018).

14. Seebens, H. et al. Nature Sustain. 7, 737-746 (2024).

15. Schuster, R., Germain, R.R., Bennett, J. R., Reo, N. J. &
Arcese, P. Environ. Sci. Policy 101, 1-6 (2019).

16. O'Bryan, C. J. et al. Conserv. Biol. 35, 1002-1008 (2021).

17. Forest Peoples Programme. Local Biodiversity Outlooks 2:
The Contributions of Indigenous Peoples and Local
Communities to the Implementation of the Strategic Plan
for Biodiversity 2011-2020 and to Renewing Nature and
Cultures (Forest Peoples Programme, 2020).

The authors declare no competing interests.

Supplementary information accompanies this Comment
(see go.nature.com/3xkcwom).

Nature | Vol 633 | 5 September 2024 | 35



