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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

driven by the rapid expansion and convergence of illicit economies such as illegal mining,

drug trafficking, and logging. For Indigenous Peoples, these dynamics represent not simply
a transformation, but a set of processes of territorial dispossession and violence that merely
threaten their ways of life and autonomy.

The Amazon is undergoing a profound transformation in its systems of territorial governance,

What were once isolated activities have evolved into complex territorial systems that enable
criminal networks to control strategic resources, cross-border corridors, and local populations,
while integrating into global markets and financial systems. Across the Amazon, illicit economies
are increasingly interconnected and embedded within broader economic structures, reinforcing
their scale and resilience.

A comparative analysis of Indigenous territories in Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and
Venezuela shows that these economies intertwine legal and illegal activities, armed violence, and
institutional capture within global supply chains. In many parts of the Amazon, these dynamics
have created forms of criminal governance that weaken or displace both state and community
institutions, imposing systems of social and economic control over local populations. The impacts
on Indigenous Peoples are structural, multidimensional, and existential.

They include displacement, confinement, violence against leaders, environmental degradation,
health impacts, and the erosion of territorial self-governance. These impacts are not uniform:
women, girls, boys, and adolescents face heightened risks of sexual violence, trafficking, forced
labor, and recruitment, often used as tools of social control and territorial domination by criminal
actors. Transborder Indigenous Peoples and Peoples in Voluntary Isolation or Initial Contact
(PIACI) face particularly severe risks that threaten their physical and cultural survival.

The expansion of illicit economies is enabled by limited and uneven state presence, gaps in the
implementation of international obligations, and entrenched patterns of corruption and impunity.
AAt the same time, the transnational nature of these dynamics, operating through cross-border
corridors, magnifies their impact—especially in border regions—transforming the Amazon into a
strategic geopolitical node where economic, criminal, and extractive interests converge.

In this context, Indigenous Peoples are not only affected communities but also central actors in
defending territorial rights and building pathways toward peace. Through systems of territorial
monitoring, environmental protection, community guards, and their own governance frameworks,
they have developed effective strategies to protect ecosystems and sustain their ways of life. Yet
these efforts continue to receive insufficient recognition, support, and coordination from states
and the international community, leaving Indigenous Peoples exposed to escalating risks.

Addressing insecurity in the Amazon requires moving beyond narrow law enforcement
approaches. A comprehensive response must integrate human rights, strengthened territorial
governance, support for Indigenous economies, environmental justice, and international
cooperation. Protecting Indigenous territories is not only a matter of rights — it is essential for
ecological stability, social cohesion, and lasting peace in the Amazon.



Charip, the Indigenous guard of the Wampis People. Credits: Mullu.

1.INTRODUCTION

Across large areas of the Amazon, systems of authority and territorial governance are not defined by a
single institutional framework. Instead, they are shaped by overlapping — and often competing — systems
of power, including state institutions, illicit economies, and Indigenous governance structures rooted in
ancestral practices.

Within the context of highly profitable global markets for gold, cocaine, and other illicit commodities,
transnational criminal networks have consolidated their presence across the region.' These networks are
not only engaged in illegal extraction and trade; they actively organize local economies, regulate access to
natural resources, and impose systems of social control over local populations.

The Amazon Basin spans approximately 7.8 million square kilometers and is home to nearly 47 million
people, including more than 2.2 million Indigenous people? belonging to 511 distinct peoples. Among
them are at least 66 groups living in isolation or initial contact (PIACI).®> Across Amazonian countries —
Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela — criminal networks or armed groups are present
in at least 67% of municipalities, while 32% of territories are contested by multiple actors.*

The expansion of illicit economies in the Amazon cannot be understood solely as a matter of crime or
public security. It represents an existential threat to Indigenous Peoples, as well as to Afro-descendant
and rural communities across the region. Territorial disputes between criminal organizations — combined
with often militarized government responses — undermine fundamental individual and collective rights,
including self-determination and self-governance. At the same time, these dynamics are unfolding in some
of the most biodiverse areas on the planet, making them a critical threat not only to the Amazon biome,
but also to global climate stability.
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lllegal gold mining, drug trafficking, fuel and mercury smuggling, illegal logging, arms trafficking, wildlife
trafficking, and human trafficking increasingly operate as interconnected systems. These activities share
routes, infrastructure, and financial networks, reshaping territorial power dynamics across the region. As a
result, Indigenous ways of life — grounded in autonomy, territorial stewardship, and collective governance
— are increasingly in tension with emerging territorial orders imposed by criminal networks.

Government responses have often relied on militarized and security-focused approaches that fail to address
the structural drivers of these dynamics. In some cases, these responses have even enabled or legitimized
the expansion of illicit economies into Indigenous territories.” The consequences are clear: escalating rights
violations, increased violence, and growing risks for Indigenous leaders and environmental defenders.

Against this backdrop, this report examines how illicit economies are reshaping territorial governance in
the Amazon and the impacts of these transformations on Indigenous Peoples. It analyzes seven territorial
case studies across Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela, selected for their relevance, data
availability, and representation of broader regional dynamics.

These cases reveal a consistent pattern: the expansion of illicit economies, the weakening of state
institutions, and the emergence of new forms of territorial dispossession. At the same time, they highlight
the strategies Indigenous Peoples are developing to defend their territories, strengthen their governance
systems, and sustain their ways of life.

Amazon Watch produced this report in collaboration with Amazonian Indigenous organizations and
independent researchers, with contributions from the Amazon Underworld journalism alliance as part of
a broader inter-institutional effort. The research draws on a combination of literature review, analysis of
datasets and official records, investigative journalism, and semi-structured interviews with rightsholders
connected to the selected territories.

The findings were further validated and enriched through dialogue with representatives of Indigenous
Peoples from Ecuador, Colombia, Peru, and Brazil during the Regional Meeting on Indigenous Autonomy
in the Face of lllicit Economies, Violence, and Emerging Threats to Defenders, co-organized with

the AIDESEP Ucayali Regional Organization (ORAU). Held in Pucallpa, Peru, in February 2026, the
meeting provided a space for Indigenous representatives to share their experiences and deep territorial
knowledge, strengthening and informing the report’s conclusions and recommendations.

Credits: Amazon Watch




Hlicit gold mining in Munduruku territory. Credits: Amazon Watch

2.REGIONAL OVERVIEW OF ILLICIT ECONOMIES
AND CRIMINAL GOVERNANCE IN THE AMAZON

2.1. The Amazon as a Strategic Hub for Organized Crime

Over the past two decades, the Amazon has become a strategic hub for transnational organized crime
and illicit economies.® Its vast expanse, extensive network of navigable rivers, porous borders, and
abundance of high-value natural resources have created ideal conditions for the expansion of illicit
networks operating at regional and global scales.”

River systems function as key logistical corridors, enabling the movement of illicit goods, chemical inputs,
and machinery across borders toward North America, Europe, Brazil (particularly in the case of cocaine),
and Asia.® These routes are complemented by clandestine airstrips, forest trails, and informal ports that
connect extractive enclaves to storage and distribution hubs. Together, these dynamics are sustained

by corruption networks that facilitate the integration of illicit economies into formal infrastructure and
seemingly legal supply chains.

Across the Amazon, activities such as illicit gold mining, drug trafficking, illegal logging, wildlife trafficking,
fuel smuggling, and human trafficking increasingly operate as interconnected systems. These economies
share routes, infrastructure, financing, and armed protection mechanisms,® allowing criminal organizations
to diversify income streams, reduce risks, and adapt rapidly to market fluctuations and government
pressure.

12

=\



The phenomenon known as narcogarimpo’®, or narco-mining, illustrates this convergence. Gold functions
as a vehicle for money laundering, a medium of exchange, and a store of value'', while drug trafficking
networks provide security, financing, and logistical support. Both economies rely on the same corridors
and operational structures, forming an integrated illicit system in which flows of drugs, natural resources,
and capital are deeply intertwined.'?

2.2. Criminal Governance, Territorial Control, and Adaptation

Fueled by the substantial profits generated by global markets for gold, cocaine, and other resources,
criminal organizations have expanded and consolidated their presence across the Amazon.'® In this
context, it is useful to distinguish between three levels of influence: criminal presence, territorial
control, and criminal governance. Criminal presence refers to the operation of illicit economies within
a territory. Territorial control involves the ability of armed actors to dominate routes, resources, and
production sites. Criminal governance represents a more advanced stage, in which these actors regulate
economic activity, impose social norms, control territory, and reshape everyday life.

Organizations such as the Comandos de la Frontera (CDF), the National Liberation Army (ELN) in
Colombia, the Comando Vermelho (CV) in Brazil, and Los Lobos and Los Choneros in Ecuador exemplify
this form of governance. In many cases, these groups coexist with state institutions, capturing or partially
replacing their functions.

In the tri-border region between Peru, Ecuador, and Colombia, armed groups exercise territorial control
through mechanisms such as identification systems, population registries, extortion, forced taxation,
compulsory labor, and forms of parallel justice.' This control is enforced through river and land
checkpoints, restrictions on movement, and the imposition of “invisible borders,” often backed by violent
punishment.

These practices not only secure revenue and control strategic corridors but also establish systems

of parallel governance that restrict freedoms and undermine Indigenous and community governance
structures.’® In border areas, criminal networks exploit weak institutional presence and river connectivity
to consolidate transnational operations that facilitate both illicit activities and evasion of government
enforcement.

In Indigenous territories, these dynamics directly undermine self-determination and self-governance.
Criminal networks restrict access to shared resources, co-opt or threaten leadership, obstruct land titling
processes, and impose conditions of fear and dependency. Criminal governance therefore represents not
only a security challenge, but a form of territorial power that directly competes with both state authority
and Indigenous governance systems, disrupting the continuity of Indigenous ways of life.

2.3. Territorial Disputes, Criminal Adaptation, and Violence

In the territories analyzed, illicit and formal economies do not operate separately; rather, they coexist and
intersect in multiple ways. Extractive activities — such as mining and oil production — often take place

in areas controlled by armed actors, while illegal activities may also operate within formally granted
concessions, as seen in Napo (Ecuador).'® In some cases, criminal actors act in alignment with business
interests, as documented in Putumayo (Colombia), where community leaders have faced threats for
opposing extractive projects.
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These economies also rely on inputs, machinery, and technology sourced through legal supply chains.
Gold plays a central role: due to its high value and limited traceability, it is widely used to launder drug
trafficking revenues, enabling criminal networks to diversify investments and stabilize profits. Once refined
- often through formal companies — it enters global markets.

Their high adaptability also drives the expansion of these economies in response to government
intervention. Several dynamics can be observed:

« the balloon effect, in which activities shift geographically in response to
enforcement;

* the mercury effect, where operations fragment into smaller units to evade detection;

« and the membrane effect'’, which concentrates activities in border areas
characterized by weak government coordination and legal asymmetries.'®

These patterns help explain the resilience of organized crime in the Amazon: when one operation is
disrupted, others quickly emerge elsewhere.'®

At the same time, these networks are not unified. They are fragmented and characterized by shifting
alliances and internal disputes, which contribute to escalating violence. Because territorial control is
essential for accessing both illicit and formal economies, competition among groups intensifies.

As a result, many Amazonian regions experience homicide rates that exceed national averages, in some
cases rivaling or surpassing those found in armed conflict settings.?® The situation is particularly acute
in Ecuador, where the homicide rate surpassed 50.91 per 100,000 inhabitants in 2025. Violence in
Amazonian provinces has increased sharply since 2020, with dramatic rises in areas such as Orellana,
Zamora Chinchipe, Sucumbios, and Napo.?'

FIGURE 1: Amazon versus national homicide rate??

[ Country average || Specific Amazon regions

80 76

Ecuador vs Venezuela vs Colombia vs. Brazil vs Perd vs Madre de
Sucumbios Bolivar Putumayo Amazonia Legal Dios
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Map 1: Presence of armed organizations and organized crime in the Amazon.
Prepared by Amazon Underworld. Updated at: www.amazonunderworld.org

Members of the Border Commands. Credits: Tom Lafay
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3. TERRITORIAL SCENARIOS OF CRIMINAL
GOVERNANCE AND INDIGENOUS RESISTANCE

To assess the impacts of expanding illicit economies and criminal governance, this report analyzes
seven territorial scenarios across Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela. The authors selected
these cases based on three criteria: (i) the ability to reliably document and verify territorial dynamics;

(ii) their significance as cross-border hubs or high-value extractive enclaves where illicit economies,
logistical infrastructure, and criminal control converge; and (iii) the presence of Indigenous governance,
surveillance, and territorial defense responses, which enable a comparative assessment of protection
gaps and state obligations.

3.1. Brazil: Munduruku Indigenous Territory

The Munduruku people inhabit the Tapajos River basin in southwestern Para, Brazil. With a population of
approximately 9,282 people across around 150 villages?®, they occupy a territory of 2.4 million hectares,
including Amazon rainforest, river systems, and protected areas such as the Tapajos Environmental
Protection Area. Over the past decade, this territory has become one of the primary hotspots of illicit gold
mining on Indigenous lands in Brazil.*

lllicit mining in the Tapajos has evolved from small-scale artisanal practices into highly mechanized and
well-financed operations linked to national and transnational criminal networks, including the Primeiro

Credits: Amazon Watch



Comando da Capital (PCC) and the Comando Vermelho (CV).? These groups finance mining activities,
control logistics chains, and facilitate the entry of illegally extracted gold into formal markets through
intermediaries and front companies.?®

Brazil's gold exports are primarily destined for Canada, Switzerland, and the United States. Major global
companies in the technology and automotive sectors — including Apple, Tesla, Samsung, Microsoft, Intel,
Sony, Volkswagen, Ford, and General Motors — have faced allegations of sourcing gold linked to illegal
mining in the Amazon, often through international refining networks.?”

The scale of this illicit economy was highlighted during a federal operation concluded on January 31, 2024,
which dismantled mining infrastructure, destroyed heavy equipment, and caused estimated losses of USD
$22.5 million to illegal mining networks.?® However, these activities persist because of both the adaptability
of criminal networks and the challenges of maintaining effective state control in remote territories.

3.2. Colombia: Indigenous Peoples in Putumayo

Putumayo, an Amazonian department bordering Ecuador and Peru, has a population of approximately
348,000 people, around 20% of whom identify as Indigenous.?® The region includes 53 legally
recognized Indigenous territories®*® belonging to peoples such as the Siona, Inga, Kichwa, Nasa, Cofan,
and Murui, who inhabit tropical rainforest ecosystems, transboundary river basins, and protected areas




such as La Paya National Natural Park. At the same time, Putumayo hosts oil operations and the largest
copper mining project currently under exploration in the Amazon, Copper Giant Resources.®’

Putumayo’s strategic location has made it a key hub for illicit economies, particularly cocaine production
and trafficking. Together with Caquetd, it accounts for more than 56,000 hectares of coca cultivation®?,
with sustained growth since 2020. Several municipalities rank among the highest in the country for coca
production.

Following the 2016 Peace Agreement, the reconfiguration of armed groups triggered renewed disputes
over territorial control. Armed actors — including Comandos de la Frontera (CDF), the Carolina Ramirez
Front, and the Raul Reyes Front — have consolidated control across large areas, establishing corridors
linked to international trafficking networks through Ecuador and Brazil.*® Violence remains pervasive,
taking the form of massacres, forced displacement, confinement, and targeted killings of community
leaders.®*

3.3. Ecuador: Kichwa Nationality of the Napo

The Kichwa people of Napo inhabit Ecuador’s central Amazon, in predominantly rural territories connected
to the Napo and Tena river basins and ecologically linked to Llanganates National Park.%°

lllicit gold mining in the region has rapidly evolved from artisanal activity to highly mechanized operations
involving heavy machinery, suction systems, and floating platforms capable of removing large volumes
of sediment. Government interventions — such as Operation Manati in 2022 — have seized dozens of
machines in single deployments, illustrating the industrial scale of these activities.?®

In response, Kichwa communities have pursued legal action, filed complaints, and mobilized protests to
halt mining expansion and address its impacts.

Amazonian rivers serve as logistical corridors not only for mining operations — transporting fuel, machinery,
and mercury — but also for drug trafficking, timber extraction, and other illicit activities. This convergence

| 4

Assemblee in Napo in Ecuador. Credits: FOIN
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reflects the growing integration of criminal economies.®” The presence of Ecuadorian groups such as Los
Lobos and Los Choneros, along with cross-border actors like Comandos de la Frontera, highlights the
transnational nature of these dynamics.

3.4. Peru: The Kakataibo People

The Kakataibo people inhabit lowland Amazonian forests between Ucayali and Huanuco, primarily along
the Aguaytia River basin, a highly biodiverse ecosystem that connects strategic river corridors in the
Peruvian Amazon. While many communities hold formal land titles, others lack legal recognition or face
territorial encroachment by actors linked to illicit economies. A portion of the Kakataibo population lives
in isolation, leading to the creation of the Northern and Southern Kakataibo Indigenous Reserve in 2021,
which overlap with three regions of Peru: Ucayali, Huanuco, and Loreto.*®

In recent decades, Kakataibo territory has come under increasing pressure from drug trafficking, illegal

logging, land grabbing, and illegal gold mining. Located between key coca-producing regions, the area
accounts for a significant share of Peru’s coca cultivation, estimated at 92,784 hectares in 2023.%° Law
enforcement operations between 2020 and 2024 resulted in the destruction of at least 14 clandestine

airstrips and 13 cocaine laboratories, underscoring the scale of illicit activity.*

Criminal networks operating in the region maintain links with transnational actors, including Brazilian
groups such as the Comando Vermelho, reinforcing cross-border drug trafficking dynamics.*’

Kakataibo indigenous guard. Credits: ORAU.



3.5. Peru: The
Wampis Nation

The Wampis Nation inhabits its
ancestral territory, /na Wampisti
Nunke, covering approximately
1.3 million hectares of tropical
forest in the Santiago and
Morona river basins in the
Peruvian Amazon. This territory
is one of the most ecologically
intact forest landscapes in the
region, with nearly 82% of its
forest cover intact, and plays a
key climatic role by capturing
around 57 million tons of CO,
per year. The Peruvian Wampis
are the same people as those
known as the Shuar in Ecuador.

The Wampis are known

for establishing Peru’s first
Autonomous Territorial
Government covering an entire
Indigenous territory. However,
they face increasing pressure
from illicit mining, logging, and
activities associated with drug
trafficking. These activities use
Amazonian rivers as logistics
corridors to transport machinery,
fuel, and mercury — essential
supplies for illegal extractive
operations.*?

Assemblee of the Wampis People. Credits: Amazon Watch

Various community reports have pointed to the presence of mining networks operating in border corridors
between Peru and Ecuador, involving miners from different regions and logistics networks linked to Peruvian
groups such as the Trujillanos and the Huanuquerios, as well as Ecuadorian logistical such as Los Lobos and
Los Choneros, which facilitate the transport of supplies and the sale of gold.

In response, the Wampis have strengthened territorial monitoring systems, including the Charip Guard, as
part of broader efforts to defend their territory and consolidate their autonomous governance model.

3.6. Brazil-Peru: The Yurua-Jurua-Alto Tamaya Border

This transboundary region of the Yurua (Jurua) and Alto Tamaya river basins spans nearly 3 million
hectares and is among the most biodiverse areas in the world, with 17 endangered species and five
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major river basins. Located between Ucayali (Peru) and Acre (Brazil), it is characterized by dense forests,
complex river systems, and high levels of isolation, with no overland road connections, and transportation
depends on rivers and small aircraft.

More than 14 Indigenous peoples — including groups in isolation — inhabit the region*?, relying on forest-
based livelihoods. However, limited access to basic services and increasing external pressures have
heightened their vulnerability.

The region faces growing threats from logging concessions, infrastructure projects such as Highway UC-
105 (Nueva ltalia—Puerto Breu) — which crosses Indigenous territories and conservation areas, affecting
more than 35 communities in Peru and Brazil — and the expansion of illicit economies including drug
trafficking, coca cultivation, and illegal logging. These activities utilize river routes, unauthorized roads,
and clandestine trails, creating a parallel territorial control system that increases violence, community
vulnerability, and environmental impacts.**

In response to this situation, Indigenous and traditional communities — representing 35 territories and

8 conservation areas — established the “Yurua-Jurua-Alto Tamaya Cross-Border Commission” in 2021,
coordinating efforts with social and academic organizations to defend their territories. Among its main
initiatives is the formation of a cross-border Indigenous guard, aimed at strengthening territorial monitoring
and protection through coordination between Peru and Brazil.

]

Meeting of the Cross-Border Commission
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3.7. Venezuela: Indigenous Lands of the Pemodn, Karina,
Akawayo, Piaroa, and Warekena Peoples

In southern Venezuela, particularly in Bolivar and Amazonas states, Indigenous peoples such as

the Pemon, Karifia, Akawayo, Piaroa, and Warekena inhabit territories rich in gold, coltan, and other
strategic minerals. Within the Orinoco Mining Arc (AMO)*® — which spans over 111,000 km2 across
Bolivar, Amazonas, and Delta Amacuro states? — these territories have become major epicenters of illicit
economies, characterized by extreme violence, armed control, and widespread human rights violations.

Mining activities have expanded beyond officially designated areas into regions where extraction is legally
prohibited (such as Amazonas state), as well as into Indigenous territories in Delta Amacuro, reflecting
weak state control and the consolidation of illegal extractive enclaves.

Armed actors - including the ELN, Segunda Marquetalia, and FARC dissident groups — operate in
these areas, reinforcing the transnational nature of these dynamics. Extracted minerals enter international
markets through smuggling networks linking Venezuela to neighboring countries.*®

These dynamics are also shaped by a growing global demand for critical minerals, driven by energy
transitions and technological industries. As a result, Amazonian territories are increasingly embedded in
global geopolitical competition, intensifying pressures on regions with weak governance and deepening
the entanglement between illicit economies and global markets.*’

Mining operation in the Mining Arc. Credits: Bram Ebus




While each case reflects specific dynamics, common patterns emerge across the region: the
convergence of illicit economies, the capture of infrastructure, violence against Indigenous defenders, the
weakening of territorial governance, and the emergence of community-led responses aimed at maintaining

territorial control and the continuity of Indigenous ways of life.

Figure 2: The territories included in the study
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4. IMPACTS ON INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ WAYS
OF LIFE, SELF-DETERMINATION, AND
COLLECTIVE RIGHTS

The expansion of organized crime and illicit economies across the Amazon is generating profound and
cumulative impacts on the human and collective rights of Indigenous Peoples. Based on documented
cases in Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela, this report identifies consistent patterns of
violations that unfold across multiple, interconnected dimensions.

41. Indigenous Peoples’ Perspectives on the Impacts

At the Regional Meeting on Autonomy in the Face of lllicit Economies, Violence, and Emerging Threats
to Human Rights Defenders — co-organized with the AIDESEP Ucayali Regional Organization (ORAU)
- Indigenous leaders emphasized the need to move beyond a narrow focus on individual crimes or
violations. Instead, they called for a comprehensive understanding of the systemic impacts of illicit
economies and criminal governance.*®

This dialogue resulted in the Pucallpa Declaration (annexed to this report), which outlines key demands
and proposals from Indigenous organizations.

As one Indigenous leader from Colombia explained:

“For us, everything is interconnected. If the health of our elders is affected, our
entire existence as a People is affected.”

For Indigenous Peoples, territory is not merely a physical space — it is the foundation of collective rights,
including self-determination, governance, and cultural continuity. As such, disruptions to territorial integrity
directly undermine the full spectrum of Indigenous rights.

These impacts must therefore be understood not as isolated effects, but as interconnected processes
that simultaneously weaken governance, disrupt ways of life, and erode the material and spiritual
conditions necessary for survival. While international human rights frameworks often categorize impacts
separately, in practice they manifest holistically — affecting social, cultural, political, economic, and spiritual
dimensions at once.
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FIGURE 3: Impacts on Indigenous Peoples
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4.2. Impacts on the Right to Territory, Land, and Self-

Determination

The right of Indigenous Peoples to their lands, territories, and resources is a cornerstone of international
human rights law, recognized in instruments such as the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples and ILO Convention 169. However, across the Amazon, this right is systematically
undermined by the expansion of illicit economies, overlapping extractive concessions, and weak
government enforcement of territorial protections.

4.2.1 Impacts on the Recognition, Protection, and Effective Control of Territory

Across the cases analyzed, two patterns emerge: territories that remain legally unrecognized, and those
where formal recognition exists but is routinely violated by armed actors, criminal networks, and extractive

activities — both legal and illegal.

In both scenarios, Indigenous Peoples’ effective control over their territories is weakened, limiting their
ability to govern, regulate access, and protect resources. Even where communities have developed strong
organizational capacities, defending territory often comes at high cost, including threats and violence.
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In Colombia, in the department of Putumayo — where there are at least 53 legally established Indigenous
reserves — approximately 90 Indigenous councils are still in the process of obtaining legal recognition

of their territory. The expansion of illicit economies and the presence of armed actors restrict access,
weaken governance structures, and promote illicit crop cultivation.*®

In Peru, the Kakataibo communities face land invasions, illegal land transfers by local authorities to
logging companies and other actors,®® and the expansion of illicit infrastructure such as clandestine
airstrips and laboratories.®' As a result, only four of the nine Kakataibo communities have completed
their land titling processes and established boundaries with the newly created “settlements” While their
representative organization, FENACOKA, has promoted conflict resolution forums with government
support, these advances remain limited to those four communities. In the remaining cases, titling
processes have stalled due to ongoing threats that prevent technical teams from safely accessing the
territory.

In the Wampis Nation, illegal mining directly threatens the consolidation of its Autonomous Territorial
Government, undermining its Plan de Vida and collective land-use decisions.*? The presence of external
actors and criminal networks — combined with limited government support — has led to incursions aimed
at establishing illegal mining operations. These pressures are further intensified by overlapping mining, oll,
and forestry concessions granted without recognition of the Wampis territorial government, fragmenting
the territory and constraining effective self-governance. In response, the Wampis have strengthened their
Autonomous Territorial Government (GTANW),® yet the Peruvian government continues to recognize land
rights only at the community level, limiting full territorial autonomy.

In Venezuela, particularly in Bolivar, Amazonas, and Delta Amacuro states, one of the most severe impacts
concerns the right to territory. Since the creation of the Orinoco Mining Arc in 2016, the expansion of
gold mining has transformed vast areas into extractive enclaves dominated by armed groups and illegal
networks. As a result, Indigenous Peoples face increasing restrictions on access to and use of their
traditional territories, undermining their ability to manage resources and sustain their ways of life.




In Brazil, while the demarcation of Indigenous lands provides an important legal safeguard, the case of
the Munduruku highlights its limitations. In the Upper Tapajés, illicit mining persists despite government
interventions, accompanied by threats against Indigenous authorities and territorial monitors. In the
Middle Tapajos, the lack of formal demarcation of territories such as Sawré Muybu and Sawré Bap'im
(230,000 hectares) leaves communities highly vulnerable. Together, these dynamics show how state
inaction and the expansion of illicit economies restrict self-determination and territorial control.

In the Upper Jurua/Yurtia and Upper Tamaya region along the Peru-Brazil border, a vast area identified as
Indigenous territory remains unrecognized and unprotected by the Peruvian state. This region — home to
ancestral routes and sacred sites, particularly for the Ashéninka/Ashaninka and Yaminahua peoples — is
increasingly threatened by logging concessions granted to private actors. More broadly, over 30% of
Indigenous communities in Peru lack secure land titles or face overlapping concessions, making these
gaps a key driver of conflict and vulnerability.®*

4.2.2. Impacts of Forced Displacement, Confinement, and Mobility Restrictions

Forced displacement and confinement are not only humanitarian crises — they are deliberate mechanisms
of territorial control that restrict mobility, fragment community life, and undermine Indigenous self-
governance.

In Colombia, forced displacement continues to severely affect Indigenous Peoples in territories impacted
by illicit economies and armed groups.®® Across Amazonian regions, groups such as Comandos de la
Frontera, the Raul Reyes Front, and the Carolina Ramirez Front impose curfews, mobility restrictions, and
other forms of social control, particularly in cross-border areas. These dynamics are further intensified by
repressive state responses — such as increased military operations and border closures — which restrict
movement, disrupt cultural practices and access to sacred sites, and disregard the transboundary nature
of Indigenous territories.

In Putumayo, more than 4,000 Indigenous people were affected by confinement and forced displacement
in 2024 alone.*® A stark example is the Siona people: in September 2023, 636 individuals — including
421 children and adolescents — were confined during clashes between armed groups, cutting off access
to food, healthcare, and cultural practices.

In Peru and Ecuador, while large-scale displacement has been less visible among the Kakataibo
and Kichwa peoples of Napo, illicit economies have driven more gradual forms of displacement. The
occupation of territories by illegal actors, combined with internal conflicts, has restricted access

to ancestral lands and limited essential activities such as fishing, hunting, and farming. As a result,
some communities are experiencing a slow loss of population as families are forced to leave their
territories.

4.2.3 Impacts on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in Isolation and Initial Contact

lllicit economies and organized crime have become one of the most serious threats to Indigenous Peoples
in Isolation and Initial Contact (PIACI). According to Survival International, nearly half of the 196 such
peoples — 187 of whom live in the Amazon — are at risk of extinction within the next decade due to
pressures from illicit economies and extractive activities.®”
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Intrusions into their territories can have irreversible consequences, including violence, the spread

of disease, and the disruption of their ways of life, potentially leading to their physical and cultural
destruction.’® At the same time, these territories are increasingly targeted by criminal actors precisely
because restricted access creates opportunities for illicit activities with limited oversight. Today, more than
30% of PIACI territories in the Amazon face direct threats from criminal networks.>®

The case of the Kakataibo people illustrates these dynamics. Despite the establishment in 2021 of

the Northern and Southern Kakataibo Indigenous Reserve,® illicit economies continue to expand in
surrounding areas and even within the reserve itself, where coca cultivation and clandestine airstrips have
been documented. This highlights the limits of formal territorial protections in the face of organized crime.
In February 2026, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights granted precautionary measures in
favor of the Kakataibo people, calling on the Peruvian state to take urgent action to safeguard their lives
and their territorial and environmental rights.®

Similarly, in Alto Tamaya and Yurua, Indigenous reserves inhabited by peoples in isolation face growing
threats from road construction and the expansion of illegal activities such as logging, drug trafficking, and
land invasions. These pressures are facilitating the entry of outsiders into territories that should remain
strictly protected, weakening existing safeguards and placing these peoples’ survival at grave risk.

llegal airstrip in the Kakataibo Reserve, which is intended to protect the Indigenous People in Isolation. Credits: ORAU

4.3. Violence, Social Control, and the Weakening of Indigenous
Governance

The expansion of illicit economies across the Amazon is driving a severe escalation of violence that
disproportionately targets Indigenous Peoples — particularly community leaders, territorial authorities, and
environmental defenders. This violence is not incidental; it functions as a deliberate strategy of territorial
domination and social control by armed and criminal actors. As a result, the Amazon has become one of
the most dangerous regions in the world for defending land, rights, and nature.
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Activities in the Arco Minero in Venezuela. Credits: Bram Ebus

4.3.1. Lethal Violence Against Indigenous Leaders

The scale of violence against Indigenous and environmental defenders demands urgent international
attention. Since 2012, at least 2,157 defenders have been killed globally, with nearly 80% of these
murders occurring in Latin America and approximately one-third affecting Indigenous Peoples.®? In the
Amazon alone, at least 296 defenders were killed between 2014 and 2022.%3

Colombia remains the most dangerous country for environmental defense (79 murders in 2023 and

48 in 2024), while Brazil is the third most dangerous country, and in Peru there is a growing trend of
violence against Indigenous leaders in territories affected by illicit economies.®* In Putumayo, 34 human
rights defenders were killed between 2022 and 2025.5% High-profile cases, such as the murder of Nasa
Indigenous leader Phanor Guazaquillo, highlight the vulnerability and danger faced by Indigenous Peoples
as they resist the territorial control imposed by armed groups.

In Peru, the situation has worsened dramatically: of 35 Indigenous leaders killed over the past 15
years, 25 were murdered after 2020. These killings — particularly among the Kakataibo people — are
directly linked to resistance against drug trafficking and illicit economies.®® Among the victims are
Arbildo Meléndez Grandez (2020), Santiago Vega Chota (2020), Herasmo Garcia Grau and Yensey
Rios Bonsano (2021), and Mariano Isacama Feliciano (2024). According to a ProPurus report, “the
circumstances surrounding these murders point to reprisals for their work in defending their territory."®”
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Most of the cases remain unpunished, despite the existence of prior threats and formal requests for
protection that have proven ineffective.5®

One of the most dramatic murders of defenders in Peru took place in the border area of Ucayali and Acre.
Four Ashéninka leaders from the Saweto Indigenous Community — Edwin Chota, Jorge Rios, Leoncio
Quintisima, and Francisco Pinedo — were murdered in September 2014 while traveling to the village of
Apiwtxa in Brazil to coordinate surveillance and monitoring activities along the border. For more than a
decade, they had fought tirelessly to secure legal recognition of their territory in Peru, while consistently
denouncing the incursions of illegal loggers and drug traffickers.®® Eleven years after their murder,
although both the perpetrators and those who ordered the crime have been sentenced to 28 years in
prison, justice remains unfulfilled: the ruling has yet to be enforced, and those convicted continue to
evade capture.

In Venezuela, international organizations have documented grave human rights violations linked to the
control of mining enclaves, including extrajudicial executions, enforced disappearances, and torture. In
Bolivar state — the epicenter of mining activity — at least 832 violent deaths were recorded between 2014
and 2022, including 237 alleged executions attributed to state agents, alongside 96 disappearances and
over a hundred documented cases of torture and arbitrary detention.”

4.3.2. Impacts of Threats, Harassment, and Displacement of Indigenous Leaders

Across the Amazon, threats, harassment, and the forced displacement of Indigenous leaders are not
isolated incidents but systematic strategies linked to illicit economies. These practices are designed to
weaken leadership, fracture collective organization, and undermine Indigenous self-governance. They
include death threats, intimidation, orders to cease territorial defense, and restrictions on leaders’ ability to
remain in their communities.

In Putumayo, reports in late 2023 revealed a “blacklist” targeting at least 15 prominent territorial
defenders. More recently, armed groups have issued collective threats during dialogue processes with the
government, warning of violent retaliation if negotiations collapse — fueling a sustained climate of fear.”

In Peru, seven Kakataibo leaders have received state protection measures following repeated threats,
delivered through direct messages and violent imagery.” In the Yurta border region (Peru—Brazil),
isolation, the expansion of illicit economies, and limited state presence have created an acute risk
environment, with at least 14 threats documented in 2024.7

Authorities of the Autonomous Territorial Government of the Wampis Nation face ongoing threats™ and
stigmatization campaigns linked to their efforts to combat illegal mining and logging. These pressures
often intensify following enforcement actions, such as intercepting illegal timber shipments or confronting
mining activities in Amazonian rivers.”®

In Brazil, the Munduruku territory illustrates a sustained pattern of violence tied to illegal mining. Since
2021, women leaders — including Alessandra Korap” — have reported death threats, armed attacks, and
acts of destruction, including the burning of homes such as the house of leader Maria Leusa Kaba”” and
the headquarters of the Wakobortin Women's Association.”

These dynamics have forced many Indigenous leaders into temporary or permanent displacement as

a means of survival. The consequences are profound: weakened governance structures, disrupted
community life, and the erosion of cultural knowledge systems. As Indigenous authorities are pushed out,
armed actors increasingly fill the vacuum, consolidating their control over territories and communities.
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4.3.3. Impacts on Indigenous Governance: Co-optation, Fragmentation, and
Instrumentalization

Across the cases analyzed, illicit economies are not only undermining the social fabric of Indigenous
communities but are actively reshaping their systems of governance. They interfere in structures of
authority, decision-making processes, and Indigenous mechanisms of justice and territorial regulation.
Economic pressures linked to illicit activities often deepen internal divisions, particularly where such
economies represent one of the few available sources of income.”

Armed groups further erode governance by coercing or recruiting Indigenous leaders, influencing
leadership selection processes, and promoting parallel structures that undermine legitimate
representation.

In territories under their control or influence, Indigenous systems of territorial governance and customary
justice are increasingly constrained — both by limited state recognition and by direct interference from
armed actors. These actors may restrict, delegitimize, or co-opt Indigenous mechanisms to advance their
own interests.

A stark example is the case of alias “Cirugia,’ captured in February 2023 and transferred to an Indigenous
council in Puerto Caicedo, from where he continued to operate within criminal networks. This case
underscores the structural limitations faced by Indigenous justice systems in contexts of armed coercion
and the urgent need for stronger safeguards to ensure their autonomy.

4.4. Impacts on Health, Food, Water, and Means of Life

Across Amazonian Indigenous territories, the deterioration of the rights to health and food is closely
linked to the expansion of illicit economies, environmental degradation, and weak state presence. These
dynamics simultaneously affect water quality, food systems, and access to health services, generating
cumulative impacts on the physical, nutritional, and mental well-being of communities.

A central driver is river contamination caused by illicit gold mining, particularly through the use of mercury.
Studies across the Amazon show contamination levels in water, fish, and Indigenous populations that
exceed safe thresholds, with documented impacts on the nervous system, early childhood development,
and cardiovascular and immune health.8°

Indigenous Peoples such as the Munduruku,®' the Kichwa of the Napo,®? and communities along the
Putumayo River face widespread contamination and associated health risks. Similar patterns are reported
in the Napo® and Nanay®* rivers in Peru, as well as in Venezuela's Mining Arc, where mining expansion
has contributed to the resurgence of diseases such as malaria, linked to deforestation and degraded
environmental conditions.®®

Beyond contamination, these pressures are undermining traditional food systems. The Wampis report that
pollution in the Santiago and Marafion rivers has reduced the availability of safe fish, while illegal logging
has depleted wildlife and forest resources. As a result, communities are facing reduced caloric intake and
rising nutrition-related health problems.

Judicial recognition has begun to reflect the severity of the crisis. In Ruling T-106 of 2025, Colombia’s
Constitutional Court found that mercury contamination in the Caqueta and Apaporis rivers violated the
rights of 30 Indigenous Peoples, with exposure levels reaching up to 17 times safe limits.2® Meanwhile,
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Health impacts in Napo. Credits: Amazon Watch / Yeimy Araque Contreras

the continued expansion of dredging and cross-border mining activities — particularly in Putumayo -
signals a worsening trend.®’

Three factors drive these impacts: toxic contamination from extractive activities, accelerated deforestation,
and armed territorial control. Together, they erode the foundations of health and food security, restrict
access to healthcare and markets, and push communities toward unsafe livelihoods.

The lack of comprehensive government responses — such as intercultural healthcare, access to safe
water, effective mercury control, and protection of Indigenous food systems — transforms these pressures
into cumulative harms. Ultimately, this undermines the ability of Indigenous Peoples to sustain their
livelihoods, exercise their rights, and continue their life projects within their territories.

4.5. Differentiated Forms of Violence Against Indigenous
Women, Children, and Adolescents in Contexts of Criminal
Governance

The expansion of criminal governance and illicit economies across the Amazon has generated deeply
gendered and age-specific forms of violence. Control over the bodies and lives of Indigenous women,
girls, boys, and adolescents has become a central mechanism of territorial domination. These dynamics
manifest through recruitment, sexual exploitation, forced labor, and coercion — systematically reinforcing
the power of armed and criminal actors.
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4.5.1. Children and Adolescents: Recruitment, Exploitation, and Generational Control

The recruitment and exploitation of children and adolescents have become core strategies for sustaining
armed groups and illicit economies. Across the Amazon, minors are drawn into mining, drug trafficking,
and territorial control activities — often through coercion, deception, or the absence of viable economic
alternatives.

Reports by Human Rights Watch and the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights document the systematic involvement of minors in mining activities and under the control of

armed groups in the Orinoco Mining Arc. Children and adolescents are recruited as mine laborers or for
surveillance, transport, and territorial control — often through coercion or due to the absence of viable
economic alternatives. These practices expose them to violence, labor exploitation, forced substance use,
and school dropout, perpetuating cycles of rights violations linked to illicit economies.®®

In Colombia, this pattern has intensified across Amazonian territories marked by disputes between armed
groups. The department of Putumayo registers a high number of cases reported by the Ombudsman'’s
Office®® and civil society organizations, although there is consensus that the actual number is significantly
underreported.®®

Indigenous leaders in Putumayo warn that armed groups combine coercion with economic incentives to
recruit youth, creating powerful social pressures in contexts of poverty and state absence. As one leader
explains:

“They show them that there’'s money there: within a few months, they show up
with a new motorcycle. But reporting it is dangerous; there, you don't even trust
the authorities themselves, so people prefer to stay silent.™’

In Ecuador, violence against children and adolescents has escalated sharply. Between 2014 and April
2025, the Ministry of Education recorded 8,378 cases of sexual violence in educational settings.?? At
the same time, recruitment and exploitation of minors by criminal networks have increased, operating
under a “policy of silence” imposed by armed actors that suppresses reporting. In Amazonian provinces
— particularly Sucumbios, Orellana, and Napo — these dynamics are closely tied to illicit economies and
cross-border criminal activity, where both recruitment and sexual exploitation of adolescents have been
documented

Furthermore, the GTANW has reported that miners are using Wampis children as young as 4 to 10
years old as “human shields,’ taking them to mining sites to deter the destruction of illegal machinery.?®
This practice places children at extreme risk and exposes them to criminal activities, with severe
consequences for their safety and development.®
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In the Yurua-Jurtia-Alto Tamaya region, adolescents are increasingly drawn into coca cultivation and drug
trafficking networks. During school holidays, many work harvesting coca leaves under highly exploitative
conditions and for minimal pay. A 2022 cross-border assessment also identified rising alcohol and drug
use among youth as a growing concern.®

Indigenous children and adolescents are therefore at heightened risk in contexts shaped by illicit economies
and criminal governance. These dynamics not only threaten their physical integrity but also undermine
generational continuity, weaken care systems, and jeopardize the long-term survival of their communities.

4.5.2. Indigenous Women: Sexual Violence, Trafficking, and Exploitation of
Indigenous Women

Indigenous women face distinct and intensified forms of violence in contexts shaped by illicit economies,
where their bodies are instrumentalized as mechanisms of territorial control. These abuses are not
isolated incidents but are rooted in structural gender inequalities and historical patterns of dispossession,
now exacerbated by the expansion of criminal governance.

In Venezuela's Bolivar state — one of the main hubs of illegal mining — widespread patterns of sexual
exploitation, forced labor, and human trafficking have been documented.®® It is estimated that at least
1,300 children and adolescents are involved in mining activities,?” while 74% of victims of trafficking
and slavery are women, many of whom are lured through deception and, in some cases, sold for small
amounts of gold (between 5 and 10 grams) by armed groups controlling the area.®®
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March of Amazonian Women for International Women's Day against extractivism. Credits: Mujeres Amazédnicas
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In Peru, testimonies highlight recruitment and trafficking networks linked to illicit economies, alongside
persistent sexual violence against Indigenous girls and adolescents. In Condorcanqui, hundreds of

cases of sexual violence remain under investigation, reflecting a context of entrenched impunity. While

not exclusively driven by drug trafficking and illegal mining, these economies reinforce conditions that
enable exploitation, including the recruitment of women and young people in bars and informal economies
associated with these activities.

In Brazil, within the Munduruku territory, women in illegal mining (garimpo) contexts face extreme precarity
— marked by exhausting labor, lack of basic services, and environments shaped by violence, debt, and
economic dependence.?® Many are recruited under false promises and become trapped in cycles of labor
and sexual exploitation, often paid in gold under exploitative conditions that deepen their vulnerability.

The situation is particularly alarming in Yanomami territory, where the expansion of illegal mining has
triggered a humanitarian crisis and profound social breakdown. According to Sumauma's report, practices
such as “sex for gold” have become normalized, alongside rising rates of alcoholism and disease,
reflecting a context of systematic violence and serious violations of Indigenous women’s human rights.'

Across the Amazon, extractive and illicit economies are consistently linked to increased sexual violence,
trafficking, and exploitation of Indigenous women, particularly in remote areas with limited state presence
and accountability.

4.6. Violations of the Right
to a Healthy Environment,
the Rights of Nature, and
Climate Impacts

The expansion of illicit economies in the
Amazon - particularly illegal gold mining,
drug trafficking, and illegal logging — is driving
severe environmental degradation that directly
violates the rights of Indigenous Peoples and
undermines the ecological integrity of the
biome. These activities disrupt river systems,
accelerate deforestation, and generate
persistent contamination, weakening the
Amazon's capacity to sustain biodiversity,
regulate water cycles, and store carbon.

At the regional level, the scale of forest loss is
alarming. Between 1985 and 2023, more than
88 million hectares of Amazon forest were
destroyed — equivalent to 12.5% of its total
coverage — largely due to extractive activities,
agricultural expansion, and illicit economies.'"

lllicit gold mining is a major driver of this
destruction, leaving extensive deforestation

— more than 2 million hectares, only between

Mining in Munduruku territory. Credits: Amazonia Real / Marizilda 2018 :
. and 2024 - and long-term degradation
Cruppe (2018 and 2024) - and long-term degradation / Amazon Watch 9 9
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through sedimentation and the alteration of river systems.'®? In Brazil, the Munduruku Indigenous Territory
in the Tapajos basin has become a key epicenter of illegal mining, with large-scale forest loss and
expanding mining fronts.'® In Ecuador, mining in the province of Napo has caused the loss of at least 855
hectares of forest between 2015 and 2021, including areas without legal concessions.'*

In Peru, Indigenous territories such as those of the Kakataibo face overlapping pressures from coca
cultivation and deforestation, with more than 1,000 hectares of illicit crops and significant losses of
forest cover,'® especially in the community of Unipacuyacu, which has lost 36.03% of its forest cover.'®
Along the Peru—Brazil border, critical headwaters — including the Amonia, Sheshea, Tamaya, Dorado, and
Shatanya rivers — are under increasing threat from logging concessions, putting vital water sources for
Indigenous communities at risk.'"”

In Venezuela, mining expansion has driven sustained deforestation and widespread contamination of soils
and water bodies, despite formal restrictions on mercury use.'®® Between 2001 and 2020, the country
lost approximately 2,900 square kilometers of Amazon rainforest.'®® Studies identify at least 2,800 km?2 of
forest loss, with a heavy concentration in Bolivar state, where mining expansion has intensified over the
past two decades.'"°

These cumulative impacts are pushing the Amazon toward a critical ecological tipping point. Scientists
warn that continued deforestation and degradation could trigger an irreversible transition of the rainforest
into a savanna-like ecosystem, with profound consequences for global climate stability and biodiversity.'""

lllicit economies are especially destructive because they operate in some of the most biodiverse and
carbon-rich areas of the Amazon, accelerating ecosystem collapse while undermining Indigenous
territorial governance and climate resilience.

4.7. Impacts on Cultural Identity, Spirituality, and
Intergenerational Transmission

The expansion of illicit economies and territorial violence is profoundly disrupting the cultural, spiritual, and
social foundations of Indigenous Peoples in the Amazon. Land occupation, illegal mining, deforestation,
and river pollution are not only degrading ecosystems — they are also severing the relationships that
sustain Indigenous ways of life, including spiritual practices, collective knowledge, and cultural identity.

In many territories, the presence and control of armed actors restrict access to sacred sites and prevent
the practice of ceremonies, healing rituals, and other forms of spirituality. Curfews, threats, and territorial
restrictions limit mobility and disrupt the conditions necessary for maintaining spiritual and cultural life.
Violence has also directly targeted Indigenous authorities and spiritual leaders, as seen in cases such as
the killing of leader Pablo Pandura during the Alto Remanso massacre. As one Indigenous leader explains,
“the relationships of balance and harmony among the elements of the territory that sustain and protect life
are being broken

Forced displacement, confinement, and restricted movement further deepen these impacts. By
interrupting daily interactions with the territory, these dynamics hinder the transmission of knowledge,
cultural practices, and collective memory between generations. The loss of territory is therefore not only
material — it represents a profound rupture in the social and spiritual fabric of communities. At the same
time, the expansion of illicit economies and the presence of armed actors fragment community structures,
weaken Indigenous authorities, and disrupt intergenerational learning processes — particularly as youth
are recruited into illegal activities or exposed to violence.
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In Colombia, although the Constitutional Court ordered protective measures more than 17 years ago

for over 34 Indigenous peoples — such as the Siona, Inga, Murui, Kofan, and Coreguaje — specifically
highlighting the danger to their cultural survival as Indigenous Peoples due to the armed conflict,'*?
these measures have not been effectively implemented. As a result, ongoing armed control continues to
undermine the cultural and spiritual practices essential for the transmission of knowledge and the survival
of these peoples.

These are not isolated cultural impacts but structural violations that threaten the very continuity of
Indigenous Peoples. By eroding territory, knowledge systems, governance structures, and community
bonds, these dynamics place at risk their ability to exist and reproduce their ways of life according to their
own worldviews.

gy, T

Mining in Munduruku territory. Credits: Amazonia Real / Marizilda Cruppe (2018 and 2024) — and long-term degradation /
Amazon Watch

4.8. Violations of the Right to Free, Prior, and Informed Consent
and Indigenous Participation

The expansion of illicit economies, extractive projects, and security policies across the Amazon has led
to systematic violations of Indigenous Peoples' rights to participation and to free, prior, and informed
consent (FPIC), as recognized in International Labour Organization Convention 169. These violations
reflect structural barriers that undermine Indigenous self-determination and exclude communities from
decisions affecting their territories, resources, and ways of life.
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Coca plantations in Putumayo. Credits: Bram Ebus

The overlapping of concessions, the imposition of security measures without consultation, and the
presence of armed actors have significantly weakened safeguards for FPIC. In many cases, consultation
processes are absent, delayed, or conducted after key decisions have already been made, without
ensuring conditions of good faith, adequate information, or freedom from coercion — falling short of
international standards.

In Colombia, extractive projects have proceeded without prior consultation, particularly in Putumayo,
where oil operations were carried out before Indigenous communities were formally recognized, indicating
a lack of mechanisms to identify them.''® At the same time, the presence of armed groups has directly
undermined participation by restricting protests or coercing communities into supporting agendas aligned
with their interests, including in contexts linked to peace negotiations,'* thereby compromising the free
nature of participation and consultation, as well as the communities’ capacity for autonomy.
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In Peru, the Wampis Nation has challenged the granting of oil Lot 64 without prior consultation, while
in Kakataibo territory, the overlapping of concessions with community territory and the implementation
of security policies without Indigenous participation have led to tensions and criticism to consultation
processes conducted after extractive rights were granted.

In Ecuador, the expansion of mining concessions in Napo has advanced without adequate consultation
with Kichwa communities, in violation of constitutional guarantees. 256 concessions — including mining,
free-use areas, and artisanal mining zones — covering more than 32,277 hectares, overlap with Indigenous
territories and critical water sources,''® while public decisions — such as the proposed construction of

a mega-prison in Archidona — have been announced without Indigenous participation, prompting strong
social opposition.''®

In Brazil, the expansion of illegal mining on Indigenous lands has further eroded consultation mechanisms.
Although the 1988 Constitution requires prior consultation, legislative initiatives such as Bill No.
191/2020 - introduced during the Bolsonaro administration — sought to enable mining in Indigenous
territories, raising serious concerns about the weakening of FPIC protections. In March 2023, the
government of Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva requested that the bill be withdrawn from consideration.'”

In the Yurua and Alto Tamaya region, on the border between Brazil and Peru, infrastructure projects
— particularly road construction — have been promoted without respecting the right to free, prior, and
informed consultation.'® Furthermore, forest concessions have been granted to private individuals
for logging in areas that overlap with ancestral Indigenous territories, without consulting the affected
Indigenous peoples, thereby violating their collective rights.

While security and territorial control operations implemented by the state do not incorporate mechanisms
for Indigenous participation, at the same time, Indigenous-led territorial protection mechanisms — such as
Kakataibo guards and Wampis Charip — remain unrecognized within national security frameworks, limiting
their role in decision-making and territorial governance.

4.9. Cumulative Impacts on the Future and Self-Determination
of Indigenous Peoples

Taken together, the documented impacts demonstrate that the expansion of illicit economies and criminal
governance in the Amazon is not only generating isolated rights violations but also driving systematic
processes that threaten the physical, cultural, spiritual, and political survival of Indigenous Peoples.

Although the risks are particularly acute for smaller communities and Indigenous Peoples in Isolation and
Initial Contact (PIAClIs), the cumulative effects extend across the region. lllicit economies and criminal
governance — alongside often inadequate or exclusionary state responses — are simultaneously eroding
territories, governance systems, health, cultural practices, and intergenerational knowledge transmission.

These overlapping pressures create high-risk scenarios that directly undermine Indigenous Peoples’
right to self-determination and their ability to sustain their ways of life. This assessment is consistent
with findings by the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights,''® which recognizes organized crime
as a structural threat to human rights. lts impacts disproportionately affect Indigenous Peoples, Afro-
descendant communities, women, children and adolescents, human rights defenders, and journalists,
while simultaneously eroding the rule of law, restricting access to justice, and undermining community
livelihoods and territorial integrity.
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Figure 4: Patterns of Human Rights Violations and Impacts in the context of illicit economies
and organized crime*
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5. THE ROLE OF THE STATE IN GOVERNANCE,
SECURITY, AND RIGHTS IN THE AMAZON

In the face of the systemic and existential impacts driven by organized crime in the Amazon, states bear
a heightened responsibility toward Indigenous Peoples. This obligation arises from their unique and
enduring relationship with their territories, as well as the structural vulnerabilities shaped by historical
processes of colonization, exploitation, violence, and discrimination.

States are therefore required to adopt strengthened, rights-based measures to ensure the full realization
of Indigenous Peoples’ collective rights. This includes effective prevention, protection, investigation,
sanction, and reparation for human rights violations, while fully respecting Indigenous autonomy and self-
determination.

This chapter examines the extent to which states are meeting these obligations, as well as the key gaps,
challenges, and barriers that continue to hinder their effective implementation.

5.1. State Strategies to Combat lllicit Economies

In recent years, Amazonian countries have intensified their efforts to combat organized crime and
illicit economies through high-impact operations, diversification of strategies, and increased regional
cooperation. These responses reflect a growing recognition of the transnational and multidimensional
nature of the challenges facing the Amazon.

Large-scale operations have been carried out across the region. In Brazil, interventions in Indigenous
territories such as those of the Munduruku,'?® Kayapo , Yanomami'?' peoples have dismantled illegal
mining infrastructure, disrupted logistics routes, and temporarily reduced extractive activity. Similar efforts
in Ecuador (Operation Manati)'?? and Peru (Operation Mercurio)'?® have focused on visible enforcement
actions, leading to seizures and arrests. However, these interventions have largely failed to address the
structural drivers sustaining illicit economies.

At the national level, some progress has been made in strengthening interagency coordination, particularly
in Brazil and Colombia, where security, environmental, and social approaches are increasingly integrated,
with positive results in reducing deforestation.'** Initiatives such as Brazil's Guardiées do Bioma have
combined territorial control, environmental monitoring, and financial investigations targeting criminal
networks.

Environmental prosecutors in several countries have also enhanced their technical and investigative
capacities, contributing to progress in complex cases.'* However, significant structural limitations persist,
such as a shortage of resources — particularly in Peru and Ecuador — difficulties in operating in remote
areas, weaknesses in evidence gathering, and limited capacity to investigate the financial structures of
organized crime.'?® In the Peruvian case, moreover, recent legal reforms have restricted the mandate and
scope of the Environmental Prosecutor’'s Office.'?”

Regional cooperation has also advanced. Multinational operations — such as the 2025 joint initiative
involving Peru, Brazil, Colombia, and Ecuador — demonstrate increased coordination in tackling cross-
border criminal networks.'?® Platforms like the Amazon Cooperation Treaty Organization have played
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View of Peru from Puerto Leguizamo (Colombia). Credits: Amazon Watch

a growing role in promoting information exchange, institutional strengthening, and joint responses.'°
Initiatives such as the Amazon International Police Cooperation Center (CCPI) in Manaus further reflect
efforts to improve coordination in border areas.'®°

Despite these advances, significant structural limitations persist. Many interventions remain short-term and
reactive, focusing on visible targets while leaving the financial and organizational structures of criminal
networks largely intact. Limited resources, logistical challenges in remote areas, weak evidence-gathering
capacities, and legal constraints — particularly in countries such as Peru and Ecuador — continue to hinder
effective enforcement.

At the same time, coordination challenges between states — especially in border regions — undermine
operational effectiveness. Diplomatic tensions and the absence of clear protocols allow illicit economies
to operate with greater adaptability and coordination than state responses. The practical ability to
coordinate actions in border territories where armed actors operate is hampered by tensions between
states. An example of this can be seen on the border between Ecuador and Colombia, where diplomatic
friction has arisen over security operations and possible cross-border incursions, while tensions between
Peru and Colombia have centered on Santa Rosa Island. The absence of clear protocols, joint verification
mechanisms, and channels of trust gives illicit economies an advantage, as they operate with a higher
level of coordination than the states themselves.

As a result, Indigenous communities remain highly exposed to violence, environmental harm, and
reprisals. The persistence of illicit economies is driven not only by their high profitability but also by
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gaps in territorial governance and state presence. Rather than intensifying operational responses, the
central challenge is to move toward sustainable territorial governance that integrates state control,
regional cooperation, financial action, and effective community participation. To achieve this, there are five
fundamental challenges to address, which we will discuss below.

5.2. Gaps between International Obligations, Territorial Control,
and Indigenous Institutional Framework

International frameworks — such as ILO Convention 169, the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples, and the Escazi Agreement — establish clear standards regarding territorial rights, participation,
and access to information and justice. However, across large areas of the Amazon, implementation
remains limited. State responses continue to prioritize coercive control or the promotion of extractive
activities, without adequately strengthening rights protections or institutional presence on the ground.

This gap is evident in multiple contexts. The Wampis people have repeatedly denounced the state’s failure
to halt illegal mining; in Kakataibo territory, the expansion of drug trafficking has been accompanied by
threats and killings of Indigenous leaders; and in the Yurta border region (Peru—Brazil), communities have
warned of the rapid spread of illicit economies in the absence of effective state presence.'®'

In Colombia’s Putumayo region, Indigenous communities alerted authorities following the 2016 Peace
Agreement about the reorganization of armed groups. The lack of a timely and effective response enabled
the consolidation of new criminal structures linked to illegal mining — in the Caqueta, Putumayo, and San
Miguel river basins — and drug trafficking, exposing communities to escalating violence and widespread
violations of human, territorial, environmental, and cultural rights.

In Venezuela, gold mining has expanded within a context of state-promoted extractivism and weak
regulatory capacity, facilitating the growth of illicit economies and violent territorial control by armed
actors.'® Similarly, in territories such as Munduruku (Brazil) and regions like Napo and Putumayo, the
persistence of illegal mining and armed presence reflects the disconnect between regulatory frameworks
and effective territorial control.

A critical dimension of this gap lies in the limited recognition of Indigenous institutional systems. While
legal frameworks increasingly acknowledge Indigenous rights, they often fail to recognize or effectively
integrate Indigenous governance structures, territorial authorities, and systems of control. With some
partial advances in Colombia, a persistent disconnect remains between formal legal recognition and
Indigenous practices, knowledge systems, and worldviews.

In response, Indigenous Peoples have strengthened their own autonomous governance and territorial
protection mechanisms — such as those of the Wampis Nation in Peru'® or within the Munduruku territory
in Brazil'** — demonstrating both resilience and the limitations of state protection. These experiences
highlight that formal recognition alone is insufficient to guarantee effective self-governance or territorial
control.

This persistent gap is rooted in historical patterns of marginalization and unequal territorial control. In
many contexts, state action has been more consistent in enabling or tolerating extractive activities than in
ensuring security, justice, and the protection of Indigenous rights.

Addressing this challenge requires a fundamental reconfiguration of state — Indigenous relations.
Recognizing and strengthening Indigenous governance systems is not only a legal obligation but
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Bolivar (Venezuela). Credits: Bram Ebus.

also a strategic necessity for effective territorial governance, as these systems function as legitimate
mechanisms of protection against illicit economies.

Encouragingly, some efforts are emerging to bridge this gap. Initiatives supported by entities such

as the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime aim to strengthen information exchange between
Indigenous monitoring systems and state institutions. Brazil has developed more structured coordination
mechanisms, including inter-institutional platforms involving the Ministry of Indigenous Peoples, while
Colombia is advancing participatory frameworks — though these remain constrained by security
conditions. In Peru and Ecuador, coordination remains more limited and often reactive, typically emerging
only after sustained advocacy by affected communities.

5.3. Failure of Due Diligence and Structural Impunity

The failure of states to fulfill their duty of due diligence — particularly in prevention, investigation, and
punishment — remains one of the most persistent patterns across the territories analyzed. In many cases,
authorities have received early warnings and formal complaints about threats linked to organized crime,
yet these have not translated into effective preventive or protective measures, exposing Indigenous
leaders and communities to escalating risks.

The situation of the Kakataibo people illustrates this failure. For years, the expansion of drug trafficking

and the establishment of clandestine airstrips were documented, yet timely action was not taken,
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resulting in the killing of multiple Indigenous leaders.'3® Similarly, in Colombia’s Putumayo region,
homicides, threats, and forced displacement targeting Indigenous authorities occur with low prosecution
rates, despite repeated alerts issued by state mechanisms such as the Ombudsman'’s Early Warning
System. 3¢

These patterns reflect entrenched structural impunity, driven by limited state capacity to investigate and
sanction crimes, as well as by geographic, cultural, and security barriers that restrict access to justice.
The remoteness of judicial services, the absence of intercultural approaches, and weak coordination with
Indigenous justice systems further exacerbate these gaps.

Addressing this crisis requires more than strengthening protection measures. It demands comprehensive
reforms to ensure effective access to justice, including the recognition and coordination of Indigenous
jurisdictions and the removal of structural barriers that sustain impunity. Without these changes, the failure
to exercise due diligence will continue to enable violence, undermine accountability, and facilitate the
expansion of illicit economies in Indigenous territories.

5.4. Limitations of State Protection Mechanisms

State protection mechanisms for Indigenous leaders and human rights defenders show significant
structural limitations across the territories analyzed. Designed primarily around individual measures — such
as bodyguards or personal security schemes — these mechanisms are insufficient to address collective
and territorially rooted threats driven by criminal control.

This gap is evident in multiple contexts. In Kakataibo territory, despite early warnings and protection
measures, several Indigenous leaders have been murdered amid the expansion of drug trafficking,
underscoring the ineffectiveness of individual approaches. In Colombia’s Putumayo region, Indigenous
authorities continue to face threats, displacement, and killings in areas under strong armed group
presence, while state protection remains inconsistent and reactive. Similar dynamics are observed in the
Munduruku territory in Brazil and in Napo, Ecuador, where the scale of illegal mining and illicit economies
exceeds the response capacity of state systems.

In response, many Indigenous Peoples have strengthened their own systems of territorial protection,
including community guards, patrols, and environmental monitoring networks. These mechanisms —
deeply rooted in cultural and spiritual practices — play a critical role in preventing invasions, monitoring
illicit activities, and safeguarding communities.

However, these systems often lack formal legal recognition and operate under constant threat, including
violence from criminal actors and, in some cases, criminalization by state authorities. This highlights

the urgent need to move beyond individual protection schemes toward collective, territorially grounded
approaches that recognize Indigenous governance systems as central to security and protection.

5.5. Corruption, Institutional Capture, and Criminal Infrastructure

The expansion of organized crime in the Amazon is closely tied to corruption, institutional capture, and

permissive regulatory frameworks that weaken state oversight. Criminal networks have infiltrated public
institutions through fraudulent permits, manipulation of land titling processes, information leaks, and, in
some cases, direct involvement of state officials.
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At the same time, infrastructure plays a critical enabling role. Roads, river corridors, and clandestine
airstrips — particularly in border areas between Peru, Brazil, and Colombia - facilitate the movement of
illicit goods, supplies, and armed actors. In many cases, these routes overlap with formal development
projects, creating “dual-use” dynamics that accelerate territorial invasion and exploitation, as seen in
projects such as Highway UC-105 and the Iquitos-Putumayo corridor.'®

These dynamics are reinforced by national policy and regulatory decisions. In Brazil, gold laundering
schemes have been enabled by weak oversight and permissive frameworks, particularly during the
administration of Jair Bolsonaro, when policies favored mining expansion, including in Indigenous
territories.’® In Venezuela, the state’s promotion of the Orinoco Mining Arc as an economic diversification
strategy, in a context of weak regulation, has facilitated the presence of armed actors exercising territorial
control.’®®

In Peru, protracted mining formalization regimes, regulatory gaps, and permissive administrative decisions
have effectively served as incentives for the expansion of illegal mining.'*° Likewise, recent reforms —
known as “anti-forestry laws” — have relaxed controls on land use, facilitating deforestation and weakening
the state’s capacity to prevent and punish crimes affecting the environment, while the so-called “pro-crime
laws” hinder the investigation of organized crime.'*!

These structural conditions translate into concrete patterns of collusion. Indigenous authorities, such
as those of the Wampis Autonomous Territorial Government, have reported the involvement of police
in illegal mining and logging activities, even going so far as to arrest some of them.'*? In Kakataibo
territories, overlapping interests between criminal actors, economic actors, and state omissions have
driven dispossession and deforestation.'*?

Recent cases also highlight the direct involvement of former members of security forces in criminal
networks, such as the arrest of a former major in the Peruvian National Police linked to an illegal mining
camp with high-caliber weapons in Condorcanqui.’* In Putumayo, Indigenous communities report high
levels of distrust in local institutions, given that armed groups have managed to co-opt sectors, particularly

Credits: Agencia Andina.




within the security forces. Incidents such as the capture of Colonel Elkin Alfonso Argote in an official
vehicle alongside alias “Gargola”,'*® leader of one of the armed groups — reinforce this perception.

Taken together, these patterns show that the expansion of organized crime in the Amazon is not only
the result of state absence, but also of specific forms of state action and omission. Regulatory gaps,
infrastructure development, and tolerance of illicit practices contribute — directly or indirectly — to the
consolidation of criminal governance, undermining institutional legitimacy and Indigenous territorial rights.

5.6. Militarization and Security Responses

Recent evidence suggests that the most effective responses to illicit economies in the Amazon

are those that combine law enforcement with regional cooperation and the active participation of
Indigenous Peoples. Integrated approaches — linking territorial control with the dismantling of criminal
networks — have shown tangible results. In Brazil's Roraima state, for example, coordinated actions with
Indigenous organizations led to a 94% reduction in illegal mining over two years, alongside the seizure of
infrastructure and financial assets.'*®

However, there has been a growing shift toward militarized and securitized approaches, often framed
under narratives such as the “war on narco-terrorism.” International human rights bodies have raised
concerns that equating organized crime with terrorism risks justifying disproportionate use of force and
weakening human rights safeguards.’#” While such operations may produce short-term visibility, their
long-term effectiveness remains limited: illicit economies adapt, relocate, and persist, while underlying
drivers remain unaddressed.'*®

In practice, militarization has significantly increased risks for civilian populations. Cases such as the Alto
Remanso operation in Colombia’s Putumayo region — where a 2022 military intervention resulted in the
deaths of civilians — illustrate these dangers.'*® Similarly, operations linked to the “war on drugs” have led
to reports of injuries, destruction of civilian property, and the killing of an Indigenous Awa teenager during
a crop eradication campaign in Villagarzon in 2020."%°

The situation in Ecuador is particularly concerning. In 2026, the United Nations Committee on Enforced
Disappearances expressed alarm over at least 51 cases of enforced disappearance between 2024 and
2025, allegedly involving security forces in a context of intensified militarization and repeated states of
emergency.'® Additional reports point to torture, arbitrary detention, and possible extrajudicial executions
linked to security operations within the “internal armed conflict."'5?

At the same time, increased international security cooperation — such as partnerships between

Ecuador and the United States — has raised further concerns. In March 2026, a bombing in San Martin
(Sucumbios), targeting a suspected armed actor, actually struck a cattle ranch affecting nearby rural
communities.’® Human rights organizations reported cases of torture, property destruction, and arbitrary
detention in the aftermath, highlighting serious shortcomings in civilian protection.'** In this context,
President Daniel Noboa has publicly questioned these allegations, dismissing them as “ideological bias”
and framing the state’s actions as necessary to address high levels of violence.'®®

The region now faces a critical choice: to deepen multidimensional, rights-based security approaches
grounded in territorial governance and participation, or to revert to predominantly militarized strategies
that have historically proven costly and ineffective. Experiences such as Plan Colombia and the “war on
drugs” in Mexico demonstrate the risks of the latter, including increased violence, human rights violations,
and limited impact on illicit economies.
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In this context, it is essential to reaffirm that any security strategy must be grounded in a collective rights
approach and developed with the full, effective participation of Indigenous Peoples. Their consultation and
leadership are not only legal obligations but also essential conditions for sustainable territorial governance
and lasting security.

Cross-border guard at the Brazil-Peru border. Credits: Alexandre Cruz-Noronha
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6. INDIGENOUS RESPONSES FOR TERRITORIAL
PROTECTION AND SELF-GOVERNANCE

Across Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela, Indigenous Peoples are not only
disproportionately affected by the expansion of illicit economies, armed conflict, and organized crime —
they are also actively developing territorial responses to protect life, land, and systems of governance.

These responses are rooted in self-governance and autonomy, combining ancestral authority, customary
law, territorial management systems, community-based control mechanisms, and regional organizational
networks. In contexts where state presence is weak, fragmented, or primarily coercive, these systems play
essential roles in social regulation, conflict prevention, territorial monitoring, and collective defense against
armed actors and illicit economies.

FIGURE 4: Indigenous responses to the threats of illicit economies, criminal governance and
militarized state responses
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6.1. Indigenous Self-Governance and Territorial Governance

In the territories analyzed, Indigenous governance systems function as the first line of defense against
the expansion of illicit economies. These systems include traditional authorities, community assembilies,
collective decision-making processes, and normative frameworks that regulate access to, use of, and
control over territory.
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In contexts of limited state presence, these structures go beyond internal governance: they enable conflict
resolution, establish rules for engagement with external actors, and coordinate collective responses to
emerging threats.

In the territory of the Wampis people in Peru, strengthened self-governance has enabled the development
of territorial control mechanisms to confront illegal mining and logging. These include regulating access
to the territory, community surveillance, and coordinated responses to incursions. Crucially, this process
is guided by a shared collective vision (plan de vida), which defines long-term priorities for territorial
protection and community well-being. While these governance systems are grounded in international
Indigenous rights standards, they still lack full legal recognition at the national level.'®

Similarly, in the Munduruku Indigenous Territory in Brazil, communities have advanced territorial self-
demarcation processes and established Indigenous monitoring systems to resist illegal gold mining,
reinforcing their own norms for territorial protection.

In the Yurua region, along the Peru-Brazil border, Indigenous communities have assumed direct territorial
control functions in response to state inaction. Actions such as the occupation of a border surveillance
post reflect both the urgency of the threats — drug trafficking, illegal logging, and other illicit economies
- and the capacity of Indigenous organizations to mobilize collectively.'®” Decision-making processes are
carried out through community assemblies and coordinated by representative Indigenous organizations,
ensuring legitimacy and collective ownership.

These experiences demonstrate that Indigenous self-governance systems are not only cultural or
administrative structures — they are central to territorial security and resilience in the face of organized
crime. However, their effectiveness remains constrained by limited legal recognition, weak coordination
with state institutions, and ongoing risks of criminalization and retaliation by armed actors.

= I~ i <
Indigenous guard in Munduruku territory. Credits: Amazon Watch
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6.2. Community Actions and Systems for Territorial Protection
and Control

Across the territories analyzed, Indigenous Peoples have developed increasingly robust systems of
surveillance, monitoring, and territorial control in response to the expansion of illicit economies and the
presence of armed actors. These systems combine community-based structures — such as Indigenous
Guards — with growing use of technical tools, including satellite monitoring, mobile technologies, early
warning systems, and systematic evidence collection.

In contexts of weak or absent state presence, these mechanisms often constitute the primary — if not the
only — form of territorial governance and protection. They regulate access, document environmental and
social impacts, and coordinate collective responses to incursions by external actors.

In the Kichwa communities of Napo (Ecuador), Indigenous organizations have established monitoring
networks that document the impacts of illegal mining, generate early warnings — including on public
health — and strengthen local response capacities. Similarly, in the Munduruku Indigenous Territory
(Brazil), communities combine territorial patrols with systematic data collection to track the expansion of
illegal mining, demonstrating increasing technical capacity to monitor and expose illicit activities.

In Peru, these systems play a strategic role. The Kakataibo people have strengthened surveillance

and response mechanisms in response to drug trafficking in the Aguaytia and Pichis-Palcazu basins,
while the Wampis Nation has consolidated territorial control through structures such as the Charip
Guard, which conducts patrols and direct interventions against illegal activities.'®® Initiatives involving
coordinated operations between state forces and Indigenous self-defense groups have also been
documented in the case of Ucayali in Peru, by the Shipibo, Kakataibo, and Ashaninka peoples.
However, these remain sporadic actions, and often only occur after significant advocacy by the affected
communities.

Where coordination with state institutions exists, results can be significant. In Brazil, initiatives such as
the Casa do Governo program in Yanomami territory illustrate the potential of integrating Indigenous
monitoring systems with inter-institutional operations. Evidence from across the Amazon also shows that
community-led satellite monitoring can significantly reduce deforestation when supported by institutional
responses.'®®

Taken together, these systems are not only persistent but increasingly sophisticated and strategic,
constituting a central component of security in Amazonian Indigenous territories. In the case of Peru,
these processes are coordinated with the Early Warning System managed by AIDESEP. However, their
effectiveness remains limited by a lack of legal recognition, weak coordination with the state, and the risks
of criminalization, reinforcing the need to move toward collective protection approaches that strengthen
the role of Indigenous peoples in preventing illicit economies.

6.3. Political and Legal Advocacy and Human Rights Mechanisms

In addition to territorial strategies, Indigenous Peoples resort to legal and political mechanisms to defend
their territories and demand the fulfillment of their rights. In several of the cases analyzed, Indigenous
organizations have initiated legal actions, filed complaints with national and international human rights
bodies, and engaged in advocacy efforts aimed at raising awareness of violations, combined with pressure
and mobilization campaigns, to halt illicit or extractive activities and demand effective protective measures.
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In Ecuador, Indigenous organizations and social collectives have filed lawsuits against extractive projects
in Napo, securing court rulings that recognize rights violations and order the suspension of mining
activities.'®® However, the implementation of these rulings has been limited, leading organizations to
supplement them with mobilization, community monitoring, and international advocacy.

Similarly, in Brazil, the Munduruku people have coordinated legal and territorial strategies to defend

their territory, including self-demarcation processes and complaints filed with national authorities and
international bodies in response to the advance of illegal mining. These actions reflect the combined use
of legal tools and territorial control mechanisms in the face of an inadequate state response.

In the case of the Kakataibo people in Peru, Indigenous organizations have resorted to political advocacy
and complaints to national and international bodies to highlight violence against territorial defenders and
demand protective measures. This situation led to the adoption of precautionary measures by the Inter-
American Commission on Human Rights, which recognize the serious and urgent risk faced by Kakataibo
leaders and order the Peruvian state to adopt measures to protect their lives and physical integrity.'®

Similarly, in the Colombian department of Putumayo, Indigenous Peoples have turned to legal actions and
constitutional mechanisms — such as tutela — to demand the protection of their territorial, environmental,
and right-to-life rights in the face of armed groups and illicit economies. Likewise, judicial bodies have
recognized the situation of risk and the need to adopt collective protection measures, although their
implementation faces obstacles in contexts of persistent violence and territorial control by armed
groups.'6?

From the border between Peru and Brazil, the Jurua/Yurua/Alto Tamaya Cross-Border Commission has
promoted advocacy efforts in defense of territorial rights and socio-biodiversity, presenting proposals

to both governments. It also played a key role in the litigation that halted a road project on the Brazilian
side of the border due to its severe socio-environmental impacts.'®® At the international level, during
COP30 in Belém do Para, the Commission signed a letter of intent with ACTO to strengthen Indigenous
governance, information exchange, and territorial protection.'®*

These cases demonstrate that the legal and political actions of Indigenous Peoples constitute a fundamental
component of territorial defense in the Amazon. However, their effectiveness depends largely on the state’s
capacity to ensure compliance with judicial decisions and international measures, guarantee the protection
of those who advocate for them, and fully recognize Indigenous territorial rights and autonomy.

6.4. Territorial Economies and the Material Foundations of
Autonomy

Territorial protection does not depend solely on security or governance mechanisms, but also on the
strengthening of Indigenous economies. Community-based production systems, such as traditional agriculture,
agroforestry systems, community fishing, and other forms of local production, constitute the material basis that
enables the maintenance of territorial autonomy and reduces dependence on illicit economies. A Colombian
leader notes:

“These activities have been replacing our own economies, making us dependent
on them. And with that, we are also losing our capacity for self-governance”
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In several Amazonian territories, the expansion of illicit economies is linked to contexts of structural
poverty, lack of access to markets, and the absence of public policies that strengthen community
economies. This dynamic is also observed in territories of the Kakataibo people, where the expansion of
drug trafficking has overlapped with incomplete land titling processes, placing pressure on community

economies and the continuity of Indigenous ways of life.

Cocoa production in Napo. Credits: Amazon Watch / Yeimy Araque Contreras

In Putumayo, the Inga people of
Villagarzon have been promoting
proposals for their own economies
that allow them to strengthen

their autonomy and the exercise

of ancestral governance; their
approach includes consolidation

in the local market with Indigenous
products from the region —
particularly Amazonian fruits — for
processing and use in a variety of
production chains. However, state
support remains scarce.

In Condorcanqui, the Wampis

have promoted economic activities
within the framework of the
Autonomous Territorial Government
and their vision of “Tarima Pujut,"'®®
while Awajun women resist the
advance of illegal mining by
preserving their ceramic tradition,
which sustains their cultural identity
and generates income in the face
of territorial degradation. Despite
mercury contamination and the
lack of state support, they continue
to organize and denounce the
impacts of this activity on their
communities and livelihoods.'%®

For this reason, Indigenous
organizations have argued that
strengthening sustainable territorial
economies is a central condition for
the protection of the territory and
the continuity of their ways of life.

6.5. Inter-community Alliances and Indigenous Cooperation for

Territorial Defense

In the territories analyzed, Indigenous Peoples have strengthened forms of inter-community and inter-
ethnic cooperation as a strategy to counter the expansion of illicit economies and armed actors. These
alliances enable the pooling of resources, the sharing of information, the coordination of surveillance
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efforts, and the expansion of the territorial reach of community responses, especially in contexts where
threats extend beyond the boundaries of a single territory.

In Peru, the Indigenous guards of the Kakataibo, Shipibo-Konibo, and Ashaninka peoples have developed
mutual support mechanisms to counter drug trafficking, illegal logging, and territorial occupation. This
includes training in patrolling, GPS use, evidence collection, and early warning systems, as well as joint
patrols, information sharing, and support in the face of threats. They have also strengthened their political
advocacy through alliances with organizations such as ORAU and AIDESEP.

The alliance between the Yanomami, Munduruku, and Kayapo6 peoples emerged in response to the
advance of illegal mining, coordinating actions to highlight the invasion of their territories, mercury
contamination, and its social and health impacts. Through Indigenous organizations and alliances with civil
society, they launched campaigns, reports, and complaints at the national and international levels. 17

Within the territory, they strengthened Indigenous monitoring and surveillance through patrols, the use of
drones, georeferencing, and early warning systems. These actions, along with mobilizations and political
advocacy, helped pressure the Brazilian government and generate more visible interventions in affected
areas, especially in Yanomami territory.

In cross-border contexts, these dynamics take on special relevance. In the Yurua area (Peru-Brazil border),
Indigenous organizations have promoted coordination spaces to address illicit economies such as drug
trafficking, illegal logging, and mining. Within this framework, the Jurua/Yurua/Alto Tamaya Cross-Border
Commission emerged — a network led by Indigenous peoples from both countries aimed at defending
socio-biodiversity in this Amazonian region.

Formalized in 2021, the Commission consolidates an alliance based on an integrated vision of the
territory and collective action. It has organized binational meetings, conducted socio-environmental
assessments, and launched advocacy initiatives with both governments, focused on territorial protection,
organizational strengthening, and the defense of rights. Its actions are based on consensus decisions
and are represented by Indigenous organizations such as OPIRJ and Apiwtxa (Brazil), and ORAU and
Aconadiysh (Peru). Together, they have acted against the highway plans and pushed for the restoration
of the Hito 38 border checkpoint — in the face of state neglect — to reactivate border control and create a
Cross-Border Indigenous Guard.'¢®

6.6. Spirituality

In the face of the expansion of illicit economies and violence, spirituality is a fundamental response
strategy for self-protection, care, conflict resolution, and territorial defense. These practices include
ceremonies, strict diets, and rituals of alliance with the spirits of plants, animals, waterfalls, and others.
They seek physical protection and protection against “spiritual harm,” while also strengthening physical,
mental, and spiritual health in contexts where family, leadership, and personal spheres are deeply affected.
Many of these ceremonies also aim to analyze threat scenarios and envision response strategies.

In Putumayo, the Siona perform ceremonies with the ancestral yagé plant and gather in Spiritual Thinking
Mingas, which allow them to analyze territorial contexts, risks, and necessary actions, as well as engage
in protective exercises against the constant threats they face due to the armed presence in their territory.
Similarly, the Inga in Villagarzon have been strengthening territorial protection processes through spiritual
spaces, thereby fostering complementarity between the spiritual practices of the elders and the physical
actions they carry out with the Wasikamas (Indigenous guards).
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From this perspective, the defense of the territory is inseparable from its spiritual dimension, since the
territory is not conceived solely as a physical space or economic resource, but as a living being. These
responses strengthen community cohesion, guide decision-making, and sustain ways of life in the face
of high-pressure and violent contexts, reaffirming the autonomy and cultural continuity of Indigenous
Peoples.

Spiritual ceremony. Credits: Amazon Watch.
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7. CONCLUSIONS

1. Expansion, Convergence, and Territorial Control by Organized Crime in the Amazon
- lllicit activities such as illegal mining, drug trafficking, logging, and others function as
interconnected systems that share routes, infrastructure, financing, and armed protection to
supply global markets. Criminal networks have consolidated territorial control over vast areas,
exercising de facto forms of governance that regulate economies, control corridors, and impose
coercive mechanisms on local populations, especially in Indigenous territories.

2. Structural and existential impacts on Indigenous Peoples, their rights, territories, and
ways of life - Indigenous Peoples face cumulative impacts on their rights, territories, and ways
of life. The expansion of these economies generates violence against leaders, pollution, health
impacts, food insecurity, and the weakening of self-governance, putting their survival at risk.

3. There are differentiated impacts on Indigenous children and women, as well as on
Peoples in Isolation or Initial Contact and Transboundary Indigenous Peoples - There
are aggravated impacts on Indigenous women, children, and adolescents, as well as on peoples in
isolation or initial contact and transboundary peoples, whose contexts increase their vulnerability
and the risk to their physical and cultural survival.

4. The predominant state responses of militarization and securitization have been
counterproductive - Strategies focused solely on militarization and short-term operations have
failed to dismantle the economic and logistical structures that sustain illicit economies. On the
contrary, repressive approaches have generated further pressures and impacts on Indigenous
Peoples and their rights. In this context, the limitations of state action cannot be understood solely
as institutional weaknesses; rather, they reflect a broader environment in which weak institutional
frameworks and regulatory gaps facilitate systemic corruption and the co-optation of spaces of power
by organized crime, enabling the persistence and consolidation of these economies in the territories.

5. Indigenous Peoples are developing their own territorial responses with a view to
strengthening self-governance - In the face of state neglect, complicity, and misguided
policies, Indigenous Peoples have developed their own responses to protect themselves from
these impacts. Community surveillance systems, territorial self-governance, environmental
monitoring, and territorial defense networks constitute fundamental mechanisms for the protection
of Amazonian territories, including cross-border coordination.

6. Indigenous governance as a central pillar of the solution, which must be supported,
recognized, and legitimized within institutional spaces - The protection of Indigenous
territories in the face of the expansion of illicit economies faces serious practical limitations that go
beyond the formal recognition of rights. In different contexts, conditions of violence, pressure from
illegal actors, and institutional weaknesses hinder the effective exercise of self-governance and
territorial control by Indigenous Peoples. While Indigenous governance is essential for creating
alternatives to illicit economies and containing criminal governance, it requires recognition,
support, funding, and coordination with State protection mechanisms.

7. Transnational dimension of the problem and limits of national responses - The Amazon
has become a strategic space for transnational criminal networks that operate with high mobility
and adaptability, linked to global markets and cross-border dynamics. In this context, exclusively
national responses are insufficient, highlighting the need to strengthen regional and international
cooperation to effectively address these illicit economies.
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8. RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Effective and binding participation of Indigenous Peoples - States and the international
community must ensure the effective participation of Indigenous Peoples in security policies
and decisions affecting their territories, respecting the right to consultation and to free, prior,
and informed consent, in accordance with the provisions of ILO Convention 169 and the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Likewise, it is essential to strengthen
Indigenous governments and coordination with the state so that responses to organized crime
protect their territories, rights, and ways of life, without causing negative impacts.

2. Recognition and strengthening of Indigenous territorial governance and local
economies - Amazonian states must fully recognize Indigenous territories, their authorities,
and self-governance systems in accordance with international standards, and strengthen their
territorial protection mechanisms — such as Indigenous guards and monitoring systems — through
appropriate regulatory frameworks, funding, and guarantees for their autonomy. Likewise, they
must promote intercultural coordination with Indigenous justice systems and territorial planning,
respecting their autonomy and incorporating cross-border approaches where appropriate. Finally,
it is essential to prioritize the titling of territories and the strengthening of Indigenous economies
before implementing eradication or alternative development initiatives.

3. Ensure collective protection and territorial security - Protection strategies in Indigenous
contexts must move beyond an individual approach and adopt a collective perspective on risk,
strengthening community mechanisms for surveillance, monitoring, and territorial defense.
This involves implementing territorial protection policies that include early warning systems,
participatory environmental monitoring, and support for community structures, as well as
prioritizing the titling and regularization of territories as a preventive measure. Finally, measures
to protect the territories of Peoples in solation and Initial Contact should be strengthened, in
coordination with the peoples and communities living within their territorial boundaries.

4. Ensure the protection of Indigenous women, girls, boys, and youth - Responses to
organized crime in the Amazon must incorporate an approach that recognizes the differentiated
impacts on Indigenous women, girls, boys, and adolescents, who face sexual violence,
trafficking, and recruitment as forms of territorial control. In this context, States must implement
comprehensive prevention and protection strategies, including programs for women defenders,
victim support services, the prevention of youth recruitment, and measures that safeguard
community ways of life.

5. Security with an intercultural approach and complementarity between state
systems and Indigenous self-protection, rather than militarization approaches - It is
recommended that states adopt responses to organized crime that, even when they contemplate
the use of force as a necessary component of law enforcement, are governed by human rights
standards and respect for the collective rights of Indigenous Peoples, ensuring consultation,
coordination, and joint planning. Likewise, militarized approaches should be avoided, and priority
should be given to comprehensive strategies with an intercultural approach that strengthen
territorial governance, ensuring that any law enforcement action is lawful, necessary, and
proportionate and minimizes negative impacts.

6. Regional cooperation and protection of transboundary Indigenous territories - It is
recommended to strengthen regional cooperation among Amazonian states to address the
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transnational nature of organized crime, through permanent coordination mechanisms in border
areas, information exchange, and joint monitoring, such as within the framework of ACTO and the
Andean Community (CAN). These actions must include the participation of Indigenous authorities
and respect their right to cross-border cooperation, in accordance with Article 36 of the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

7. Supply chain control and multilateral cooperation - Addressing the convergence of
organized crime and illegal extractive economies requires strengthening state due diligence,
combating corruption, and improving supply chain control through traceability systems for
resources such as gold and timber, as well as strengthening coordination among environmental
prosecutors’ offices, financial intelligence units, and agencies specializing in organized crime.
At the international level, it is essential to integrate frameworks for human rights, environmental
protection, and the fight against organized crime, systematically incorporating the impacts on
Indigenous territories and ensuring the participation of their organizations in these processes,
such as in the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (UNTOC).
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Kakataibo Indigenous Guard.
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9. ANNEXES

International Meeting of Defenders: Indigenous Autonomies Facing lllicit Economies

Pucallpa Declaration
In Defense of Life, Territories, and the Right to Self-Determination of Indigenous Peoples

We, representatives of various organizations and Indigenous Self-Governments from Brazil, Colombia,
Ecuador, and Peru, gathered at the International Meeting of Defenders held in the city of Pucallpa on
February 23 and 24, declare the following before our states and the international community:

We denounce that the expansion of illicit economies, organized crime, territorial dispossession, and the
imposition of extractive projects seriously violate our rights, generate violence against our authorities, and
weaken our self-governance structures. They impact the cultural life of our peoples, their spirituality, and
their traditional ways of life. These economies are facilitated by infrastructure projects and illegal roads
built without consultation with the affected peoples.

We have assessed the grave threats posed by illicit economies in our territories and conclude that self-
determination, the exercise of self-government, and effective territorial control by Indigenous Peoples are
the best ways to contain and reverse the environmental and humanitarian crisis facing the Amazon due to
the advance of drug trafficking, mining, illegal logging, and other activities that deplete our forests.

These conditions are expressions of rights recognized in ILO Convention 169 and the UN Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, but they are not adequately implemented by all our states.

We reaffirm our decision to strengthen territorial governance, our Indigenous guards, our knowledge
systems, our own justice systems, and our community-based self-protection practices. Protection must be
collective, territorial, and community-centered, recognizing our authorities and without subordination.

We maintain that the response to illicit economies is the strengthening of our own Indigenous,
regenerative, and sustainable economies, based on our ancestral knowledge and ways of life. We
demand full legal security for our territories, fair markets for our production, and direct funding for our
initiatives.

There is no autonomy without the full participation of Indigenous women. We commit to guaranteeing
their leadership, eradicating all forms of violence, and strengthening their economic and political
independence.

* Therefore, we demand that states and international institutions:

* They must address this emergency with genuine commitment, curbing the growing influence and
corruption of illegal economies over their own executive, legislative, military, and police institutions.

» Effective respect for self-determination. All countries must recognize the territorial integrity and legal
status of Indigenous peoples and their representative institutions within their states’ systems of
government.

* The effective participation of Indigenous peoples in the design, implementation, and evaluation of
all policies regarding security, the control of illegal economies, and the promotion of projects in our
territories at the national and international levels.
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*  The implementation of mechanisms to protect defenders with sufficient budget and operational
capacity; the investigation of violations of the lives and rights of defenders; and the identification
of the causes of violence to end impunity. Legal recognition must be given to our own security and
justice systems. Peru and other countries that have not yet signed the Escazi Agreement must also
sign it.

We call on the international community and our allies to respect our agendas, strengthen our capacities
for self-governance, and support our initiatives without imposing external approaches or development
projects that are alien to our interests. This includes advancing environmental policies and climate
agreements that respect our self-determination.

Defending our territory is defending life.
Indigenous territorial autonomy is the best solution to the environmental and social crisis in the Amazon.
Self-determination is a prerequisite for justice and intercultural democracy.

Issued in Pucallpa, on the 24th day of February 2026.

Community visit during the Pucallpa meeting. Credits: Amazon Watch
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The Amazon Crime campaign exposes how transnational criminal networks drive
deforestation, violence, and corruption across the Amazon through illicit economies such as
illegal mining, logging, and drug trafficking. It advances a rights-based strategy that centers
Indigenous territorial governance as a crucial element of any response against these
criminal systems, while supporting concrete, community-led responses on the
ground—including protection, monitoring, solar connectivity, and territorial governance
initiatives. These efforts, however, require sustained support and protection from
governments and the international community. The campaign therefore links territorial
defense strategies directly to advocacy efforts, elevating frontline solutions to confront
environmental crime and defend the Amazon.

GO OO 000 LI AIEAEOrE
DIGENAS DE LA CUENCA AMAZO

- A ]f /
= m ) “SLids -
\! N . CONFEDERACION DE ) Pl COMISSAD
= : NACIONALIDADES INDIGENAS s = )
AIDESEP DEL ECUADOR CONFENIAE TIIAIISFIII)IITEIIII[}A

TERRITORIO
JUSTICIA'Y LIBERTAD

Pt

.‘T
N
v

4

A

A‘; ""
) ‘?. r“

/\

-y





