
                                                                  
 
Annex 1. 

Towards the exercise of Local Communities´ rights: a proposal for identification and self-
identification built from scratch and in a participatory way in Latin America * 

 
Since the 1980s, especially in the international arena, the narrative about local communities began to 
be built as a very general reference to human collectives in rural areas that did not belong to indigenous 
peoples. 

The first Conference of the United Nations Organization on Environment and Development (UNCED), 
held in Brazil in 1992, and which was one of the most relevant events of the decade, boosted 
dramatically the participation of civil society in the great global problems, initiating an opening process 
to the participation of different social actors in multilateral organizations and at a national level in many 
countries. 

Better known as the Rio Earth Summit, the conference also positioned sustainable development as a 
new paradigm and was innovative in uniting the discussion on environmental issues with that of the 
development model. At this summit, the creation of the major conventions and agreements on the 
environmental agenda was agreed: the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC), the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and the Convention to Combat Desertification 
and Drought and Agenda 21, also known as Program 21, was approved. Ten of the 40 chapters of 
Agenda 21 are dedicated to social participation and the term local communities is mentioned 68 times, 
however, they are not included within the so-called 9 Main Groups: 

1. Business and Industrial Non-Governmental Organizations (BINGO) 

2. Non-Governmental Environmental Organizations (ENGO) 

3. Farmer Organizations (with provisional recognition) 

4. Indigenous Peoples Organizations (IPO) 

5. Local and Municipal Government Authorities (LGMA) 

6. Non-Governmental Research and Independent Organizations (RINGO) 

7. Women and Gender 

8. Non-Governmental Trade Union Organizations (TUNGO) 

9. Non-Governmental Youth Organizations (YOUNGO) 

 

* Document resulting from the analysis panel of the proposed criteria for the definition of local communities in the framework of the 
Latin American Regional Meeting: Local communities against climate change. 



                                                                  
 
Subsequently, especially in the UNFCCC and the CBD, the rights and importance of Local Communities 
have been explicitly recognized, for example, in the so-called Cancun Safeguards, which are part of the 
agreements of the COP 16 of the UNFCCC and more recently, with the approval of the creation of the 
Platform of Local Communities and Indigenous Peoples within the Convention on Climate Change. 

However, despite all this recognition process of the importance and rights of Local Communities, a 
fundamental element is missing: a consensus on the criteria for identification and self-identification of 
Local Communities, since rights cannot be exercised if there is no clarity on who is the subjects of rights. 

With this background, organizations from Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras and Colombia, have 
coordinated to participate, as guests, in the process of the Platform of Local Communities and 
Indigenous Peoples and have collectively built a first proposal of definition or criteria for the 
identification and self-identification of Local Communities. 

This proposal was presented at the Workshop “Enhancing the participation of local communities, in 
addition to indigenous peoples, in the local communities and indigenous people platform” organized in 
Bonn, Germany in 2019. 

Continuing with this process, organizations from Brazil, Colombia, Guatemala, Honduras and Mexico, 
representatives of Local Communities, proposed to organize a regional meeting to discuss and build 
among all a proposal to define this important social sector, from their own representative 
organizations, that would allow promoting the recognition and exercise of their rights, as well as 
agreeing on the general lines of a work plan for the future. 

As the preparation of this regional meeting, we organized a preparatory virtual workshop held on July 
31, 2020, in which a working document was updated on the identification and self-identification criteria 
that would allow those attending the regional meeting to have a base document for discussion. 

The Latin American Regional Meeting: Local Communities Facing Climate Change was held on October 
1 and 2, 2020 with the participation of 40 delegates from organizations from Brazil, Chile, Colombia, 
Guatemala, Honduras, and Mexico. In the same way, representatives of the Support Team of the 
Platform of Local Communities and Indigenous Peoples of the UNFCCC were present; the Secretariat of 
the CBD, the National Forestry Commission - CONAFOR and the Commission for the Knowledge and Use 
of Biodiversity of the Government of Mexico. Likewise, academics from the University of North Carolina 
(USA) and the Chapingo Autonomous University (Mexico) and representatives of organizations of 
Indigenous Peoples of Panama, Guatemala and Mexico participated and, sent messages of solidarity 
and encouragement in this process. 

The meeting allowed to gather the opinions and messages of the representatives of local community 
organizations with all the diversity of their voices regarding the criteria of identification and self-
identification: Afro-descendants in Colombia, Brazil and Chile, those from forest and ountryside 
communities in Mexico and Guatemala and from agroforestry communities in Honduras. 



                                                                  
In addition to the representative organizations of local communities´voices, the discussion was 
enriched with the participation of academics, representatives of the UNFCCC and the CBD, as well as 
government representatives and indigenous peoples´ representatives. 

The material that has been generated allows monitoring of the local community agenda from different 
approaches and for different specific purposes. However, in this situation we aspire for the definition 
of local communities to be incorporated into the body of binding and declarative instruments of the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), as well as the United Nations 
system, other multilateral organizations and of the legal framework of the different countries. 

This incorporation into the body of both international and national legal instruments, also known as 
positive law, is a fundamental condition to advance in the recognition of local communities´ rights, but 
especially in their exercise. 

For this definition proposal to clearly identify local communities as subjects of law and considering the 
polysemic of the word community, the proposal must have the following characteristics: 

- Semantic and syntactic univocity. That is, it should be avoided that a word or phrase is 
understood or interpreted in various ways and therefore gives rise to doubts, confusion or 
uncertainty. 

- Lexical economy. It is about using all and only the necessary words, avoiding repetitions and 
redundancies. 

- Conceptual precision. In other words, the use of exact terms together with semantic and 
syntactic uniqueness will allow us to avoid ambiguities. 

 

Considering these desirable characteristics, we propose the following definition. 

Local communities are collectivities of people who meet the following criteria or who have the following 
attributes, which are necessary for their identification or self-identification 

1. Its members share substantial elements of a common history and project 

2. Its members are self-ascribed to the community and are recognized by it 

3. they collectively manage a territory in a sustained manner over time and with the prospect of 
maintaining or strengthening control of said management. 

4. They have an effective way of governance that defines the management of the territory, as 
well as the obligations and rights within the community, in relation to the territory. 

 

 



                                                                  
 We encourage all organizations from different countries in Latin America and the world to discuss and 
analyze our proposal. We also hope that it is welcomed by multilateral organizations and governments 
as a serious and careful effort so that the necessary steps are taken for the exercise of Local 
Communities and our brothers and sisters of indigenous organizations. We send them a message of 
solidarity; we extend our hand for collaborative relationships and alliance and we assure them that our 
process of organization and recognition and exercise of rights does not harm in any way their interests 
or their rights. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


