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Achieving just, equitable, and effective sustainability transformations requires diverse social
engagement. This paper identifies five key roles played by Indigenous Peoples and local communities
as agents of transformative change: embodying sustainable lifeways, resisting harm and defending
rights, extending their practices to influence broader systems, and offering foundational models for
care-oriented economies and governance. Through illustrative examples, we show how Indigenous
Peoples and local communities actively contribute to global transformation. We emphasize the
importance of engaging with a wide range of actors in supporting, expanding, and deepening these
contributions to realize meaningful, systemic change toward a sustainable and just future.

Transformative change is urgently needed to address the current global
polycrisis and advance a just and sustainable world1. Achieving equitable,
just and effective transformative change for sustainability demands enga-
ging diverse actors and plural forms of knowledge. This collaboration
enables the implementation of multiple actions across complementary
strategies to create synergistic pathways and effects in order to halt biodi-
versity loss and nature’s decline2. Given the context-specific nature of
transformative change, which operates across different scales, there are a
variety of roles for individuals and collectives to bring about a just and
sustainable world3,4.

In this Perspective, we analyse the vital roles that Indigenous Peoples
and local communities play in shaping and advancing transformative
change toward sustainability. We focus on Indigenous Peoples and local
communities as agents of transformative change because of the widely
recognized importance of employing diverse ways of knowing, being, and
relating for sustainability. Grounded in spirituality and relational cosmol-
ogies and rooted in deep, enduring relationships with territories and bio-
diversity, Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ knowledge systems
often foster a respectful, reciprocal coexistence with nature5,6. Over gen-
erations, these knowledge systems have supported the conservation and
sustainable use of nature7–10. As a result, a considerable portionof theworld’s
biodiversity is found within landscapes and seascapes that are traditionally
owned, managed, used, or occupied by Indigenous Peoples and local

communities11,12. Moreover, despite mounting pressures from resource
extraction and the rising incidence of harassment and violence13,14, nature is
declining more slowly on these lands than elsewhere15,16.

Centring on IndigenousPeoples’ and local communities’ contributions
is also an ethical imperative. Although in recent years Indigenous Peoples’
and local communities’ knowledge systems have started to gain some
recognition, with some influence in global environmental decision-
making16–18, Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ rights are routi-
nely violated in the name of economic development14. Indigenous Peoples
and local communities also face large barriers to full participation in bio-
diversity policymaking, not only at regional andglobal levels but evenwithin
their lands19,20. Moreover, mainstream narratives on transformative change
rarely recognize Indigenous Peoples and local communities2,21,22. Instead,
non-Indigenous governance systems commonly marginalize and devalue
Indigenous knowledge systems, constraining self-determination and lim-
iting the potential of locally led, culturally grounded solutions23,24. For
transformative change to be both truly legitimate and effective, Indigenous
Peoples and local communities must not only be included, theymust play a
central role in shaping its direction and priorities.

This Perspective compiles and analyses existing evidence on the roles
that Indigenous Peoples and local communities play as agents of transfor-
mative change for sustainability. By centring Indigenous Peoples and local
communities, we aim to reframe prevailing narratives around who drives
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transformative change for sustainability. At the same time, we acknowledge
that overgeneralizations can bemisleading and that external pressures often
hinder communities’ ability to live in harmony with nature25.

Context
There is no universally accepted definition of Indigenous Peoples and the
term includes a large diversity of groups. In this work, we follow United
Nations guidelines, which have increasingly adopted self-identification by
individuals and their acceptance by a community as a primary defining
element26,27. Indigenous Peoples have rights that are recognized in inter-
national law, most notably the UNDeclaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples (UNDRIP). Similarly, the term local communities lacks a single,
agreed-upon definition, with interpretations varying in their degree of
inclusiveness of rural populations7,28. Given that this work focuses on
ontologies (i.e., ways of understanding and living reality or being), epis-
temologies (i.e., ways of knowing and producing knowledge), and values
(i.e., principles and priorities that guide what is considered important or
meaningful) that differ from western thinking and practices, we follow
IPBES guidelines which limits the term local communities to refer to ethnic
groupswho are “descended fromand identify with the original inhabitants of
a given region, in contrast to groups that have settled, occupied or colonized
the area more recently”29. The term local communities is especially relevant
where Indigenous Peoples lack legal recognition or the right to self-identify
as Indigenous, or where local groups have long and deep historical con-
nections to place and their management practices are traditionally devel-
oped and passed down through generations. It is important to note,
however, that the rights and status of Indigenous Peoples must not be
conflated with those of local communities. In line with established usage in
academic literature, reports, and online resources, and following Brondízio
et al.,7 we use the inclusive term ‘Indigenous Peoples and local communities’
(with or without a comma, as contextually appropriate) when speaking in
general terms. However, to avoid overgeneralization, we refer specifically to
Indigenous Peoples, local communities, or particular groups whenever
relevant.

ThisPerspectivebuilds on and expands theworkof the ‘Indigenous and
local knowledge’ (ILK) working group of the Intergovernmental Science
Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) Trans-
formative Change Assessment, which spent three years assessing transfor-
mative change, including the roles of Indigenous Peoples and local
communities as agents of change. We synthesize information from a wide
range of sources, including peer-reviewed and grey literature, websites,
artistic expressions, and other relevant materials. In addition to written
sources, we draw on insights from three IPBES Indigenous and local
knowledge dialogue workshops30–32. Despite challenges including power
imbalances, limited representation, and differing knowledge system, these
workshops offered meaningful opportunities for engagement between
Indigenous Peoples, local communities, and scientists on biodiversity
decision-making33. We acknowledge, however, that a predominant reliance
on written English-language sourcesmay have constrained the scope of our
research.

The working group comprises individuals from diverse nationalities,
disciplines, perspectives, and knowledge systems united by a shared com-
mitment to elevating, sharing, interweaving, and expanding the knowledge
of Indigenous Peoples and local communities in the care of nature. The
authors include both Indigenous and non-Indigenous contributors, many
of whom have long-standing relationships with Indigenous Peoples and
bring expertise from a range of disciplinary backgrounds. As a collective, we
acknowledge the dominant role that scientific epistemologies have histori-
cally played in shaping understandings of transformative change andnature
and recognize that Indigenous Peoples and local communities often con-
ceptualize them in fundamentally different ways. While this Perspective
explores how the role of Indigenous Peoples and local communities can be
more centrally situated within theories and practices of transformative
change, the interpretations offered reflect the authors’ perspectives and do
not claim to represent any specific group or speak on their behalf.

Challenge framing
Existing literature on transformative change for sustainability dis-
proportionately emphasizes the roles of certain actors in bringing about
transformative change, while largely neglecting others2. A recent review
based on a corpus of 4.2 million documents for the IPBES Transformative
Change Assessment found that only 12% of documents mentioning actors
driving transformative change refer to local communities and just 2.1%
mention Indigenous Peoples. In contrast, other actors appear much more
frequently; for example, business and the scientific community each appear
in approximately 30% of the documents2. Furthermore, the literature
inadequately presents themultiplicity of roles that different actors assume in
bringing about transformative change. For example, Indigenous Peoples
and local communities are often framed as passive recipients of change
rather than as active agents shaping policies, innovations, and governance
structures. There is no regional differentiation in the diverse roles of Indi-
genous Peoples as agents of change, even though these roles can vary
considerably depending on the extent to which national legislation recog-
nizes their rights. More broadly, Indigenous Peoples’ knowledges have
much less space in environmental policymaking compared to environ-
mental sciences and technologies34. Where Indigenous Peoples’ futures are
discussed, most publications are not led by Indigenous authors and are not
based on Indigenous-designed research approaches and methodologies35.
These narratives tend to focus narrowly on inclusion, rather than engaging
more broadly with the divers contributions of Indigenous Peoples. These
narrow framings and misrepresentations obscure a fuller understanding of
both current and potential future contributions by diverse actors, as well as
the richness of plural knowledge systems and ontologies36. A more com-
prehensive understanding of these roles is essential for fundamentally
reshaping governance in support of transformative change toward
sustainability37.

The IPBES Transformative Change Assessment identified five inter-
linked roles as essential for driving transformative change toward sustain-
ability: innovating and creating change, adopting and following change,
raising awareness, unlocking broader systemic shifts, and influencing
powerful actors4. These roles are presented as not mutually exclusive, since
actors may assume different roles depending on the opportunities available
to them. Moreover, roles can evolve over time and instances of transfor-
mative change often emerge from the interplay of multiple actors engaging
in different roles. In this Perspective, we challenge the notion that these five
roles fully capture the diverse and nuanced ways in which Indigenous
Peoples and local communities contribute to transformative change. While
this framework offers a valuable starting point, it largely reflects roles
available to actors operating within or reinforcing dominant systems. In
contrast, many Indigenous Peoples and local communities engage in efforts
that address the underlying causes of biodiversity loss and nature decline,
contributions that are not necessarily reflected in the roles outlined by the
Transformative Change Assessment.

We propose a revised framework that more accurately reflects the
diverse roles of Indigenous Peoples and local communities as agents of
transformative change for sustainability (Table 1). We do so while
acknowledging that our classification is only one of many possible
approaches to understanding roles, capacities, and responsibilities. At the
heart of the proposed framework is the concept of being change—the
recognition that many Indigenous Peoples and local communities embody
sustainable ontologies and lifeways that not only prefigure but can actively
inspire the kinds of transformations needed at multiple scales (Fig. 1). Two
roles protect and uphold Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’
capacity to sustain their ontologies and practices amid external pressures:
resisting exploitation and harms and defending rights. Two additional roles
extend and amplify Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ ontologies
and practices: shaping broader societal change and providing customary
foundations for care-oriented ways of organizing economies, governance,
and legal systems.

In the remainder of this Perspective, we elaborate on each of the five
roles, illustrating them with selected examples from around the world.
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While these roles are presented as analytically distinct, they are deeply
interconnected and often mutually reinforcing; most examples reflect
multiple roles inpractice. Rather than assigning a single role to each case, the
examples highlight how different roles manifest in practice within complex
social-ecological realities. These roles are both shaped by and responsive to
specific social, ecological, and political contexts, as well as the urgency and
scale of environmental degradation—factors we have considered in select-
ing examples. In thefinal section, we return to the critical question of how to
strengthen, expand, and deepen the roles of Indigenous Peoples and local
communities as agents of transformative change. We argue that doing so
requires a whole-of-society approach—one that mobilizes diverse actions
and fosters broad engagement across social actors in a collective commit-
ment to cultivating ‘right relations’: respectful, reciprocal, and accountable
relationships between people, communities, and the natural world that
support just and sustainable transformations38.

Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ roles as
agents of transformative change for sustainability
Being change
Many Indigenous Peoples and local communities embodyways of thinking,
organizing, and acting that align with principles of sustainability and ‘living
as’ nature1,39. These values and practices are often rooted in holistic
worldviews, where kinship relationships form the foundation of philoso-
phiesof life and guide efforts to live inharmonywithnature40–42. Embodying
sustainable ways of being contrast with the Western notion of “change
makers” and reflect a deep rooted mechanism of transformation, what we
describe as the role of being change. This role captures the dynamism
inherent in Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ ways of knowing
and being, which understand reality as ever-changing, relational, entangled
with the more-than-human world, and grounded in principles of care,
reciprocity, and interdependence43–45. These ways of being already embody
many of the values that visions for transformative change commonly seek to
achieve37,46. As such, they challenge the notion that all communities must
change47. This perspective was strongly emphasized during the IPBES
Indigenous and local knowledge dialogue workshops, where participants
emphasized that transformation is primarily needed in the knowledge
systems and structures of key sectors responsible for nature decline31,32.

For many Indigenous Peoples and local communities, relationships
with nature are deeply respected, as nature is regarded as a “revered space
where all forms of life—human and non-human—flourish and sustain one
another”48. Landscapes and other-than-human species are often regarded as
kin because of the webs of obligation and reciprocity and linkages to

ancestors31,49. During one of the dialogue workshops30, a representative of
the Sámi Council, illustrated this perspective through the concept of bir-
gejupmi—a guiding compass for living that emphasizes taking only what is
needed and respecting nature’s capacity for self-renewal (Fig. 2).

Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ relationships with nature
are reflected in biocultural practices that guide the integrated management
of social-ecological dimensions of life resulting in long-term
sustainability50–52. These practices are widespread and diverse. Examples
include Aboriginal fire management in northern Australia53, or the Himba
people’s rotational grazing system in Namibia54. Territories of life, ancestral
lands governed by Indigenous Peoples, are a powerful expression of these
biocultural approaches28. Territories of life exemplify relational ontologies
and care practices, affirming the agency and sacredness of land (Fig. 2).
These territories, along with the values and concepts embedded in Indi-
genous People’s praxis, offer living examples of what it means to be change.

The biocultural practices referencedhere are oftenmaintained through
customary governance systems that, despite being overlain, distorted, or
undermined by imposed State tenure regimes and extractive activities,
continue to play a vital role in supporting environmental care. These sys-
tems include local regulations, religious beliefs, symbolic practices, rituals,
taboos, and sanctions, often transmitted throughoral histories, festivals, and
ceremonies55. Customary governance may regulate specific activities
through collective norms or impose temporal or spatial restrictions on
access to certain species, areas, or natural elements. Customary governance
systems are often enforced through spiritual or cultural sanctions limiting
extraction and supporting biodiversity conservation56,57, as seen in the Kaja
Sacred Forest of the Mijikenda People, Kenya (Fig. 2), and have become
foundational to some conservation efforts, such as the Mapuche Con-
servation Area Len Ko Winkul Mapu58. Although a comprehensive global
assessment of the vitality of these customary governance systems is lacking,
research indicates that their effectiveness often hinges on the strength and
resilience of local institutions in responding to and resisting global pressures,
underscoring the importance of revitalizing and reinforcing them59.

Resisting exploitation and harms
Indigenous Peoples and local communities resist exploitation and harms60,
thereby protecting and upholding the capacity to sustain ontologies and
practices. Despite facing violence and systemic barriers that restrict their
ability to protest, vote, lobby, participate in decision-making processes, or
exercise sovereignty and autonomy, Indigenous Peoples and local com-
munities remain at the forefront of movements resisting systems driving
environmental degradation61. Through resistance, advocacy, and direct

Table 1 | Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ roles as agents of change

Role Description

Being change Many Indigenous Peoples and local communities embody diverse,
dynamic, and place-based ways of living that are rooted in care,
reciprocity, and responsibility toward kin, encompassing people, lands,
waters, and all forms of life.

Protect and uphold Indigenous Peoples’ and local
communities’ capacity to sustain their ontologies and
practices

Resisting exploitation and harms Through resistance, advocacy, and social movements, many Indigenous
Peoples and local communities confront activities that cause
environmental harm, assert their rights, and advance environmental
justice.

Defending rights Many Indigenous Peoples and local communities engage with existing
mechanisms—such as legal systems and policymaking processes—to
defend and advance their rights, as well as the rights of all life.

Extend and amplify Indigenous Peoples’ and local
communities’ ontologies and practices

Shaping broader societal change Many Indigenous Peoples and local communities influence broader
societal transformation through active engagement in environmental
action, while also inspiring processes of unlearning, reimagining, and
undoing dominant systems and worldviews around the world.

Providing customary foundations for
care-oriented ways of organizing

Many Indigenous Peoples and local communities uphold customary
practices and societal structures grounded in relationships with self,
others, spirits, ancestors, and all forms of life. These relational ways of
being offer foundational insights for reimagining governance, legal, and
economic systems rooted in reciprocity and care. They offer a paradigm
for regenerating people and/with nature.
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action, they challenge exploitative dominant systems and harms, not only
defending their rights and territories but also advancing broader struggles
for environmental justice14.

Indigenous Peoples have actively campaigned against extractive
activities and their impacts on health, often mobilizing to prevent the
establishment of extractive industries on their lands62. Notable examples
includeopposition fromthe Inupiat andGwich’in IndigenousPeoples in the
Arctic region of North America against oil drilling, as well as widespread
resistance to the Dakota Access, the Enbridge, the TransMountain, and the
Keystone XL pipelines62. Beyond fossil fuel projects, Indigenous Peoples-led
movements have also fought natural resource extraction. In Cambodia, the
Prey Lang Community Network, established in 2007 by Khmer and Kuy
Indigenous Peoples, has worked to safeguard Prey Lang Forest from illegal
logging, agro-industrial expansion, and mining63. In Russia, the Udege

people campaigned for the creation of the Bikin National Park to protect
their lands from exploitation (Fig. 3).

Many Indigenous Peoples and local communities have also challenged
conservation efforts that overlook justice, highlighting concerns about
power, responsibility, land governance, and the social costs of environ-
mental solutions—especially when these efforts lead to displacement, loss of
livelihoods, and the marginalization or erasure of Indigenous People’s
knowledge and values64–66. Several Indigenous Peoples’ and local commu-
nities’ movements have played a critical role in advancing the recognition
and adoption of rights-based conservation67 and advocating for equitable
conservation governance68,69. Many Indigenous Peoples have also actively
reclaimed rights over ancestral territories they have long cared for, as
exemplified with the Girjas case concerning Sami right to hunt and
fish (Fig. 3).

Fig. 1 | Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ roles as agents of transfor-
mative change for sustainability. This conceptual framework outlines five inter-
connected roles that Indigenous Peoples and local communities play as agents of
transformative change toward sustainability: Being change (purple), Resisting
exploitation and harm (orange), Defending rights (blue), Shaping broader societal
change (green), and Providing customary Foundations (red). Illustrations Being
change: Birgejupmi: Saami reindeer by Premditated / CC0 1.0; Territories of Life:
Territorios de vida image provided by Albert Maurilio Chan Dzul; Kaja Sacred
Forest: Kaya Kinondo, Sacred Forest, Kenya by Ninara / CC BY 2.0. Illustrations
Resisting exploitation and harm: Girjas: Saana, Kilpisjärvi, Lapland by Ninara / CC
BY 2.0, Consensus Study on the Co-Production of Environmental Knowledge: A
Diné woman in a traditional dress, on the rim of Grand Canyon, by NPS Photo/M.
Quinn / CC-BY-2.0; Bikin National Park: Bikin River by Russian.dissident / CC0.
Illustrations Defending rights: Central Arctic Ocean Fisheries Agreement: Royal

Canadian Mounted Police (R.C.M.P.) ship St. Roch in August on the Arctic Ocean /
Library and Archives Canada / CC BY 4.0; Escazú Agreement: Principio 10, Acuerdo
Escazú byGafotos / CCBY 3.0; The Subsidiary Body of Article 8j (SB8j):Capturando
el espíritu de la COP 16 by EcoActivismo / CC-BY-2.0. Illustrations Shaping broader
societal change: Salmon management: Rearguard Falls by D-Stanley / CC BY 2.0;
Zapatista movement: Line to search delegates, Zapatista Encuentro, 1996 by Julian
Stallabrass / CC-BY-2.0; Restoration of the Yarra River: Princes Bridge, Melbourne
by Bernard Spragg, CC0. Illustrations Providing customary Foundations: Law of the
Rights ofMother Earth: Earth Day ~Mother Earth byAlice Popkorn / CCBY 2.0; Te
Awa Tupua - Whanganui River Claims Settlement Act: Whanganui River by Jason
Pratt / CC BY 2.0; Ubuntu-informed environmental governance: Results exchange
workshop on land management, drought and food security, Athi village, Makueni
County, Kenya, image provided by Chinwe Ifejika Speranza.
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Indigenous Peoples and local communities have also challenged
dominant narratives by questioning whose ontologies, knowledge sys-
tems, and values are recognized and valued. For example, Indigenous
Peoples have questioned visions of planetary wellbeing that focus on
carbon metric or economic growth, offering perspectives grounded
in ontologies where the health of the Earth is inseparable from
spiritual balance, ancestral obligations, and reciprocal care with all
beings70,71. Indigenous Peoples have also confronted Western
academic conventions that determine whose knowledge counts, by
advocating for the inclusion not only of Indigenous Peoples and local
communities, but also of non-human entities as legitimate knowledge
holders. A compelling example is the Bawaka Collective, an Indigenous
and non-Indigenous collaboration based in Australia that foregrounds
relational understandings of place. In their work, land—specifically
Bawaka Country—is recognized as an active, co-constitutive force
in shaping human life, and is thus acknowledged as first author in
academic publications45. Indigenous Peoples’ advocacy has also played a
key role in advancing data governance initiatives rooted in different
ethical research frameworks. In Sweden, for example, the Sámiid Riik-
kasearvi has issued guidance on data ownership, handling, and benefit-
sharing72. Broader principles like the CARE73 and OCAP® Principles74

further assert Indigenous Peoples rights to data ownership, control,
and use, emphasizing collective benefit, contextual integrity, and long-
term stewardship. Indigenous Peoples advocacy has also led to the
termination of initiatives that failed to adequately and equitably
recognize plural knowledge systems, such as the suspension of the
NASEM Consensus Study on the Co-Production of Environmental
Knowledge (Fig. 3).

Defending rights
While often lacking formal institutional power, Indigenous Peoples and
local communities protect and uphold their ontologies and practices by
defending rights. Indigenous Peoples and local communities engage with
and strategically leverage existing mechanisms, including local and inter-
national environmental decision-making processes and legal systems, to
assert not only their own rights but also the rights of all living beings to a just
and sustainable world. Through lobbying, litigation, and negotiation,
Indigenous Peoples and local communities have shaped both local and
global environmental policy, demonstrating that active participation in
these arenas is essential to unlocking transformative change75.

Through participation in global policy development, Indigenous
Peoples have shaped key international agreements, including the UN
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and the
Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework. Their influence is
evident in instruments such as the Treaty on Intellectual Property, Genetic
Resources, and Traditional Knowledge (Fig. 4) and the historic COP 16
decision of establishing a Subsidiary Body onArticle 8(j) of the CBD, which
grants them a permanent role in formal biodiversity policy76. Similarly, the
global peasantmovement LaViaCampesina has played a crucial role in the
adoption of theUNDeclaration on the Rights of Peasants andOther People
Working in Rural Areas77.

Indigenous Peoples have also actively engaged in regional and local
environmental policy, influencing decisions to protect both global and
regionally recognized rights78. For instance, the Northern Aboriginal Peo-
ples’ Coordinating Committee on Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs),
formed by Arctic Indigenous groups, supported the Inuit Circumpolar
Council’s role in negotiating the Convention on Long-Range

Fig. 2 | Description and geographical location of three case examples of the role Being change. For illustrations, see legend to Fig. 1.
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TransboundaryAirPollutionProtocols onPOPsandHeavyMetals79.Arctic
Indigenous Peoples also advocated for expanded bans on persistent che-
micals and precautionary language in the Stockholm Convention and the
Minamata Convention on Mercury62. Indigenous Peoples also contributed
to theDevelopment of the EscazúAgreement, which aims toguarantee access
to environmental information, public participation, and justice in envir-
onmental matters in Latin America and the Caribbean, while providing
protection to environmental defenders (Fig. 4); and Arctic Indigenous
Peoples have played a role in the development of the Central Arctic Ocean
FisheriesAgreement (Fig. 4). It isworthnoting, however, that the inclusionof
Indigenous perspectives in these agreements does not guarantee their
effective implementation or enforcement, which often remains limited by
political will to recognize Indigenous Peoples presence in countries, state
capacity, or competing economic interests, which dominate international
negotiations.

Shaping broader societal change
Indigenous Peoples and local communities are shaping future visions that
inspire broader societal transformation and encourage critical reflection on
dominant ideas of progress. In doing so, they challenge the legacy of colonial
modernity—a systemrooted inEuropean colonial expansion that continues
to marginalize Indigenous worldviews and values. This dominant model
often equates modernity with progress, promoting racial hierarchies, rigid
divisions betweenhumans andnature, and the justification of extractive and
appropriative practices46.

Under the assumption that integrating diverse environmental
knowledges leads to more informed and broadly accepted decisions,
many transition initiatives are increasingly seeking the participation of

Indigenous Peoples and local communities43,80. However, these efforts
often remain embedded in frameworks that treat humans and nature as
separate, and they frequently position Indigenous Peoples as mere par-
ticipants in externally driven conservation projects. This overlooks their
deep, relational connection to the natural world, an understanding
emphasized in emerging approaches such as convivial conservation81.
Despite these limitations, Indigenous Peoples and local communities
often actively engage in a range of transition efforts— from customary
land governance and biodiversity monitoring to ecosystem management,
restoration, and knowledge co-creation. Through participation, they
reshape these initiatives, often in transformative ways. Their engagement
creates living examples of change in practice, playing a critical role in
shaping broader societal change.

Indigenous Peoples and local communities have engaged in the
planning, execution, and monitoring of restoration activities, drawing on
their knowledge systems and practices to shape these activities. Examples
include the involvement of IndigenousElders, through theBirrarungCouncil
in the regeneration of the Yarra River in Melbourne, Australia (Fig. 5)82; the
Ainu’s People participation in the restoration of Shiretoko National Park in
northern Japan83; the work of local forest users groups in Nepal’s Com-
munity Forestry Program84; and farmers’ contributions to rice paddies
restoration in Kerala, India85. Examples are also found in community-led
fishing practices that promote ecosystem integrity and resilience86,87, such as
salmon stewardship by Indigenous communities in British Columbia
(Fig. 5)88.

A paradigmatic example of Indigenous Peoples shaping broader
societal change is found in the Zapatistas movement, as this movement not
only changed things radically within theMexican nation state, but they also

Fig. 3 | Description and geographical location of three case examples of the role Resisting exploitation and harms. For illustrations, see legend to Fig. 1.
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established their own sovereignty and have inspiredmovements around the
world (Fig. 5).

Providing customary foundations for care-oriented ways of
organizing economies, governance, and legal systems
Many Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ ontologies support ways
of organizing society that are communal, and based upon ethics of care -
hereafter termed ‘care-oriented’. In this way, they provide customary foun-
dations for care-orientedways of organizing economies, governance, and legal
systems that transcend dominant narratives and expand the possibilities for
just and sustainable futures.

Whilemany IndigenousPeoples and local communities are drawn into
capitalist relations to varying degrees, many sustain strong economies dis-
tinct from dominant systems that are typically community-centred, prior-
itizing collective well-being, gift economies, and subsistence- or sufficiency-
based livelihoods. These perspectives have sparked ongoing debates about
alternative economicmodels, including pluriversal approaches to economic
systems, like the Potawatomi concept of the honourable harvest89, Indi-
genous forms of degrowth and solidarity economy initiatives90,91, or non-
market food provisioning services92. Indigenous and local knowledge sys-
tems have also been foundational in transforming productive activities. For
instance, permaculture - a well-established agricultural system involving
holistic design principles to regenerate soil health, conserve water, and
enhance agrobiodiversity—draws heavily from Indigenous knowledge93.
Similarly, regenerative agriculture has roots in the practices of Mediterra-
nean island communities cultivating climate-resilient, ecosystem-
restorative crops94. Today, these practices are re-emerging and growing

through translocal, solidarity networks connecting local farmers, food
cooperatives, and other actors95.

Indigenous Peoples’ ontologies have also played a foundational role in
shaping environmental governance innovations that seek to reimagine or
re-establish human-nature relations. Central to many of these ontologies is
the concept of kinship with the more-than-human world, which informs
distinct cosmologies and governance systems. Examples include Sumak/
Allin Kawsay from Andean traditions and Mino bimaatisiwin of the
Anishinaabe People of North America96,97. These ontologies and practices
foregroundcare, reciprocity, and solidarity, not onlywithother humans, but
also with lands and waters understood as vital and alive. These respectful,
reverent relationships and obligations with more-than-human beings,
ancestors, and future generations underpin environmental governance
practices, as illustrated by Ubuntu-informed environmental governance in
South Africa (Fig. 6).

The Rights of Nature movement offers an example of how Indigenous
Peoples’ ontologies have been foundational for legal systems98. Drawing on
these ontologies, proponents, including many Indigenous Peoples, assert
that nature possesses inherent rights, including the right to exist, thrive, and
evolve. As a legal paradigm, the Rights of Nature challenges dominant
Western and neoliberal legal frameworks that prioritize individual interests
over collective well-being. Instead, it centres diverse ecological values rooted
in relational ontologies and care-oriented values69,98,99. This movement has
spurred groundbreaking legal innovations, such as Ecuador’s 2008 con-
stitutional recognition of the Rights of Nature—the first legal framework of
its kind—achieved through sustained advocacy by the Confederation of
Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador (CONAIE). Other notable examples

Fig. 4 | Description and geographical location of three case examples of the role Defending rights. For illustrations, see legend to Fig. 1.
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include Bolivia’s Law of the Rights of Mother Earth (Fig. 6) and the Te Awa
Tupua - Whanganui River Claims Settlement Act 2017, Aotearoa New
Zealand (Fig. 6). We note that rights of nature have limitations in terms of
practical enforcement and also risk reinforcing rigid dichotomies between
nature and culture, that have been widely critiqued, as explained above100.

Outlook
Fostering transformative change for sustainability requires expanding and
deepening the recognition of Indigenous Peoples and local communities as
key agents of change. Drawing on the diverse roles outlined in this Per-
spective, we emphasize that strengthening Indigenous Peoples’ and local
communities’ contributionsmust be part of a broader, coordinated, and just
transformation grounded in respectful, reciprocal coexistence, a position-
ality that implies care for all life1. Crucially, this transformation must begin
by supporting Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ own priorities
and visions for sustainability and justice.

Transformation that addresses the underlying causes of biodiversity
loss and nature decline cannot emerge from the same extractive logic that
has driven them. Disrupting these entrenched systems involves con-
fronting deep political and structural struggles, including the global
inequities in power, consumption, and voice that uphold relations of
domination.

It is therefore vital to resist narratives that place the burden of planetary
sustainability solely on Indigenous Peoples and local communities. Such
framings risk romanticizing their roles while obscuring the responsibilities
of elites, high-consuming groups, and States for historical and ongoing
environmental harms101. What is needed is recognition of how Indigenous

Peoples’ and local communities’ practices can inspire, inform, and support
far-reaching structural and cultural shifts in sustainability imaginaries and
the global political economy.

Governments, institutions, citizens, the private sector, and non-
Indigenous actors all have roles in this collective effort. These include
protecting and recognizing Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’
ontologies, epistemologies, rights, values, and governance systems;
creating enabling conditions for communities to thrive; and ensuring
meaningful participation in decision-making processes. Equally impor-
tant is avoiding transformation narratives that reduce change to technical
innovation or novelty. As with the legacy of “wilderness” and “rewild-
ing,” dominant conservation framings that erase human presence and
reinforce the conceptual separation between the “natural” world and
“culture” risk co-opting or erasing Indigenous Peoples’ and local com-
munities’ ways of being that already embody sustainability102. This is not
to idealize Indigenous Peoples or local communities as universally living
sustainable lives, nor to suggest their politics and practices are unchan-
ging. Rather, their relational ontologies offer powerful possibilities for
reimagining sustainable futures.

A genuine commitment to transformation requires an ontological and
ethical shift, from relations of domination to relations of care, reciprocity,
and accountability. This shift can guide for non-Indigenous actors seeking
transformations in diverse contexts, calling for humility making space for
Indigenous Peoples’ leadership, deep listening (to humans and more-than-
human voices), self-reflection, and alignment of action with justice38. It also
means resisting efforts to impose externally driven solutions and to
appropriate Indigenous Peoples’ struggles for other agendas. As the field of

Fig. 5 | Description and geographical location of three case examples of the role Shaping broader societal changes. For illustrations, see legend to Fig. 1.
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transformative change for sustainability grows, the need for humility and
reflexivity on behalf of non-Indigenous actors becomes ever more urgent.

Ultimately, Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ roles must be
recognized and supported—not substituted, romanticized, nor instru-
mentalized—by those committed to justice and ecological integrity.
Strengthening these roles calls for a reconfiguration of ontologies, values,
and relations beyond Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ contexts.
Embodying this shift in research, policy, and practice is not a destination,
but an ongoing, collective journey towards pluriversal justice and
sustainability.
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103. Porsanger, J., Guttorm, G. & Árbediehtu (prosjekt). Working with
Traditional Knowledge: Communities, Institutions, Information
Systems, Law and Ethics. 285 https://samas.brage.unit.no/samas-
xmlui/handle/11250/177065 (2012).

104. Bjøru, A.-M. & Solbakken, A. R. Birgejupmi – Life Skills, the Sámi
Approach to Inclusion and Adapted Education. TheMorningWatch:
Educational and Social Analysis 47, 16–25 (2021).

105. Borrini-Feyerabend, G. Territories of Life. Exploring Vitality of
Governance for Conserved and Protected Areas. https://volume.
territoriesoflife.org/ (2024).

106. Zanjani, L. V. et al. Territories of life as key to global environmental
sustainability. Curr Opin Environ Sustain 63, 101298 (2023).

107. Githitho, A. Listing The Sacred Mijikenda kaya Forests as UNESCO
World Heritage Sites: “The Long Journey”. Journal des Africanistes
86, 198–217 (2016).

108. Johansson, P. et al. Cultural expertise in Sami land rights litigation:
Epistemic strategies in the Girjas and Fosen cases. Jindal Global
Law Review 14, 217–240 (2023).

109. Allard, C. & Brännström, M. Girjas Reindeer Herding Community v.
Sweden: Analysing the Merits of the Girjas Case. Arctic Review on
Law and Politics 12, 56–79 (2021).

110. Östlund, L., Bergman, I., Sandström, C. & Brännström, M. The Legal
Application of Ethnoecology: TheGirjas Sami Village vs the Swedish
State. Plants, People, and Places 188–202 https://doi.org/10.2307/
J.CTV153K6X6.19 (2020).

111. Mervis, J. & Ortega, R. P. Study on braiding Indigenous andWestern
science halted. Science 385, 482–483 (2024).

112. Molenaar, E. J. The Central Arctic Ocean Fisheries
Agreement and Arctic Indigenous peoples. Mar Policy 164,
106160 (2024).

113. López-Cubillos, S. et al. The landmark Escazú Agreement: An
opportunity to integrate democracy, human rights, and
transboundary conservation. Conserv Lett 15, e12838 (2022).

114. Stec, S. & Jendroska, J. The Escazú Agreement and the Regional
Approach to Rio Principle 10: Process, Innovation, and
Shortcomings. J. Environ. Law. 31, 533–545 (2019).

115. Correia, M., Alexis, S. & Dulic, A. Bringing the salmon home: a study
of cross-cultural collaboration in the Syilx Okanagan Territory of
British Columbia. Ecology and Society https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-
14831-29011529 (2024).

116. Lake Babine Nation. Recreational Sockeye Fisheries Management
Plan. (2021).

117. Bush, J., Frantzeskaki, N.,Ossola,A. &Pineda-Pinto,M.Priorities for
mainstreaming urban nature-based solutions in Australian cities.
Nature-Based Solutions 3, 100065 (2023).

118. Olesen, T. Transnational Zapatism. The Wiley-Blackwell
Encyclopedia of Social and Political Movements 1–2 https://doi.org/
10.1002/9780470674871.WBESPM410.PUB2 (2022).

119. Baronnet, B. Zapatismo y educación autónoma: de la rebelión a la
dignidad indígena. Sociedade e Cultura 13, 247–258 (2010).

120. Ruru, J. Listening toPapatūānuku: a call to reformwater law. JRSoc
N Z 48, 215–224 (2018).

121. Charpleix, L. The Whanganui River as Te Awa Tupua: Place-based
law in a legally pluralistic society. Geogr J 184, 19–30 (2018).

122. Espinosa, C. The Advocacy of the Previously Inconceivable:
A Discourse Analysis of the Universal Declaration of the
Rights of Mother Earth at Ri+20. J Environ Dev 23, 391–416 (2014).

123. Villavicencio Calzadilla, P. & Kotzé, L. J. Living in Harmony with
Nature? A Critical Appraisal of the Rights of Mother Earth in Bolivia.
Transnational Environmental Law 7, 397–424 (2018).

124. Cullinan, C.Wild Law: A Manifesto for Earth Justice. (Green
Publishing, Chelsea, 2011).

125. Metz, T. Ubuntu as a Moral Theory and Human Rights in South
Africa. Preprint at http://www.info.gov.za/ (2011).

126. Ramose, M. B. African Philosophy through Ubuntu. (Mond Books,
Harare, 2005).

127. Mabele,M. B., Krauss, J. E. & Kiwango,W. Going Back to the Roots:
Ubuntu and Just Conservation in Southern Africa.Conservation and
Society 20, 92–102 (2022).

Acknowledgements
We are grateful to IPBES Member States for their strategic vision and to
former IPBESExecutive Secretary, A. Larigauderie, Chair, D. Obura, and the
members of the Technical Support Unit, L. Périanin and A. Renaud, for
continuedadvice.Wearealsograteful for thediscussionswithauthorsof the
Transformative Change Assessment, on which this article is based. We
received no specific funding for this work; all authors involved in the IPBES
do so on a voluntary basis. The IPBES Transformative Change Assessment
was made possible thanks to many contributions to the IPBES trust fund
from governments (www.ipbes.net/donors). VRG and SV acknowledge
support from the EuropeanResearchCouncil (VRG: FP7-771056-LICCI and
SV: FP7-101002784-EQUALSEA). SV also acknowledges the financial
support to CRETUS from the Rede CIGUS, and the support of the Earth
Commission and Future Earth. HCW acknowledges support from the
Canada-Inuit Nunangat-United Kingdom Arctic Research Programme
(CINUK). NF acknowledges the support from theDepartment Board and the
Faculty of Geosciences of Utrecht University who supported financially and
institutionally her participation in the IPBES Transformative Change
Assessment. HG acknowledges support from the U.S. Global Change
ResearchProgram for her participation in the IPBESTransformativeChange
Assessment. This work contributes to the ‘María deMaeztu’Programme for
Units of Excellence of the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation
(CEX2019-000940-M).

Author contributions
V.R.G. conceived the idea, conducted investigation, and wrote the original
draft. V.N. conceived the idea, conducted investigation, designed the
figures, and contributed to write the original draft. M.B.M. conducted
investigation, designed the figures, reviewed drafts, and contributed to the
final manuscript. V.H. conceived the idea, conducted investigation, and
contributed to write the final manuscript. J.L. conceived the idea,
conducted investigation, designed the figures, and contributed to write the
final manuscript. H.W. conceived the idea, conducted investigation, and
contributed to write the final manuscript. Z.A. conducted investigation and
contributed to write the final manuscript. P.B. conducted investigation and
contributed to write the final manuscript. J.C. conducted investigation and
contributed to write the final manuscript. JMD conducted investigation and

https://doi.org/10.1038/s43247-025-03098-z Perspective

Communications Earth & Environment |           (2026) 7:102 12

https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822371816
https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822371816
https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822371816
https://samas.brage.unit.no/samas-xmlui/handle/11250/177065
https://samas.brage.unit.no/samas-xmlui/handle/11250/177065
https://samas.brage.unit.no/samas-xmlui/handle/11250/177065
https://volume.territoriesoflife.org/
https://volume.territoriesoflife.org/
https://volume.territoriesoflife.org/
https://doi.org/10.2307/J.CTV153K6X6.19
https://doi.org/10.2307/J.CTV153K6X6.19
https://doi.org/10.2307/J.CTV153K6X6.19
https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-14831-29011529
https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-14831-29011529
https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-14831-29011529
https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470674871.WBESPM410.PUB2
https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470674871.WBESPM410.PUB2
https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470674871.WBESPM410.PUB2
http://www.info.gov.za/
http://www.info.gov.za/
http://www.ipbes.net/donors
www.nature.com/commsenv


contributed to write the final manuscript. N.F. conducted investigation and
contributed to write the final manuscript. E.G. conducted investigation and
contributed to write the final manuscript. H.G. conducted investigation and
contributed to write the final manuscript. C.G. conducted investigation and
contributed to write the final manuscript. J.G. conducted investigation and
contributed to write the final manuscript. M.J.H. conducted investigation
and contributed to write the final manuscript. Y.H. conducted investigation
and contributed to write the final manuscript. MH conducted investigation
and contributed to write the final manuscript. CIS conducted investigation
and contributed to write the final manuscript. R.A.M. conducted
investigation, designed the figures, and contributed to write the final
manuscript. L.M. conducted investigation and contributed to write the final
manuscript. A.V.M. conducted investigation and contributed to write the
final manuscript. M.N. conducted investigation and contributed to write the
final manuscript. K.O. conducted investigation and contributed to write the
final manuscript. SP conducted investigation and contributed to write the
final manuscript. K.R. conducted investigation and contributed to write the
final manuscript. N.R. conducted investigation and contributed to write the
final manuscript. R.S. conducted investigation and contributed to write the
final manuscript. S.V. conducted investigation and contributed to write the
final manuscript.

Competing interests
The authors declare the following competing interests. P.B. coordinates
IPBES Indigenous and Local Knowledge Technical support unit, based at
UNESCO-Paris. E.G. is President and a financial member of the Australian
Institute of Ecological Agriculture. V.N. is a financial member of the Natural
Resources Institute (NRI), a research and development organization. K.O. is
co-owner of cCHANGE, which focuses on transformations to sustainability.

Additional information
Supplementary information The online version contains
supplementary material available at
https://doi.org/10.1038/s43247-025-03098-z.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to
Victoria Reyes-García.

Peer reviewinformationCommunicationsEarth&Environment thanksElsa
Tsioumani and theother, anonymous, reviewer(s) for their contribution to the
peer review of this work. Primary Handling Editor: Yann Benetreau. A peer
review file is available.

Reprints and permissions information is available at
http://www.nature.com/reprints

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License,
which permits any non-commercial use, sharing, distribution and
reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons licence, and indicate if you modified the licensed material. You
do not have permission under this licence to share adapted material
derived from this article or parts of it. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons
licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to thematerial. If material
is not included in thearticle’sCreativeCommons licenceandyour intended
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use,
you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To
view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nc-nd/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2026

1Institut de Ciència i Tecnologia Ambientals, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, Cerdanyola del Valles, Spain. 2Institució Catalana de Recerca i Estudis Avançats,
Barcelona, Spain. 3Departament d’Antropologia Social i Cultural, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, Cerdanyola del Valles, Spain. 4Natural Resources Institute,
University of Greenwich, Kent, UK. 5Red Ambiente y Sustentabilidad. Instituto de Ecología, A.C. Xalapa, Veracruz, Mexico. 6Arctic Sustainability Lab, UiT-Arctic
University of Norway, Tromsø, Norway. 7Global Change Research Institute of the Czech Academy of Sciences: CzechGlobe, Brno, Czech Republic. 8School of Life
Sciences, Anglia RuskinUniversity, Cambridge,UK. 9DepartmentofPolitical Science and International Relations, Bogazici University, Istanbul, Türkiye. 10TheLocal and
Indigenous Knowledge SystemsProgramme, UNESCO, Paris, France. 11Forest Peoples Programme,Moreton-in-Marsh, UK. 12Departamento deSistemas Agrarios y
Paisajes Culturales, Centro Universitario Regional del Este, Universidad de la República, Rocha, Uruguay. 13Department of Geographical Sciences, University of
MarylandCollegePark,Maryland,USA. 14DepartmentofHumanGeographyandSpatialPlanning,FacultyofGeosciences,UtrechtUniversity,Utrecht, TheNetherlands.
15College of Earth, Ocean, and Atmospheric Sciences, Oregon State University, Corvallis, OR, USA. 16Department of Structuring Programs, Support Office for
International Outreach and Attractiveness, University of Montpellier, Montpellier, France. 17Regional Community Forestry Training Centre for Asia and the Pacific,
Bangkok, Thailand. 18SámiUniversity ofAppliedSciences,Guovdageaidnu,Norway. 19Alianzaparael Financiamiento a laConservaciónyRestauraciónComunitaria de
la Biodiversidad, México, DC, Mexico. 20Native and Indigenous Studies, Syracuse University, Syracuse, NY, USA. 21Institute of Geography, University of Bern,
Bern,Switzerland. 22ChicoMendes Institute forBiodiversityConservation,BrazilianMinistryof theEnvironment,Brasília,Brazil. 23UrbanStudies Institute,AndrewYoung
School of Policy Studies, Georgia State University, Atlanta, Georgia, USA. 24Basque Centre for Climate Change, BC3, Leioa, Bizkaia, Spain. 25Department of Global
Coexistence Studies, College of Bioresource Sciences, Nihon University, Fujisawa, Japan. 26Department of Sociology and Human Geography, University of Oslo,
Oslo, Norway. 27Dalhousie University, Halifax, Canada. 28Global FishingWatch Inc,Washington, DC, USA. 29Te Atiawa iwi, TahuriWhenuaNational Maori Horticultural
Collective, Manawatū, Aotearoa, New Zealand. 30Center for Support of Indigenous Peoples of the North (CSIPN), Moscow, Russia. 31Oportunius Research Professor,
CRETUS-EqualSea Lab, University of Santiago de Compostela, Santiago de Compostela, Spain. e-mail: victoria.reyes@uab.cat

https://doi.org/10.1038/s43247-025-03098-z Perspective

Communications Earth & Environment |           (2026) 7:102 13

https://doi.org/10.1038/s43247-025-03098-z
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:victoria.reyes@uab.cat
www.nature.com/commsenv

	Indigenous Peoples and local communities as agents of transformative change for sustainability
	Context
	Challenge framing
	Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ roles as agents of transformative change for sustainability
	Being change
	Resisting exploitation and harms
	Defending rights
	Shaping broader societal change
	Providing customary foundations for care-oriented ways of organizing economies, governance, and legal systems

	Outlook
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	Additional information




