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Assembly of First Nations

The Assembly of First Nations (AFN) is the national, political organization of First Nations governments 
and their citizens, including those living on and off reserve. Every Chief in Canada is entitled to be 
a member of the Assembly, and the National Chief is elected by the Chiefs in Canada, who in turn 
are elected by their citizens. The AFN has 634 member First Nations within its Assembly. The role 
and function of the AFN is to serve as a nationally delegated forum for determining and harmonizing 
effective, collective, and co-operative measures on any subject matter that the First Nations delegate 
for review, study, response, or action, and to advance the aspirations of First Nations. 

The AFN supports First Nations by coordinating, facilitating, and advocating for policy change, while the 
leaders of this change are the First Nations themselves. Chiefs, and the First Nations they represent, 
must be an integral part of meeting the challenge of sustainable, transformative policy change. The 
AFN is mandated by the First Nations in Assembly to advocate for First Nations’ priorities in terrestrial 
and marine biodiversity-based work both domestically and internationally. Specifically, First Nations 
rights, governance, and knowledge systems, must be reflected in the development of new biodiversity 
targets and goals outlined in the Post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework. These directions are 
outlined in Resolutions 03/2019 The Convention on Biological Diversity and 07/2019 First Nations 
Oceans Priorities at the Convention on Biological Diversity.

1.  Introduction 

The evidence is clear: we are facing a joint global climate and biodiversity crisis. In 2019, the 
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) warned 
that around 1 million species of plants and animals currently face extinction.1 Concurrently, the most up-
to-date science from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change projects that we have less than 
10 years to avoid locking in a future where our children are facing the consequences of catastrophic 
climate change.2 In Canada, the situation is urgent. About half of monitored wildlife species have 
declined in abundance over the past few decades, and wetlands and grassland ecosystems have 
experienced significant and continuous loss.3 This comes as no surprise, as First Nations’ Knowledge 
Keepers have been raising their voices about the changes that they are observing: changes in species 
migration, weather, and irreversible impacts to the land and waters. 

 1  Refer to the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services for the 2019 report. 

 2  For more details, please refer to several recent Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change reports, Climate Change 2022: 
Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability; Climate Change 2022: Mitigation of Climate Change; and Climate Change 2021: The 
Physical Science Basis.   

3   Refer to Facets Journal article Ray et al. 2021 - The Biodiversity Crisis in Canada: failures and challenges of federal and sub-
national strategic and legal frameworks. 

https://ipbes.net/global-assessment
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/
https://doi.org/10.1139/facets-2020-0075
https://doi.org/10.1139/facets-2020-0075
The Biodiversity Crisis in Canada: failures and challenges of federal and sub-national strategic and
The Biodiversity Crisis in Canada: failures and challenges of federal and sub-national strategic and


3

Position Paper

SETTING FIRST NATION 
EXPECTATIONS FOR COP 15   

ASSEMBLY OF FIRST NATIONS (AFN)

The cumulative impacts of a pandemic occurring in the middle of a climate and biodiversity crisis have 
exacerbated existing inequality and highlighted the ecological burdens that are unevenly borne. We 
must ensure that First Nations do not continue to disproportionately bear the brunt of disturbances 
through displacement, loss of land, livelihood, culture, and identity. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
provided the world with an opportunity to pause, reflect, and realign our core values with our renewed 
understanding of the interconnected world. Understanding this global crisis from a resilience-based 
perspective acknowledges that key transitions are needed to transform our failing natural, social, and 
economic systems – we must ultimately work to rebuild and strengthen their self-repairing capacity to 
avoid putting them at further risk.

First Nations, and Indigenous Peoples more broadly, have long championed a balanced relationship 
with the natural world that is deeply rooted in an inherent understanding of respect, reciprocity, and 
responsibility. Indeed, our unique connections to the land, water, air, and all other living beings have 
enabled us to co-exist and live reciprocally and in balance with all of Creation. The cultural, spiritual, 
and social connection to the land and water may increase First Nations’ exposure and sensitivity to 
the impacts of climate change and biodiversity loss, but it also provides a unique source of strength, 
understanding and resilience. This relationship must be held up as an example of a path forward to 
effect the necessary transformative change in society’s relationship with biodiversity, and ultimately 
enable us to achieve the shared vision of living in harmony with nature.

In light of this recognition, we share this position paper in advance of the 15th Conference of the 
Parties (COP 15) hosted by the COP Presidency of China, in Montreal, Canada with recommendations 
grouped into three main areas: i) elevate and support First Nations leadership in conservation within 
sub-national, national, and international biodiversity policy; ii) uplift Indigenous Peoples’ governance, 
rights, and knowledge systems within the Post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework; and iii) ensure 
the full and effective participation of Indigenous Peoples in all areas of the United Nations Convention 
on Biological Diversity (CBD). We encourage Canada and other Parties to adopt the recommendations 
provided in this paper at COP 15.    

  

2.  Key Priority Areas at COP 15

The vital contributions made by First Nations, and Indigenous Peoples more broadly, in protecting 
biological and cultural diversity must be recognized and uplifted to enable the transformative change 
necessary to reverse the decline of biodiversity. We propose three areas of recommendations for COP 
15 in Montreal.



4

Position Paper

SETTING FIRST NATION 
EXPECTATIONS FOR COP 15   

ASSEMBLY OF FIRST NATIONS (AFN)

2.1 Elevate and support First Nations leadership in conservation within sub-national, national, and inter-
national biodiversity policy

Throughout history, First Nations have been displaced from our lands due to centuries of colonization, 
allowing for large development projects and activities that contribute most severely to biodiversity decline.4,5  
Conservation efforts in Canada and around the world have historically infringed on the rights of Indigenous 
Peoples through further dispossession and displacement from their lands and waters. 6,7 This approach 
of creating protected areas by nation states is rooted in a colonial dichotomy that separates nature 
and people. A recent report on the topic by the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (UNSRIP) warned that achieving ambitious conservation targets should not come 
at the expense of Indigenous Peoples.8  

Further, colonial approaches to conservation have been demonstrated to be less effective at achieving 
conservation objectives than traditional or contemporary approaches exercised on lands actively 
stewarded and governed by Indigenous Peoples.9 Evidence demonstrates that much of the world’s 
biodiversity is found in areas that are traditionally managed, owned, used, or occupied by Indigenous 
Peoples and local communities.10 First Nations’ deep and holistic understanding of the root-causes 
of the biodiversity and climate crises position First Nations as active leaders in conservation actions, 
both domestically and internationally. Our rights, title, and responsibilities are all based on an 
interdependent relationship with our natural world. This relationship is further realized through our 
rights and responsibility to nurture biodiversity, which have been a core function of our existence for 
countless generations.11 There is an opportunity for Canada and other Parties to recognize the critical 
role that Indigenous Peoples can play in the global efforts to bend the curve of biodiversity loss, and 
to build respectful and meaningful partnerships to facilitate this work. Conservation actions that are 
led by First Nations, such as Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas (IPCAs) and Indigenous 
Guardians programs, are great examples of how the rights and governance of Indigenous Peoples 
can be supported while also strengthening the protection of biodiversity. 

 4   For further information on colonial dispossession see United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues’ Study on the 
impacts of the Doctrine of Discovery on Indigenous Peoples 

 5  See Agrawal, A., & Redford, K. (2009). Conservation and Displacement: An Overview. Conservation and Society, 7(1), 1-10.

6  Refer to further information in 2018 We Rise Together Report by the Indigenous Circle of Experts 

7  For more, see Goyes, D.R. & South, N. 2019. “Between ‘conservation’ and ‘development’: the construction of ‘protected nature’ 
and the environmental disenfranchisement of Indigenous communities”. International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social 
Democracy, 8(3), 89-104.

8  See 2022 Report of the Special Rapporteur on the rights of Indigenous Peoples, José Francisco Calí Tzay on Protected areas 
and Indigenous Peoples’ rights: the obligations of States and international organizations

9  Refer to Schuster, R., Germain, R., Bennet, J., Reo, N., P. Arcese. 2019. “Vertebrate biodiversity on Indigenous-managed lands in 
Australia, Brazil, and Canada equals that in protected areas”. Environmental Science and Policy Volume 101.

10  For more, see findings in 2019 Report from the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services

11  For further information on recommendations to support Indigenous-led Conservation in Canada, see Indigenous Leadership 
Initiative’s report Good for the Land Good for the People Good for the Economy

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/767270?ln=en
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/767270?ln=en
https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2018/pc/R62-548-2018-eng.pdf
https://www.crimejusticejournal.com/article/view/1247
https://www.crimejusticejournal.com/article/view/1247
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N22/431/62/PDF/N2243162.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N22/431/62/PDF/N2243162.pdf?OpenElement
https://ipbes.net/global-assessment
https://ipbes.net/global-assessment
https://www.wcel.org/sites/default/files/publications/2022-01-20-ipcas-indigenous-guardians-discussion-paper_final_web-min.pdf
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As such, we strongly recommend the following:

2.1.1 Recognize and support the vital contributions of Indigenous Peoples in the conservation of 
nature by adopting a rights-based approach to the Post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework and 
related matters and mechanisms for enhancing implementation at the subnational, national, and 
international levels.

2.1.2 Support and invest in Indigenous-led conservation efforts, such as the establishment and 
maintenance of Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas and Indigenous Guardian and stewardship 
programs to enable socially-just conservation over land and seas.

2.1.3 Support and adopt the recommendations of the 2022 United Nations Special Rapporteur on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples’ report to the United Nations General Assembly on Protected Areas and 
Indigenous Peoples’ Rights, in biodiversity policy at the sub-national, national, and international levels.

2.2 Uplift Indigenous Peoples’ governance, rights, and knowledge systems within the Post-2020 Global 
Biodiversity Framework

There is growing international recognition that Indigenous Peoples can contribute immensely to 
addressing the biodiversity crisis through their ways of being, governance systems, knowledge 
systems, and innovative practices.12 This is supported by global evidence that nature is declining 
less rapidly where Indigenous Peoples have governance and control over their lands.13 Indigenous 
governance systems exist within the context of customary law and Indigenous legal orders, as the set 
of legitimate procedures, principles, rights, and obligations that order a society. These systems consist 
of structures of resource management and decision-making that make it possible to operationalize 
Indigenous Knowledge for the purpose of conservation, among many others. Advancing First Nations’ 
self-determination is thus essential to enabling First Nations to reclaim and restore our rightful place 
as Nations and original stewards of our lands and waters. 

Indigenous Peoples have an inherent right to access their traditional food and control their food 
production systems in their territories.14 Additionally, Article 8(j), Article 10(c), and Article 18(4) of 
the Convention state that Indigenous traditional knowledge, innovations, practices, and technologies 

 12  See Artelle et al. 2019 Supporting resurgent Indigenous-led governance: A nascent mechanism for just and effective 
conservation, Biological Conservation, Volume 240.

13  For more, see findings in 2019 Report from the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services

14  This is affirmed by UN Declaration Articles 26(2) and 29(1), which states that Indigenous peoples have the right to own, 
use, develop and control the lands, territories, and resources that they possess by reason of traditional ownership or other 
traditional occupation or use, and 29(1), which states that Indigenous peoples have the right to conservation and protection of 
the environment and the productive capacity of their lands or territories and resources.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320719307803
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320719307803
https://ipbes.net/global-assessment
https://ipbes.net/global-assessment
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regarding the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity must be respected, preserved, 
maintained, and the development of methods to include their use encouraged. First Nations continue 
to practice hunting, gathering, fishing, and cultivating plants and animals for food, social, ceremonial, 
and medicinal purposes, with each First Nation’s diet depending on what was and is available in 
our natural local environment. Economic relationships are established for the purpose of trading 
resources between First Nations, forming healthy, prosperous, and interdependent societies. The long-
term spiritual, economic, cultural, physical health and relationships of First Nations individuals and 
communities relies upon our ability to secure food sovereignty through, but not limited to, exercising 
control over the harvesting and trade of food resources. Thus, all conservation actions contemplated 
within the Post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework and related mechanisms for implementation 
must protect the customary sustainable use of biodiversity by Indigenous Peoples in accordance with 
Article 10(c) of the Convention. 

Due to the strong advocacy of Indigenous Peoples globally, there have been advances in recent years 
to include Indigenous Knowledge alongside the sciences as complementary systems of knowledge 
for more complete understandings of our natural world. However, such progressive developments 
in research and science are yet to be manifested in policy and practice at national and sub-national 
levels.15 Indigenous Knowledge Systems must be upheld to enable a shared understanding of 
the drivers of global biodiversity loss, and to correct the drastic imbalances in today’s ecological, 
social, and economic systems. Parties must respect the autonomy of Indigenous Peoples and their 
control, management, and ownership over their knowledge systems, which contribute not only to 
the promotion, protection, and conservation of biodiversity, but enhance the benefits derived from 
it as well. Additionally, First Nations women, two-spirit, and gender diverse individuals play a critical 
role in preserving, transmitting, and promoting knowledge about the natural world. As such, their 
perspectives must be given unique consideration in the implementation of conservation actions.

Lastly, the protection of Indigenous Knowledge Systems and customary sustainable use are inextricably 
tied to the legal recognition of Indigenous Peoples, customary tenure of lands, and territories, as 
well as rights to resources. Thus, the standards and obligations within the UN Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples must be woven throughout the fabric of the entire Post-2020 Global 
Biodiversity Framework. This means including Indigenous Peoples in decision-making processes 
regarding matters that would affect their rights (Article 18), including rights to their lands, territories, 
waters, coastal seas, and other resources, as well as the requirement to give legal recognition and 
protection to these lands and resources (Article 26). Furthermore, including these minimum standards 
involves consulting and cooperating in good faith to obtain the free, prior, and informed consent of 

 15     For further information on progress towards Aichi Target 18 on traditional knowledge and customary sustainable use, refer to 
the 2nd Local Biodiversity Outlooks.

https://localbiodiversityoutlooks.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Local-Biodiversity-Outlooks-2.pdf
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Indigenous Peoples before implementing measures that may affect them (Article 19). A rights-based 
approach in the Post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework is critical, especially with regards to the 
creation or expansion of existing protected areas. Specific language regarding the recognition and 
safeguarding of the rights of Indigenous Peoples must be reflected within language of new biodiversity 
goals, targets, and indicators to ensure efficacy and accountability by all Parties. 

Therefore, we strongly recommend the following:

2.2.1 Ensure that all conservation actions contemplated under the Post-2020 Global Biodiversity 
Framework and related mechanisms for implementation uphold First Nations right to self-determination, 
including the minimum standard of free, prior, and informed consent. 

2.2.2 Support language within new biodiversity goals, targets, and indicators that include national 
recognition of land tenure, access and resource rights, the right to free, prior, and informed consent, 
fair and equitable sharing benefits arising from use of biodiversity, the protection of customary 
sustainable use, and equitable and collaborative management and governance arrangements with 
Indigenous Peoples.

2.2.3 Ensure the ethical and equitable use of First Nations Knowledge Systems within the IPBES 
Assessments, Global Biodiversity Outlooks, Local Biodiversity Outlooks, as well as reports at the 
national and sub-national levels, and support First Nation Knowledge Keepers so that they may serve 
as substantive authors and contributors.

2.2.4 Support, protect, and promote the role of First Nations women, two-spirit, and gender diverse 
individuals, in preserving, transmitting, applying, and developing Indigenous Knowledge related to the 
conservation and protection of biological diversity, ensuring that First Nations women, two-spirit, and 
gender diverse individuals are given unique considerations in the CBD’s Gender Plan of Action.  

2.2.5 Support a clear commitment to a rights-based approach in the Post-2020 Global Biodiversity 
Framework, which expressly recognizes the rights of Indigenous Peoples under International law, 
including the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, within the final text to 
be adopted at COP 15. 
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2.3 Ensure the full and effective participation of Indigenous Peoples in the CBD

The IPBES Global Assessment tears apart the false dichotomy of humanity versus nature, and further 
re-affirms the ontological and epistemological truth for Indigenous Peoples, that humans and nature 
are interconnected. Overcoming and correcting this dualism and separation in relationships between 
humans and nature must be prioritized and reflected in the post-2020 Framework. Failure to do so will 
almost certainly result in the same mistakes and ultimate failures experienced in the implementation 
of the Aichi Targets. 

It is therefore critically important that Parties continue to support the full and effective participation 
of Indigenous Peoples within all areas of the CBD in order to transition towards more balanced 
relationships between nature and people. To that end, the six key transitions identified by the 2nd 
Local Biodiversity Outlooks (LBO-2) – in diverse ways of knowing and being, in secure land tenure, 
in inclusive governance, in responsible finance and incentives, in sustainable economies and in local 
food systems – are critical to the well-being of Indigenous Peoples, the health of our planet, and for 
much needed change to failing social, cultural, economic, political, and technological systems.16 

Additionally, we welcome the recommendations of the Ad-hoc Working Group on Article 8(j) (WG8J) 
on the development of a new program of work and institutional arrangements and provisions related to 
Indigenous Peoples and local communities. The formation of a permanent subsidiary body on Article 
8(j) in place of the Ad-hoc Working Group will ensure the just implementation of Article 8(j) and related 
provisions including Articles 10c and 18(4), across all areas of the CBD. Further, we envision that 
this permanent body would draw on the insights and experiences gathered from Indigenous Peoples’ 
leadership in the WG8J over the past two decades, and include mechanisms to promote the meaningful, 
sustained, and visible inclusion of Indigenous Peoples and voices in all aspects of the CBD. 

While the decision on the future programme of work on Article 8(j) has been deferred to the 16th 
Conference of the Parties (COP 16), in the interim, Parties must identify funding and capacity to 
support intersessional work. Ongoing work of the WG8J is essential to provide advice to Parties on 
the perspectives of Indigenous Peoples, especially related to respecting, preserving, and maintaining 
Traditional Knowledge, Innovations and Practices in the conservation and use of biodiversity, and the 
full and effective participation of Indigenous Peoples within all areas of the CBD. 

Therefore, we strongly recommend the following:

2.3.1 Support and ensure the full and effective participation on Indigenous Peoples into all areas of 
the CBD, prioritizing actions on the six key transitions identified in the 2nd Local Biodiversity Outlooks, 
to enable a more balanced relationship with nature and people.

 16     The 2nd Local Biodiversity Outlooks is produced by the Forest Peoples Programme, International Indigenous Forum on 
Biodiversity, Indigenous Women’s Biodiversity Network, Centres of Distinction on Indigenous and Local Knowledge and 
Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity. The report complements the fifth edition of the Global Biodiversity 
Outlook. For further information.

https://localbiodiversityoutlooks.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Local-Biodiversity-Outlooks-2.pdf
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2.3.2 Support and fund continued work of the Ad Hoc Open-ended Working Group on Article 8(j) 
and Related Provisions until COP 16, noting the intention to establish a permanent institutional 
arrangement on Article 8(j) and other related provisions of the CBD, within the final decision text to be 
adopted at COP 15.

3.  Conclusion

In the two years of multiple delays to COP15 due to the pandemic, Parties have not been able to 
make substantial progress in negotiations on updated global biodiversity goals and targets. There 
is a global sense of urgency to tackle this crisis and we must do it right. The magnitude of this 
challenge requires a transformational shift in the approach that Canada and the world must take to 
address the biodiversity crisis. The knowledge systems and ways of life of Indigenous Peoples offer 
a critical pathway toward addressing this crisis, achieving our collective conservation ambitions, and 
re-balancing our relationships with Mother Earth today, and for future generations.
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