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Local and indigenous communities across the world are
advancing innovative sustainable development solutions
that work for people and for nature. Few publications
or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives
evolve, the breadth of their impacts, or how they change
over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these stories
with community practitioners themselves guiding the
narrative. The Equator Initiative aims to fill that gap.
The Equator Initiative, supported by generous funding
from the Government of Norway, awarded the Equator
Prize 2015 to 21 outstanding local community and
indigenous peoples initiatives to reduce poverty, protect
nature, and strengthen resilience in the face of climate
change. Selected from 1,461 nominations from across

126 countries, the winners were recognized for their
achievements at a prize ceremony held in conjunction
with the United Nations Convention on Climate Change
(COP21) in Paris. Special emphasis was placed on the
protection, restoration, and sustainable management
of forests; securing and protecting rights to communal
lands, territories, and natural resources; communitybased adaptation to climate change; and activism for
environmental justice. The following case study is one in
a growing series that describes vetted and peer-reviewed
best practices intended to inspire the policy dialogue
needed to take local success to scale, to improve the global
knowledge base on local environment and development
solutions, and to serve as models for replication.

PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

Instituto Raoni (Raoni Institute) is the organizational
face of the Kayapó, a Brazilian indigenous group that
is leading the fight against rampant deforestation
of the Amazon. The organization uses an innovative
media strategy called the ‘video warriors project’ to
document illegal logging in their territory, to increase
accountability in the most remote regions of the
Amazon rainforest, and to leverage support for their
campaign to demarcate ancestral lands and the Xingu
River. Created by the Kayapó, Instituto Raoni also
works with other indigenous peoples to strengthen
local food security and develop alternative livelihoods.
Instituto Raoni is protecting over 2 million hectares
of indigenous lands, including the largest remaining
contiguous segment of the Amazon rainforest.

Equator Prize Winner
2015
Founded
2001
Location
18 villages in the south-eastern Amazon along the
borders of the Mato Grosso and Pará states
Beneficiaries
A total of 3,100 indigenous peoples of the Kayapó, Trumai,
Juruna, Panará, and Tapayuna ethnicities
Areas of focus
Protection, restoration, and sustainable management of
forests; protection and work to secure rights to communal
lands, territories, and natural resources; innovative
partnerships with government or the private sector to
promote sustainable development
Sustainable Development Goals Addressed

EQUATOR PRIZE 2015 WINNER FILM

The designations employed and the presentation of material on this
map do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the
part of the Secretariat of the United Nations or UNDP concerning the
legal status of any country, territory, city or area or its authorities, or
concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
Deep in the lush Amazon rainforest of eastern Brazil,
the Kayapó indigenous people (or, as they prefer to call
themselves, Mebêngôkre, which means ‘people from the
water place’) have fought for decades to defend their land
and way of life from development projects and economic
activities that threaten their livelihood and culture. The Kayapó
territory is located in the middle of the ‘Deforestation Ring’,
in the south-eastern Amazon region, where deforestation is
most severe and land conflicts are violent.
This area is also part of the South Amazon Ecotones
Ecological Corridor, which is rich in biodiversity and
provides important ecosystem services, as well as habitat
for animal species such as the Ocelot (Leopardus pardalis),
the Pirarucu (Arapaima gigas), the Blue-and-yellow Macaw
(Ara ararauna), the American Harpy Eagle (Harpia harpyja)
and the Jaguar (Panthera onca), and plant species such as
the Brazil-nut tree (Bertholletia excelsa) and the Big-leaf
Mahogany (Swietenia macrophylla).
The villages of Kremoro, Metuktire, Bytire, Kawaretiko,
Piaraçu, Kenpo, Kakamkubem, Omeikrakum, Kororoti,
Jatobá, Wani-Wani, Kretire, Krumare, Pakaya, Mokrore,
Nassepotit, Sonkarasã and Sonkrei, located on the border
of the Mato Grosso and Pará states, harbour a population
of 3,100 Kayapó peoples who share a common language:
Jê. In the Kayapó worldview, the universe is understood
as a series of concentric circles, with their villages at the
centre as the only fully human domain. Other indigenous
peoples and Brazilians are located in the periphery and the
forest is a place considered to be inhabited by half-animal
and half-human beings.
Consequently, Kayapó villages are also circular, with a large
open area in the middle to hold meetings and ceremonies.
The house of the men is also at the core, while the rest
of the houses, where families live, are built in a circle
around it. Their traditional economy is based on swidden
agriculture practiced by the women, complemented by
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hunting, fishing and gathering of forest products, which
is done by the men. The main crops are corn, banana, rice,
sweet potato, cassava, cotton and tobacco, and all which
are planted in concentric circles.
There is no single chief who leads the entire village. Instead,
there are usually at least two chiefs who lead the rituals
and ceremonies. All human interventions on nature are
accompanied by rituals and these may fall into one of the
following three categories: (1) large ceremonies to confirm
personal names; (2) agricultural, hunting, fishing or festivity
rituals; (3) rites of passage, which are short and formal, to
announce the passing from one type of age to another.
The Kayapó gained world fame in 1989 when they
garnered the support of celebrities such as Sting to oppose
the building of six hydroelectric dams within their territory
that threatened to devastate their way of life. While their
efforts succeeded in halting these projects, their land and
livelihoods are far from safe.
In recent years, the government has not been able to
protect the area from invasion and the consequent loss
and degradation of natural resources by third parties. It
has been the Kayapó, through Instituto Raoni (Raoni
Institute), who have taken action against these illegal
incursions into their territory.
Along with defending their ancestral lands, the Kayapó
have partnered with government agencies and NGOs to
strengthen their capacity to produce food and generate
income in an environmentally sustainable way. In 2016,
the Kayapó received the National Human Rights Award, in
the category ‘Guaranteeing the Rights of the Indigenous
Population, Quilombolas and the Peoples and Traditional
Communities’ in recognition of their innovative work to
develop partnerships between traditional communities
and companies.

Instituto Raoni origin and structure
Instituto Raoni was created in 2001 by the Kayapó with
the initial objectives of protecting and demarcating their
indigenous lands. It is named after its founder, Chief Raoni,
who has attempted to preserve nature against predatory
actions since 1954, when the Kayapó first had regular
contact with non-indigenous peoples. Instituto Raoni’s
administrative headquarters are located in Colíder, in the
state of Mato Grosso, however all its projects are designed
and implemented by the indigenous communities
themselves.
In 2007, Instituto Raoni obtained the status of Civil
Society Organization of Public Interest (Organização da
Sociedade Civil de Interesse Público, OSCIP by its acronym
in Portuguese), a legal personhood title granted to
associations and foundations by the Ministry of Justice. In
order to meet the requirements to be an OSCIP, Instituto
Raoni makes its main decisions through a general
assembly, and every four years elects representatives to
the Executive Board. Five other members make up the
Fiscal Board. Another 44 advisory board members manage,
oversee, and monitor all of the institute’s activities.

■■

■■

■■

■■

At present, the objectives of Instituto Raoni are:
■■

■■

■■

■■

■■

To promote the defense of the interest of the
communities located in the indigenous lands
of Menkragnoti, Capoto/Jarina, Panará, and the
ancestral Kapotnhinore territory, located in the lower
Xingu river valley, through the promotion of cultural
autonomy and self-determination of the Kayapó,
Panará, Tapayuna, Juruna and Trumaí indigenous
communities;
To promote cultural exchange with other indigenous
and non-indigenous national and international
organizations;
To negotiate with public or private, municipal, state,
or federal institutions to sign agreements and to
promote adequate policies and actions to contribute
to health, education, sports, recreation, productive,
technical-scientific, or commercial activities that may
be in line with the interests of the community;
To guarantee the non-vulnerability of the lands
occupied by the the Kayapó, Panará and Tapayuna
communities, safeguarding their exclusive use of the
natural resources held within;
To support activities required to conserve the
necessary environmental resources for the well-being
of the Kayapó, Panará, Tapayuna, Juruna and Trumaí
indigenous communities;

■■

To support the physical and cultural reproduction
of the Kayapó, Panará, Tapayuna, Juruna and Trumaí
indigenous communities;
To manage the financial resources allocated to
Instituto Raoni or to the Kayapó, Panará, Tapayuna,
Juruna and Trumaí indigenous communities; and
To commercially represent the products made by
the Kayapó, Panará, Tapayuna, Juruna and Trumaí
indigenous communities through Instituto Raoni’s
headquarters and branches.
Instituto Raoni develops activities that promote the
sustainable use of biodiversity and train indigenous
communities so that they can implement new
income-generating alternatives. The institute’s main
activities focus on the extraction of non-timber forest
products, such as seeds and forest spices, the organic
production of fruits and honey, fire management, and
reforestation. They also foster cultural production,
including handicrafts, registry of traditional music,
dances, and festivities. In this context, Instituto
Raoni promotes the economic independence of the
communities by strengthening the honey, pequi
fruit, copaiba tree resin, , and craft production chains,
ensuring the physical integrity of the Kayapó territory.
Under the auspices of Instituto Raoni, Kayapó youth
also created the Mebengôkre Nyre movement to value
the Kayapó culture. This group is made up of 50 young
people who meet weekly to discuss socioecological
issues and cultural practices. Inspired by this group of
youth, Kayapó women also convened and decided to
fight for their communities, becoming a major force
for addressing matters related to Kayapó policies.
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LOCAL CHALLENGES
The group faces numerous challenges. The first of
these is land demarcation. The group is challenging
the federal government to demarcate the last parcel of
their ancestral land that is not yet legally recognized as
owned by the Kayapó: the Kapotnhinore, located in the
lower Xingu valley. The second is illegal encroachment by
agribusinesses.
Socioeconomic conflicts such as human activities,
the invasion of indigenous lands, and deforestation,
relentlessly pursued by agribusinesses, have made the
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Kayapó territory vulnerable. Instituto Raoni also demands
federal government investment in programs to generate
sustainable incomes that will strengthen local food supply
networks and sources of income for their population. The
third is climate change. Climate change is highly visible
among Kayapó communities as the intense monsoon
rains that historically lasted six months no longer exist. The
Kayapó state that they can no longer plan according to
wet or dry seasons in their region. At the same time, they
face rising temperatures, which hinders their capacity to
produce their traditional foods.

LOCAL RESPONSES
State-of-the-art surveillance of Kayapó territory
After the Kayapó realized the severity of the threats to their
environment, they united under Chief Raoni to conserve
the Amazon forest and the Xingu river valley. Together
with his people, Chief Raoni has worked for over 50 years
to protect Kayapó land and keep their ancient culture and
traditions alive. In light of this ongoing struggle, Instituto
Raoni focuses on protection and surveillance of over 2
million hectares that make up the Menkragnoti, Capoto/
Jarina, and Panará indigenous lands.
Shortly after Instituto Raoni was created, following their
first contact with mass communication media, the Kayapó
recognized that the use of images could be a critical tool
to document illegal activity and increase government
accountability for legal enforcement in some of the most
remote areas of the Amazon forest.

de Brasília (Brazil), the Kayapó and the Instituto Raoni
carried out a pilot study in the Capoto-Jarina Indigenous
Territory of the Xingu river catchment to investigate how
to integrate real-time data on traditional practices and
landscape variables through the use of geographical
information devices and participatory video.
As part of the project, Kayapó researchers used handheld
mapping and video devices to record and monitor
the distribution and extent of wildfires entering and
degrading their land, and sustainable forms of traditional
fire management. Furthermore, the Kremkrem project
applied the participatory video techniques tested by
the Cobra Collective, an NGO working to empower
marginalised communities, in order to strengthen the case
for indigenous use of fire for environmental management.

Through air, river, and land expeditions, young Kayapó use
cameras, tablets, and GPS devices to monitor 2,134,915
hectares through periodic expeditions sent by land, air
and river to cover the boundary and surroundings of
their territory. These ‘video warriors’ film any actions that
represent a risk to the integrity of their lands. Video footage
is combined with GPS documentation of the site of the
incursion and reported to the Ministry of the Environment
of Brazil. The effective use of this media to document
illegal activity and increase accountability for regulation
in the more remote parts of the Amazon forest provides
a highly effective and replicable conservation model with
the potential to be adopted by other communities on the
front line.
Using similar techniques, the Kremkrem project was
created in 2014 to proactively manage fire risk in order
to maximise the protection of biodiversity and traditional
resource use by indigenous communities in Kayapó
lands. With the support of the Royal Holloway University
of London (UK), The Open University (UK), the Corpo do
Bombeiros (Brazilian Firefighters), and the Universidade
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KEY IMPACTS
State-of-the-art surveillance of Kayapó territory
The protection and surveillance actions carried out by Instituto Raoni since 2004 ensure the effective
state of conservation of the Menkragnoti, Capoto/Jarina, and Panará indigenous territories, as well as
the traditional Kapotnhinore lands, which together cover over 2 million hectares of primary forests
and ‘cerrado’ savanna ecosystems.
■■ Information obtained through the Kremkrem project was corroborated with data from large-scale fire
monitoring through satellite remote sensing.
■■ Participatory videos were used as a way of involving the entire community and communicating the
discussions and results of the Kremkrem project to policymakers.
■■

Strengthening sustainable production chains
Another key thread of Instituto Raoni’s work is strengthening the value chain of several products, providing cultural
empowerment, food security, and income generation
for Kayapó families. The institute has partnered with
government agencies and NGOs to strengthen their
capacity to produce food and generate income in an
environmentally sustainable way.
One key project has created a production network for
handicrafts by identifying outstanding producers able
to provide guidance to other members of the network,
establishing rules for participation, and creating accountability for each village to ensure both access to markets and
a consistent flow of products. To enhance marketability
of local products, Instituto Raoni has created a portal to
allow artisans to showcase products that are available for
purchase, along with a description, prices, production
capacity and criteria for classifying them.
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Further partnerships have facilitated the installation of
food processing infrastructure in the villages, and the
expansion of sustainable community farms in all villages
that conserve traditional crop varieties. Instituto Raoni also
supports the sustainable management of native species,
earning income through the sustainable extraction of
honey, pequi fruits (Caryocar brasiliense), handicrafts, and
copaiba tree resin (Copaifera spp.). A forest survey carried
out in 2011 in Kremoro Village identified 715 copaiba trees
distributed through a 250-hectare area that are actively
managed for sustainable extraction of resin.
In order to mitigate the effects of climate change, the
Kayapó communities have invested in actions that reduce
carbon dioxide emissions. Traditional swidden agriculture
represents the largest source of emissions for Kayapó
communities, thus Instituto Raoni is working to recover,
enrich and apply sustainable techniques to produce
food without the use of fire. In this way, they are avoiding
burning agricultural patches and thereby preventing
potential fires that could affect their territory.

KEY IMPACTS
Strengthening sustainable
production chains
■
■
■

Piaraçu Village received agricultural industrial equipment that has changed the production of honey
and of pequi fruits.
The support provided to artisans has resulted in greater access to markets and the sale of over 3,000
traditional handicrafts.
The strengthening of fair-trade production chains for handicrafts, honey, pequi fruits, and copaiba
have generated incomes ranging between BRL $500.00 (US$134) and BRL $2,000.00 (US $36) for
nearly 70 indigenous families.

Cultural recovery
Instituto Raoni is dedicated to strengthening cultural
education with the support of the Ministry of Education.
For example, in partnership with the State Education
Secretariat (Secretaria de Estado de Educação e Qualidade
do Ensino, SEDUC by its acronym in Portuguese) and
the Kayapó Health and Sanitation District (DSEI by its
acronym in Portuguese), the indigenous communities
of all 18 villages in which Instituto Raoni works have
been able to enrol in courses on indigenous teachings,
agroecology, and health offered in the state indigenous

school located in the Piaraçu Village. Teacher trainings in
the Jê mother tongue, offered by the National Indigenous
Peoples Foundation (Fundação Nacional do Índio, FUNAI
by its acronym in Portuguese) of the Ministry of Education,
made the training of indigenous teachers possible. This
programme has ensured that indigenous schools have
indigenous teachers offering courses in Jê, providing a key
mechanism to enable access to education for all Kayapó
and to strengthen use of their mother tongue for Kayapó
youth.

KEY IMPACTS
Cultural recovery
■
■

20 teachers have been trained in the Jê mother tongue.
More than 60 indigenous community members have received training thanks to the partnership with
the SEDUC and the DSEI.
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Gender mainstreaming
Kayapó women play a key role in their communities as the
sole custodians of agriculture responsible for providing fruits
and vegetables to their families. They are also tasked with
educating their children and conserving important traditions,
such as the Kayapó’s characteristic body painting.
Seeing the struggle of their people against illegal
incursions, a group of Kayapó women formed a collective
dedicated to achieving the community’s objectives.
Through demonstrations in favour and against key
government policies, as well as direct projects on the

ground, this collective has become a force to reckon with
in issues related to indigenous public policies.
Women have also taken advantage of the training
opportunities offered to the communities. The more
knowledge they gain, the more empowered they are
to play an increasingly significant role in their village
activities and in business development for the sale of
forest products.

KEY IMPACTS
Gender mainstreaming
Kayapó women have recovered 13 hectares of degraded land through the implementation of
agroforestry systems.
■■ Kayapó women’s agroforestry systems include native fruit species that can be sold or used for
subsistence to support their families.
■■
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POLICY IMPACTS
National Policy Impacts
The defense of indigenous rights is at the core of the
activities carried out by Instituto Raoni. The Kayapó peoples
discuss political issues in assemblies and Chief Raoni, known
worldwide because of his advocacy for indigenous peoples’
rights, has become the voice of the Kayapó in national and
international forums, gatherings, and seminars dealing with
public policies on indigenous issues.
Representatives of Instituto Raoni also participate in
public meetings held by SEDUC and FUNAI. In addition,
Kayapó youth are members of the Steering Committee
of the National Policy for Territorial and Environmental
Management in Indigenous Lands (Política Nacional de
Gestão Territorial e Ambiental de Terras Indígenas, PNGATI
by its acronym in Portuguese).
The main political challenges currently faced are decrees,
bills, and laws that are being discussed in Congress and
other governmental spheres that Instituto Raoni is fighting
to halt or eliminate. These include:
■■

■■

Complementary Bill Project 227/2012 (Projeto de Lei
Complementar (PLC) 227/2012): The text attempts to
regulate article 231 of the Constitution, which contains
provisions on the demarcation of indigenous lands,
determining, among other issues, that the process for
the recognition of ancestral territories should include
the participation of aldermen, promoters, secretariats
of Agriculture and unions, in a public hearing.
Ordinance 303/2012 (Portaria 303/2012): Determines
the core structure of the General Directorate for
Agriculture and Rural Development.

■■

Constitutional Amendment Project 215/2000 (Projeto
de Emenda Constitucional (PEC) 215/2000): Modifies
articles 61 and 231, of the Federal Constitution, and
article 67 of the Transitory Constitutional Dispositions
Act, in order to modify the procedure of demarcation
of the lands traditionally occupied by indigenous
peoples.

■■

Constitutional Amendment Project 237/2013 (Projeto
de Emenda Constitucional (PEC) 237/2013): Seeks
to create a new article in the Constitution that
would allow “ research, cultivation, and agricultural
production in lands permanently inhabited and
traditionally occupied by indigenous peoples.”

■■

Ordinance 419/2011 (Portaria 419/2011): Regulates
the actions of agencies and organizations of the
Federal Public Administration with competencies on
environmental licensing, addressed in article 14 of
Law Nº 11.516, dated 28 August 2007.

■■

Constitutional Amendment Project 38/1999 (Projeto
de Emenda Constitucional (PEC) 38/1999): Modifies
Articles 52, 225 and 231 of the Federal Constitution
related to the exclusive competence of the Federal
Senate to approve processes about demarcation of
indigenous lands.

■■

Draft Bill 1610/1996 (Projeto de Lei 1610/1996): Of
the Federal Senate, this bill regulates the exploration
and use of mineral resources on indigenous lands,
addressed in article 176, first paragraph, and article
231, third paragraph, of the Federal Constitution.
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Contributions to the Global Agenda
The work of Instituto Raoni and the Kayapó indigenous
communities contributes to several Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). For example, their efforts
to gain recognition and protection of their ancestral
territory in order to ensure its sustainable management in
perpetuity is in line with the goals to ensure responsible
consumption and production (SDG 12), climate action (SDG
13), and protect life on land (SDG 15). Likewise, Instituto
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Raoni’s work to strengthen sustainable production chains
is aligned with the previous goals as well as those of no
poverty (SDG 1), zero hunger (SDG 2), and decent work
and economic growth (SDG 8). The initiatives for cultural
recovery and gender mainstreaming contribute to the
goals of reducing inequalities (SDG 10) and promoting
gender equality (SDG 5).

REPLICABILITY, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY
Replicability
All actions and projects carried out by Instituto Raoni
are shared with community-based organizations
through exchanges with other indigenous territories
and the dissemination of knowledge in gatherings and
demonstrations dealing with indigenous issues.
Several spaces for participation are replicated regionally
and nationally through the active work of Chief Raoni,
who is a globally recognized figure in for his advocacy to
advance indigenous rights and environmental projection.

Due to his high visibility, Chief Raoni’s actions are often
followed by other ethnicities or community groups
that are joining the movement to protect their cultural
traditions and environment.
Intituto Raoni’s model has been successfully replicated
by the following organizations: Nassepotit Community
Organization, Panará ethnicity; Arubada Association, Yudja
ethnicity; and Kawaretxico Community Organization,
Tapayuna ethnicity.

Scalability
Through Instituto Raoni, the Kayapó are part of an
articulated network that addresses public policy issues
led by the Kayapó Special Indigenous Sanitary District in
Mato Grosso, as well as existing FUNAI/Colíder and FUNAI/
Brasília meetings and forums. The Kayapó youth play
an active role in discussions and articulations with the
government. They are involved with other political and

community groups in the PNGATI Steering Committee,
which discusses matters that will inform the National
Territory and Environmental Management Policy over the
coming years. By promoting the creation of policies that
support indigenous peoples’ action to sustainably manage
their land, these groups lay the foundation for scaling-up
the model created by Instituto Raoni.

Sustainability
The Kayapó are an example of courageous action to
protect cultural autonomy, indigenous land tenure, and
the environment. They, and other ethnic and community

groups, are coming together to make sure their ways of
life are recognized, respected, valued and considered in
public policies developed in all spheres.

FUTURE PLANS
■■

Kayapó leaders are planning to film a documentary of their lives, and are working with Purdue
University to document the issues, challenges and everyday reality of their lives.

PARTNERS
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■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■

Fundação Nacional do Índio (FUNAI)
Banco do Brasil Foundation (FBB)
Kayapó Fund (Conservation International –
CI / the Moore Foundation)
European Development Fund (EDF)
Brazilian Fund for Biodiversity (Funbio)
Rainforest Foundation
Inter-American Development Bank (IDB)
Multilateral Investment Fund (MIF)

■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■

Amazon Watch
Universidade Federal do Mato Grosso (UFMT)
Embassy of Norway
Embassy of France
Secretariat of Justice and Public Safety (Sejusp)
State of Mato Grosso Fire Department
The Amazon Fund/BNDES
The Canada Foundation
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