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SOCIOCULTURAL ASSOCIATION OF
YAWANAWÁ
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PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

The Sociocultural Association of Yawanawá is a
representative body of the Yawanawá indigenous people
of Acre state, northern Brazil. The group works to create
income generating opportunities for its members through
the conservation of the community’s indigenous territory
and the promotion of Yawanawá culture. Through the
sustainable extraction of native agricultural products such
as urucum (a local plant that produces a red dye) and
a partnership with an international cosmetics firm, the
initiative has been able to generate revenue for investing in
local infrastructure developments.

EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2008
FOUNDED: 1977
LOCATION: Acre state, Brazil
BENEFICIARIES: Six villages, 750 people
BIODIVERSITY: 187,400 hectares of Amazonian forest

The community secured the revision of the boundaries
of the Yawanawá’s indigenous land, extending their legal
control over 187,400 hectares of the Amazon forest. This
achievement, coupled with the initiative’s innovative use
of their traditional culture – for instance, through their
Yawanawá clothing brand – has made the group a model
for indigenous sustainable forest management in Brazil.
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Background and Context

The Sociocultural Association of Yawanawá (Associação Sociocultural
Yawanawá) is a cooperative organization of the indigenous
Amazonian Yawanawá people. The initiative works to improve the
socioeconomic status and wellbeing of this marginalized community
in the Indigenous Land of Rio Gregório, located in the Brazilian state
of Acre, Tarauacá Municipality, while conserving their natural and
cultural heritage. Through extensive policy advocacy, the group
was able to increase their indigenous land to 187,400 hectares of
Amazonian forest, successfully resisting pressures from commercial
logging. The community has also partnered with a North American
cosmetic enterprise for the sale of locally-harvested urucum seeds.
In return, the Yawanawá have benefitted from a wide portfolio of
socioeconomic investment projects, logistical support, and capacitybuilding.

The highlight of the organization’s work has been the revision of the
boundaries of their indigenous land. In 2003, 25 years after the original
demarcation of the Indigenous Land of Rio Gregório, the group
began mobilizing to address this injustice. After collecting petitions
signed by the majority of state congress and senate members, the
group sent a committee to Brasília to request the revision of the
limits of the Yawanawá territory from the National Indian Foundation
(FUNAI, the national government agency for indigenous Indian
issues) and the Ministry of Justice. A group of anthropologists from
FUNAI conducted an investigation of the land. This preliminary study
awarded more than 95,000 additional hectares to the Yawanawá and
Katukina peoples. The community received this report in September
2005, and in April 2006 the new boundaries were accepted. The new
territory was approved by the Ministry of Justice in April 2007 and
was officially enacted by presidential decree in the same year. Today,
the Yawanawá land covers 187,400 hectares of the Amazon forest.
The Yawanawá tribe was the first indigenous community in Brazil to
successfully lobby for the revision of their recognized boundaries.
This was a significant achievement and a major contribution to the
discussion on indigenous land rights in Brazil.

A history of the Yawanawá in Rio Gregório
Since the sixteenth century, the indigenous Yawanawá have
traditionally worked as farmers and rubber extractors. However,
after a sharp decline in rubber sales in 1992, when the Brazilian
government began importing rubber from Malaysia instead of
purchasing Amazonian produce, the Yawanawá lost their primary
source of income. Around the same time, the state of Acre conducted
environmental impact assessments of the region as part of the
process of constructing the BR-364 highway, which passed through
many indigenous territories, directly and indirectly affecting the
lives of more than half of the local indigenous population. One of
the groups affected was the Yawanawá, who held more than 92,000
hectares of indigenous land in Rio Gregório. This had first been
identified in 1977, and in 1984 was officially demarcated as an area for
preservation. The demarcation was based on inaccurate boundaries,
however, and did not include many important mangroves, river
sources, and sacred burial grounds, lakes and hunting sites that
were of enormous cultural and socioeconomic importance to the
Yawanawá.

Partnership with Aveda
The Yawanawá first initiated a commercial partnership with the
North American cosmetic firm Aveda Corporation Inc. in 1993. In
this, the group was initially organized as one united community
under a unified leadership, overcoming a history of internal divisions
and external pressures. This led to the formation of a cooperative
organization in 2003, initially titled Cooperativa Agro-extrativista
Yawanawá (COOPYAWA), and recently renamed Associação
Sociocultural Yawanawá (ASCYAWANAWA). The group has overseen
the communal collection and sale of urucum seeds to Aveda, and
has coordinated the implementation of projects to improve food
security, water security, health, education, and transport and
communications infrastructure for local people.
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Key Activities and Innovations

In 2003, the Yawanawá signed three contracts with Aveda: one for
the sale of urucum seeds, one for the use of the Yawanawá image,
and another for support for social projects within the Yawanawá
community. This partnership is direct, transparent, and does not
involve intermediaries.

A win-win partnership for sustainability and wellbeing
Support from Aveda allowed the Yawanawá to build a new village
within their community, named Nova Esperança (“New Hope”), the
focus for infrastructural improvements. This work initially targeted
around 220 people. Currently, Associação Sociocultural Yawanawá
encompasses six villages, with a total of nearly 750 beneficiaries.
All profits arising from the sale of locally-harvested natural produce
are reinvested for the welfare of the group. The cooperative is
composed of an elected Board, managed by a president, vicepresident, treasurer, vice-treasurer, secretary and fiscal council. The
Board receives demands from the communities and tries to raise
funds to meet those requests. Once the funds are mobilized, the
Board holds meetings with community leaders and begins work to
implement the projects.
The Yawanawá image has been used in branding various goods that
have promoted the group’s rich cultural heritage. These products
have been sold at the annual Yawa Festival, and have included CDs,
DVDs, clothing, ceramic artifacts, and jewelry, among other goods.
Revenues from the sale of urucum are no longer sufficient to meet
the needs of the expanded Yawanawá target population, meaning
that the social projects component of the partnership constitutes
the majority of the benefit for the Yawanawá community. These
projects have focused on infrastructure investments for the villages,
improving food security for community members, and enhancing
the provision of both education and health services.

5

Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS

known species lives in the Amazon rainforest. As an indicator of this
species richness, the Amazon provides habitat for around 2.5 million
insect species, and some 2,000 birds and mammals. To date, at least
40,000 plant species, 3,000 fish, 1,294 birds, 427 mammals, 428
amphibians, and 378 reptiles have been scientifically classified in the
region. One in five of all the birds in the world live in the rainforests of
the Amazon. Scientists have described between 96,660 and 128,843
invertebrate species in Brazil alone.

The Yawanawá’s struggle to preserve their indigenous territory has
been successful in the face of numerous competing pressures on the
land and forest resources. These have included claims by investors
for logging, cultivation, and grazing purposes.
One such challenge came in 2005 when a prominent Sao Paulobased television presenter purchased 200,000 hectares of land
bordering Yawanawá territory, with the intention of felling the forest
and converting the land to cattle pasture. The Yawanawá resisted
this claim, continuing to press for their claims to 50,000 hectares of
this land as their indigenous territory. As a result of the investigation
undertaken by FUNAI, this claim was vindicated, eventually leading
to the inclusion of the land within the newly-demarcated Yawanawá
territory in 2007. This effort was supported by international NGOs
including UK-based Rainforest Concern and had the backing
of the Acre state governor. More recently, the same company’s
claim to the remaining 150,000 hectares was successfully delayed
after the Yawanawá petitioned the state on the grounds that an
environmental impact assessment had not been carried out by the
logging company.

The Yawanawá community has worked to reduce their impact on the
wildlife species in their surrounding forest and riverine habitats. An
animal breeding project was introduced in 2004 as a result of the
increase in the Yawanawá population. As they moved from being
nomadic hunter-gatherers to a community largely based on the
village of Nova Esperança, the impact of the Yawanawá on game
species in the immediate vicinity of the village was significant. In
partnership with Rainforest Concern, the project saw the captive
breeding of alligators, fresh water turtles, wild boar and fish, with
specimens reintroduced into the wild as well as harvested for
consumption by the community. Turtle nesting sites were identified
and protected, turtles were collected at birth and reared on the edge
of the village, before being released into the river as adults.

Challenges of this kind are indicative of the pressures not only on
the Yawanawá’s 187,400 hectares of land, but on the surrounding
territories and other indigenous peoples. Continued advocacy
and campaigning on the part of the Yawanawá people and their
international partners will help to protect forest resources from such
threats, and preserve the cultural heritage and the rich biodiversity
supported by the Brazilian Amazon rainforest.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
Apart from the critical question of land security, the Yawanawá
have also had to focus on enhancing their food security, access to
health and education services, and investments in infrastructure for
communication and transport. This work has formed the majority
of the benefits received from the sale of urucum seeds to Aveda.
Marketing of Yawanawá-branded goods has also brought recognition
and a source of income to the community, while preserving many of
the community’s cultural traditions. Social and cultural hierarchies
within the community have also changed in recent years with one
result being the empowerment of women.

Conservation of Amazonian species and habitats
The biodiversity benefits of the Yawanawá’s work are substantial.
As the largest tract of tropical rainforest in the world, the Amazon
rainforest is home to an unparalleled level of biodiversity. One in ten
6

Food security: In terms of food security, the community has worked to
develop intercropping of edible plant species around village houses.
Beginning in 1992, an initial sixteen acres of land were planted with
urucum and other tropical forest products such as cassava, mango,
banana, pineapple, chestnuts, pupunheira, guaraná, as well as
nitrogen-rich Ingá plants and fast-growing tree species for timber.
In recent years, this has been supplemented by a controlled animal
husbandry programme. Enclosures for pigs and a rotational dairy
farm are currently being planned for construction.
Health: Health interventions have taken the form of stocking a local
health clinic with the facilities to treat malaria cases, and improving
sanitation in the villages. In partnership with Rainforest Concern,
14 sanitation facilities have been installed in six locations in the
Yawanawá community, seeking to address increasingly common
cases of diarrhea and guinea worm in infants.
Education: Education impacts have been achieved in four different
schools, in which trained Yawanawá community members teach
over 200 local children. After the demarcation of the indigenous land
in 1984, young members of the Yawanawá community, along with
other ethnic groups from Acre and the South of the Amazon, began
attending training courses in Rio Branco run by the Pro-Indigenous
Commission of Acre in partnership with the State Secretariat for
Indigenous Education. Over twenty young teachers have been
trained to date. The selection process for teachers from Yawanawá
consists of a meeting in which all community members participate.
Teachers are selected according to their level of knowledge and
schooling. The State Secretariat for Indigenous Education then hires
and trains the candidates. The Yawanawá schools have also been
provided with teaching materials and school supplies. The subjects
taught in schools include History (indigenous, Brazilian and world)
and Portuguese and Yawanawá languages.

Community
development
investments:
Investments
in
infrastructure have been seen in the installation of more efficient
storage structures for harvested urucum seeds. Machinery has
been installed for processing these seeds. Efforts were also made to
develop processing of oil from andiroba, a mahogany tree species.
This began in 1999, with efforts from both Aveda and the state
government to establish this as a productive enterprise for local
community members. Business plans were drawn up in 2004 for
the construction of an andiroba processing refinery. As this product
does not grow naturally within the Yawanawá land, however,
seeds had to be purchased from villages along the Juruá River.
Logistical constraints, and in particular the geographic isolation of
the Yawanawá community, made this project unfeasible. A lack of
funding has halted the development of this enterprise, although
transforming the andiroba refinery in Tarauacá into a centre for
processing “oils and essences of the Amazon” remains a goal for the
Yawanawá.

Currently the Yawanawá community has four schools:
1.
2.
3.
4.

João de Souza Carioca School has 15 teachers and 174 students
(1st to 8th grade)
Mutum School has two teachers and 30 students (1st to 4th
grade)
Escondido School has two teachers and 34 students (1st to 4th
grade)
Tiburcio School with one teacher and 20 students (1st to 4th
grade)

Investments in sustainable energy: More recently, the Yawanawá
community has embarked on an attempt to generate locallyproduced biogas to fuel the boats that connect their villages with
the outside world. This has long been the most important mode
of transport for the community, with the introduction of on-board
motors cutting travel time to the nearest town down to a total of
nine hours (seven hours by boat, followed by two hours by truck). The
economic and environmental costs of filling the motors with diesel,
however, are considerable. The community spends an approximate
USD 9,500 per month on fuel.

In 2003, a school-parent association was founded with the objective
of applying for support from the federal government in the form of
funds targeted at rural schools. The group has also mobilized efforts
for more funds, especially for the construction and renovation of the
school buildings. Some classes still take place in teachers’ houses.

To overcome this problem, the Yawanawá have begun harvesting the
seeds of jatropha plants, known locally as pinhão branco. These plants
are traditionally used for medicinal purposesand grow abundantly
in village gardens. Processing of these seeds into vegetable biofuel
began in 2009, with support from the Pro-Indigenous Commission of
Acre. The project was a winner of the 2009 IDEAS Energy Innovation

Four Yawanawá youths have been sponsored to study in state
universities, using funds from Aveda. Upon graduation, the youths
must commit themselves to returning to their communities and
working in the management of collective initiatives. The first student
graduated in 2011 having studied communications.
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Women’s empowerment and social equity
The work of Associação Sociocultural Yawanawá has helped to
devolve power within the Yawanawá community. From its starting
point in the sole village of Nova Esperança, the population has
now extended to six separate villages, each with its own chief.
This network has changed the social dynamics of the community.
ASCYAWANAWA has also encouraged, for the first time in the history
of the Yawanawá people, the initiation of two women into the
rigorous training and dieting necessary to become tribal chiefs. This
work represented an important victory for Yawanawá women, given
the history of resistance to and mistrust of this idea among men in
the community.

POLICY IMPACTS
The conservation work of the Yawanawá community has benefitted
from close ties to the state government of Acre, which has gained
a reputation for its forest-friendly policies: it is known as the
“Government of the Forest”. With support from national bodies such
as FUNAI and regional organizations such as the Pro-Indigenous
Commission of Acre, the Yawanawá have been able to successfully
resist the pressures of deforestation for logging and cultivation.
The close relationship between the initiative and the state-level
government has enabled the Yawanawá to have some impact on
policies.

Contest for improving energy efficiency and expanding access to
renewable energy, and is currently being sponsored by Global Village
Energy Partnership (GVEP), an international sustainable energy NGO.
Improvements in communications technology: Finally, the Aveda
partnership has also allowed for the creation of a representative
office in the city of Tarauacá, in addition to providing internet access
in the Yawanawá community, in partnership with the Committee for
Democratization of Information Technology (CDI), a South American
NGO.

The group has gained widespread recognition from the regional
to the international level. In 2005, the Kurã Kene fashion project
received an award from the Government of Acre for best initiative
of the year for preservation and promotion of traditional indigenous
knowledge. This award brought recognition of the Yawanawá
women in particular, as they were the main actors in the production
of the products. The group’s work in producing a DVD on Yawanawá
culture also received distinguished awards, including the 2004
Chico Mendes Award, bestowed by the state of Acre to innovative
community initiatives. In recognition of the Yawanawá’s work for
the empowerment of women, Raimunda Putani, one of the new
tribal chiefs, recently received the Bertha Lutz Award in 2007, an
important distinction offered by the Federal Senate. Finally, in 2008,
the organization was awarded the UNDP Equator Prize, recognizing
the conservation and development impacts its work has had for the
Amazon Rainforest and the Yawanawá people.

Celebration of Yawanawá cultural heritage
Other social and cultural impacts have been achieved in partnership
with Aveda through the promotion of the Yawanawá brand within
Acre and Brazil. One enterprise involved recording traditional folk
songs sung during the celebration of the harvest. This was the
first CD of indigenous folk music recorded in the state of Acre. The
group has also produced a DVD about the history of the indigenous
community, which has been translated into eight languages. The
dissemination of the DVD has served to increase the visibility of the
Yawanawá and to promote the Yawa Festival, an annual celebration
of Yawanawá culture, history and music.

PARTNERS

The Yawa Festival helped to launch a fashion project, Kurã Kene, using
the Yawanawá brand. The sale of merchandise has served to increase
appreciation of the Yawanawá culture, including drawings based on
traditional body paintings, ceramic artifacts and customary jewellery.
These activities have been supported by the Demonstrative Project
of Indigenous Populations, a component of the Pilot Programme
for the Conservation of Tropical Forests in Brazil. With support
from the state of Acre, Rainforest Concern and Aveda, the initiative
launched a collection of clothes with traditional Yawanawá drawings
and paintings in October 2004. The first collection was successful,
showcasing Yawanawá indigenous traditions for a wide urban
audience.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Aveda Corporation Inc.
Fundação Nacional do Índio (FUNAI)
Committee for Democratization of Information Technology
Rainforest Concern (UK)
Pro-Indigenous Commission for Acre
Demonstrative Project of Indigenous Populations, Pilot
Programme for the Conservation of Tropical Forests in Brazil
Global Village Energy Partnership (GVEP)
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Film on the Yawanawá, 2009 (Vimeo) http://vimeo.com/8219722
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