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UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIES
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 Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation 
(NORAD) and the German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ), awarded the 
Equator Prize 2017 to 15 outstanding local community 
and Indigenous peoples initiatives from 12 countries. 
The winners were recognized for their significant work 
to advance nature-based solutions for sustainable 

development in marine, forest, grassland, dryland and 
wetland ecosystems.  Selected from 806 nominations from 
across 120 countries, the winners were celebrated at a gala 
event in New York, coinciding with Global Goals Week and 
the 72nd Session of the UN General Assembly. Special 
emphasis was placed on scalable, nature-based solutions 
to address biodiversity conservation, climate change 
adaptation, disaster risk reduction, gender equality, land 
rights, and food and water security to reduce poverty, 
protect nature, and strengthen resilience.

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 scale nature-
based solutions essential to achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals.  

http://equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_winners&view=casestudysearch&Itemid=858


KEY FACTS
Equator Prize Winner 

2017

Founded

1993

Location 

Marechal Thaumaturgo, State of Acre, Federative Republic 
of Brazil

Beneficiaries 

Approximately 2,100 direct beneficiaries and more than 
100,000 indirect beneficiaries

Areas of focus

Forest conservation, biodiversity protection, land rights and 
advocacy, awareness and education 

Sustainable Development Goals addressed

PROJECT SUMMARY
To protect their 87,205-hectare Terra Indígena 
Kampa do Rio Amônea (Kampa of the Amônea River 
Indigenous Territory) from deforestation and defend 
Ashaninka rights and culture, Associação Ashaninka 
do Rio Amônia Apiwtxa (Ashaninka Association of 
the Amonia River Unity) has supported community-
based management of Indigenous lands and 
established a management plan for the Ashaninka 
territory. It has also established an educational centre 
that promotes sustainable agroforestry practices 
with Ashaninka communities in Brazil and Peru, 
as well as other Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
groups and educational centres. The facility places 
cultural exchange and social inclusion at the heart of 
environmental education, while leading restoration 
activities. Through a cooperative, the Ashaninka of 
the Amônea River are selling handicrafts and non-
timber forest products that support their sustainable 
production and consumption principles. As a 
result of its diverse initiatives, the Association has 
developed a cohesive strategy to defend Indigenous 
lands and enhance community livelihoods.

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.

EQUATOR PRIZE 2017 WINNER FILM

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://vimeo.com/234880297
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Deep in the Amazonian rainforests of the State of Acre, in 
southwestern Brazil, and on the border with Peru, Terra 
Indígena Kampa do Rio Amônea (Kampa of the Amônea 
River Indigenous Territory) is home to approximately 
900 Ashaninka Indigenous people who have relied for 
centuries on the natural resources of the region. The 
87,205-hectare Territory was demarcated in 1992 and 
titled to the Ashaninka in 1993. 

Although their Territory is part of the Marechal 
Thaumaturgo municipality, the Ashaninka of the Amônea 
River are isolated and must travel several hours by boat 
to reach the town. They do maintain close ties with the 
Ashaninka communities in Peru, where the majority–nearly 
60,000–of these Indigenous people live. According to the 
Ashaninka on the Brazilian side of the border, their origins 
can be found in two large families—Piyãco and Kamentsi—
brought by their parents from Peru more than a century 
ago. The Ashaninka currently residing in Brazil are settled 
in nearby, but non-contiguous, Indigenous lands along the 
Amônea, Breu, and Envira rivers and the Primavera Stream.

The State of Acre has one of the largest forest covers in 
Brazil and harbours several tributaries of the Amazon 
River, particularly those originating in the Serra do 
Divisor (Dividing Range), a section of the Andes along the 
boundary with Peru. It also includes a complex system of 
rivers, canals, lakes, seasonal rivers, and floodplain forests. 
Amazonian river floodplains, locally known as várzeas, 
are important for the reproduction of animals and plants 
endemic to the region.

The Juruá River originates on the Peruvian side of the Serra 
do Divisor and runs for approximately 3,200 kilometres 
before draining into the Solimões River in Brazil. The Juruá 
Basin encompasses approximately 2.8 million hectares of 
wetlands, including a floodplain that, depending on the 
drought and flood regimes of other Amazonian rivers such 
as the Amônea, creates thousands of lakes every year. 
With yellowish coloration, the basin’s rivers are considered 

‘white water rivers’ resulting from the high transport of 
mud and suspended matter. Their waters have an almost 
neutral pH and deposit their sediments in the várzeas, 
making them fertile and covered with highly productive 
terrestrial and aquatic plant communities and floodplain 
forests.

Combining traditional protected areas and Indigenous 
territories, the Juruá Basin is one of the most protected 
large sub-basins in the Amazon. One of the main protected 
areas on the Brazilian side is the 843,012-hectare Serra do 
Divisor National Park, which borders the Kampa of the 
Amônea River Indigenous Territory and the 1.35 million-
hectare Sierra del Divisor National Park in Peru. 

Also bordering with the Kampa of the Amônea River 
Indigenous Territory, the 537,946-hectare Reserva 
Extrativista do Alto Juruá (Upper Juruá Extractive Reserve) 
is a federal protected area created in 1990 to balance 
conservation and development objectives. Plant diversity 
of the Upper Juruá Basin is among the highest in the 
Amazon and includes nearly 70 percent of palm species 
found in the region. With 543 species, 34 of which are 
endemic, the Extractive Reserve is one of the richest areas 
in Brazil in terms of bird diversity and is considered an 
Important Bird Area (IBA) by BirdLife International. This is 
one of the few locations in Brazil with sightings of rufous-
fronted antthrush (Formicarius rufifrons), classified as nearly 
threatened by the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species. 

Other significant threatened species present in the 
region include giant anteater (Myrmecophaga tridactyla), 
the South American manatee (Trichechus inunguis), the 
lowland tapir (Tapirus terrestris), and the white-lipped 
peccary (Tayassu pecari), all listed as vulnerable on the 
IUCN Red List. In 2018, part of the Upper Juruá Basin 
was designated a Ramsar Site under the Convention on 
Wetlands of International Importance.
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Origin and structure

During the 1980s, the Ashaninka of the Amônea River 
began advocating for their right to own the land they 
have lived on for centuries. Their territory, Terra Indígena 
Kampa Rio Amônea, was finally demarcated in 1992. The 
Ashaninka Association of the Amônia River Apiwtxa was 
officially registered the following year. Apiwtxa, which 
means ‘unity,’ is the name of the village. This word is sacred 
for the Ashaninka people, as it represents the responsibility 
for everyone, for the collective. 

Creating the Association provided the Ashaninka of the 
the Amônea River more autonomy to strengthen their 
culture and art through projects, including handicrafts, 
beekeeping, researching aromas and essential oils, 
traditional Ashaninka education, and environmental 

management in the Alto Juruá region. Through the 
Association, the Ashaninka of the Amônea River manage 
and execute projects and fulfil their mission: To provide 
a better life not only for the members of their own 
community, but also for the communities that surround 
their territory.

The Association is run by a Board of Directors and a Council 
of Elders, all of whom are elected by the community. 
The Board of Directors is composed of a president, a 
vice president, a treasurer, a secretary, counsellors, and 
a lawyer. The Council of Elders is made up of men and 
women, who dedicate themselves to the community with 
their knowledge and are the key leaders in the community.
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LOCAL CHALLENGES

Deforestation and illegal logging

Deforestation and illegal logging are significant issues in 
the Upper Juruá region, bringing several regional fauna 
and flora species near extinction. Since the 1970s, the state 
of Acre has experienced an expansion of cattle ranching 
and rapid conversion of forests to pastureland. During the 
same decade, loggers and fur hunters started to arrive in 
the area in response to rising demand for hardwoods like 
mahogany and cedar, nearly depleting these species. 

During the 1980s, the number of loggers and fur hunters 
peaked when companies from Cruzeiro do Sul, the 
second largest city in the State of Acre, used bulldozers 
and tractors to create an extended network of logging 
roads in a region that was largely inaccessible until then. 
Moreover, the construction of two federal highways 
attracted waves of immigration, followed by increased 

deforestation. Additionally, communities who relied on 
forests for their livelihoods gradually lost their lands.

Although rubber is a main forest commodity in the 
region, its importance has diminished stemming from the 
collapse of rubber prices and changes brought about by 
new ownership of the estates. 

Several communities within Upper Juruá Extractive Reserve 
have abandoned extractive activities and taken up cattle 
ranching. The main underlying reason for this change is 
a subsidy that provides long-term financial support–in 
both state and private credit—for people who start cattle 
ranching. This benefit, however, is not available for rubber 
tappers. Furthermore, cattle often serve as a ‘savings 
account’ because livestock can easily be sold in case of need.

Misuse of Ashaninka traditional knowledge

The Ashaninka of the Amônea River were victims of a 
biopiracy case in the 1990s. With the aim of prospecting 
their forest resources and local knowledge to identify 
new livelihood opportunities, the community, with non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) Indigenous Rights 
Nuclei and Pro-Indigenous Commission, raised funds 
and hired a researcher.  Accompanied and supported by 
community members, the researcher carried out fieldwork 
for three years, collecting information about traditional 
techniques and uses of plants.

One of these plants was the murumuru (Astrocaryum ulei 
Burret), a palm fruit traditionally used by Ashaninka people 
of the Amônea River as vegetable fat. The research found 
the plant can be used to produce shampoos, soaps, and 
moisturizers as a result of its moisturizing capacity.

However, after gathering valuable information from 
the Ashaninka, in 1996, the researcher established his 
own cosmetics company called Tawaya. The researcher 

positioned himself as a pioneer in the production of 
murumuru forest soaps, which he proposed to buy from 
the community. But the Ashaninka community did not 
agree to being mere providers and referred to their 
agreement, which established that results would remain 
with the NGOs and the community and their use required 
their authorization. Additionally, they argued that, by law, 
traditional Indigenous knowledge can only be accessed 
with the prior consent of Indigenous people and sharing 
of benefits.

The Ashaninka’s claim of rights to traditional knowledge 
was endorsed in 2007 by the Federal Public Ministry, who 
opened a civil public lawsuit against the researcher and 
Tawaya. Two other companies, Natura and Chemyunion 
Química, were accused of taking indirect advantage of 
Indigenous knowledge, while the National Institute of 
Intellectual Property was accused of granting the patent 
to the researcher.
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Following a lengthy legal battle, in 2013, the Federal 
Court discharged Natura and Chemyunion from the 
allegations, but ordered Tawaya and the researcher to pay 
compensation corresponding to sharing 15 percent of their 
profits with the Ashaninka group of Apiwtxa for a period 

of 15 years from the beginning of the company’s activities. 
In 2019, Tawaya was found to have used traditional 
knowledge without permission and was ordered to pay a 
fine of BRL 5 million (approximately US$900,000).



8

LOCAL RESPONSES

Sustainable forest management

While pressuring the Brazilian government for the titling 
of their ancestral lands, the Ashaninka of the Amônea 
River established the Ayopare Cooperative in 1987. 
The aim was to develop the production of handicrafts 
as an environmentally friendly activity that would also 
contribute to their livelihoods. With support from national 
and foreign NGOs, as well as Brazil’s Development Bank 
(BNDES by its acronym in Portuguese), the production of 
handicrafts became a key activity for the Ashaninka that 
paved the way for their later environmental efforts.

Immediately after the government’s demarcation of their 
territory in 1992, the Ashaninka of the Amônea River 
developed an environmental management plan for their 
community. With much of their traditional lands degraded 
from cattle grazing, they realized that to live in harmony 
with nature they needed to protect not only their immediate 
settlement but also the neighbouring Indigenous and non-
Indigenous communities. 

As a result, during the past few decades, the Ashaninka of 
the Amônea River have transformed these barren lands into 
dense, healthy forests through several initiatives supported 
by national and international partners. As a first step, they 

launched environmental protection and restoration actions, 
while marketing some of their sustainably produced goods 
to benefit from their natural resources.

To restore depleted wildlife populations, since the 1990s, 
the Ashaninka of the Amônea River have practiced 
rotation of hunting areas and have created animal refuge 
areas. They have also obtained funding for the basic 
infrastructure needed to protect their Indigenous lands 
against incursions, while experimenting with the collection 
of seeds of native tree species. Additionally, this Ashaninka 
community has been developing agroforestry projects 
to attain self-sufficient livelihoods for all community 
members, while protecting biodiversity. 

Between 2015 and 2020, the Ashaninka Association of the 
Amonia River Union executed the ‘Alto Juruá’ project financed 
by the Amazon Fund and BNDES. Focusing on sustainable 
production and land use planning, the initiative aimed to 
build alternative means for sustainable development and 
preserve the common territory. To achieve this, the project 
expanded agroforestry practices and provided support for 
territorial and environmental management in Indigenous 
and traditional communities in the Upper Juruá Basin.

KEY IMPACTS 

Sustainable forest  
management

 ■ Nearly two million fruit trees and other species have been planted since 2015.
 ■ Between 2015 and 2017, three training programs were carried out involving 154 participants from 

the Kampa of the Amônea River and Kashinawá-Ashaninka of the Breu River Indigenous territories, as 
well as the Upper Juruá Extractive Reserve. These activities focused on agroecology and sustainable 
agriculture and food systems (SAFS).

 ■ A management plan was prepared, identifying species with seed production potential within the 
Kampa of the Amônea River Indigenous Territory. Based on this plan, three seed collection locations 
were demarcated across 550 hectares and 14 species were selected for management.
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Yorenka Ãtame Centre

In 2007, the Ashaninka founded the Yorenka Ãtame 
(Wisdom of the Forest) Centre to teach environmentally 
friendly economic alternatives to inhabitants of the region. 
The Centre is an open space for dialogue, exchange, 
and dissemination of agroforestry skills respecting the 
richness of cultural diversity. It promotes the exchange 
of experiences and cultural knowledge, stimulates 
intercultural dialogue, and seeks the dissemination of 
approaches for the sustainable management of natural 
resources. Furthermore, the Centre integrates various 
resources of Apiwtxa, containing a community technology 
centre with internet access and facilities equipped to 
receive and accommodate about 200 people.

Through the Yorenka Ãtame Centre, the Ashaninka 
people seek to meet the demands that arise when various 
stakeholders come together. They also work with public 
schools of Marechal Thaumaturgo to raise awareness 
among students about the importance of environmental 
protection, bringing together Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people, and encourage a union between the 
different groups of society. The Centre is visited by local 
school classes, reaching students of all ages. Each year, the 
school children visit the Centre several times to discuss 
environmental protection.

Many groups visit the Yorenka Ãtame Centre to learn about 
sustainable economic alternatives, such as beekeeping, 
small animal reproduction, techniques for recovering 
degraded areas, orchard cultivation, seed collection, tree 

nursery operation, waste management, and fish farming. 
The Centre is strategically located outside the town to 
work around the territory without interfering in the day-
to-day life of the Ashaninka people.

As part of the ‘Alto Juruá’ project, between 2015 and 
2017, Yorenka Ãtame Centre offered workshops, working 
in close collaboration with residents of more than 50 
communities of the Upper Juruá Extractive Reserve. 
These groups participated in different courses about their 
rights, with a focus on land demarcation and monitoring. 
Courses also addressed agroforestry methods, protection 
of biodiversity, and community strengthening.

One of the main achievements through the ‘Alto Juruá’ 
project was the construction of a plant nursery and a 
seed bank in the Yorenka Ãtame Centre. The plant nursery 
was developed to house the production of seedlings of 
various species, while the seek bank was developed for 
the production of seedlings of native fruit trees used in 
agroforestry systems. The creation of a seed bank required 
building an air-conditioned room with equipment to 
receive, dry, clean, and safely store the seeds until the 
planting season. The production of seeds and their 
respective commercialization are regulated activities, 
which made it necessary to submit a management plan 
to Ibama and obtain a certificate of registration of the 
Ayõpare Cooperative in the National Registry of Seeds and 
Seedlings (RENASEM by its acronym in Portuguese), linked 
to the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, and Supply.

KEY IMPACTS 

Yorenka Ãtame Centre  

 ■ More than 70,000 seedlings of various species have been produced in the seed bank.
 ■ A cold storage unit was built to contribute to the Ashaninka’s work in the fruit pulp industry. 

Additionally, small local fruit storage structures and a refrigerated barge were purchased to transport 
the fruit from the communities to the industry. 

 ■ All cold storage and transportation equipment are powered by solar panels. Seven members of the 
Ashaninka community were trained to perform maintenance services. 
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POLICY IMPACTS

National policy impacts 

The Ashaninka people have influenced public policies 
for resource management and economic growth with 
local production. They are fully engaged in implementing 
Brazil’s National Policy for the Management of Indigenous 
Lands (PNGATI by its acronym in Portuguese) in their 
territory. They have also participated in the Business 
and Indigenous People’s Dialogue Initiative, which is 
supported by The Nature Conservancy (TNC) and focuses 
on improving the relationship between companies and 
Indigenous peoples in the Amazon with the aim of building 
more inclusive engagement and planning models. 

For decades, the Ashaninka have implemented successful 
sustainable development projects in which they involve 
the surrounding communities and promote the reduction 

of inequalities in the region. They have established formal 
exchange and cooperation agreements not only with 
other Ashaninka communities in the Upper Juruá Basin, 
but also with communities in Peru, including those located 
in Sawawo, Shawaya, and Saweto. 

The Ashaninka have succeeded in obtaining recognition and 
legitimacy in the municipality of Marechal Thaumaturgo. 
There, Isaac Piyãko, a member of the Ashaninka community 
of the Amônea River, was elected mayor in 2016. While 
Indigenous peoples make up only 20 percent of the 
municipality’s population, Piyãko received approximately 
70 percent of the votes.

Contributions to the global agenda

The work of the Ashaninka of the Amônea River has 
already received global recognition through awards. The 
group received the 2007 Prêmio Chico Mendes de Meio 
Ambiente award bestowed by the Brazilian Ministry of 
Environment and the 2013 Weimar Human Rights Prize. 
Additionally, the movie ‘A gente luta mas come fruta’ (‘We 
struggle but we eat fruit’), by Wewito Piyãko Ashaninka 
and Isaac Piyãko Ashaninka, also received the 2007 Prêmio 
Panamazônia Action Aid.

Through their sustainable production initiatives, the 
Ashaninka are contributing to the achievement of several 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda, 
such as no poverty (SDG 1), zero hunger (SDG 2), reduced 
inequalities (SDG 10), and responsible consumption and  
production (SDG 12). By sustainably managing the forests, 
the Association also helps attain the targets for climate 
action (SDG 13) and life on land (SDG 15).
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SCALABILITY AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replication 

The Ashaninka’s success with the Yorenka Ãtame Centre 
has inspired other communities to replicate their 
experience on their own lands. In 2016, the Ashaninka 
Leader Marishori Samaniego Pascal, a member of the 
Peruvian Ashaninka community of San Miguel, spent 
three months in the Ashaninka community Apiwtxa. She 
studied the organizational structure of the Ashaninka 
of the Amônea River to learn political strategies and 
agroforestry techniques to empower her own community 
in Peru. At the same time, her stay served as an intercultural 
exchange between members of both communities.

Some Indigenous groups have expressed interest in 
establishing a facility similar to the Yorenka Ãtame Centre 
in their communities. The Kayapó Chief Raoni is one of 
the leaders looking to replicate the initiative in the Xingu 
territory to encourage youth to increase their esteem for 
their own culture and wisdom, as well as to learn traditional 
and modern agroforestry. Additionally, the French NGO 
Nature Rights plans to implement a Yorenka Ãtame 
Centre in French Guiana to support the empowerment of 
Indigenous communities.

Scalability

Through their activities at the Yorenka Ãtame Centre, the 
Ashaninka of the Amônea River are revitalizing and sharing 
their traditional knowledge and practices widely around 
the Amazon. The Centre is visited by groups from all parts 
of the world to participate in debates, workshops, cultural 
exchanges, and communal practices. People from Brazilian 
Indigenous groups such as the Yawanawa, Guarani, 

Puyanawa, Tukano, Suruí, and Peruvian Ashaninka from 
different communities, as well as faraway countries, such as 
Germany, Denmark, Japan, France, and the United States, 
have benefited from the Centre’s activities and consider 
it an important benchmark in environmental protection. 
Thus, the work of the Ashaninka is being recognized by 
national and international institutions around the globe.  

Sustainability 

Partners of the Ashaninka of the Amônea River agree 
that there are no concerns regarding the sustainability 
of their initiatives. With almost 30 years of experience in 
the sustainable development of their titled lands, they 
receive ongoing support from national and international 
organizations that contribute both funding as well as 

technology and knowledge transfer. For instance, in 2015, 
the Ashaninka Association of the Amonia River became the 
first Indigenous organization to sign a project with Brazil’s 
National Development Bank’s (BNDES by its acronym in 
Portuguese) Amazon Fund without intermediaries.
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FUTURE PLANS
Apiwtxa will continue to work hard to consolidate the results already achieved, as well as to make 
new progress. Some of the challenges to be faced refer, for example, to health, access to water, waste 
management, the necessary increments for the development of productive activities (forest management, 
wildlife and fishing, and agroforestry systems) and the enhancement of results through strategic alliances 
with neighbouring communities. Another key point for the community will be the set of investments 
to be aimed at improving the functioning of the Ayõpare Cooperative, which continues increasing its 
qualification and improving results.

PARTNERS
 ■ Amazon Fund: Financed the ‘Alto Juruá’ project, 

which ran between 2015 and 2020 with funding from 
Brazil’s Development Bank (BNDES by its acronym in 
Portuguese). 

 ■ Climate Alliance: The Climate Alliance office in 
Frankfurt has supported the Association in some 
small projects since 2009.

 ■ Comissao Pro-Indio do Acre (Pro-Indian Commission 
of Acre): Education, training of teachers and agrofor-
estry agents, environmental monitoring with maps 
and political formations.

 ■ Forest Trends

 ■ German Society for International Cooperation (GIZ)

 ■ Greenpeace

 ■ Instituto E: This NGO has collaborated with the 
Association since 2012, when it was selected for the 
Premio-E (E-Award) during the Rio +20 summit. 

 ■ Ministry of the Culture

 ■ Ministry of the Environment

 ■ Rainforest Foundation

 ■ United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO)
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