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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

1994

Location 

Canarana, State of Mato Grosso, Federative Republic of 
Brazil

Beneficiaries 

6,000 beneficiaries

Areas of focus

Sustainable forest management; Sustainable production and 
consumption; Land rights and advocacy; and Protection of 
wild plant and animal species 

Sustainable Development Goals addressed

EQUATOR PRIZE 2017 WINNER FILM

PROJECT SUMMARY
Associação Terra Indígena Xingu (Xingu Indigenous 
Land Association, or ATIX by its acronym in 
Portuguese) was founded in 1994 by 16 Indigenous 
communities to manage their land and defend 
their rights in the 2.8-million-hectare Terra Indígena 
Xingu. The Association is the first community-
based organization in Brazil to obtain permits from 
the Ministry of Agriculture as a certifying entity 
for community-based organic products under 
Brazil’s Participatory Guarantee System (PGS). 
The organization has additionally contributed to 
develop a new certification called ‘Selo dos Origens 
Brasil,’ focusing on the preservation of traditional 
knowledge and customs. Honey production is the 
main source of income for these communities, 
which sell two tonnes of this organic product 
every year. The Association also advocates for the 
recognition of Indigenous land rights in the face of 
powerful pressures on the forest.

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.

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

In the Federative Republic of Brazil’s western state of 
Mato Grosso, lush Amazonian rainforests give way to 
open savannas of the Cerrado biome. Here, the Xingu 
Indigenous Territory (Território Indígena do Xingu, or TIX 
by its acronym in Portuguese) protects approximately 
2.8 million hectares of intact vegetation. The TIX was 
established in 2016, bringing together 16 Indigenous 
Peoples living in four contiguous Indigenous lands: Xingu 
Indigenous Park, Wawi, Batovi, and Pequizal do Naruvôtu. 
Each of these peoples has a distinct language and history, 
making the TIX one of the most culturally diverse regions 
in Brazil.

The TIX is also very rich in biodiversity. The Cerrado biome 
has been identified as a biodiversity hotspot by the Critical 
Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF) because of its global 
importance for conservation. Additionally, the TIX lies 
within the upper Xingu River Basin, the fourth-largest 
tributary basin in the Amazon. One third of the basin, 
including the Xingu River’s headwaters, is located in the 
state of Mato Grosso, while the rest is found in the state 
of Pará.

The rainy season in most of the Xingu Basin is from December 
to May, and this is also the period of highest river levels. At 
least 30 percent of the Xingu headwater basin is subject 
to seasonal flooding for four to seven months each year, 
creating major aquatic habitats such as lagoons, flooded 
forests, and grass savannas. Numerous waterfalls and rapids 
also dominate the landscape throughout the basin.

The Xingu River’s water is clear, unlike that of most 
tributaries of the Amazon, and it is richer in nutrients in the 
upper part of the basin than downriver. Thus, the upper 
basin supports an abundance of aquatic plant and animal 
life, including 450 fish species, many of them native to the 
region. The plecos, endemic to South and Central America, 
are also known as ‘suckerfish’ because of the suction 
cup–like disk they have underneath their bottom lip. 
They are in high demand worldwide as tropical aquarium 
fishes, particularly the zebra pleco (Hypancistrus zebra) 
and the sunshine goldie pleco (Scobinancistrus aureatus). 
Freshwater stingrays are also common, especially 
downriver. Additionally, the smooth back river stingray 
(Potamotrygon orbignyi) can be frequently found in the 
upper Xingu Basin.

Terrestrial biodiversity around the TIX is just as rich, with 
more than 500 birds and 100 mammals recorded in the 
area. These include the white-cheeked spider monkey 
(Ateles marginatus) and the Uta Hick’s bearded saki 
(Chiropotes utahickae), two endemic primates classified 
as endangered and vulnerable, respectively, on the 
International Union for Conservation of Nature’s (IUCN) 
Red List of Threatened Species. Other relevant species in 
the region are the near-threatened jaguar (Panthera onca), 
the near-threatened maned wolf (Chrysocyon brachyurus), 
the vulnerable giant anteater (Myrmecophaga tridactyla), 
the vulnerable giant armadillo (Priodontes maximus), and 
the vulnerable marsh deer (Blastocerus dichotomus).

Origin and Structure

The Associação Terra Indígena Xingu (Xingu Indigenous 
Land Association, or ATIX by its acronym in Portuguese) 
was founded in 1994, bringing together 16 Indigenous 
Peoples living within what is now known as the TIX. 
The organization’s main goals are to defend the TIX 
environment, culture, and rights; to promote self-
sustainable alternatives of development; to protect 
traditional ways of production; and to ensure the 

sustainable management of natural resources for their 
health and well-being.

Following the TIX Management Plan, prepared between 
2015 and 2016, TIX’s internal governance has three 
decision-making levels: Indigenous Peoples, Regional, and 
General. Issues that concern all 16 Indigenous Peoples 
should be discussed at all levels. Issues relating to only 
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one people can be discussed only by the villages of that 
group. At regional and general meetings, the Chiefs and 
traditional leaders of each of the 16 peoples make the 
decisions, accompanied by their Indigenous advisors. 
Thus, their internal governance seeks to reinforce the 
importance of the word of their Chiefs, who must always 
be present (or send their representatives) in moments of 
collective decision. 

During meetings when only one of the Indigenous groups 
gathers to discuss an issue, in addition to the Chiefs, other 
people from the village must participate, such as women, 
heads of households, teachers, and health professionals. 
All of them help make decisions and legitimize the 

word of the Chief. Whenever necessary, they can invite 
representatives from government, partner institutions, 
or experts to attend their discussions and collaborate 
with ideas or knowledge, based on their expertise. The 
meetings are open to the entire community, and young 
people and women are encouraged to attend. 

Participation is a key element of internal governance at 
the TIX. As a result, after producing their Management 
Plan, they drafted their own consultation protocol that 
must be followed by any institution that requires Free, 
Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC) from the Indigenous 
Peoples living within the TIX.



6

LOCAL CHALLENGES

Deforestation of the Xingu’s headwaters

Rapid deforestation, which is driven by aggressive expansion 
of the agricultural frontier and large-scale infrastructure 
project development, has impacted the Xingu Basin of 
the Amazon rainforest for many years. Notably, the TIX has 
become a ‘forest island,’ while its surroundings are being 
deforested at an accelerated pace.

Deforestation has been particularly intensive at the 
headwaters of rivers mostly originating on private 
properties. These private lands are primarily used for 
pasture and agriculture, and clearing of springs and riparian 
forests on these lands is still strong. Since these river 
headwaters are located outside the TIX and unprotected, 
they are impacted by soil erosion and threatened by the 
intensive use of pesticides, logging, and the large number 
of sport fishing tourist inns.
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LOCAL RESPONSES

Organic honey production 

Mel do Xing’, or Xingu honey, produced by ATIX has 
become world famous. It has also become the main 
income-generating sustainable economic activity for the 
Xingu Indigenous people during the last two decades. 
ATIX was also the first community-based organization in 
Brazil to obtain an official organic certification from the 
Ministry of Agriculture.

When beekeeping was introduced in the TIX by the Fundação 
Nacional do Índio (FUNAI) in the early 1990s, access to the 
villages was difficult. The main concerns of the Indigenous 
communities were related to health issues, and organic 
honey was produced more for their own consumption rather 
than to generate income. In 2003, ATIX received a permit to 
process organic honey, which authorized the organization 
to distribute the produce throughout the national territory. 
However, the attempt to sell organic honey in nearby cities 
was unsuccessful. One of the reasons for this situation was that 
ATIX had to go through a third party,  Instituto Biodinâmico, 
to certify its honey, but the cost of the certification was too 
high for the communities.

ATIX began to look for other markets and alternatives, 
with support from the NGO Instituto Socioambiental 
(ISA). In 2015, ATIX benefited from a new initiative of the 
Ministry of Agriculture to implement the Participatory 
Guarantee System (PGS), making certification accessible 
for small producers by allowing them to auto-certificate 

their products without going through private certification 
companies as intermediaries.

Thus, ATIX became the first community-based organization 
in Brazil to obtain a permit from the Ministry of Agriculture 
as a certifying body for community-based organic 
products. As a result, Xingu Organic Honey hit the shelves 
of the largest chain of supermarkets in Brazil and, today, 
the demand surpasses current production. 

Organic standards have been easily assimilated and 
participation is high, benefiting other products from the 
TIX communities, such as pepper and pequi oil. ATIX has 
been recognized as a Participative Conformity Assessment 
Body that each year assesses, verifies, and certifies that 
the products meet the legal requirements for organic 
production. Its certification work is audited on an annual 
basis by the Ministry of Agriculture.

The certification by the ATIX today puts a product in the 
same condition as a product certified by a third party. They 
have the same seal of the Brazilian organic conformity 
assessment system and can enter any market. The Xingu 
honey is the result of long-standing work by ATIX and its 
partners, who saw the Ministry of Agriculture’s initiative to 
open access to organic certification as an opportunity to 
respond to challenges posed to the Association’s previous 
certification system. 

KEY IMPACTS 

Organic honey production

 ■ Approximately two tonnes of Mel do Xingu are sold annually through Pão de Açúcar, the largest chain 
of supermarkets in Brazil. 

 ■ Other products, such as pequi, seeds, and handicrafts, are also sold by the Pão de Açúcar supermarket 
chain and at the Pinheiros market.
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Origens Brasil® seal 

Once ATIX achieved certification of its organic products, 
the organization sought to reach new markets. To that 
end, it collaborated with the Forest and Agricultural 
Management and Certification Institute (IMAFLORA) 
and Instituto Socioambiental (ISA) to create the Origens 
Brasil® seal launched in 2016. This new seal differs from 
the organic seal from the Ministry of Agriculture. While 
the Ministry of Agriculture’s seal certifies that the product 
is organic, the new Origens Brasil® seal is additionally a 
platform that allows consumers to learn more about the 
product, its origins, and the traditional populations and 
Indigenous peoples who produce it. 

The seal responded to the perception held by traditional 
populations of the Amazon, NGOs that work with 
them, and certain companies of the need for a tool 
that distinguished these products in the market and 
incorporated their values as differentials. Origens Brasil® 
aims to ensure transparency about the supply chain of 
forest products by certifying the origins of the product 
and allowing consumers to identify sustainable producers. 
To achieve this, a new system was developed that would 
introduce the use of new technologies (web platforms, 
smartphones, etc.), enhance the control of producers 
over the production chains, monitor risks and socio-
environmental indicators, and enable them to upload 
information of interest for consumers (name, Indigenous 
group, location, way of life, and production).

Origens Brasil® has become a multisectoral network that 
supports the sustainable development of the Amazon. It 
does so by valuing the economic activities of traditional 
populations and Indigenous Peoples, as well as their 
cultures and way of life, while also highlighting non-
timber forest products (NTFPs). It is focused on preserving 
the traditional production means of forest people, with 
no additional cost for the producers.  At the same time, 
it reduces the need for intermediaries, directly contacting 
producers with final buyers and distributors. 

The seal was initially implemented in the Xingu Indigenous 
Territory (TIX by its acronym in Portuguese), due to its 
size and importance in terms of cultural and biological 
diversity. As a result, ATIX gained a place in the territorial 
committee representing communities using the seal in the 
TIX, thus participating in the governance of the seal. 

Like the other three territorial committees—Calha Norte, Rio 
Negro, and Solimões—the Xingu Territorial Committee assists 
the implementation of the seal on the ground. Along with 
ATIX, four other institutions participate in the Xingu Territorial 
Committee: Associação Floresta Protegida (AFP); Associação 
dos Moradores da Reserva Extrativista do Anfrísio (AMORA); 
Instituto Socioambiental (ISA); and Instituto Kabu. A System 
Council and a Companies Committee, which is composed of 
companies that buy the seal’s products, complete Origens 
Brasil’s® governance structure, while IMAFLORA retains 
administration of the seal.
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KEY IMPACTS 

Origens Brasil® seal

 ■ Origens Brasil® benefits local communities collecting and producing forest products within at least 20 
Indigenous territories and three conservation units within the Xingu Indigenous Territory.

 ■ More than 25 companies are buying Origens Brasil® products and actively participating in its 
Companies Committee.

 ■ More than 55 non-timber forest products (NTFPs) from the Amazon are sold through the Origens 
Brasil® website.

Sustainable forest management 

With the adoption of the TIX Management Plan by 
communities in 2016, ATIX became a success story illustrating 
how Indigenous communities use their traditional 
knowledge to gain income, while defending their culture 
and conserving the forest. Collective efforts in the gathering 
and commercialization of non-timber forest products have 
already improved the income of local communities, while 
respecting their way of life and production (volume) limits. 
They are successfully developing sustainable economic 
alternatives for forest management. 

Local sustainable development is central to lasting rainforest 
protection, including ensuring forest people have rights to 

forest resources. ATIX has worked systematically for such 
rights to be recognised in legislation and in practice in Brazil. 
Today, Indigenous territories and other conservation units in 
the Xingu River Basin encompass an astonishing 2.8 -million-
hectare corridor of protected forest. 

Xingu production is traditionally often based on gender 
labour division. For instance, men are more engaged in the 
production of honey, while women primarily collect nuts 
and other seeds, as well as chili peppers. This organization 
strengthens women’s position in their local communities, 
giving them access to income. 

KEY IMPACTS 

 Sustainable forest management

 ■ Between 2005 and 2014, the management practices of ATIX communities accounted for 1,159 million 
tonnes of CO2 in avoided emissions.

 ■ The forest area that benefits from these sustainable development activities has a carbon sink of 15,872 
million tonnes of CO2.

 ■ Two organizations specifically promote gender equality: Associação de Mulheres Xinguanas and 
Movimento dos Jovens Xinguanos.
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POLICY IMPACTS

National policy impacts 

ATIX has influenced national policies in Brazil in many ways. 
First and foremost, in 2016, the organization’s advocacy 
for land rights was successful in changing the name of 
the Xingu Indigenous National Park, as it was called when 
it was created in 1961, and obtaining its recognition as 
the Xingu Indigenous Territory. This proposal had been 
discussed for many years by the 16 Indigenous Peoples 
that make up the Association. They argued that the term 
‘park’ refers more to a place for visiting, walking, and 
contemplating nature, different from an Indigenous Land. 
With the recognition of the Xingu Indigenous Territory (TIX 
by its acronym in Portuguese), the peoples represented 
by ATIX reinforced their political unity in the defence of 
their rights and management of their territory, without 
relinquishing their cultural differences.

In a parallel process, ATIX also participated in consultations 
and discussions regarding the National Policy for 
Environmental Management in Indigenous Lands (PNGATI 
by its acronym in Portuguese). After nearly four years, the 
policy was approved by Brazil’s Federal Government in 
2012. The PNGATI establishes the recognition, protection, 
and promotion of the rights of Indigenous Peoples to 
knowledge, practices, traditional uses, customs, beliefs, 
and traditions associated with the biodiversity and genetic 
heritage on their lands, in order to preserve the Indigenous 
right to share benefits. One of its key provisions is that 
Indigenous territories must be encouraged to develop 
management plans to ensure the protection and long-
term sustainability of their lands. 

With the launch of their Indigenous Territory Management 
Plan, in 2016, the peoples represented by ATIX were among 
the first in the country to create such an instrument. The 
TIX Management Plan is the result of four years of work 
that mobilized hundreds of people from civil society, as 
well as the public and private sectors, including leaders, 
managers, and Indigenous teachers. Additionally, a 
working group was created and elected by the Indigenous 
Peoples. Composed of ATIX and FUNAI, the working group 
was responsible for coordinating the articulation, logistics, 
and system of the TIX.

Further, in 2017, ATIX partnered with Instituto 
Socioambiental (ISA) and the Xingu Regional Coordination 
of the Fundação Nacional do Índio (CR Xingu of FUNAI) 
to establish the Support to Community Initiatives (AIC 
by its acronym in Portuguese). This aimed to stimulate 
the development of small projects focusing on food 
sovereignty, cultural strengthening, and development of 
sustainable economic alternatives. The goal was to enable 
the implementation of the Management Plan by the 
communities themselves, respecting the ethnic diversity 
of the TIX and allowing various peoples and villages to 
define their priorities. Funding for the AIC was provided by 
the National Bank for Economic and Social Development 
(BNDES by its acronym in Portuguese), through the 
Amazon Fund within the framework of the project for the 
‘Management and Governance of Indigenous Lands in the 
Rio Negro and Xingu Basins,’ launched in 2016.
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Contributions to the global agenda

The production of honey and the protection of bees 
performed by the communities represented by ATIX 
contribute to worldwide efforts to conserve pollinators, 
which provide a regulating service that underpins food 
production. In 2013, the Intergovernmental Science-Policy 
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) 
invited ATIX to participate in Global Dialogue Workshops 
on Indigenous and Local Knowledge about Pollination 
and Pollinators associated with Food Production. The 
aim was to discuss solutions to the potential threats and 
impacts that the exotic Africanised honeybee, used for 
honey production, may have on the native species of 

stingless bees in the Amazon. The current conclusion is 
that coexistence between these different bee species is 
possible, as long as honey production is performed at a 
small scale and under strict control.

Honey production at the TIX and certification also help 
achieve several Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of 
the 2030 Agenda, such as no poverty (SDG 1), zero hunger 
(SDG 2), gender equality (SDG 5), reduced inequalities 
(SDG 10), responsible consumption and production (SDG 
12), climate action (SDG 13), and life on land (SDG 15).
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replication 

Although ATIX remains the only exclusively Indigenous 
organization to implement Brazil’s Participatory Guarantee 
System (PGS), the initiative will likely be replicated by 

other communities. The Amazonian Sateré Mawé people 
have already expressed their wish to also set up a PGS to 
certify their guaraná production as organic.

Scalability

The best example of scalability is the expansion of the 
Indigenous territories participating in the Origens Brasil® 
initiative. Structured to be applied in several territories, 
the seal was envisioned to expand scale and positively 
impact more people. 

Although it began with the four communities of the Xingu 
Indigenous Territory, the seal was soon extended to other 

Amazonian territories: Calha Norte and Rio Negro, each 
of them representing four communities, thus bringing 
the total number to 12. The structure behind the Origens 
Brasil® seal, among other collaborative initiatives, has 
made it possible to monitor and manage the Xingu River 
Basin.

Sustainability 

ATIX’s partners are confident of the long-term sustainability 
of the Association’s efforts. They have built strong relations 
with their Indigenous neighbours, as well as other forest 
peoples in the Xingu River Basin. By strengthening capacity 

to deal directly with commercial actors, dependence on 
international cooperation will be reduced. Thus, forest 
people’s non-timber products (NTFPs) are benefiting from 
better support policies and initiatives.

PARTNERS
 ■ Fundação Nacional do Índio (FUNAI): Governmental 

agency in charge of Indigenous affairs. It has provided 
financial support and helped introduce beekeeping 
in the TIX during the 1990s.

 ■ German Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ): 
Provided technical support to obtain organic certification 
through the Participatory Guarantee System (PGS).

 ■ Instituto de Manejo e Certificação Florestal e Agrícola 
(IMAFLORA): This non-governmental organization 
(NGO) created the Origens Brasil® seal and included 
ATIX and ISA in the process for their advice.

 ■ Instituto Socioambiental (ISA): ISA has advised ATIX 
and accompanied the organization in the process 
of obtaining the certification from the Ministry of 
Agriculture, as well as in capacity-building to properly 
manage the administrative, financial, and external 
relations of the Indigenous Territory. 

 ■ Pão de Açúcar Group: This holding owns one of Brazil’s 
largest supermarket chains and sells Xingu honey. It 
also participates in the Companies Committee of the 
Origens Brasil® seal.
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 ■ Rainforest Foundation Norway: This international 
NGO has supported the foundation of ATIX in 1994 and 
provided technical assistance and funding for a variety 
of initiatives, including territorial defence strategies, 
institutional strengthening, training of Indigenous 
teachers, sustainable livelihoods projects, and the 
implementation of ATIX’s territorial management plan.

 ■ United Nations Development Programme (UNDP): 
Through the Global Environment Facility (GEF) Small 
Grants Programme (SGP), during 2000 and 2001, UNDP 
funded a two-phase project for the ‘Development of 
Beekeeping in the Xingu Indigenous Park.’
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