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Assessment Report
Rosario Carmona 1✉, Graeme Reed2, Stefan Thorsell 3, Dalee Sambo Dorough4, Joanna Petrasek MacDonald 5,
Tunga Bhadra Rai6 and Gideon Abraham Sanago7

Indigenous Peoples’ advocacy and contributions to climate action have drawn international attention, including from the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). This article assesses to which degree the IPCC’s Sixth Assessment Report (AR6)
recognises the role and knowledge systems of Indigenous Peoples. Through a content analysis of the Working Groups I, II, and III
reports and the Synthesis Report, we found an increasing number of references related to Indigenous Peoples and their knowledge
systems. However, the IPCC still perpetuates a reductionist approach that reinforces harmful stereotypes. Overcoming this
weakness requires greater reflexivity and concrete actions, including consistent recognition of Indigenous Peoples’ rights, refraining
from merely portraying Indigenous Peoples as vulnerable and adopting a strengths-based approach, ensuring ethical and equitable
application of Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge systems, and involving Indigenous Peoples from the scoping process. By
implementing these measures, the IPCC can improve its partnership with Indigenous Peoples in preparation for AR7.
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INTRODUCTION
For decades, Indigenous Peoples from all seven socio-cultural
regions of the world have demanded participation in international
climate processes1. In addition to requesting for a seat at the
decision-making table, they have denounced how the current
multilateral climate governance regime reproduces the ongoing
legacy of colonialism. Worldwide, colonial dynamics of margin-
alisation have pushed Indigenous Peoples into increased climatic
vulnerability and made them targets of policies that— supposedly
intended as responses to the climate crisis—violate their rights
and alter their territories2,3.
Indigenous Peoples’ movements denounce such inequity and

provide consistent evidence of their capacity to contribute to
climate action4. For example, increasing evidence demonstrates
that Indigenous knowledge strengthens the understanding of
human–environment relationships, which increases the effective-
ness, sustainability and equity of adaptation measures5–7.
Concerning mitigation, Indigenous Peoples’ contributions are
substantial. Among them, we can highlight the generation of
renewable energy solutions8 and the conservation of ecosystems
crucial for carbon sequestration9,10. Although recognition of the
contributions by Indigenous Peoples is increasing in the multi-
lateral sphere, there is still a significant gap when it comes to
ensuring meaningful participation in climate policy11,12. All over
the world, Indigenous Peoples experience denial of their right to
self-determination as they continue to be represented mainly
through third parties—states, academics, multilateral agencies
and NGOs—that reproduce inequalities in the exercise of knowl-
edge and power2.
To understand the barriers that deny Indigenous actors from

engaging, it is necessary to look at the various power relations

that shape climate policy, one of these being the production and
assessment of scientific evidence. In these processes, Indigenous
Peoples continue to be excluded due to several factors, including
inequalities in access to non-Indigenous education and scientific
expertise, and the historical undervaluing of the values that shape
Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge5.
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is the

principal global body for assessing climate change evidence and
one of the most authoritative actors for international science,
environmental governance and climate politics13,14. It comprises
three Working Groups (WG): WGI examines the physical science of
past, present, and future climate change; WGII assesses the
vulnerability of socio-ecological systems, climate change con-
sequences and adaptation options; and WGIII focuses on climate
change mitigation. These WGs develop and refine metrics for
evidence evaluation in the assessment reports, including mea-
sures of confidence (i.e., level of agreement and quality of
evidence) and levels of uncertainty. This process has been
designed primarily to evaluate peer-reviewed scientific, technical
and socio-economic quantitative evidence, making it less applic-
able to qualitative evidence and non-applicable to scientific
evidence of non-positivist tradition15. This positivist framework
has undermined the legitimacy of Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge
which, together with the historical marginalisation of Indigenous
Peoples, has led to a structural exclusion from the IPCC reports5,16.
The IPCC mandate calls for neutral and policy-relevant reports,

not prescriptive ones. This policy neutrality has not always
successfully communicated the meaning of climate change to
people17,18. Nevertheless, IPCC reports greatly influence climate
policy by defining the problem, deciding what issues to prioritise,
what responses to promote and which actors to validate14,19.
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However, the IPCC has also been subject to constant criticism20,21,
which is directed at its governance structure, procedures and
practices22 and how the information is produced23,24 and
approved by the states15,25. Environmental activists claim that
the IPCC is too conservative26. Other critics point out that the
institution is highly politicised and compromised by conflicts of
interest21. Some authors have pointed out that the IPCC
diminishes epistemological diversity19 and highlights ‘solutions’
that maintain the paradigm of ‘progress’—i.e. economic growth—
the main driver of emissions25. Among these ‘solutions’ are those
the fossil fuel industry promotes, such as carbon markets and
negative emissions technologies or geoengineering with
unknown consequences13,15.
To strengthen its legitimacy, the IPCC has constantly reformu-

lated its procedures20,22 and progressively adopted an open
approach to diversity27. The increasing inclusion of Indigenous-
related content and Indigenous authorship demonstrates this
progress28. However, there is a long way to go in terms of
institutional reflexibility, diversity and rights-based
approaches16,20,27.
The Paris Agreement has also opened up many questions

regarding the role of the IPCC. The promotion of a polycentric
climate governance regime based on differentiated and voluntary
contributions has increased the calls for more prescriptive,
solutions-oriented assessments14,29. These calls raise the question
of who will be in charge of identifying, implementing and
verifying the success of such solutions while also demanding
caution to refrain from reproducing existing inequities. Regarding
Indigenous Peoples, the Paris Agreement calls for Parties to
respect their rights and consider their knowledge systems. In this
context, Parties gradually have decided to engage Indigenous
Peoples in climate governance—including significant financial
pledges. Against this backdrop, observing how the IPCC reports
consider and position Indigenous Peoples and their knowledge
systems in the Sixth Assessment Report (AR6) is crucial.
Although the literature on the IPCC has grown exponen-

tially21,23, studies analysing how the reports consider Indigenous
Peoples are still scarce. In analysing AR5, Ford et al.28 found that
the engagement with Indigenous Peoples’ representatives was
marginal, and the coverage was broad and limited. The IPCC did
not adequately observe the diversity and complexity of Indigen-
ous Peoples’ situations facing climate change, let alone their
distinct contributions from around the world. Through a
collaboration between Indigenous and non-Indigenous authors
and aiming to strengthen Indigenous Peoples’ agency in climate
governance, we build on this study to analyse how the IPCC
considers and positions Indigenous Peoples and their knowledge
in AR6. In pursuit of this goal, we examine each IPCC WG report
and Synthesis Report, paying particular attention to if and how
they consider the wealth and diversity of Indigenous knowledge
systems. Based on these findings, we discuss whether or not this
recognition meets the Indigenous movements’ demands for
meaningful engagement in climate policy.
Since 1988, the IPCC has gone through six assessment cycles.

During these cycles, the IPCC produces Assessment Reports (AR),
which currently are composed of four elements: three WG reports
—with chapters that, defined at the beginning in plenaries with
the States, address different issues—and a Synthesis Report—an
overview of the information provided by the three WG reports. All
these documents contain a Summary for Policymakers (SPM)—a
negotiated summary with policy-relevant findings—and each WG
report also includes a Technical Summary (TS)—a detailed
summary with technical information. In addition, the IPCC has
also produced 14 special reports (SR)—which provide detailed
information on specific topics demanded by the countries in IPCC
plenaries—and six Methodology Reports—which offer practical
guidelines.

The first and second assessment reports (FAR in 1990 and SAR
in 1995) completely ignored Indigenous Peoples30. While men-
tions of Indigenous Peoples have increased since the third
assessment report (TAR) of 2001, most WGI and WGIII reports
continue to omit considerations or evidence derived from
Indigenous knowledge systems. The fourth assessment report
(AR4) in 2007 was the first to highlight the value of Indigenous
knowledge. AR5 in 2014 added to this by recognising the
importance of collaboration between disciplines. Due to their
highly interdisciplinary character, Indigenous knowledge systems
began to gain progressive attention16. Since AR5, Indigenous-
focused content has increased and become more specific28,31, and
SRs have included different sections dedicated to Indigenous
knowledge. For instance, the SR on Global Warming of 1.5 °C from
2018 emphasises the high vulnerability of Indigenous Peoples and
provides evidence of the importance of including their knowledge
in climate action.
The main advances can be seen in WGII and the 2019 Special

Reports—The Ocean and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate
(SROCC) and Climate Change and Land (SRCCL). The SROCC
moved a step forward by highlighting the role of Indigenous
knowledge systems in climate change research and action and
allowing Indigenous Peoples’ representatives to contribute to the
writing32. It also included concrete and contextualised examples
from Indigenous knowledge5. However, the report also recognises
that much of this knowledge cannot be fully understood through
the scientific literature30. The SRCCL provided strong evidence of
the positive role of Indigenous Peoples’ territories in conservation
and carbon sequestration, making a significant call for securing
and recognising land tenure. Indigenous Peoples reacted widely
to this report, including an online response from a group of
Indigenous Peoples organisations in the form of a statement
demanding respect for their rights33.
During 2020 and 2021, IPCC authors joined the Intergovern-

mental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Services (IPBES) to examine the synergies and trade-offs between
climate action and biodiversity conservation34. The first joint
report of this collaboration highlighted the need for transforma-
tive change, which must be driven through a system-wide
reconfiguration of societal structures and institutions. This
transformative change pushes us to look critically at the world-
views, values and beliefs that have caused these interconnected
problems35. The urgency of engaging Indigenous Peoples’ values
and knowledge systems into the debate became evident.
However, as has been the case previously, this report was led
and written only by non-Indigenous scientists. Indigenous scholars
and knowledge holders were not invited to contribute or review
the work30.
As can be seen, the consideration of Indigenous Peoples within

the IPCC process has increased in recent years. Nevertheless, a
rights-based approach is still far from being achieved as no
procedures or guidelines exist for ethical and equitable engage-
ment16. The predominant narrative in IPCC reports positions
Indigenous Peoples as vulnerable—without delving into the
historical and institutional colonial processes of marginalisation
and inequality that produce such vulnerability28. Furthermore,
Indigenous Peoples have tended to be presented as a homo-
genous sector principally mentioned when listed together with
other vulnerable groups, such as women and persons with
disabilities. In addition to having a disempowering effect, this
generalisation produces a pan-Indigenous narrative that fails to
acknowledge and respect the diversity and distinction between
Indigenous Peoples. Their knowledge, when recognised, has
typically been presented as context-specific practices that align
with hegemonic climate agendas5 and not as a component of
knowledge systems with their own validation processes36,37. As a
result, Indigenous Peoples’ distinct worldviews, perspectives and
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paradigms about human–nature relationships are still
undermined.

RESULTS
References to Indigenous Peoples in AR6
Between 2021 and 2023, the IPCC has presented the four parts of
the AR6 corresponding to its Sixth Assessment Cycle. This section
summarises the language and content related to Indigenous
Peoples found in these documents, which correspond to the
contributions of the WGI, WGII and WGIII, and the Synthesis Report
(Table 1).

References to Indigenous Peoples in WGI
The WGI full report has 20 references related to Indigenous
Peoples, found in three chapters: Chapter 1: Framing, Context and
Methods; Chapter 10: Linking Global to Regional Climate Change;
and Chapter 12: Climate Change Information for Regional Impact
and for Risk Assessment. The SPM has no reference, and the TS
briefly references Indigenous knowledge. The word Indigenous is
always written in lowercase.
These references find that Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge

complements scientific information on the evidence for climate
change—following the acknowledgement stated by the Special
Report on Global Warming of 1.5 °C38. The report also highlights
that Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge has played a growing
function in climatology, recognising the contribution of oral
traditions to instrumental data. Despite this recognition, the report
believes that ‘integrating’ them with science is still a challenge.
The report also mentions that Indigenous knowledge is at risk
because Indigenous knowledge holders are ‘passing away’.
The report also discusses how to generate information to

promote more effective climate policies. It points to the need to
gather diverse evidence, including from Indigenous Peoples and
collaborations between Indigenous Peoples and climate scien-
tists. For the transmission of this information to be reliable and
credible— primarily when it deals with risks—its delivery must
effectively involve Indigenous Peoples, taking into consideration
‘their values, beliefs and interests’ and knowledge.
Regarding Indigenous Peoples’ vulnerability, the report briefly

outlines specific threats such as increased wildfire, reduced ice
that hinders hunting and fishing, and the rain on snow that makes
grazing difficult. There is no mention of Indigenous Peoples’
rights.

References to Indigenous Peoples in WGII
The WGII full report mentions the word Indigenous 1130 times. Of
these references, 17 are in the SPM, 948 in the chapters and 165 in
the cross chapters. All chapters (18) and 5 (of 7) cross chapters
have references related to Indigenous Peoples. The TS mentions
Indigenous Peoples 94 times. The word Indigenous is mostly
written in upper case.
In this report, the IPCC claims to have made a significant effort

to engage natural, ecological, social and economic sciences.
Among its principles is acknowledging the interdependence
between climate, ecosystems and biodiversity, and human
societies. The SPM recognises “the value of diverse forms of
knowledge such as scientific, as well as Indigenous knowledge
and local knowledge in understanding and evaluating climate
adaptation processes and actions to reduce risks from human-
induced climate change”39. The IPCC explains that the new report
has paid increased attention to the knowledge of Indigenous
Peoples and Indigenous scholars and strengthened the focus on
social justice.
All chapters in the WGII report mention Indigenous Peoples.

However, the attention and treatment are different Ta
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(Supplementary Table 1). Some chapters—e.g. Chapters 1, 4 and
14—allow us to understand the situation of Indigenous Peoples
facing climate change from a more situated and, in some cases,
more critical perspective. All these chapters capitalise on the word
Indigenous, and some strongly highlight the relevance of
respecting their rights. In contrast, others—such as Chapters 2
and 13—have more vague and spaced references and present the
word Indigenous in lowercase letters.
Despite the differences between the chapters, there is

consistency in the main message: Indigenous Peoples are among
the most vulnerable groups to climate change. Furthermore, the
WGII recognises that Indigenous Peoples are experiencing
irreparable damage to their languages, knowledge systems and
livelihoods due to the loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services.
It further finds that all these biophysical impacts and cultural
losses diminish the otherwise strong adaptive capacity of
Indigenous Peoples. This situation is particularly difficult for
remote communities with high levels of endemism, whose
territories face severe disruption.
According to the WGII, the vulnerability of Indigenous Peoples is

produced and exacerbated by historical marginalisation and
structural inequity—like gender, income, and class. Colonialism’s
structural legacy is reflected in vulnerability to biophysical impacts
and maladaptation practices that reinforce inequalities and risk
exposure. Particular emphasis is given to the cultural and financial
consequences of the relocation of Indigenous Peoples, which
disrupt cultural and spiritual bonds to their territories, their
livelihoods, and sense of place.
Due to their vulnerability and historical marginalisation, WGII

notes that the participation of Indigenous Peoples in climate
governance is an ethical and essential requirement. This engage-
ment is further supported by the extensive evidence presented
across the report regarding the contributions of Indigenous Peoples
and their knowledge systems, which, according to Chapter 1, do not
have a unified definition because this depends on each people’s
right to self-determination. For ease of reference, these contributions
to adaptation can be organised into five key areas:

1. Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge is crucial to the resilience of
social–ecological systems: Indigenous Peoples’ resilience is
rooted in centuries of interaction with and adaptation to
environmental change and ecosystem functions. It is
associated with better management, conservation, and
biodiversity sustainability and, therefore, fundamental to
developing so-called ‘nature-based solutions’ (NbS). NbS are
most successful when they are context-specific and tailored
to Indigenous territories’ ecological and cultural conditions.

2. Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge is fundamental to risk reduc-
tion: Indigenous Peoples possess information about past
events to understand, assess and facilitate awareness of risks
and consequences. This improves their understanding and
influences behaviours that generate new solutions to
present issues, promoting societal transformation.

3. Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge enhances the effectiveness of
local adaptation measures: Their place-based, intergenera-
tional and holistic characteristics contribute to climate
action by overcoming siloed approaches that characterise
institutional adaptation responses. Evidence indicates that
the co-management and community-based biodiversity
management by Indigenous Peoples also supports more
equitable, effective, and durable adaptation outcomes.

4. Knowledge of Indigenous Peoples is a fundamental element of
climate justice: Indigenous Peoples’ engagement in decision-
making provides new and historically contextualised
approaches to addressing inequity and injustice. In addition,
applying Indigenous Peoples’ customary and traditional
justice systems enhance equity in adaptation policy
processes, reducing vulnerability and increasing resilience.

5. The involvement of Indigenous Peoples is a prerequisite for
achieving sustainable food and water systems: Evidence
demonstrates that Indigenous Peoples’ practices that
support biodiversity and ecosystem integrity enhance food
and water security. The effectiveness of adaptation options
related to water and food is enhanced when genuinely
engaging with Indigenous Peoples and their knowledge
systems.

In light of this evidence, WGII acknowledges Indigenous
Peoples’ climate justice movements and calls for more flexible
and rights-based climate governance. To avoid maladaptation, this
governance must challenge the values and interests that underpin
hegemonic adaptation and mitigation practices to date, pursue
long-term goals and assess the risks and trade-offs of possible
responses. It also must strengthen collaboration and Indigenous
Peoples’ decision-making capacity and leadership, support Indi-
genous Peoples’ rights, jurisdiction and self-determination and
amplify Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge-based adaptation.

References to Indigenous Peoples in WGIII
The WGIII report contains 74 references related to Indigenous
Peoples, including 12 in the SPM and the remaining 62 in 10 of 17
chapters, plus 1 in the TS. The word Indigenous is written more
often in lower than upper cases.
Throughout the report, Indigenous Peoples are superficially

listed together with other vulnerable groups, such as women and
poor populations. This framing of ‘vulnerable’ is a result of the
WGIII review of the intersectional impacts on Indigenous Peoples
and how inequality reinforces existing inequalities and limits
Indigenous Peoples’ climate action options. These limiting factors
include (i) environmental legislation that dispossesses, or limits,
Indigenous Peoples’ access to their lands, resources, and
territories; (ii) impacts of resource extraction, renewable energy
development, and forest exploitation and illegal logging; (iii) the
imposition of a ‘modern’ food system that has negatively
impacted Indigenous farming systems; and (iv) their experience
of economic vulnerability and marginalisation due to their
proximity to ‘sacrifice zones’, areas most affected by extreme
weather events, and unequal access to energy, food, and water.
Above all, Indigenous Peoples are directly affected by attempts to
violently silence their voices through high repression, criminalisa-
tion, and even death.
In the context of mitigation, WGIII identifies positive and

negative impacts on Indigenous Peoples. On the one hand,
Indigenous Peoples are recognised as disproportionately
impacted by mitigation strategies such as carbon sequestration
and greenhouse gases reduction linked to Agriculture, Forestry
and Other Land Use (AFOLU), conservation and protected areas,
and Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degrada-
tion (REDD+) projects. On the other hand, despite structural
barriers, Indigenous Peoples influence mitigation actions, includ-
ing through international negotiations and participation in land-
based mitigation measures and forest governance. One specific
reference included the role of ‘providing’ ‘property rights’ to
Indigenous Peoples through community forest management
(CFM) has reduced emissions from deforestation in tropical forests
over the past two decades. Despite these positive and negative
references, the WGIII recognises many knowledge gaps concern-
ing Indigenous Peoples’ contributions to mitigation and calls for
additional collaborations on policy-relevant research.
The report also highlights how Indigenous Peoples are

responding to the climate crisis, especially those of Indigenous
youth. These responses uplift their denunciation of ongoing socio-
ecological injustices, land claims, and a deep spiritual and cultural
commitment to environmental protection. Indigenous Peoples’
knowledge, technologies, and governance principles are recog-
nised positively, highlighting the contributions of their knowledge
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to biodiversity and ecosystem conservation, which is intertwined
with climate resilience and quality of life, human well-being, and
sustainable development. It provides specific examples of how
Indigenous techniques for managing land, soils, and biodiversity
and improving food security can help in climate action, as well as
a brief recognition of the specific role of Indigenous women in
sharing and applying this knowledge. Finally, an emphasis on the
role of Indigenous Peoples’ contribution to transformative
change is highlighted clearly in Chapter 17, where aspirations to
‘achieve the good life’ can learn from Indigenous Peoples and
enable humanity to make sense of and imagine new futures,
increase critical thinking, and promote agency and new coalitions.
The WGIII report recognises the relevance of human rights and

Indigenous Peoples’ rights highlighted in the preamble of the
Paris Agreement. It states that the obligations this agreement
references are to be understood as recognition of the self-
determination of Indigenous Peoples. This extends to the
inclusion of Indigenous Peoples in climate governance—which
is often dependent on State processes—as the report highlights
that adequate, equitable and articulated climate governance,
based on the collaboration of diverse actors and ideas, including
Indigenous Peoples, improves mitigation management. Effective
participation in which Indigenous Peoples enjoy ‘veto power’,
access to climate finance and sharing benefits builds resilience
and facilitates social transformation and systemic change.
The report concludes that climate change mitigation requires

reducing emissions and better understanding and addressing the
adverse local impacts of climate change on Indigenous Peoples.
Accordingly, climate change mitigation requires addressing power
relations and considering existing inequalities through applying a
climate justice approach.

References to Indigenous Peoples in the Synthesis Report
The longer report of the Synthesis Report has 24 references
related to Indigenous Peoples, and the SPM has 11. All these
references capitalise the word Indigenous.
Quite in line with what is presented in the WGII report, the

Synthesis Report refers to the unique vulnerability of Indigenous
Peoples stemming from colonialism’s legacy. Indigenous Peoples
are severely affected by climate change’s biophysical impacts and
the negative impacts of certain policies and maladaptive practices.
The Synthesis Report highlights the role of Indigenous Peoples’

participation, knowledge, and advocacy. In addition to promoting
climate action, Indigenous Peoples, and the respect for their
rights, contribute to the effectiveness of climate policy.

DISCUSSION
Compared with previous IPCC cycles5,28, the AR6 can be
considered a step forward regarding the recognition and inclusion
of the contributions of Indigenous Peoples. It goes beyond the
focus on vulnerability by paying more attention to the growing
evidence of the multiple benefits of recognising Indigenous
Peoples as equal contributors in climate science and policy.
However, there remain limitations to an ethical, value-based and
epistemological commitment to Indigenous Peoples.
First, references to Indigenous Peoples were inconsistent across

Working Groups. The Working Groups operate independently
from one another. This may be why there is no consensus on
whether to capitalise the words Indigenous and Peoples despite
the importance of doing so—i.e. to respect the unique status of
Indigenous Peoples as nations and collective subjects who enjoy
the right to self-determination under international law.
Capitalisation of both words in English—a language that
capitalises demonyms—is a hard-fought advocacy win by
Indigenous Peoples at the United Nations40. Hence unanimous
resolutions of both the UN General Assembly41 and the Human

Rights Council42 correctly apply such capitalisation, and the IPCC
ought to have done the same throughout AR6.
Except for some chapters in WGII, Indigenous Peoples continue

to be presented as a homogenous sector and as merely another
group within civil society, omitting their unique position as
collective rights holders to lands, territories and resources
recognised by the United Nations16. Homogenisation reinforces
and further traps Indigenous Peoples between the state/non-state
binary legal framework of the UNFCCC43. The references are often
presented without acknowledging the diversity of Indigenous
Peoples from the seven socio-cultural regions of the world, not to
mention the vast diversity within these regions. This approach is
reproduced by the Synthesis Report, which only refers to the
Arctic when mentioning Indigenous Peoples44. By not taking a
distinction-based approach, the reports promote a rather pan-
Indigenous narrative that fails to acknowledge and respect the
diversity and distinction between Indigenous Peoples and
generalises their situation. For example, WGIII mentions that
community forest management implies the provision of ‘property
rights’, a situation that is not reflected in many contexts where
Indigenous Peoples struggle to have access to the land and the
concept of community management has strengthened
state control, like in Nepal and Tanzania45. Another example is
the overemphasis given to forest-dwelling communities, especially
in WGIII. Indeed, we identified an outright error during our review
of the first draft, which gave the impression that 80% of lands
occupied by Indigenous Peoples have forest cover—a figure that
only applies to Latin America and the Caribbean46. After
communicating with one WGIII co-chair, the Bureau approved a
revision in the final version (see https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/
wg3/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGIII_Errata.pdf). As evident at
COP26 in 2021, pledges of political and financial support tend to
focus primarily or even exclusively on benefiting Indigenous
Peoples living in territories with forest cover—and only those from
so-called developing countries—ignoring ecological and human
inter-relationships of different regions and ecologies. On the
contrary, Indigenous Peoples and their respective lands, water, ice,
and territories are extremely diverse—from savannah to tundra,
coast to high mountains—and exist in developed and developing
countries10.
The WGs and the Synthesis Report also fall short of considering

intersectional identities among Indigenous Peoples. Indigenous
women, who tend to be pushed to decide between identifying
themselves as ‘women’ or ‘Indigenous’ in adaptation policies47, are
mentioned briefly, as well as elders and children. Failing to cover
such intersectionality adequately ignores the different but
complementary roles that women, men, Elders, children and
youth play in the intergenerational transmission of Indigenous
knowledge48. This omission will have policy implications that may
increase existing inequalities49. By contrast, voices from the
Indigenous movements regularly highlight how their vital knowl-
edge strengthens the understanding of climate change and
interconnected environmental impacts50 and the unique adapta-
tions needed in diverse social, family, wellness, and cultural
spheres51–53.
Across the WGs, the incremental consideration of diversity falls

short of what is required to improve climate science and produce
legitimate and authoritative climate knowledge for policy
decision-making27,54, although even the Synthesis report empha-
sises that Indigenous knowledge improves risk reduction, justice,
and decision-making processes44. The standardisation of refer-
ences to Indigenous Peoples and the inclusion of diversity cannot
be approached as box-ticking; instead, it must transform how we
understand and address the problem25.
Second, as has been the case in previous IPCC reports28,

Indigenous Peoples continued to be represented mainly as
‘vulnerable.’ Each report discusses the causes and, in some cases,
the underlying factors of their vulnerability, such as inequality and
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marginalisation. WGII even takes a significant step by acknowl-
edging—for the first time in the history of the IPCC—the structural
and ongoing impacts of colonialism—a recognition that is also
included in the Synthesis Report. However, there is no in-depth
analysis of how colonialism in its different forms influences how
Indigenous Peoples experience climate change impacts, nor how
climate change adaptation and mitigation actions are influenced
by colonial narratives55. The absence of this consideration does
not align with calls to address mitigation policies’ impacts on
adaptation, such as those made by the UN Special Rapporteur on
Human Rights and Climate Change56.
The portrayal of Indigenous Peoples as passive victims or

harbingers of climate change impacts is not exclusive to the
IPCC57,58 (Cameron 2012; Indigenous Climate Action 2021). This
perspective overlooks the ways that Indigenous Peoples have
been observing, adapting, and living reciprocally with their lands,
waters, and ice for millennia59,60. Cultural, spiritual, and social
connections of Indigenous Peoples to the land and waters may
increase exposure and sensitivity to climate change impacts, but
they also provide unique sources of strength, knowledge, under-
standing and resilience61–63. Greater reflexivity from the IPCC
necessitates authors, and political actors, to explore how climate
policy, knowledge, and action either reinforce or challenge
colonial legacies20.
There is some consideration of policy malpractice in WGII and,

to a lesser extent, in WGIII. However, there are limited references
to, and critical analysis of, internationally adopted mechanisms to
address these impacts, like the Cancun Safeguards—the safe-
guards established by the UNFCCC when undertaking REDD+
activities. The WGIII report, for instance, omits the situation many
communities face in countries where Indigenous Peoples lack
recognition of tenure rights, as in most African countries45, nor
does it uphold the minimum standards contained within the UN
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). The
conflation of the core right of Free, Prior, and Informed Consent
(FPIC) to a ‘veto power’ disrupts years of advocacy by Indigenous
Peoples to address this misunderstanding. It also avoids discuss-
ing the rationale behind upholding Indigenous Peoples’ right to
decide in their territories, i.e. the violation of Indigenous Peoples’
rights through land displacement (land grabbing) or carbon
colonialism, as is the case of windmills in Sámi territory56. As a
result, no reflection is presented on how mitigation projects,
specifically REDD+, demand different approaches, depending on
the context, to reduce the risk of land dispossession and disputes.
Without a commitment to a strengths-based approach, as well

as a thorough understanding of the human rights risks and
interrelated climate change and policy impacts facing Indigenous
Peoples, the contributions of Indigenous Peoples will be over-
looked, reducing their ability to inform just and effective climate
action, as the Synthesis Report concludes.
Third, although references to and acknowledgement of

Indigenous Knowledge Systems grew compared to previous
assessment cycles, three main shortcomings remain regarding
their treatment. These problems can be attributed to a
misunderstanding of what Indigenous knowledge is, an inability
to discuss respectful knowledge co-production frameworks and
the near absence of Indigenous scholars across AR6.
Indigenous knowledge is ‘a unique knowledge system that

comes with its own evaluation and validation processes’37. While
there is great diversity, Indigenous knowledge systems are place-
based64, provide guidance for how to act in reciprocity and
relationships with the natural world37,65,66, and are embedded in
cultural frameworks of respect, reciprocity, and responsibility67,68.
Despite this depth, non-Indigenous science continues to be
positioned as superior in AR6, reinforcing a misunderstanding that
conceives it as an objective and impartial practice, detached from
the values that promote it in the first place54. This diminishment
fails to recognise how Indigenous Peoples worldwide offer

fundamental knowledge on addressing climate change from a
holistic approach69.
The IPCC continues to equate Indigenous knowledge with local

knowledge because it dismisses the complexities and nuances of
Indigenous Peoples’ intrinsic and multi-layered relationships with
their lands, territories and resources16. From these relationships
stem complex knowledge systems that shape not only local
practices, but also perspectives, worldviews, and customary
institutions and laws that regulate, among others, communal
tenure, land- and water-based practices, biodiversity manage-
ment, and territorial rights. Besides being diverse and dynamic,
these legal traditions are crucial to nature conservation and
responses to climate change30. An example of this is the
customary institution Shagya practised by the Tsumba and
Nubriba Peoples in Nepal, which, through seven principles of
non-violence, has contributed to sustainable land management
and biodiversity richness despite the impacts of climate change70.
If the IPCC aims to support Indigenous climate leadership and
governance, these customary laws, legal systems, and institutions
must be recognised and understood on their own terms37.
Moreover, the right of Indigenous Peoples to exercise their laws
will only be possible by reversing ‘the colonial asymmetry which
denied and disregarded Indigenous legal traditions’71.
Nevertheless, rather than acknowledge the equal validity of

Indigenous knowledge systems to non-Indigenous sciences, the
AR6 speaks primarily of ‘integrating’ Indigenous knowledge—
despite problems with integration being well-discussed in the
literature37,72,73. Although even the WGII recognises in Chapter 1
that integration is generally interpreted as the mere inclusion of
Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge in strategies guided by non-
Indigenous science rather than as horizontal collaboration, other
WGII chapters and the SPM continue using this term. Furthermore,
AR6 avoids discussing the conflicts around research and power
imbalances that adopt extractive approaches and exclude
Indigenous Peoples and their knowledge holders74. It also omits
numerous frameworks for knowledge co-production and practices
of knowledge co-existence that Indigenous Peoples have devel-
oped worldwide—e.g., “Etuaptmumk” or Two-Eyed Seeing in
Mi’kmaw; “Two Row Wampum” or Kaswentha in Haudenosaunee;
“Two Ways” or Ganma in Yolngu; “Double Canoe” or Waka Taurua
in Māori75. These shortcomings call for strengthening the right to
self-determination37 and Indigenous Peoples’ sovereignty over
their knowledge systems76, an issue completely overlooked
in AR6.
Not only were Indigenous knowledge systems sidelined

throughout AR6, but there was also a clear absence of Indigenous
authorship, reproducing the colonial marginalisation of Indigen-
ous Peoples, knowledge systems, and voices. Furthermore,
chapters have little recognition of Indigenous Peoples’ contribu-
tions. The Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC), the international
representative body of the Inuit, has within the international
Indigenous movement pioneered work on the equitable recogni-
tion of Indigenous knowledge within the IPCC. But despite gaining
IPCC observer status in 2020 as the first representative organisa-
tion of Indigenous Peoples16, the reports do not refer to this. Also,
despite the participation of ICC as an expert reviewer, a
contributing author of the WGII report, and a member of the
Canadian delegation to plenary sessions16, which is reflected in
the quality of the WGII cross-chapter paper 6, none of these
contributions are explicitly recognised.
Furthermore, Indigenous authors must identify through their

respective States rather than by their Indigenous People, nation,
or socio-cultural region. This situation contradicts UNDRIP articles
2 and 3, infringing on Indigenous Peoples’ self-determination and
identification rights. An unwelcoming environment for Indigenous
authors limits the IPCC-recognised role of Indigenous Peoples in
transformative change. Furthermore, there remains a complete
absence in AR6 of substantial engagement about how this
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transformative change needs to address colonial relations and be
predicated on Indigenous values and worldviews77. The appro-
priate engagement of these worldviews and values highlights the
importance of effectively including indigenous authors. While
there are certain common characteristics to Indigenous values and
worldviews—such as a deep relationship to land, water, territories
and resources, and a holistic understanding of the natural world
and our place in it—no universal definition or elements comprise
them—in the same way as there is no single definition of
Indigenous knowledge as highlighted by the WGII. Indigenous
Peoples’ values and worldviews are rooted in the diverse
experiences of each people and their relationship to their
territories. To be understood, they must be lived by the people
who hold and live this knowledge. This process calls for processes
of decolonisation within the IPCC that challenge values and
worldviews that have been considered universal37 and open the
space for diversity. Although decolonisation processes are difficult
and complex, existing experiences in climate policy show that
institutional learning leads to better outcomes78.
Fourth, the concrete inclusion of Indigenous Peoples and their

contributions was marginal. While AR6 notes that collaboration
with Indigenous Peoples strengthens climate science and results
in more effective policies, the evidence does not fully explain how
this is achieved. There are limited examples of specific contribu-
tions of Indigenous Peoples, including a complete absence of
Indigenous Peoples’ leadership in mitigation initiatives and
collaborative partnerships79. References generally only mention
institutional measures incorporating Indigenous Peoples’ partici-
pation at some stage. As such, the AR6 does not reflect the
extensive and growing research on Indigenous-led initiatives, like
those on renewable energy solutions8 and protecting, conserving,
and restoring lands and waters80. They also do not delve more
profound into the multiple benefits—beyond climate policy
targets—of Indigenous Peoples’ participation and knowledge in
climate policy and research2,61,62,81,82. For example, research
among the Mapuche People in Chile highlights how the
participation of Indigenous communities contributes to addres-
sing counterproductive policy patterns and imagining new
futures83.
Also striking is the lack of reference to Indigenous Peoples’

participation at different levels of climate policy, despite the
increasing engagement of Indigenous Peoples in national climate
pledges11. Climate governance demands greater coherence and
verification of its measures84. Accordingly, it is crucial that the IPCC
further include Indigenous Peoples-led climate policy, science and
knowledge and explore how Indigenous Peoples contribute to
implementing, reporting, monitoring and verifying climate
actions, as in Canada through the bilateral roundtables that
engage the Assembly of First Nations, Inuit Tapariit Kanatami, and
Metis National Council, the national Indigenous organisations81.
This analysis becomes even more critical in the wake of the Paris
Agreement, which, by giving rise to polycentric climate govern-
ance, calls for a shift towards more prescriptive assessments13,29.
As can be observed, the IPCC has a long way to go with regard

to the full and respectful recognition of Indigenous Peoples. Being
a contested institution, the IPCC must be open to reflecting on its
limitations20, starting with the structures that constrain climate
action, which, after all, are the same ones that obstruct Indigenous
Peoples’ participation. Colonialism has made and continues to
make Indigenous Peoples worldwide vulnerable to climate change
and, in some cases, the negative impacts of climate policy. To
avoid reinforcing colonialism, the IPCC must look closely at the
relationship between climate vulnerability and inequity while
better examining the diverse yet coherent responses that
Indigenous Peoples are deploying to overcome the feedback
loops of these barriers. Furthermore, these responses must be
observed in relation to Indigenous values, worldviews and laws, as
they allow us to understand the importance of, and how to,

holistically transform society to ensure urgent, just and effective
responses to human-induced climate change.
To stop the reproduction of extractive practices that decontex-

tualise Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge and perpetuate their
generalisation and marginalisation, the IPCC must also observe
the conditions in which climate research is conducted, including
the four points discussed above. This analysis will only be possible
by creating permanent, differentiated and right-based mechan-
isms that allow the engagement of Indigenous Peoples’ repre-
sentatives, knowledge holders and scholars at all levels. The
operationalisation of this engagement calls for additional research,
conducted by Indigenous Peoples, or as co-production, on the
inclusion (or barriers) of Indigenous Peoples in IPCC procedures
and practices.
In this way, we offer the following recommendations to AR7: (i)

ensure consistent references to Indigenous Peoples across all
Working Group and Special reports; (ii) avoid generalisation and
characterisation of Indigenous Peoples as vulnerable. Instead,
focus and embed an appropriate strengths-based approach; (iii)
ensure the wealth and diversity of Indigenous knowledge systems
are fully understood and applied ethically and equitably; and (iv)
include Indigenous Peoples from all socio-cultural regions as
authors and contributors and their contributions in all proposed
working topics.
All these recommendations are not just about appointing

Indigenous authors. They require that Indigenous Peoples have a
voice in the scoping process—including the plenaries—to bring in
their concerns and thoughts on how the assessments should be
conducted, how the diverse evidence should be presented, and
how Indigenous knowledge systems should be approximated and
considered in the production of the report.
The engagement of Indigenous Peoples in IPCC processes can

contribute to the institutional transformation it has been called for
and will allow for more reflexivity on its procedures and structures.
Reflexivity will strengthen IPCC’s legitimacy and allow it to offer
more equitable and contextualised recommendations for climate
action. The effective inclusion of Indigenous values, and their
contributions to the decolonisation of climate research and policy,
can also reduce the influence of states and industries that
promote false solutions and obstruct climate action. Only in this
way can we overcome unequal structures and thus give
Indigenous Peoples the place they deserve in climate governance.

METHODS
Document analysis of AR6
This study took as a starting point a collaboration between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous authors tailored to discuss the
recognition given to Indigenous Peoples in AR6 WGI and WGII
reports, which resulted in two briefings notes85,86. It also draws on
the experience of some of the authors as contributing authors to
WGI and WGII, and observers of the IPCC—RC participated as
contributing authors in WGI, DS and JPM participated as IPCC
observers in the AR6 and contributing authors of WGII, and GR and
JPM participated as members of Canada’s delegation in the
approval plenaries of Working Groups I, II, and III.
We conducted a document analysis of the WGI, WGII, and WGIII

reports and the Synthesis Report of the AR6. Document analysis is
based on the principle that documents contain latent meanings,
which we can access through how they present or omit specific
issues87. Mentions or lack thereof of Indigenous Peoples allow us
to access the values, interests and purposes of those who
commissioned and produced these reports and their awareness
and interest in recognising Indigenous Peoples28.
We coded the four full reports (FR)—including their SPM and

TS—by searching for the word Indigenous. We cleaned the data
by excluding references that did not directly refer to Indigenous
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Peoples—such as indigenous species and indigenous energies—
and those in the indexes and bibliography. During coding, we
noticed that some of the references mentioned colonialism and
its relation to the vulnerability of Indigenous Peoples. Because
the description of Indigenous Peoples as vulnerable has
predominated in IPCC reports28, and this recognition is
unprecedented, we searched for the word colonial(ism). We
incorporated these references into the analysis of how the IPCC
problematises Indigenous Peoples’ vulnerability.
We conducted an inductive content analysis with references to

Indigenous Peoples (n= 1356) and colonialism (n= 45). Four
categories emerged: (i) Indigenous Peoples’ vulnerability; (ii)
Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge and contributions; (iii) Recogni-
tion of Indigenous Rights; and (iv) Alignment with Indigenous
Peoples’ demands. These categories allowed us to identify the key
messages and treatment of Indigenous Peoples and their knowl-
edge systems in the AR6. As the bulk of references appeared in
the WGII report (n= 1130 or 83%), we reviewed each chapter in
detail, classifying the references to Indigenous Peoples’ contribu-
tions to climate policy and adaptation into five subcategories: (i)
resilience; (ii) risk reduction; (iii) local adaptation; (iv) climate
justice; and (v) sustainable food and water systems.

Reporting summary
Further information on research design is available in the Nature
Research Reporting Summary linked to this article.
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