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According to records compiled by the campaign group Global Witness , 1,738 people described
as environmental defenders were killed between 2002 and 2018, across 50 countries.

Their latest report for 2018 , released last week, identified 164 killings 

Although the figure is slightly down on that for 2017, the group says the number of reported
deaths has been increasing over time with about three people killed each week on average.

Yet the campaign group says  only about 10% of these killings from 2002-2013 resulted in a
conviction, compared with about 43% on average for global
homicide convictions
in 2013.

       Read more:       Koala-detecting dogs sniff out flaws in Australia's threatened
species protection

In a study of the group’s data from 2002-2017, published today in Nature Sustainability , we
found many of the deaths related to conflict over natural resources, including fossil fuels, timber
and water. All but three of the countries where deaths were recorded are classed as highly
corrupt, according to their 
Corruption Perceptions Index
score.

What’s an environmental defender?

The term environmental defenders can include anyone involved in protecting land, forests,
water and other natural resources. 
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https://www.globalwitness.org/
https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/environmental-activists/enemies-state/
https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/environmental-activists/deadly-environment/
https://www.oas.org/ext/en/security/crime-prevention-network/Resources/Digital-Library/global-study-on-homicide-2013-trends-contexts-data
https://www.oas.org/ext/en/security/crime-prevention-network/Resources/Digital-Library/global-study-on-homicide-2013-trends-contexts-data
http://theconversation.com/koala-detecting-dogs-sniff-out-flaws-in-australias-threatened-species-protection-121118
http://theconversation.com/koala-detecting-dogs-sniff-out-flaws-in-australias-threatened-species-protection-121118
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-019-0349-4
https://www.transparency.org/cpi2018
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Environmental defenders can be community activists, Indigenous peoples, lawyers, journalists
or non-governmental organisation (NGO) staff. They are defined not by job title or political
identity, but by their struggles to protect the environment or land rights. Many are part of
collective struggles: they do not act alone.

One of the most well-known murdered defenders is Chico Mendes , a Brazilian rubber tapper,
union leader and environmentalist. He was 
killed in 1988
for his work protecting the Amazon and advocating for the rights of local people.

More recently, in another corner of the Brazilian Amazon, José Claudio Ribeiro and Maria do
Espirito Santo were killed in 2011  for defending their forests against illegal loggers .

In Cambodia, Chut Wutty , director of the Natural Resource Protection Group and a critic of
military and government corruption in illegal logging, was shot and killed in 2012.

Berta C&aacute;ceres  was murdered in 2016 for her fight against a dam that encroached on
the water and land rights of the Lenca people of Honduras. Her death led to international
movements calling for justice. 

While some of the killings have sparked international outcry, others led to much more localised
repercussions. Still others remain unreported and are not accounted for in the Global Witness
database.   

A conflict of interest

Conflicts over natural resources are often the underlying cause of the violence against
environmental defenders. They are linked to different resources and sectors, such as fossil
fuels, minerals, agriculture, aquaculture, timber and to the land or water from where these
resources can be extracted. 

We can see these conflicts as the continuation of historical colonial land use and appropriation.
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https://www.britannica.com/biography/Chico-Mendes
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/dec/20/brazil-salutes-chico-mendes-25-years-after-murder
https://edition.cnn.com/2011/11/23/world/americas/vice-toxic-amazon/index.html
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/jmvdqd/its-been-a-year-since-they-killed-ze-claudio-and-maria
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/apr/21/cambodia-bans-film-about-murdered-rainforest-activist-chut-wutty
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/nov/29/berta-caceres-seven-men-convicted-conspiracy-murder-honduras
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Today, the environmental footprint arising from the resource consumption of high-income
countries is effectively outsourced to less wealthy nations and regions.

This is where raw materials are sourced in a country  separate to where the resulting product or
service is consumed.

Resource extraction is often carried out by companies or groups without legitimate rights to that
resource. Examples include illegal logging in community forests . There is also the consumption
of water from rivers that traditionally supplied villages or towns, for example, 
foreign mining companies in Bolivia
. 

While some of these natural resource drivers are local or national, in many cases it is multinati
onal companies
that are directly outsourcing their resource needs that play a role in violence against
environmental defenders.

But who is actually doing the killing?

Violence against defenders may be carried out by those representing their own interests, such
as illegal loggers  or miners , or on behalf of government interests .

In one case, it’s alleged  it was police in Pau D’Arco, Brazil who killed ten land defenders in
May 2017 , and in Chut
Wutty’s case it’s all
eged
it was the military police who carried out the killing.

In our study we found weak rule of law and corruption in a country is closely correlated with
environmental defender deaths. 
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https://www.pnas.org/content/112/20/6271
https://www.illegal-logging.info/topics/community-forestry
https://www.pri.org/stories/2017-01-04/la-paz-short-water-bolivia-s-suffers-its-worst-drought-25-years
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3164142
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3164142
https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/environmental-activists/perus-deadly-environment/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/28/amazon-gold-miners-invade-indigenous-village-brazil-leader-killed
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/jan/31/cambodian-forest-defenders-killed-after-confronting-illegal-loggers
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/statement-report/brazil-two-years-pau-darco-massacre-still-no-justice
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/brazil-pau-darco-massacre-is-the-second-largest-slaughter-for-land-conflicts-in-the-last-20-years-it-involves-peasants-santa-l%C3%BAcia-farm-private-security-companies-public-agencies
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/brazil-pau-darco-massacre-is-the-second-largest-slaughter-for-land-conflicts-in-the-last-20-years-it-involves-peasants-santa-l%C3%BAcia-farm-private-security-companies-public-agencies
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/apr/26/cambodia-police-shoot-dead-antilogging-activist
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/apr/26/cambodia-police-shoot-dead-antilogging-activist
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We also found that indigenous people represent a disproportionate percentage of the defenders
who are killed. About 40% of deaths recorded in 2015 and 2016, and about 30% in 2017, were
indigenous people.

Indigenous people manage or have tenure over about a quarter of the world’s surface ( about
38 million square kilometres
. Conflict over natural resources is often related to a 
lack of recognition or acknowledgement of these rights
.

A well-known recent example in the United States, Standing Rock  involved resistance of the
Sioux tribe, and allies, to the North Dakota Access Pipe Line. The aggressive response of the
authorities, lead to the hospit
alisation of many demonstrators
.

       Read more:       What are native grasslands, and why do they matter?

We believe companies that profit from natural resources extracted under conditions that
disregard the rights of environmental defenders are complicit in driving violence through their
supply chains. They have a responsibility to act ethically.

There is an urgent need for a global perspective on natural resource conflicts. What is currently
happening, in terms of the displacement of environmental and social damage, is a result of
globalisation, and is increasing with trade and consumption.

The voices of those trying to defend the environment are being silenced. Low conviction rates
show few people are being held accountable for these killings. This cycle of violence and
impunity affects entire communities, creating a climate of fear. Despite their fear, many continue
to fight for social and environmental justice.
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https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-018-0100-6
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-018-0100-6
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/24694452.2018.1530586
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/jun/22/standing-rock-jailed-activists-water-protectors
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/29/standing-rock-protest-north-dakota-shutdown-evacuation
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/29/standing-rock-protest-north-dakota-shutdown-evacuation
http://theconversation.com/what-are-native-grasslands-and-why-do-they-matter-121181
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