
 

  
 
 
 

 

  

 

 

 
 

ndigenous peoples embody local knowledge, which encompasses traditional knowledge, practices, and 

beliefs about the environment, natural resources, and ecosystems, passed down through generations and 

rooted in cultural, spiritual, and social contexts. It includes areas like traditional ecological knowledge, land 

management, medicinal plants, agriculture, and spiritual connections. Indigenous Local Knowledge (ILK) is 

valuable for its holistic understanding, sustainable practices, and cultural preservation. Recognizing ILK is 

essential for effective conservation, cultural diversity and indigenous rights to self-determination, which is 

recognized by the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), as a collective 

right of Indigenous Peoples, affirming their autonomy to govern their internal affairs and to participate 

meaningfully in decisions that affect their lives and communities. Thus, allowing for more inclusive and 

sustainable management of natural resources and ecosystems. 

 

Valuing ILK: recognizing and mandating partnership for conservation 
 

The importance of ILK is central theme in global environmental discussions, led by major international bodies 

like the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity (UN CBD), where Parties adopted at its 16th 

Conference of Parties (COP 16), a new Programme of Work on Article 8(j) and other provisions of the 

Convention related to indigenous peoples and local communities and the Intergovernmental Platform on 

Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), providing a methodological guidance on engagement with 

them. In 2019, a landmark finding from the First IPBES Global Assessment revealed a stunning reality that at 

least a quarter of the global land area is traditionally owned, managed, used, or occupied by Indigenous 

Peoples. These areas often have exceptionally high biodiversity and experience significantly less habitat loss 

than other regions. Highlighting the need to recognize Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities (IPLCs) 

as essential actors and to mainstream ILK into national biodiversity planning, policies and actions. 

 

CABES: Mainstreaming ILK into its program implementation 
 

CABES is dedicated to mainstreaming ILK voices into its program implementation, ensuring that indigenous 

perspectives are recognized, valued, and integrated into biodiversity and ecosystem services research, 

policy, and practice. We employ multiple strategic approaches including: 

 

1. Networking and collaborative activities: CABES actively fosters networking platforms at 

different geographic scales, designed to ensure that IPLCs contribute directly to biodiversity science-

policy discussions.  

 

2. Integrating ILK into research training and capacity building: A key capacity building initiative 

to promote engagement with ILK is our online course on "Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities in 

Science-Policy-Practice Interfaces in Africa", developed in collaboration with UNESCO Local and Indigenous 

Knowledge Systems (LINKS) program. ILK is deeply embedded within the “Science-Policy-Practice 

Interfaces on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (SPIBES)” curriculum. SPIBES students are trained to 

adopt multiple evidence-based approaches, requiring them to integrate ILK perspectives and conventional 

scientific knowledge in their MSc. thesis projects. Through transdisciplinary methodologies, students engage 

directly with IPLCs during field research, acknowledging ILK as a valid and essential form of evidence in 

ecological and conservation sciences (Figure 1). 
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Promoting biodiversity conservation through strategic 
engagement with Indigenous Peoples 

https://www.cbd.int/traditional
https://www.ipbes.net/assessment-guide_indigenous-and-local-knowledge
https://www.ipbes.net/global-assessment
https://elearning.cabes.online/course/index.php?categoryid=4
https://elearning.cabes.online/course/index.php?categoryid=4
https://www.unesco.org/en/links
https://www.unesco.org/en/links
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Figure 1. SPIBES Alumni interacting with IPLCs during the MSc. Field research in their home countries, including 

Burkina Faso, Benin, Liberia, Togo, Sierra Leone, Senegal, Zambia, Mali, Liberia, Ethiopia and Zimbabwe 

https://www.cabes.online/
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3. Enhancing policy impact through participatory approaches: By supporting the 

establishment of socially inclusive National Biodiversity Platforms, CABES advocates for the robust 

inclusion of ILK in national biodiversity governance frameworks.  

 

4. Supporting Indigenous tourism for cultural and biodiversity preservation: The project 

embraces indigenous tourism as an opportunity for knowledge exchange, and connection, 

recognizing that these cultures are the foundation of community identity. Indigenous tourism plays a 

key role in preserving heritage and offers financial opportunities that help sustain cultural legacies.  

 

 

Case study: Lessons in sustainability from the Khoisan people 
 

hoisan is a collective term for groups like 

the San (hunter-gatherers) and Khoikhoi 

(pastoralists), who are among the oldest 

human populations in southern Africa. Their 

relationship with the environment is one of an 

intimate and deeply spiritual connection. In a 

recent guided walking tour, the team from the 

CABES project, had the privilege of learning 

directly from three San guides whose names, 

translated from their click language, and were as 

poetic as their worldview: "Little-elephant", "Lion-

heart", and "Shining-moon". The experience 

offered profound lessons in sustainability.  

Figure 2. Cross section of CABES team and the 

indigenous San people guides 

 

Clad in the skins of impala, springbok, and zebra, they were living emissaries of a culture with roots stretching 

back over 20,000 years. Kneeling as they spoke, a gesture of profound respect, the guides demonstrated 

how they source medicine, find water, and craft tools from the world around them, using ostrich eggshells, 

for example, for everything from water storage in the harsh arid environment to jewelry. Five of the most 

impactful lessons for sustainability from our three-hour engagement with these three men includes: 

 

The San practice or 

belief 
Lesson(s) for conservation 

"Take only what they 

need" (radical 

sustainability) 

The san exemplifies a model of the highest level of sustainable use of natural 

resources, preventing over-exploitation. They operate on a simple core principle: 

take only what is immediately necessary from the wild. This philosophy stands in 

stark contrast to a modern culture of overconsumption; a worldview that ensures 

the continued health and sustainability of their ecosystem. We saw this in their 

method for harvesting medicine from the Acacia erioloba tree. Instead of felling the 

tree or stripping its bark, they carefully gather from its small, spreading roots. This 

technique allows them to access the plant's healing properties while ensuring the 

tree's survival. It is a lesson in resource management, highlighting that human 

needs and ecological health do not have to be in conflict. 

Walking in a single 

file 

Demonstrates a profound respect for all forms of life, even the smallest insects, 

minimizing human impact on the ecosystem. 

Multiple uses of 

natural resources 

Showcases a zero-waste philosophy, where a single resource is ingeniously used 

for multiple purposes. For instance, the ostrich eggshell, serves as a durable store 

K 

https://www.cabes.online/
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of water, as well as pieces of the shell are fashioned into kitchen utensils and crafted 

into beautiful jewelry. Also, the Acacia erioloba tree provides sustenance, art, and 

healing. They harvest its small roots for medicine, the tree’s seeds are transformed 

into musical instruments, while its sharp thorns are crushed to create another 

medicine used to treat heart problems.  

Conservation 

through connection 

This fosters a spiritual respect for wildlife that acts as an inherent form of wildlife 

conservation. The San people's relationship with the natural world is deeply 

spiritual. They believe the environment is governed by ancestral spirits, and this 

belief fosters a foundational respect for all life. This spiritual connection serves as 

a powerful, inherent form of conservation. For example, elephants are regarded as 

"gods." This reverence ensures the animals are treated with a profound respect 

that protects them more effectively than any external regulation could. This 

worldview is not just a belief system; it is woven into their very identity, reflected in 

their names. 

Extensive plant 

knowledge of the 

local biome 

Highlights a deep understanding of local biodiversity for medicine (Acacia, Hoodia, 

Buchu to treat urinary tract and kidney diseases; Hoodia cactus to suppress 

appetite during long hunts; camphor bush to treat headaches and, by burning its 

leaves, for spiritual cleansing, and Aloe vera used for a variety of both medicinal 

and cosmetic uses), tools (Raisin-Bush for bows; Acacia erioloba seeds for musical 

instruments). 

 

In sum, Indigenous and Local Knowledge is not a relic of the past; it is a living, essential body of wisdom that 

is critical for navigating our planet's complex environmental challenges. Integrating this profound wisdom with 

scientific innovation is not just an option—it is a necessity. By recognizing, and respecting Indigenous and 

Local Knowledge, we can build a more sustainable and equitable future for all. 

 

 
Figure 3. Some impressions of engagement with the Indigenous San people in Namibia 

https://www.cabes.online/

