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CASE STUDY 35
Intangible cultural heritage and environmental sustainability: cultural mapping of the sacred sites of the north-west Amazon – a binational initiative
Since 2009, the Colombian Ministry of Culture's Heritage Department and Brazil's National Institute of Historic and Artistic Heritage have, within the framework of the implementation of the policy for safeguarding intangible cultural heritage, been taking steps to consolidate an interinstitutional alliance between the national government, the local and regional governments, non-governmental organizations and the indigenous bodies of the north-west Amazon. This collective interest has endeavoured to promote the protection and safeguarding of traditional knowledge regarding the nature and management of the area. This endeavour is necessary because these knowledge systems are currently under serious threat from the pressures of the globalized world and affected by the vision of economic development models. Furthermore, all those involved are in agreement that this ancient knowledge is crucial to preserving the millions of hectares of Amazonian forest which provide us with oxygen, water and life in all its many forms.
We cannot mitigate the effects of climate change, nor curb deforestation, unless we can ensure that the complex systems of traditional knowledge held by those who live in the forest are respected and safeguarded – knowledge systems which explain the strong links between the constellations, the different seasons of the year, the ecosystems and its species of plants, fish, birds and other living organisms, as well as the daily activities and rituals performed by human beings in order to survive in this environment and maintain its natural equilibrium.
The geographical area of the north-west Amazon is divided between Colombia, Brazil and Venezuela, covering an area of around 1.3 million square kilometres. Three large catchment areas drain the region, all of which stretch beyond national borders. The region is one of the best preserved in the Amazon rainforest, offering a wide range of cultural and environmental diversity. It has been occupied for at least 3,000 years by indigenous peoples of various origins and who speak a variety of languages. Specialists in these cultures agree that the indigenous peoples who live in the area form a vast, complex sociocultural mosaic which for centuries has manifested itself through a macrosystem of exchange featuring people, stories, languages, knowledge and cosmological factors. The indigenous population is made up of around 78,500 people, distributed among over 500 communities and smaller colonies scattered between the numerous water courses which make up the catchment areas. According to the indigenous peoples themselves, this arrangement was established by their mythical ancestors as described in their cosmogonic tales of their settlement of the land. Contact with national society and State policies has greatly altered these traditional systems of organization and land settlement, and has created new dynamics and led to the land being developed.
This systemic and socio-ecological cosmovision held by the indigenous peoples of the northwest Amazon is the cornerstone of the knowledge and traditional practices involved in their resource management. It also forms the basis of the values that shape these peoples' relationship with the land and with the many living organisms in the forests and rivers of the region.
Traditional knowledge regarding sacred sites and the way in which this knowledge is used through rituals, ceremonies, remedies and various codes of conduct come from long mythical narratives which tell the stories of how the world began and how the land came to be settled by the first ancestors of the indigenous peoples of the north-west Amazon. In spite of the many versions that exist and the historical and cultural features specific to each group and each linguistic family, the narratives are built upon a shared foundation and a story closely linked to the region and the local landscapes.
Over the last two decades, the biological and cultural diversity of the north-west Amazon has come under increased threat – both legal and illegal – from certain sectors of the Colombian and Brazilian economies. Processes such as the expansion of agro-industrial crops, extensive coca farming and monoculture, urban growth, hydroelectric development projects, hydrocarbon exploitation and especially mining exploitation have spread throughout this region and affected the land and way of life of the peoples of the north-west Amazon.
As compared to other neighbouring regions, the north-west Amazon is considered one of the best preserved and most culturally diverse in the Amazon rainforest. The preservation and safeguarding of the natural and cultural heritage of this region, particularly the system of sacred sites of the indigenous peoples who live in this territory, depend to a large extent on legal forms of protection ratified by the two countries, such as the International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 169, the Declaration of the United Nations (UN), the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. If the threats to the integrity of this heritage are now able to reach even these legally protected territories, it is not difficult to imagine what could become of this area so rich in natural resources and cultural diversity were it not for this recognition and legal protection.
The adoption of the 2003 Convention has allowed for protection measures to be established by means of social agreements on the conservation and management of ICH and the acknowledgment of the connection between biological diversity and cultural diversity, in keeping with what was established in the CBD. It is both troubling and motivating to think collectively about the challenges involved in maintaining the integrity of the territory and the traditional knowledge held within it, which must be understood in holistic terms, for we cannot separate the natural from the cultural, nor the spiritual from the political. The common objective is to promote dialog and the integration of this knowledge in order to truly take advantage of the international and national protection measures in place. Recognizing this socio-environmental richness and the important role it plays in the world demands that we also acknowledge the role and the importance of indigenous cosmovision and knowledge in protecting this transnational network of landscapes and biodiversity. Within this process, cultural mapping stands out as an important tool, a new means by which the communities can record and share their own ideas and ancestral knowledge of the territory they inhabit. The goal is to create an interinstitutional binational experience which contributes in an effective manner to the identification, recognition, development, promotion and preservation of the territories and cultural heritage of the indigenous peoples living in the border regions of the north-west Amazon.
For more information:
· Website:
http://www.mincultura.gov.co/areas/patrimonio/informe-binacional-cartografia/Paginas/default.aspx
[image: image1.png]il

Organisation

des Nations Unies
pour I'éducation,

la science et la culture

® © o o 0o 0000000000000

Patrimoine
culturel
immatériel



[image: image2.png]I

United Nations
Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization

Intangible
Cultural
Heritage



CS35-v1.0-EN

[image: image3.png]




CS35-v1.0-EN
CS35-v1.0-EN
© UNESCO • Do not reproduce without permission

