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Introduction:

"United we are strong"

“The indigenous peoples and the Modern World”, the issue that in the last decades opened 
to intensive discussions worldwide. Today, at the threat of global environmental and 
technological disasters, the mankind looks for a universal model of sustainable development 
and attempts to return to the original principles of harmonious coexistence with nature. These 
principles were determined by the indigenous peoples in their historical development.

Today, when Russia became an open country and a part of the modern world, a country 
with Communist past and with emerging democratic present, the indigenous peoples of the 
North, Siberia and Far East found themselves among the most vulnerable groups of the 
population. The sharp transition from "full governmental support" to the market economy 
resulted in a real catastrophe for all Northern peoples of Russia placing them on the verge of 
ethnic disappearance. 

Nevertheless, the past decade that started with all indigenous peoples of the North in 
March 1990 setting up one organisation, the Russian Association of the Indigenous Peoples of 
the North (RAIPON), resulted in sufficient growth of national self-consciousness and in 
formation of a well-structured movement of the indigenous peoples. 

40 indigenous peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East (a shortened description -
the indigenous peoples of the North, peoples of the North) live in the Russian Federation. The 
total number of the indigenous peoples of the North is 270 thousand that are 2% of the 
aggregate population in territories where the indigenous people live. The largest are the Nenets 
(34 thousand persons), the smallest are the Ents (189 persons) and the Orok (179 persons). The 
peoples of the North live in 27 administrative units of the Russian Federation. 80% live in 
Jamalo-Nenets, Khanty-Mansi, Taimyr (Dolgano-Nenets, and Chukotka autonomous okrugs, 
in Kamchatka oblast, in Khabarovsk Kray and in Republic of Sakha (Jakutia). Most peoples of 
the North (about 75%) inhabit rural areas. In some administrations their share does not exceed 
on average 1-2% of the total population. In rural areas their share is higher - about 19%. 

The Soviet state with the important and necessary actions towards the indigenous people 
could not get rid of ethnocentrism. Indigenous communities were never considered to be 
valuable and self-sufficient, the traditional culture of the indigenous peoples and was always 
perceived as "primitive", and "backward". Hence the attitude of the government was based on 
principle "of the elder brother". The main aim of the Soviet policy on the peoples of the North 
was their integration in the socialist society. 

The policy of Russification had negative impact on the native languages of the peoples of 
the North. Secondary education was conducted mainly in boarding schools, in Russian. 
Indigenous children were alienated from their families and native languages. In some regions it 
even was forbidden to speak these languages. In result, the loss of native languages and 
disappearance of ethnic culture advanced.  
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In democratisation of public life and a deep crisis of the totalitarian system in the second 
half of the 80s, many unsolved problems in ethnic development resulted in the rise of massive 
ethnic movements, including the indigenous ones. NGOs were formed everywhere who raised 
an issue of ethnic revival. 1990 marked and important step in the newest history of the 
Northern people when the 1st Congress of the indigenous people established the Russian 
Association of the Indigenous Peoples of the North (RAIPON), late renamed in the Russian 
Association of the Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East.  

The main principle of national revival is the balance between traditions and progress. In 
the ХХ century an idea was formed that the progress is a transition from traditional to 
industrial society. But ХХ century has shown that modernisation that denies traditions is bound 
to fail. A vivid example is the current situation of the Northern peoples in Russia. The 
transition was violently imposed on them by the urban society, it changed traditional the way 
of life, it destroyed national identity and ethnic features, and in result, became the main reason 
of their current problems. 

The state of environment in the indigenous areas of the North is described as tense, and 
as critical in many regions. Oil, gas, mining, and forestry developments lead to reduction of 
traditional economic activity by the indigenous peoples. 

The new Russia, having recognised incorrect target in the Soviet ethnic policy on has 
unfortunately has failed to offer anything new. Further, if the Soviet policy had its internal 
logic and was carried out consistently, at present everything the new leaders do is production 
of declarations on revival and development of the northern peoples.

Challenges of Globalisation

Two main humanist ideas of the second half of the 20th century – recognition of human 
rights and the need for environmental protection – inevitably led the international community 
to recognition of rights of indigenous peoples to the distinctive development path. Recognition 
of cultural values of traditional communities, their spiritual culture, attentive attitudes towards 
nature has naturally led to creation of protection mechanisms of these peoples  ́ cultures and 
their natural habitat. 

In the North, traditional nature use is linked with reindeer herding as well as other forms 
of breeding aboriginal types of domesticated animals, fishing, fresh-waters and maritime 
fishing, maritime hunting, hunting for wild reindeer and furs, gardening, and gathering wild 
berries and plants, territories with biological resources, population of domesticated and wild 
animals and plants. It includes a system of seasonal and spatial location of fixed settlements, 
encampments, migration routes, methods of economic development of different territories and 
natural-climatic zones, traditional systems of self-government and economic organisations that 
secured long-term use of renewable resources and transmission ecologically and ethnically 
important information (traditional economic calendar, methods of hunting, gathering, and 
processing of products; skills in production of instruments of labour and household items; 



4

temporary exclusion of certain territories known as sacred from the economic cycles; 
knowledge of eatable and herb plants; methods of allocation of territories and products). 

In the 20th century, the external colonization does not any longer threaten indigenous 
peoples. But at present, indigenous peoples are threatened not by physical extinction that was 
much talked about in the 18th and 19th centuries, but by assimilation and destruction of their 
natural habitat and in danger of so-called “internal colonization”. 

New challenges the indigenous peoples are facing with in a new century are 
globalization, industrial development of their traditional lands and climate change.  

The role of indigenous peoples in climate change process

The indigenous peoples of the North, Siberia, and the Far East have become a visible 
power in Russia: fighting for land conservation that has global significance, they are stand up 
for interests of the future generations of the world community as a whole, and put into practice 
the principles of Agenda 21 and the Concept of the transition of the Russian Federation to 
sustainable development. 

But the issue of climate change is controversial one in Russia. There is no one approach 
and definition among Russian scientist and governmental agencies that stop to develop a state 
strategy, policy and measures.

Nevertheless, the indigenous peoples and their organizations play an active role in the 
international and inter-regional climate change process and participate in different UN forums 
and meetings. 

  There is still a great gap between International Policy Development on climate change 
and implementation level on national level. 

Key element for indigenous peoples is adaptation plan and measures initiated and 
supported by the national states. Adaptation is necessary for the development of traditional 
way of life and values as well as incorporation of the new types of activities into traditional 
economy. Recognition of collective rights to lands is a basis for efficient adaptation measures.  

The Arctic states include some of the most powerful and influential nations on earth. The 
IP are addressing the causes of climate change in a meaningful fashion to them. They must 
firstly commit to taking action. They must then commit to encouraging the rest of the world to 
take action, through their own example, through diplomatic efforts, and if necessary, through 
providing the financial and technical assistance necessary.

Working on the national level

In the light of the ongoing climate change, indigenous peoples of the Russian North can 
be without overestimation assessed as one of the most vulnerable populations. The most recent 
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IPCC WG 2 report on climate change impacts, adaptation and vulnerability list with high 
confidence adverse impacts of climate change on human activities in the Arctic and particular 
on traditional life-style. Report recommends that “despite resilience shown historically by 
Arctic indigenous communities, some traditional ways of life are being threatened and 
substantial investments are needed to adapt or re-locate physical structures and communities” 
Also projected with a high confidence biophysical effects on indigenous peoples are thickness 
and extent of glaciers and ice sheets impeding ice-based hunting practices as sole subsistence 
of many Northern peoples and ecosystem changes in migratory birds pathways, mammals and 
higher predators. Climate change is to deprive indigenous peoples to their traditional food 
sources that will have direct impacts through a changing diet and accident rates.

RAIPON is aiming to urge government and scientific society to ensure:
 Assessment of climate impacts on indigenous communities and their livelihood
 Mitigation of pollution related climate impacts through the establishment of 

public-private partnership and other innovative financial instruments
 Capacity building to increase adaptive capacity of indigenous communities 

through integrated ecosystem management and sustainable land-use planning 
and practices  

 Initiate new legal and institutional framework supporting climate-responsive 
sustainable development of indigenous peoples 

Working at the local level

At present, the following types of activities can be considered:  
 Education and training for climate change process  
 Community based monitoring of the climate change, including natural and ecological 

changes (biodiversity, weather) on the basis of integration of scientific and traditional 
knowledge

 Control over environmental conditions and sustainable use of natural resources
 Organisation of public ecological and ethnological expertises, participation in public 

hearings on EIA
 Development of traditional energy conserving means of transportation 
 Development of communication and information networks   

Lessons and Fact Finding of the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment –
Effects on Indigenous Peoples

 The most obvious effect on Arctic peoples will be changes in the food resources on 
which they rely.

 Reindeer herders may find it difficult to find the right sort of pasture for their herds, as 
ice forms over the land in winter, and new kinds of plants appear in place of the older 
kinds of plants. 

 Climate change may also change the migration times and routes taken by wild reindeer 
or caribou.

 Traditional foods may no longer thrive in the changing climate.
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 Some of the most severe effects are expected for species that have adapted to the 
presence of ice. This means that whole seal populations are considered to be at risk, as 
are walrus. 

 It has been well documented that the physical and mental health of indigenous peoples 
can suffer when they are deprived of traditional foods. 

 Other health problems that climate change may bring include those related to storms, 
floods and droughts, all predicted to increase with climate change. 

 Other diseases may also spread north. 
 Less land-fast ice means less safe and fast routes for the travel of coastal people to 

hunting areas and between communities. Changing ice strengths, qualities, and 
thickness can mean travel on freshwater and saltwater ice can become more 
unpredictable and dangerous.

Impacts of Arctic warming on the rest of the world:

 The world’s climate systems are all linked. The Arctic is a significant part of those 
systems. Changes in the Arctic create changes in the rest of the world.

 One example is the current that brings warmer water to northern Europe, modifying 
temperatures by several degrees in the winter. 

 Melting polar ice is projected to raise sea levels around the world. Many major 
population centres are very close to sea level.

 Methane currently locked in Arctic bogs is expected to be liberated by Arctic climate 
change. This in turn accelerates climate change. 

 Effects on Arctic wildlife will also affect many other countries. 

Conclusion 

What effects is climate change having on indigenous peoples now?
 There are large obvious effects such as an increase in freeze/thaw cycles in the winters. 

These can effectively lock food away from foraging species such as reindeer that are 
critical to our survival. 

 There are increases in subsidence in our communities as permafrost is thawing. 
 People are already dying. They are falling through ice, on trails that have been safe to 

cross for generations. Many of communities are not connected by permanent roads. 
People must use these trails.

What effects will climate change have on indigenous peoples in the future?
 If effective action is not soon taken to slow the rates of change, then our lives, our 

livelihoods, and our cultures will increasingly be at risk. 
 Our lives are at risk from accidents and new diseases, our livelihoods are at risk 

because the plants and animals that we rely on for food are also at risk. Our cultures are 
at risk because they are based on a relationship to the land and the environment that 
may no longer be possible. 
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Are international society and states doing enough to combat climate change?
 This is not a question of one country or another doing enough. No country can do alone 

what is necessary. It requires concerted international action by all countries, with 
meaningful targets for action, and a commitment to follow through on achieving those 
targets.

What assistance do indigenous peoples need?
 Indigenous peoples’ organizations have the responsibility to help their people adapt to 

climate change; however, in many cases they do not have the resources necessary. They 
need capacity building and adequate resources. 

Indigenous Peoples Agenda for Climate Change

For people concerned about the wildlife and the environment, these impacts are a cause 
for great concern. For people who rely on that wildlife for their lives, the impacts are 
catastrophic.

The wildlife impacts are only a partial list of the impacts predicted to hit Arctic 
indigenous peoples. They are also likely to suffer from increased incidences of wildfires. Their 
homes and communities are at risk from sudden land slumps, as ground frozen for hundreds of 
years suddenly melts. Mental health is also a concern as a consequence of the physical, 
economic, and social pressures of climate change.

The action should come first from those states that know the problem best, the developed 
states that provide the most contribution to the climate change. Many of these countries have 
indigenous population that is already beginning to feel the impacts of climate change. They all 
have a responsibility to those indigenous peoples, and to the rest of the people of their 
countries, to improve and increase their attempts to mitigate the effects of climate change. 

This means forging a real international agreement on reducing the factors that are causing 
climate change, and on increasing the effectiveness of carbon sinks. We realise that some 
countries are taking such action. That is not enough. Those countries that are taking action 
must use whatever pressure or other inducements they can offer to the rest of the international 
community to encourage them to also take action. 

IP are not asking for the world to just take action on their account. They ask for action, 
because in taking that action, the Artic states and the rest of the countries of the world not only 
save them from the worst impacts of climate change, they also save themselves.

What do you say to people who don’t believe in climate change?

Indigenous people, who have watched the ice come and go for generations, are seeing the 
changes. They can not prove scientifically that the changes are being caused by people, but 
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they believe the clear majority of climate scientists who say that people are causing the 
change.
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