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AmazAmazon Lon Leadereaders Push UN ts Push UN to To Trreat Feat Fororest Crimeest Crime
as Global Crimeas Global Crime
The fight over illegal mining and logging is also a fight over who gets power to protect
Indigenous lands.

A rainforest river runs beside a damaged muddy clearing and a small watch post, suggesting the conflict over protecting Amazon lands.

Indigenous leaders from several Amazon coun-
tries are taking concerns about illegal mining,

logging, drug trafficking and deforestation to a Unit-
ed Nations conference in Vienna that begins Mon-
day, according to Associated Press reporting pub-
lished by PBS NewsHour. More than a dozen repre-
sentatives from Peru, Brazil, Colombia and Ecuador
plan to attend the Oct. 19-23 meeting on transna-
tional organized crime, meaning criminal activity
that crosses national borders or depends on net-
works in more than one country.

The leaders want governments to treat environ-
mental crimes in the Amazon less like isolated local
problems and more like organized international
businesses. They argue that illegal gold mining, tim-
ber operations, drug production and wildlife traf-
ficking are tied to money, weapons, intimidation
and markets that extend far beyond the forest.
Their proposal is not only about punishing people
at a mine site or logging road. It is about following
the money behind those operations and giving In-
digenous peoples a stronger role in protecting an-
cestral territories, which are lands communities
have lived on and governed through their own tra-
ditions over generations.

The issue matters because the Amazon is not just a
distant rainforest. It stores carbon, produces rain-
fall patterns that affect large regions, and holds
enormous biological diversity. It is also home to In-
digenous nations whose food, water, culture and
safety are tied to rivers and forests. When illegal
gold mining releases mercury, a toxic metal used to
separate gold from other material, that pollution
can move through rivers used for drinking water
and fishing. When illegal roads are cut through
forests, they can open the way for more logging,
mining or drug routes.

The Vienna conference brings together countries
working under a U.N. treaty against organized
crime. Governments are expected to consider
whether to begin negotiations on a new protocol,
which is an added agreement connected to an ex-
isting treaty, focused on crimes that damage the
environment. Such a protocol could include illegal
mining, illegal logging and wildlife trafficking. For In-
digenous leaders, the key question is whether they
will merely be discussed or actually included in
shaping the rules.

That is where the main tension sits. Governments
often respond to illegal mining or trafficking with
raids, soldiers, police and seizures of equipment.
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Indigenous representatives and their allies are not
saying enforcement is unnecessary. But they argue
that temporary operations do not solve the larger
problem if criminal groups return after authorities
leave. They also say communities can be left in
danger when enforcement focuses on short-term
action instead of long-term protection, land rights
and support for local monitoring.

Some Amazon communities are already building
their own systems. In Peru, the Wampis have set up
monitoring posts staffed by Indigenous guards to
confront illegal mining. The article says each post
has 14 guards. Leaders from the Kakataibo people,
also in Peru, say drug traffickers have created ille-
gal coca plantations and processing laboratories in
ancestral forests; coca is the plant used in illegal
drug production. In Brazil, Ashaninka leaders re-
port pressure from illegal logging, drug trafficking
and roads used to move illicit goods. In Colombia’s
southern Putumayo region, Indigenous leaders say
armed groups that once depended mainly on drug
trafficking are increasingly turning to illegal mining,
and that pollution can still reach Indigenous com-
munities even when the mining happens upstream
or outside their official territories.

The danger to environmental defenders is part of
the case Indigenous leaders are making. The article
cites Global Witness, an environmental and human
rights group, which documented 124 killings of land
and environmental defenders worldwide in 2025. It
reported that 105 of those killings, or 85%, were in

Latin America, with Colombia and Brazil recording
the highest numbers named in the story. These
numbers are not just statistics in the debate; they
show why some communities argue that asking
them to defend the forest without stronger legal
protection is asking too much.

The U.N. Office on Drugs and Crime says it already
works with Indigenous communities in Latin Ameri-
ca, including a project in Brazil that helps communi-
ties monitor illegal gold mining and cooperate more
closely with authorities. The agency also says the
project has helped prepare a national system for
detecting and responding to environmental crimes.
But the article says the agency did not say whether
Indigenous representatives would have a formal
role in negotiating the possible new protocol.

That unanswered question is important. A treaty
process run only by national governments might
produce tougher language against environmental
crime, but still leave Indigenous communities out-
side the room where decisions are made. On the
other hand, governments may worry about how to
balance local authority, national law enforcement
and international agreements. The policy challenge
is not simply whether the Amazon should be pro-
tected. Almost everyone in the story says it should
be. The harder question is who should have power,
resources and legal standing to protect it, especial-
ly when the threats are criminal networks that do
not stop at borders.

Written from reporting by PBS NewsHour.
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1.1. If enIf envirvironmental crimes in the Amazonmental crimes in the Amazon aron are tre treateated liked like tre transnational oransnational orgganizanized crime, what mighed crime, what mightt
imprimproovve, and what pre, and what problems mighoblems might that apprt that approach croach createatee??

2.2. Should IndigShould Indigenous renous reprepresentativesentatives haes havve a fe a formal rormal role in negole in negootiating inttiating international rules abouternational rules about
enenvirvironmental crimes on their tonmental crimes on their territerritoriesories? Wh? Why or why or why noy not?t?

3.3. When criminal grWhen criminal groups damagoups damage land and rive land and riverers, is the most important rs, is the most important response laesponse law enfw enfororcement,cement,
economic changeconomic change, community contre, community control, or someol, or something elsething else??
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ACROSS

22 Element stored in forests that can affect
climate when released

44 Addition to an existing international
treaty

77 Variety of living things in an ecosystem

88 Toxic metal from some gold mining that
can taint rivers and food

99 Regular observation of an area to spot
threats or changes

1010 Connected to generations of family and
community members from the past

DOWN

11 Harmful material released into air, water,
or land

33 Describing peoples with long-standing
traditions tied to a particular homeland

55 Amount of rain received in a place over
time

66 Formal agreement between governments
or countries
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WherWhere this came fre this came fromom

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

PBS NewsHourPBS NewsHour
“Criminal networks threaten the Amazon. Indigenous leaders want the UN to act”

Sunday, October 18, 2026

Monday, October 19, 2026

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/criminal-networks-threaten-the-amazon-indigenous-leaders-want-the-un-to-act

W HAW HAT  I S  I N  T H IS  PT  I S  I N  T H IS  PAACK ETCK ET

The article and its discussion questions, a word search, and a crossword.

C O PC OPY I NG AND RY I NG AND REUSEEUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

MorMore where where this came fre this came fromom

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

• Complete units with student and teacher editions
• Worked solutions for every exercise
• Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.comSee the full lessons at 3andB.com
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