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Cover: The roots of a giant  Ceiba pentandra, commonly known as Kapok. Kapok are considered 
sacred to many indigenous peoples across the Amazon region. IMAGE CREDIT: SL-Photography
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The mission of the Rainforest Foundation is to support indigenous and traditional 
peoples of the world’s rainforests in their efforts to protect their environment and fulfill 
their rights by assisting them in:

Securing and controlling the natural resources necessary for their long term 
well-being and managing these resources in ways which do not harm their 
environment, violate their culture, or compromise their future; and 
Developing the means to protect their individual and collective rights and to obtain, 
shape, and control basic services from the state.

Our Mission
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Above (clockwise): 1. Rainforest Foundation US works with indigenous communities in Guyana to protect their existing lands and establish 
community boundaries for title expansion requests into customary lands as yet legally unprotected under their rights. 2. A stark reminder of why 
we do what we do, this 2019 illegal deforestation in Karipuna indigenous territory, Brazil, threatens the 50 some Karipuna individuals struggling 
to protect over 590,000 square miles (153 million hectares) that comprise their traditional territories from the gangs of loggers and farmers that 
completely surround it. IMAGE CREDIT: Chelsea Greene 3. Cattle ranching is a driver of deforestation across Central and South Americas. Herders 
illegally intrude on indigenous peoples’ territories for new grazing grounds, which depletes the forest and opens it up for others, like farmers, to 
trespass and use the land to sow agricultural crops. IMAGE CREDIT: Chelsea Greene 4. Our work supports local district councils in Guyana to 
strengthen indigenous peoples’  internal governance and operations systems, with a particular focus on the roles of youth and women.



Rainforest Foundation US has never veered from its mission of 
protecting the world’s rainforests by helping those recognized by science 
as their best protectors: indigenous peoples, who have proven time and 
again their unique ability to care for their lands.
These last two years, we’ve seen the deleterious repercussions of 
stripping indigenous peoples of that power.
Fires in the Amazon surged in 2019—the result of decades of 
governmental policies that prioritize profits over ecological health. 
Scientists are sounding alarm bells about the “tipping point” of the 
Amazon, where the ability of these forest systems to regenerate and 
maintain their essential contributions to climate moderation—by 
regulating the water cycle and sequestering carbon—cannot keep up 
with rampant deforestation. Meanwhile, the stronger voices and 
advocacy of many tireless indigenous leaders are bringing greater 
visibility to the issues in national and international media.
We’re translating your heightened support into action that is aggressive, 
smart, and scalable. To take just one example, in Peru, we’re piloting a 
program to monitor deforestation with indigenous partners covering over 
965 square miles (250,000 hectares) in the country’s northeast. 
Preliminary results are encouraging: We’re optimistic that this program 
will prove to be a cost-effective solution for fighting deforestation on 
indigenous peoples’ lands that could be scaled up across the Amazon. 
We are working hard to ensure all of our programming can be similarly 
scalable to make a real difference in the years to come.
None of our work could be done without your generous support. You are 
helping local communities protect their rights, forests, and livelihoods for 
generations to come.

Sincerely,

A Letter from our Executive Director
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Suzanne Pelletier 
Executive Director
Rainforest Foundation US



Rainforest Foundation US is a small organization with a big mission to 
protect lands, lives, and our planet. We partner with people who live in 
rainforests, and depend on them for their way of life. We leverage the 
resources of Rainforest Foundation US to fund the indigenous groups 
that fight the legal and regulatory battles to secure and maintain their 
rights to their lands for present and future generations.
By working together with indigenous communities, Rainforest 
Foundation US achieved several substantial victories these past two 
years. In Panama, we helped secure a major ruling that paves the way for 
indigenous peoples to obtain land titles in areas that overlap state lands.
In Peru, we started a groundbreaking forest monitoring initiative. And in 
Guyana, we completed the first phase of a comprehensive nationwide 
assessment of indigenous peoples’ land rights. The following pages 
share our progress in more detail over the past two years, all of which has 
contributed to our ability to protect nearly 44,000 square miles (11.4 
million hectares) of rainforests in partnership with indigenous peoples 
since our founding 30 years ago.
Yet, there is much more to be done. The people defending the rainforests 
are at risk of losing everything—their lands, their food systems, their 
culture and their dignity—while the world is at risk of losing numerous 
ecosystem benefits that indigenous peoples’ rainforests provide, 
including biodiversity and a remedy for climate change. It is astounding 
how much we and the world depend on them.
Personally, I have made a commitment to Rainforest Foundation US 
because I believe it is our responsibility today, not tomorrow, to protect 
what remains of the rainforests of the world. I believe the best way to do 
that is to assist indigenous peoples in continuing to be effective stewards 
of their lands. I believe that through this partnership, your support can be 
leveraged to achieve impressive results. Join us on our mission. Your 
grandchildren will thank you.

John Copeland
Chair of the Board of Directors, Rainforest Foundation US
President, AMG Wealth Partners, LP

A Letter from our Board Chairman
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2018 2019

146Communities
Served

People
Trained

Countries

Square Miles
of Rainforests

Protected1

33,101
(8,573,182 Hectares)

1,058

5
Brazil, Guatemala,

Guyana, Panama, Peru

194

24,116 

(6,245,964 Hectares)

1,640

4
Brazil, Guyana
Panama, Peru

1 In this context, “Rainforests Protected” refers to areas in which Rainforest Foundation US has conducted forest defense and territorial rights’ 
work through at least one of our five strategic programs: land rights, land management, territorial monitoring, institutional strengthening, and 
policy and advocacy.

A Busy Two Years
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Between
2018 and 2019,
the world lost

an area of
tropical rainforest

the size of the
United Kingdom



Rainforests 
are the key to 

preventing
climate 

catastrophe and
indigenous peoples 

are key to
saving them. 

Tropical forests are integral to our fight against 
climate change. Annually, they capture roughly 
the equivalent of the emissions generated by the 
United States and Russia combined. 

These forests are disappearing at an astonishing 
rate. In 2018, the world lost more than 46,000 
square miles (12 million hectares) of rainforest. In 
2019, it lost roughly the 
same amount, meaning 
that over those two years, 
a collective forest area 
the size of the United 
Kingdom disappeared. 
More than a third of that 
was tropical primary 
rainforests—among the 
oldest, most pristine, and 
biodiverse landscapes on 
the planet. The loss of 
these forests are doubly 
destructive: first, because 
the trees are unable to 
capture and store carbon; 
second, because the 
burning of these releases 
carbon into the 
atmosphere. In 2019, 
much of the primary forest destruction could be 
attributed to the rainforest wildfires in the 
Amazon, which burned uncontrollably in the dry 
season—a potential “new normal” as 
governments in South America turned a blind 
eye to the large-scale, illegal slash-and-burn 
practices of agribusiness.

Rainforests are the key to preventing a climate 
catastrophe and indigenous peoples are key to 

saving them. A 2018 study found that indigenous 
peoples consistently protect their lands better 
than even national parks services1. The science 
has never been clearer: In the world’s tropical 
rainforests, indigenous peoples’ rights and 
environmental protection go hand-in-hand.

You already know that our indigenous partners 
are fighting climate 
change on the frontlines. 
But do you know what that 
looks like?

In Panama, we’re 
assisting the Naso people 
in their legal fight for 
collective land titling of 
their territory, a rugged 
expanse of mountainous 
tropical rainforest in the 
country’s northwest.

In Guyana, our partners 
have been making steady 
progress on a “land tenure 
assessment,” the first 
indigenous-led 
documentation of their 
territory, which will pave 

the way for more just negotiations with the 
national government to secure their rights to 
those lands. 

And in Peru, we’ve launched a pilot program that 
equips indigenous peoples with access to 
satellite and smartphone technology that alerts 
them to deforestation, supporting them to more 
effectively monitor their territory against 
outside threats.

1 Richard Schuster, Ryan R.Germain, Joseph R.Bennett, Nicholas J. Reo, Peter Arcese. Vertebrate biodiversity on indigenous-managed 
lands in Australia, Brazil, and Canada equals that in protected areas. Environmental Science & Policy  Volume 101, November 2019, Pages 
1-6. Accessed online: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1462901119301042?via%3Dihub

A Global Context
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Between 2013 and 2015, we piloted a rainforest alert system in the communities of Patria Nueva and 
Nuevo Saposoa that utilized satellite data and smartphone technology to alert indigenous communities 
when their territory was being deforested by outside invaders. That program was so successful at curbing 
illegal deforestation that we have since teamed up with academic researchers to initiate a broader 
randomized control trial of community-based forest monitoring driven by new technologies that is allowing 
us to study how much rainforests we stand to save by utilizing this exciting new system of surveillance. 

In Peru’s northeastern department of Loreto, we’re providing training and equipment to 36 communities, 
whose forest loss will be tracked and compared against an unmonitored control group of comparable size. 
Our hope is that favorable results from this first-of-its-kind study will provide the strong scientific evidence 
needed to back up our hypothesis: that indigenous peoples—when trained and equipped with the right tools 
—are capable of defending their forests against deforestation in a robust, cost-effective, and scalable way.

Above (left to right): 1. Indigenous leaders representing peoples from across the Amazon made their voices heard at the 2019 UN Climate 
Action Summit in New York. 2. Community-based monitors of the Emberá people take part in a training conducted by GeoIndigena’s Carlos 
Doviaza. IMAGE CREDIT: Eliceo Quintero

For too long, the rights of indigenous peoples (and especially their rights to their forests) have been ignored. 
But things are changing. Protesters blocked Panama’s Ministry of the Environment for several days, 
successfully extracting valuable land titling concessions. Brazil elected its first indigenous woman to 
Congress—Joenia Wapichana, an attorney with a proven track record of fighting for the environment and a 
leader that Rainforest Foundation US has supported for decades. In Peru, developments are being made 
in an unprecedented prosecution of a logging company that murdered four indigenous leaders. And in New 
York City, we facilitated the participation of numerous indigenous leaders in the UN Climate Action Summit, 
where speakers like Greta Thunberg admonished world leaders for their chronic inaction on climate change, 
prompting dozens of nations to announce more stringent measures to combat our earth’s destruction.

Political Will and Activism

Technology
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Major Accomplishments



In Panama, the federal government has regularly 
withheld land rights from the indigenous peoples 
entitled to them, often by using the thin excuse 
that the territory in question is “nationally protected.” 
But a landmark case might change that.

In western Panama, near the Costa Rican 
border, the Naso people have been fighting for 
the legal recognition of their territory for 50 years. 
In the past two years, with help from the 
Rainforest Foundation US, collective titling of 
nearly 625 square miles (60,000 hectares) is 
finally within reach.

In October of 2018, we supported and 
accompanied a delegation of indigenous leaders 
to an Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights hearing, where Panamanian government 
officials from the Ministry of the Environment 
acknowledged that there were no legal 

obstacles for titling indigenous peoples’ lands in 
Panama when the land overlaps with national 
parks. That acknowledgment was followed by a 
huge victory, later in the month, when the 
National Assembly of the country passed a law 
recognizing the Naso as the rightful stewards 
over the mountainous tropical forest that for 
centuries they’ve called home.

Research shows that indigenous-held land is 
consistently the best-conserved land in the 
world—even more than land that’s been 
designated “protected” by nation-states. The 
proposed Naso comarca (territory) overlaps 
heavily with La Amistad International Park—a 
shared landscape of highland forest between 
Costa Rica and Panama, rich in biodiversity 
including endangered flora and fauna such as 
jaguars, ocelots, and resplendent quetzals.

1. Major Policy Win on 

    Land Rights in Panama
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Above: Indigenous Naso leaders mark the GPS coordinates of traditional territory boundaries that overlap with Panamanian 
nationally protected areas. IMAGE CREDIT: Eliceo Quintero



In Loreto, an Amazon region in northeast Peru, 
the dense forest is vast and government 
authority is scarce. That presents myriad 
challenges to the indigenous peoples who are 
trying to stop deforestation on their territories 
from a variety of illegal actors, including loggers, 
miners, and coca farmers.

For this reason, in partnership with the Indigenous 
People’s Organization of the Eastern Amazon 
(ORPIO), we are excited to have launched a pilot 
project that may revolutionize the way indigenous 
peoples monitor their collective territories.

To date, we’ve trained 110 community-based 
monitors in 36 indigenous communities with 
satellite-driven smartphone technology that 
allows members to rapidly detect deforestation 
before it becomes a major problem. By using the 
technology—which relies on weekly-updated 
satellite data, courtesy the University of Maryland’s 
Global Land Use and Discovery alert system— 
these communities have obtained a powerful 
tool in their fight against illegal deforestation. 
Rather than patrolling at random through vast 
swaths of forest on the lookout for new 
destruction, the tech-equipped monitors can 

now hone in on targeted sites for their 
surveillance. After receiving an alert that 
deforestation has occurred at GPS-specified 
coordinates, monitors embark to the area of 
concern to document suspected tree loss. If 
deforestation is confirmed, they present reports 
to indigenous leaders who collectively determine 
with their communities the appropriate course of 
action. That could mean turning over their 
documentation to environmental law enforcement 
agencies, incentivizing police intervention (and 
disincentivizing continued illegality).

A study being carried out by researchers from 
Columbia University, in collaboration with the 
World Resources Institute, ORPIO, and 
Rainforest Foundation US, will measure the 
effectiveness of this new technology by 
comparing rates of deforestation in the 
communities applying the monitoring technique 
to a “control group” without the intervention. 
We’re optimistic the results will provide proof of a 
cost-effective, scalable way that indigenous 
peoples can defend their territories, ensuring 
their lands remain protected from illegal forest 
destroyers for decades to come.
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2. Study Launched in Peru on 

     Tech-Enabled Territorial Monitoring

Above: Community leaders are trained to use drones to survey their forests for illegal deforestation.



For Guyana’s indigenous peoples, inaccurate 
and inadequate land titling have plagued their 
communities for decades. Too often through the 
nation’s history, the Guyanese government and 
opportunistic invading miners have ignored 
indigenous peoples’ existing land rights or their 
calls for rights recognition.

Before these wrongs can be righted, there needs 
to be a clearly-articulated vision of what equity 
would look like—a comprehensive assessment 
of where the ancestral grounds of indigenous 
peoples in Guyana exist. In partnership with the 
Amerindian Peoples Association and Forest 
Peoples Programme we’ve been mapping out 
historical indigenous peoples’ land tenure in 
Guyana down to the acre, as well as 
documenting the extensive abuses that 

outsiders are inflicting on community lands.

In 2018, we supported the publishing of the 
second in a series of assessments, in the north 
Pakaramais region of west-central Guyana 
(known nationally as “Region 8”) and another in 
2019 in the Mazaruni region of northwestern 
Guyana near Venezuela and Brazil (known as 
“Region 7”). Some of the results were grim: There 
were governmental mapping errors in numerous 
villages, and violence and bullying by miners, 
loggers, and cattle farmers are escalating. But 
the first step to solving a problem is identifying 
what it is. This geospatial record of traditional 
land holdings will be the first of its kind in 
Guyanese history, and lays the groundwork for a 
greener, more just future in Guyana.
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3. Mapping Indigenous 

     Peoples’ Lands in Guyana

Above: An elder in the Karisparu village of Patamona, Guyana, where Rainforest Foundation US works to: secure and expand land titles; and 
strengthen local leadership, territorial governance, land management, and monitoring.
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Much of the news out of Brazil has been difficult 
these past two years. Newly elected president 
Jair Bolsonaro is a climate skeptic who is openly 
hostile to the nation’s indigenous peoples. 

So it is makes it all the more remarkable that our 
ally Joenia Wapichana was elected to Brazil’s 
National Congress, the first indigenous woman 
in the nation’s history decorated with that honor. 
Wapichana rose to prominence as an attorney 
working with our partners at the Indigenous 
Council of Roraima (CIR). When CIR asked her 
to run for office, she met the call of duty. And she 
was one of a record-setting 131 indigenous 
candidates to run for office across Brazil that year.

With wildfires devastating more than 3,500 
square miles (nearly one million hectares) of 
Amazon rainforest this year, having true allies in 
the National Congress of Brazil is more 
important now than ever. We look forward to 
supporting Wapichana's efforts in the important 
years to come as we set forth on a concerted, 
collaborative effort to beat back the rapid 
destruction of the Brazilian Amazon.

4. First Indigenous Woman

     Elected to Brazilian Congress

Above: Aerial view of the majestic rainforests of Brazil, where Rainforest Foundation US works with partners to protect the largest area of intact 
Amazon rainforest. IMAGE CREDIT: Gustavo Frazao



Peru

Brazil

Guyana

The federal government has shown a willingness to grant collective titling to indigenous peoples 
overlaying national parks in Panama, with the National Assembly passing a law to that effect in 2018. 
But the Naso fight isn’t over, as president of Panama Juan Carlos Varela vetoed that bill, setting up a 
pivotal Panama Supreme Court decision. We’ve filed an amicus brief in support of the Naso case 
and are putting our efforts behind cementing this legal victory.
Why It Matters: The Naso comarca will establish that indigenous peoples’ land rights supersede all 
other considerations when the Panamanian government considers land usage, opening the door for 
further titling of indigenous peoples’ lands throughout the nation. 

We’ll be launching a pilot program for a blockchain direct payments system in Buen Jardín de Callarú 
in Loreto province. With a user-friendly interface, the system will allow investors to directly support 
the indigenous communities in the Amazon that are showing clear results in rainforest protection 
and restoration.
Why It Matters: Too often, funding at well-meaning NGOs is lost to middle management, with 
on-the-ground actors receiving less than 1% of charitable donations. This blockchain technology has 
the potential to draw a straight line between donors and communities, ensuring that donations are 
maximized in a safe, transparent way.

We’ll be rolling out a reforestation effort in Roraima in the nation’s north. Across several indigenous 
communities (Macuxi, Wapichana, Sapara, Macú, and Taurepang) we aim to plant 20,000 seedlings 
per year.
Why It Matters: Reforestation is integral to the continued health of the Amazon. In Roraima, 
agricultural frontierism has rapidly deforested the state at a rate well beyond most of the country.

In an ongoing national effort to map the historical boundaries of the country’s indigenous peoples’ 
land, we’ll spend the year working in detail to assess the situation in Region 9—in the Rupununi and 
the south Pakaramais in south Guyana, along the Brazilian border. 
Why It Matters: Housed within Region 9, the Rupununi savannah is an area of tremendous 
biodiversity—80% of Guyana’s mammals and 60% of Guyana’s birdlife can be found here. An 
accurate demarcation of indigenous peoples’ land will spell better conservation efforts, ensuring the 
future environmental health of this invaluable region.

Panama
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Revenue and Support

Individual Contributions: $673,032
Foundations & Other Organizations: 
        $1,000,882
Government Grants: $963,301
Other Income: ($13,542)

Total Revenue and Support: $2,652,153

Revenue and Support

Individual Contributions: $1,315,717
Foundations & Other Organizations:
        $1,266,946
Government Grants: $940,145
Other Income: $1,391

Total Revenue and Support: $3,646,879

Expenses

Programs: $2,226,024
Management: $187,074
Fundraising: $149,350

Total Expenses: $2,562,448

Expenses

Programs: $2,877,701
Management: $163,513
Fundraising: $123,806

Total Expenses: $3,165,020

Assets

Net Assets Beginning of Year: $882,835
Net Assets End of Year: $972,561

Change in Net Assets: $89,726

Program Services: 86.9%
Fundraising: 5.8%
Management: 7.3%

Assets

Net Assets Beginning of Year: $972,561
Net Assets End of Year: $1,454,419

Change in Net Assets: $481,858

Program Services: 90.9%
Fundraising: 3.9%
Management: 5.2%

2018 2019
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