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"What I do know is that if we do not act soon, it will be our
children and grandchildren who will have to pay the price."

This quote was from Roland Emmerich's masterpiece, The Day After Tomorrow1. It is a movie that
discussed an idea that may seem to us at present more like science fiction, such as entering a new
ice age as a result of catastrophic changes currently taking place at various environmental and
climatic levels. It may seem illogical at first glance, but if we think about it again, we will see that
the aforementioned movie presents a very dangerous possibility: a natural disaster —whatever it
is— can happen but perhaps much sooner than we imagine.
According to a rich paper by Chinese researchers published last year2 by the International Journal
of Climatology3 of the Royal Meteorological Society known as RMetS4, the rate of emissions of
various global air pollutants has increased significantly as a result of the intensification of human
activities from the era of the industrial revolution until now. The researchers also added that air
quality monitoring was becoming a growing concern globally. In addition, many of their studies
have proven, beyond doubt, that many particles resulting from pollution can directly alter the
radiative balance of the planetary system by scattering and absorbing solar radiation and can
indirectly affect the climate by changing the physical and optical properties of clouds. This was
never limited to a single scientific journal.
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What I learned from indigenous
communities is that when we
destroy our landscapes, we destroy
ourselves. By defending our land,
we are also defending our future
and future generations.
Joan Carling
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Over the past decades, climate and environmental changes have become clear and evident. The
rise of the ocean’s surface level as a result of ice melting, desertification and increased drought
rates, catastrophic economic losses, and many other indicators and phenomena forced the
whole world to unite in order to protect the Earth from a catastrophe that, if happened, would
not differentiate between one country and another.
The real beginning of climate summits was in 19725, when Sweden hosted the United Nations
Conference on the Environment. It was the first global conference to frame the environment as
a major and central issue. The Stockholm Declaration was then drawn up, which included many
principles that were aimed at protecting the environment. They revolved around the link
between economic growth and pollution of air, water, wells, and oceans.
This Conference was supposed to be a turning point in the global path for a better environment.
In addition to the decisions and charters that were taken, the United Nations Environment
Program, known as UNEP, was established. In 1992, i.e, after twenty years, the environmental file
returned to the fore, and the Historic Earth Summit was held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. At that
time, the United Nations sought to bring about a boom in economic development in addition to
finding ways to stop the environmental pollution of the planet and the depletion of its natural
resources.
This summit resulted in the Rio Declaration, which included 27 principles on various new
development partnerships6. The Earth Summit was a sequence of a process that began in late
1989, which aimed at planning and coordinating efforts of all UN Member States. Indeed, it was
during this period that the Agenda 21 was adopted, which is a formal global consensus on
environmental development and cooperation. During that period, the environmental file became
a key issue. Many meetings, courses, and conferences were devoted entirely to issues related to
the environment and climate.
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Many years passed by until the year 2012, in which the United Nations Conference on Sustainable
Development was held in Rio. After the end of the Conference, the world pushed for the
establishment of the United Nations Environment Assembly, a high-level body responsible for
issuing global decisions related to the environment. It was only a few years later that the United
Nations Sustainable Development Summit issued the 20307 Agenda. This is in addition to the
17 Sustainable Development Goals, in which environmental issues have great fortune.

Today, the world pays unprecedented attention to environmental and climate issues, leading some
to say that environmental issues in our time are the only file on which the world agrees in the
midst the current economic turmoil and political tensions at various global and regional levels.
Over the past years, the United Nations Climate Change Conference, which is held annually, has
become one of the most important global events that have received wide global attention. Most
leaders from different countries of the world are keen on attending and participating in it. As a
result, the next session of the 27th Conference of the Parties (COP27) of the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which will be held from November 6 to 18 in
Sharm El-Sheikh, will be very important. The countries that had participated in the previous edition
of the conference had reached an agreement that explicitly stipulates reducing the rate of gas
emissions and providing financial support for developing countries to help them bear and adapt to
the consequences of climate change. This year’s meeting will confirm the previous decisions taken
in addition to agreeing to increase the rate of reducing greenhouse gas emissions.
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At a time when the world was preoccupied with environmental and climate issues, many figures who
are concerned with and advocates for environmental issues began to appear, and perhaps the most
prominent of these figures is the Filipino environmental and human rights activist Joan Carling. In
2018, she was awarded the title Champion of the Earth8. Now, we shall raise a simple question:

Who is Joan Carling?
Joan Carling is a Filipino woman of the Kankani tribe located in the
northern region of Cordillera, called the "Land of Gold". Carling was
born in 1963 in the Philippines. Since her birth, her Kankani tribe,
whose people are indigenous to Cordillera, had been oppressed by
several mining companies as their land was rich in various natural
resources, such as gold, copper, and manganese9. After graduating
from high school, Carling studied social sciences at the University
of the Philippines in Baguio and majored in sociology; she
graduated in 1986. When she was at the University of the
Philippines, Carling spent two months in the Kalinga Tribal District
and struggled to stop the Chico dams. In this context, she explains
that what she learned from indigenous communities is that when
we destroy our landscapes, we destroy ourselves. By defending our
land, we are also defending our future and future generations.

Struggle’s Onset
Joan Carling, a former member of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, focused
squarely on the risks of climate action. Many of her colleagues were killed for standing up for the
environment. Carling worked to protect and prevent violence against indigenous peoples and
criminalize acts committed against them. In her youth, Carling began her struggle and journey to
defend both the indigenous peoples of the area and the environment; she strongly opposed the
construction of hydroelectric dams along the Chico River in the northern Philippines. She believed
that the construction of those dams would affect 16 cities and villages in addition to displacing
thousands of indigenous tribesmen.
One of Carling’s defining moments is her shock regarding the murder of Kalinga Chief, Macli-ing
Dulag, who was also a vocal opponent of what was happening in his homeland under the pretext of
"development projects". After attending his funeral, she had become involved in efforts to help some
residents integrate into society for three years. Later, she became a human rights activist in Kalinga.9
185

Climate Prospects – Issue One – November 2022

“Indigenous peoples are
not the enemies. We are
not against development;
we are preserving our
environment for the
future of humanity”.
"

Human Rights Activist and Advocate for Environmental Issues
In 1989, while attending a conference on genocide in Mindanao10, she was arrested for being a
member of the New People's Army. She was released several years later. Upon her return to Baguio
City, she joined the Cordillera Peoples Alliance to become the Secretary-General of the Alliance and
then its chairperson. Carling lived among many indigenous tribes in the Philippines for a while and
saw with her own eyes the environmental devastation caused by the construction of large dams
and the mining of natural resources such as gold and manganese.
For a decade, Carling has always been on the side of the indigenous population and become the
main figure of any protests against mining companies or meetings and talks with the media and
local authorities. Carling formed many alliances to protect human rights and the environment
despite the many threats she had received and the repression she faced on a daily basis.9
In 2008, Carling held the position of Secretary-General of the Asia Indigenous Peoples Pact (AIPP)11
for two terms. She has also written and edited many articles and publications on human rights,
climate change, environmental preservation, sustainable development, and other topics related to
environmental and human rights issues. From 2014 to 2016, Carling served as a member of the
United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII)1213. In 2014, she edited and wrote
her own story of leadership, empowerment, and justice about indigenous women in Asia.14

Personal Battle
Carling's personal battle prompted immediate action at the local and national levels to adequately
protect human rights defenders, especially women, from all forms of violence and ensure access to
justice for all members of social movements.
She has always held the view that as a global citizen, all stakeholders must be responsible for
combating climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution and protecting the people working to
preserve the environment.
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In conclusion, over the years of her work in the Philippines and abroad, Carling realized
that what she is facing is not just a local issue but a global issue by all standards. She
realized that most of the communities and tribes that represent indigenous peoples
around the world are powerless.
The leaders of these tribes are imprisoned and killed. As for the members of the tribes,
they suffer from oppression and are left with no room to be presented or defend their
causes. Joan Carling was -and still is- an iconic figure who shed light on issues that defend
the environment and advocated for greater attention to them, calling for the need for
real support from governments, companies, as well as various members of civil society.
These issues are very important.
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189

Climate Prospects – Issue One – November 2022

