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Abstract
This article explores the relationship between the Emberá–Wounaan and Akha Indigenous 
people and organized crime groups vying for control over natural resources in the Darién 
Gap of East Panama and West Colombia and the Golden Triangle (the area where the bor-
ders of Laos, Myanmar (Burma), and Thailand meet), respectively. From a southern green 
criminological perspective, we consider how organized crime groups trading in natural 
resources value Indigenous knowledge.  We also examine the continued victimization of 
Indigenous people in relation to environmental harm and the tension between Indigenous 
peoples’ ecocentric values and the economic incentives presented to them for exploiting 
nature. By looking at the history of the coloniality and the socioeconomic context of these 
Indigenous communities, this article generates a discussion about the social framing of the 
Indigenous people as both victims and offenders in the illegal trade in natural resources, 
particularly considering the types of relationships established with dominant criminal 
groups present in their ancestral lands.

Introduction

Organized crime groups thrive in remote areas with little state presence (Blok 1974; Gam-
betta 1993). In such regions lacking governmental institutions and law enforcement, illegal 
activities may flourish and affect the lives of local people, including Indigenous people. 
The socioeconomic context of Indigenous people may make them especially vulnerable to 
violent crime actors vying for control over natural resources. In this article, we explore how 
Indigenous people relate to organized crime groups present in their territories. Although 
the over-representation of Indigenous people in the penal system has been analyzed criti-
cally (see, e.g., Anthony 2013; Broadhurst 2002) and the victimization of Indigenous peo-
ple during armed conflict has been examined by several studies (see, e.g., Cunneen 2007), 
the relationship between Indigenous people and organized crime remains an understudied 
topic.
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This article is based on empirical research conducted in Darién, the border area of Pan-
ama and Colombia, and in the Golden Triangle, where Laos, Myanmar (Burma), and Thai-
land meet. Interviews with the Indigenous people of Emberá–Wounaan in Darién and the 
Akha in the Golden Triangle were undertaken to understand the diversification of organ-
ized crime groups into the illegal trade in natural resources, including the local context of 
organized crime and its relationship with the Indigenous communities.1 During fieldwork 
between 2017 and 2020, we conducted participant observation in areas where Indigenous 
people live, including areas where deforestation, mining and poaching occur, and where 
cocaine and opium are grown. Inspired by Cunneen and Tauri’s (2016) critique of orthodox 
criminology for adopting a top-down approach to research on Indigenous people, this arti-
cle draws on fieldwork conducted “from within” Indigenous communities to bring forward 
issues they face in relation to organized crime in their territories. Nonetheless, it must be 
acknowledged that conducting research from the Global North on the Global South has the 
risk of imposing a reality that is constructed through a different lens (see, e.g., Grosfoguel 
2007; Sollund and Runhovde 2020).

This article is divided into three parts. The first part, “The Southern Criminology and 
Green Criminology Nexus,” offers a discussion of the theoretical frameworks of southern 
and green criminologies, noting the criminalization of marginalized communities, (envi-
ronmental) crimes and harms, and the role of Indigenous perspectives in criminology. 
The second part, “Historical Context,” introduces the colonial practices of land grabbing, 
displacement and violence to which both Emberá–Wounaan and Akha Indigenous people 
have been subjected in the past centuries, as well as the emerging role of organized crime 
in these territories. The final part, “Borderlands, Indigenous People and Crime,” presents 
empirical findings about why organized crime groups have sought Indigenous knowledge, 
the tensions between the ecophilosophies of Indigenous communities and the economic 
incentives for the exploitation of nature, and the different relationships between organ-
ized crime groups and the Indigenous people among whom they live. We conclude with a 
discussion on the Indigenous people as both offenders and victims of the trade in natural 
resources.

The Southern Criminology and Green Criminology Nexus

The colonial past of modern states has created a metaphorical divide between the Global 
North and the Global South—one which transcends geographical boundaries by dividing 
the world into “developed” and “developing” (Carrington et al. 2016: 5 (emphasis in origi-
nal)). The two are mutually constructed subjects in an historical context of colonial rule 
from which the Global South emerged with an economic and political situation influenced 
by unequal relationships with the Global North (Carrington et  al. 2018, 2019; Cunneen 
and Tauri 2017). This divide is also visible through the presumed Northern “normative 

1 Between 2017 and 2020, the first author conducted more than twenty-five interviews with Indigenous 
people with the help of local interpreters. In certain territories, he needed permission from the dominant 
groups, such as criminal rings, paramilitaries or guerrillas, to enter their areas. This was accomplished by 
establishing contact with gatekeepers in the field. The two case studies are analyzed simultaneously because 
the Indigenous people in these regions share both a common history of colonial intervention and similar 
ecophilosophies despite their geographical location relative to one another. Yet, differences emerged in the 
way they relate to the organized crime groups.
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benchmark (the developmental destination) to which the rest of the world … naturally 
aspire[s]” (Carrington et al. 2016: 5). This presents the Global North as the holder of objec-
tive truth and creator of meaning, whereas the Global South, and particularly Indigenous 
knowledge, is dismissed for relying on subjective or “folk” epistemology (Cunneen and 
Tauri 2016; Grosfoguel 2007). From a Southern theoretical perspective, Connell (2007) 
has critiqued such normative standards for acting as universal knowledge descriptive of 
both the colonizing and the colonized worlds, for seeing the world through the eyes of the 
Global North rather than through the “metropole’s [here, the North’s] action on the rest of 
the world,” for excluding Southern knowledge from the general scientific discourse, and for 
the act of “grand erasure” of the experiences of the other (Connell 2007: 45–46).

Global North–Global South inequalities are also reflected in the efforts of green crimi-
nology to address the lack of attention to the dialectal relationship between humans and 
their natural environment, as well as to the environmental harms to ecosystems, plants, 
humans and non-human animals (see, e.g., Sollund 2019; South 2007; Van Uhm 2016; 
White 2011). Benton (1998) has pointed out the flaws in the dualistic strategy of think-
ing about nature and society as separate kingdoms, in which human society plays an inde-
pendent role. Lynch and Stretesky (2014) have articulated the consequences of “ecological 
disorganization” in which continuous production is responsible for disturbing the ecologi-
cal balance (see also Lynch et  al. 2018; Ruggiero and South 2013; Van Uhm 2018). In 
particular, the rampant economic growth of Global Northern states is responsible for this 
ongoing harm to nature in Global Southern states (Beirne and South 2007; Duffy 2010; 
Goyes 2019). Therefore, the unequal distribution of environments “among peoples in terms 
of access to and use of specific natural resources in defined geographical areas, and the 
impacts of particular social practices and environmental hazards on specific human popu-
lations (for example, as defined on the basis of class, occupation, gender, age, ethnicity),” 
along with the health and wellbeing of the natural environment, is relevant from perspec-
tives of environmental and ecological justice (White 2014: 43).

Southern criminology and green criminology share similar notions of harm and victim. 
Both emphasize the importance of considering harm rather than just crime to show that 
actions can create victims regardless of the legal classification of a given act. Because pre-
dominant economic interests in natural resources have long hampered criminalization pro-
cesses of harm to the environment (Lynch and Stretesky 2014; Ruggiero and South 2013), 
green criminology is concerned with both human and non-human victims of environmental 
crime and harm (Brisman and South 2020; Sollund 2019; Van Uhm 2015; White 2011). In 
addition, southern criminology addresses the victimization of marginalized people, such as 
Indigenous communities—an effort to respond to the limited understanding of mainstream 
criminology of the perpetual impact of colonization on criminal justice systems (Cunneen 
2018). A result of this can be seen in the monopolization of people—the subjugation of one 
group of people by another in “unapologetically racist” ways for economic expansion, pri-
marily driven by unequal power relations (Goyes 2019: 112). Related to this is the ecologi-
cal discrimination that occurs through “systematic negative differentiation and oppression 
of some human groups, non-human animals and ecosystems, based on modern instrumen-
tal ideas about how to treat and relate to the natural environment” (Goyes 2019:15).

From both perspectives, Indigenous people have been affected by the Global 
North–Global South divide due to structural inequality. Cunneen and Tauri (2016, 
2017) propose an Indigenous perspective for criminology that recognizes the com-
mon experience of European colonization and marginalization shared by Indigenous 
communities despite varying cultural, linguistic, political or religious differences 
between them. Building on that work, Cunneen (2018: 19–20) identifies three main 
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challenges—namely, acknowledging (1) the role of colonialism and of coloniality of 
power in understanding how Indigenous groups have been shaped as the “other”; (2) the 
role of epistemic violence as the “active denial, the delegitimization, the suppression 
and eradication of other ways of knowing” on behalf of Northern powers; and (3) the 
role of Indigenous people as political actors, particularly in the context of post-colo-
nial criminal justice systems. In this framework, the coloniality of power refers to the 
systematic racial and cultural division caused by European colonialism, which led to 
a restructuring of local societies according to Eurocentric knowledge (Quijano 2000). 
Addressing these issues can show that “the over-representation of Indigenous people 
in crime and victimization statistics needs to be contextualized within a much broader 
framework of the effects of colonization” (Cunneen and Tauri 2016: 46; see also Broad-
hurst 2002). Moreover, it becomes apparent that Indigenous people are both the offend-
ers and victims of criminal justice systems because of their often-limited understanding 
about the perpetual impact of colonization (Broadhurst 1999; Cunneen 2018).

In addition to contemplating the colonial influences on Indigenous people, this arti-
cle also considers how the fight for power over natural resources in two post-colonial 
Indigenous borderlands has been dominated increasingly by organized crime groups 
using violence and intimidation. It is, therefore, important to understand how Indige-
nous people relate to the “new” form of territorial control. Organized crime groups may 
go as far as acting as alternative governments in areas in which state presence is weak 
or nonexistent, and they can use extortion, taxation and violence for gaining social and 
territorial control (Gambetta 1993; Varese 2001). These groups eventually replace legit-
imate protectors and become involved in supplying private protection (Paoli 2003; Var-
ese 2011). Moreover, the social embeddedness of crime reflects how organized crime 
groups interact with their social environment (Kleemans and van de Bunt 1999; van de 
Bunt et  al. 2014). According to Passas (2002), such relationships between actors—in 
this case, Indigenous communities and organized crime groups—can be either symbiotic 
or parasitical. For example, a symbiotic relationship can take the form of collaboration 
or reciprocity, whereas a parasitical relationship is an antithetical or opposing one (Pas-
sas 2002).

Historical Context

Throughout history, the Indigenous groups in both Darién and the Golden Triangle have 
been subjected to colonial practices that have resulted in systematic racial and cultural 
divisions. Despite differences between these two Indigenous peoples, they share similar-
ities in terms of their experiences of criminalization and marginalization. By addressing 
the coloniality of power that altered significantly the lifestyles of the Indigenous groups 
of Emberá–Wounaan in Darién and the Akha in the Golden Triangle, we explain their 
experiences of historical oppression and violence and prioritize Indigenous perspec-
tives to counteract mainstream criminological understandings of crime and Indigenous 
people.
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The Emberá–Wounaan in Darién

The Darién Gap in Central America—at the border between Panama’s Darién Prov-
ince and Colombia’s Chocó Department—is a large watershed, jungle and mountainous 
region representing a break in the Pan-American Highway that extends from Alaska to 
the lower reaches of South America (Gisborne 1853; Reclus 1881). The Darién Gap is 
populated by the Emberá and Wounaan Indigenous people living along the upper tribu-
taries of the Tuira, Chucunaque, Sambú and Atrato Rivers. They account for 34.6 per-
cent of the total population of Darién Province in Panama, while “about 8.5 percent of 
Chocó Department’s population [in Colombia] is Indian” (Suman 2007: 560; see also 
Velásquez Runk 2007).2 Traditionally, the Emberá–Wounaan have lived in thatched 
huts, have used dugout canoes to navigate rivers, and have fashioned blowguns, bows 
and spears as hunting weapons (Myers et al. 1978; Nordenskiöld 1928; Reverte Coma 
2002). In the past, no formal chiefs, councils, or  leaders existed, but currently, most 
Emberá–Wounaan villages have adopted a social and political organization with chiefs 
and village leaders (Herlihy 1986; Theodossopoulos 2016).

Colonial violence in Darién began in the early 1500s, when Spanish colonizers, in 
search of new territory and natural resources, “discovered” the Indigenous lands of pre-
sent-day Colombia and Panama (Sauer 1966). In 1509, they established the first “New 
World” mainland colony, “christening it Santa María La Antigua de Darién” (Velásquez 
Runk 2017: 35). This was a type of settler colonialism that focused on securing land and 
natural resources by asserting sovereignty in the form of “discovery” of the land, legiti-
mized on the basis of a “civilizing mission” to bring Christianity to Indigenous territories 
(Cunneen and Tauri 2016). The region was soon known for the gold mines of Cana—“the 
richest gold mines ever yet found in America” (Anderson 1911: 17). The Emberá–Wou-
naan communities, however, put up a fierce defense of their territory and culture, which 
culminated in significant losses. Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
Darién became a vulnerable area with competing colonizers, Indigenous tribes and pirates 
(Velásquez Runk 2017).

The methods that Spaniards used to subdue and control Indigenous populations var-
ied over time, but eventually, “the use of force, [was] the only method that ultimately 
succeeded in pacifying a population whose continuing resistance prevented Spanish set-
tlers from exploiting the valuable resources” (Williams 1999: 399). Control over the area 
became essential for colonial expansion, as gold mining and logging became prominent 
activities in Darién; in doing so, however, it also resulted in racial divisions (Goldman 
1920; Sauer 1966). The Spaniards brought African slaves to Darién to work, maintain 
the ships, and transport and protect the gold (Heckadon-Moreno 1997). Unsurprisingly, 
clashes between Indigenous groups and the colonizers arose and resulted in displacement, 
land grabbing and violence (Töller 2009; Velásquez Runk 2007). Spanish colonialism 
manifested itself through a monopoly over people and natural resources. The latter could 
be seen as a form of accumulation by dispossession as wealth and power were centralized 
in the hands of a few, accomplished by dispossessing public and private entities of their 
wealth and land (Harvey 2003). Eventually, the political and economic developments that 
ended the colonial rule created a power vacuum in the Darién territory.

2 The two groups are often mistaken for one another and they have been known as “Chocó Indians” or 
“Chocoes,” with similar languages and cultural practices (Velásquez Runk 2017).
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Since the 1960s, Colombia has been the battleground of an asymmetric armed con-
flict that has involved the Colombian government, paramilitaries, guerrillas and organized 
crime groups vying for territorial control (Idler 2019; Thoumi 1995). As the cocaine indus-
try exploded, drug traffickers began investing and laundering their windfall drug profits by 
buying up huge expanses of rural property in Darién (Ballvé 2020). Even though Indig-
enous populations had been growing coca and chewing the leaves for hundreds of years, 
with the “discovery” of cocaine by the North, Indigenous groups were enticed or forced 
by violent groups to become involved in the business (Karch 1999; Thoumi 1995). From 
the late 1990s onwards, the political situation in Colombia and the growing global demand 
for cocaine resulted in rising conflicts between paramilitaries, guerrillas and drug cartels; 
many Indigenous people were killed, several kidnappings took place, and violence became 
endemic in the region (Velásquez Runk 2017). Moreover, the controversial Colombian gov-
ernment’s coca spraying program during the so-called “War on Drugs” seriously affected 
Emberá–Wounaan communities through contamination of water and crops, causing com-
munity members to fall sick. While repressive policies regarding drug trafficking became 
central to international efforts, organized crime groups diversified into the lucrative busi-
ness of gold mining, tropical timber harvesting, and trade in endangered species, alongside 
their traditional activities (Rettberg and Ortiz-Riomalo 2016; Van Uhm and Nijman 2020). 
These markets shaped new relations between the Indigenous groups and organized crime 
groups with regard to the natural resources in their ancestral lands.

The Akha in the Golden Triangle

The Golden Triangle is the area where Laos, Myanmar (Burma) and Thailand meet at 
the confluence of the Ruak and Mekong rivers in Southeast Asia (Forbes 1997). When it 
comes to trade and trafficking activities, however, the name, “Golden Triangle,” is often 
used to refer to a much larger area, including border regions between North Thailand, East 
Myanmar, Northwest Laos and South China (Chin 2009; Walker 1999). The Golden Trian-
gle gained notoriety in the 1920s as one of world’s largest opium producers (Lintner 1994; 
McCoy 1972), but it was also known for its abundance of jade, rubies, silver, teak and rare 
animal products (Forbes 1997).

The area is home to a wide range of highland Indigenous groups, among which is the 
Akha, originating from Tibet and China’s Yunnan Province, who are estimated to exceed 
600,000 people.3 The Akha engage in terrace farming (Tooker 2012), but hunting animals 
and opium use are also an integral part of their cultural traditions (Bernatzik 1970). Pre-
vious generations of Akha used crossbows for bigger animals, but nowadays, they prefer 
rifles and traps to kill bears, big cats and deer, as well as smaller animals, such as bamboo 
gophers, civets and pangolins (Goodman 1997). Due to these traditions and knowledge of 
the highlands, the Akha were subjected to external pressures; for example, in pre-modern 
times, local rulers oppressed these highlanders and forced them into servitude (Formoso 
2010). The economy of lowland states was fuelled by the valuable products from the high-
landers, such as aromatic weeds, medicinal herbs, opium and wildlife products (Formoso 
2010). The Akha, however, did not benefit from these trades. Instead, Chinese traders, and, 
later, Western colonizers, profited (Bernatzik 1970; Forbes 1997; Renard 1996).

Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the Akha encountered waves of col-
onization from the British in what was then “Burma,” and the French in Laos (Goodman 

3 See http:// www. akha. org/.

http://www.akha.org/
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1997). Similar to the experience of the Emberá–Wounaan in Darién, the Akha communities 
were subjected to land grabbing, displacement, and violent “civilizing missions” during 
the nineteenth century (Williams 2020). Moreover, their territories became the breeding 
ground for opium production for export under the control of colonial powers (Goodman 
1997; Williams 2020). Opium production increased significantly in the Golden Triangle in 
the twentieth century insofar as inhabitants of some Akha villages even neglected all agri-
culture other than the cultivation of poppies (Goodman 1997). Gradually, both the trade, 
itself, and opium addiction among Akha communities increased (Suwanwela 1979). Later, 
opium production not only reflected the economic influence of the British and French 
Empires, but it also created sociocultural disparities among the populations. Opium policy 
in British-ruled Burma provided that “consumption was permitted to those groups whose 
consumption was linked with productivity, and forbidden to those whose consumption cor-
responded to crime, unemployment and social instability” (Wright 2014: 152). This set the 
path for racial and ecological discrimination as the local people were restricted from using 
and producing opium, while the colonizers were considered the “legitimate” cultivators 
and traders based on cultural norms (Goyes 2019; Wright 2014).

After independence from Britain and France, respectively, Burma and Laos imple-
mented laws or signed treaties regulating drug production. They did not, however, have the 
means to enforce such regulations: the region seemed almost lawless with non-state armies 
and organized crime groups fighting for territory and power (Renard 1996). In addition, 
the organized crime groups and non-state armed actors who had filled the power vacuum 
following the end of colonial rule engaged in the drug trade (opium) and wildlife trade 
(e.g., ivory, pangolin scales, tiger bones and skins). The shift from historically “legitimate” 
opium cultivation or hunting among the Akha people to “illegitimate” drug production and 
poaching could be seen as the result of international regulations that criminalize Southern 
practices for contradicting Northern standards (see generally Cunneen 2008; Grosfoguel 
2007; Sollund and Runhovde 2020). This resembles the broader efforts to criminalize 
drug consumption based on the assumption that drugs are inherently evil, irrespective of 
the local and historical contexts in which drugs have been used (see Coomber and South 
2004). As such, Akha communities’ view of the trade in natural resources has been influ-
enced by socially constructed norms through processes of colonization.

Borderlands, Indigenous People and Crime

The geopolitical and socioeconomic history of land grabbing, displacement, violence, 
criminalization and control over natural resources in Darién and the Golden Triangle has 
influenced the social and environmental conditions of the Indigenous people in both areas. 
In the last decennia, the Emberá–Wounaan communities have experienced armed conflict 
and militarization on their lands due to powerful groups, such as paramilitaries, guerrillas, 
and organized crime rings, all vying for territorial control. Similarly, the Akha have lived 
in the middle of clashes between militia groups, organized crime groups involved in the 
opium business, and the Burmese and Lao armies. From drugs to deforestation, gold min-
ing and wildlife trafficking, criminal groups have impacted the lives of Indigenous people 
in the Darién Gap and the Golden Triangle (Ballvé 2020; Chin 2007).

In this part, we describe the different relationships between Indigenous people and 
organized crime groups. As we attempt to demonstrate, the inclusion of Indigenous epis-
temologies and ontologies is important to counteract Northern perspectives. Indigenous 
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people, as political actors, are engaged in a variety of activities within and against existing 
(colonizing) criminal justice systems, and we discuss how they interact and negotiate with 
dominant criminal actors in their living areas, as well as how they interpret legal and ille-
gal boundaries. First, we describe how, geographically, borderlands are particularly attrac-
tive to criminal groups for trafficking. We discuss how the Indigenous people living in the 
border areas of Darién and the Golden Triangle perceive the national borders as artificial 
boundaries but also have essential knowledge about the area, which makes them ideal for 
recruitment by organized crime groups. Second, we describe how the Emberá–Wounaan 
and Akha people live in biodiversity hotspots and have traditionally been depended on their 
relationship with nature. Even though the ecophilosophies of the Indigenous groups lead 
them to consider themselves part of nature, socioeconomic incentives to cooperate with 
organized crime groups may influence and encourage anthropocentric decisions. Third, we 
consider the coexistence of the Indigenous communities and organized crime groups in 
both symbiotic and antithetical relationships, from collaboration and reciprocity to parasit-
ism, in order to reveal their myriad interactions.

Artificial Borders: Indigenous Knowledge and Recruitment

International borders that cut through Indigenous peoples’ lands exist as a product of colo-
nization and de-colonization and have thus created a new category of transnational Indig-
enous peoples (Koivurova 2010). Long before the arrival of the first Europeans in the 
isthmus of the Americas and before they crossed the Mekong River through the Golden 
Triangle, Indigenous tribes interacted freely (Goodman 1997; Velásquez Runk 2017). They 
are now, however, “separated and sometimes face criminal prosecution for keeping tradi-
tions practiced for time immemorial” (Osburn 2000: 471). In both case studies, borders are 
a crucial element in the trade of illegal goods. For states, they represent a political demar-
cation that helps regulate trade and divide people based on their motivation for crossing 
it (Osburn 2000), whereas for organized crime groups, borders are important in control-
ling the trafficking of goods from one country to another (Idler 2019). For the Indigenous 
communities, however, these borders often have no ontological reality: “they [are] sepa-
rated by an artificial line created by outside forces” (Osburn 2000: 479), which threatens to 
transform social and cultural norms by limiting a type of migration otherwise ingrained in 
Indigenous cultures (Singleton 2009).

Historically, the Emberá–Wounaan have lived in the Darién jungle, which is now split 
by the Panama-Colombian border. This demarcation, however, is more of a social construct 
separating Indigenous communities and their families than a physical reality (Alvarado 
2002). It does not prevent the Indigenous people from using their knowledge of the territory 
to cross it, as explained by a Wounaan chief in Katíos National Park in Colombia. All kinds 
of goods (both legal and illegal) are traded between the villages. For example, young Emberá 
pick up several kilograms of cocaine at night from organized crime groups in Acandí and 
walk two days through the jungle to an Emberá village in Panama in order to earn money. 
Others guide migrants from Acandí through the jungle to Panama, explained a former drug 
mule and migrant smuggler who grew up in the Emberá village of Nazareth. This Emberá 
individual clarified that there is a lack of legitimate opportunities for work and Indigenous 
people are seen as the masters of the Darién jungle who know the environment without get-
ting lost. Therefore, organized crime groups recruit young people belonging to Emberá–Wou-
naan communities to smuggle drugs, guide migrants, or transport illegal timber, which 
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demonstrates that the Indigenous geographic knowledge of the area is crucial in facilitating 
trafficking.

Similarities can be observed in the case of the border area between Laos, Myanmar 
(Burma) and Thailand—the region in which the Akha people live. For example, the border 
between the Golden Triangle countries is demarcated by the Mekong River. Historically, 
the upper-Mekong villages of Laos, Myanmar (Burma) and Thailand have been involved 
in different trading activities, including drug (opium) and wildlife trafficking. Informants 
from nearby Akha communities explained that the tropical forests on either side of the river 
allow Indigenous people to cross the river unseen. A representative of an Akha community 
in a mountainous village in northern Thailand explained that the border is rather artificial 
because the Akha have social lives on both sides of the mountains and a lot of trade flows 
across the national boundaries. Informants from an Akha community in the Shan State in 
Myanmar (Burma) echoed that smuggling usually happens at night by small boats across 
the Mekong River to avoid patrolling boats, but not incidentally, Akha men are arrested or 
killed by the police forces for smuggling contraband across the borders.

This illustrates how the geographical knowledge of the border areas is important, espe-
cially in remote regions with large jungles, river networks and no paved roads. The Indig-
enous peoples in both case studies become attractive guides for organized crime groups inter-
ested in cross-border smuggling of cocaine or valuable timber species in the Darién Gap and 
trafficking opium or endangered wildlife species in the Golden Triangle. As described above, 
informants from Akha and Emberá–Wounaan communities refer to the national borders as 
boundaries created by “outsiders.” A Noko, or chief, of the Emberá village Matuganti at the 
Colombia-Panama border explained that his tribe considers itself to be a part of nature, which 
helps to understand how community members interpret national boundaries. He clarified that 
ancestors and spirits, as well as animals and plants, and the Emberá, themselves, are all part 
of a universal world of sentient beings. Just beyond the central community where the Emberá 
reside is the forest upriver, where other tribal groups, animals and spirits are located, illustrat-
ing the environmental relationships across national boundaries (Herlihy 1986; Koller-Arm-
strong 2009). The interplay between such ecological beliefs and the prevalence of environ-
mental crimes on Indigenous territories is explained in the following sections.

Biodiversity Hotspots: Ecophilosophies and Economic Incentives

Both groups of Indigenous people—those living in Darién and those in the Golden Trian-
gle—view humans and nature as “part of an extended ecological family that shares ances-
try and origins” (Salmón 2000: 1327). Representatives of the Emberá–Wounaan and Akha 
communities drew attention to their dialectical relationship with nature based on ecocentric 
principles contravening the anthropocentric values dominant in the Global North (see, e.g., 
Benton 1998; Van Uhm 2017; Goyes et al. 2021). Ecocentric values are embedded in the 
ecophilosophies of the Emberá–Wounaan and Akha communities, and both groups stressed 
that humans are socially and ethically responsible for respecting the value of ecosystems 
and its living creatures (Goodman 1997; Halsey and White 1998; Velásquez Runk 2017).

Emberá and Wounaan shamans explained that their culture is based around jai, which 
are forces manifested in animals, plants and humans. These forces are part of nature and 
Emberá–Wounaan life and society and stem from an original closed singularity containing 
everything that exists, which was separated in primordial times (Sepúlveda López de Mesa 
2008). The Emberá–Wounaan are emphatic in their belief that spirits manifest themselves 
in the form of people or animals that inhabit the water, the forest, or the “underworld,” 
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several of which are guardians of these places (Velásquez Runk 2017). The Akha culture, 
known as Akhazang, is embedded in polytheism—animism combined with ancestor wor-
ship. The forests around their villages are integral to Akha life and spirituality as they pro-
vide food, water and medicinal plants. The forests contain many plants that are essential 
for Akha rituals and ceremonies, and ancestors provide blessings in the form of abundant 
harvests, animals, fertility and good health (Goodman 1997), meaning that the relation-
ship between Indigenous people and nature is based on a balance between coexistence and 
symbiosis, rather than exploitation. Virtually every tree species of the forests around Akha 
villages is important in their lives (see Durno et al. 2007). This is in line with earlier repre-
sentations that idealize Indigenous communities as being close to nature or encapsulating 
the primordial essence of ecological wisdom (see, eg., Morris 1981).

Because of the natural “resources” on their lands, Indigenous people have been sub-
jected to acts of dispossession, forced displacement and land grabbing by organized crime 
groups seeking to increase their wealth and expand their power (Brisman and South 2018; 
Van Uhm 2020a, b). Environmental degradation is often linked directly to the victimization 
of human communities. Representatives of the Emberá–Wounaan and Akha communities 
described unlawful practices of land grabbing by a few powerful people using small, armed 
groups to displace entire Indigenous communities from their land. On other occasions, 
the Emberá communities in the municipalities of Acandí and Unguía have been forced to 
leave because the jungles around their land either have disappeared, have become heavily 
polluted by mining, or have been disturbed by the cocaine trade. An Emberá chief near 
Santa María La Antigua de Darién explained that their drinking water comes from polluted 
rivers and that without forests, they lack essential food and medicines. Poverty is wide-
spread because of the absence of alternative means for income (Fernández and Robertson 
2011; Jaeger 2015). Thus, even though these communities have an abundance of natural 
resources, they are disadvantaged (Goodman 1997; World Bank 2014).

Representatives of the Emberá–Wounaan and Akha communities explained that they 
may welcome organized crime groups because of economic opportunities in opium produc-
tion and coca cultivation. At the same time, organized crime groups are looking for peo-
ple who can find specific natural products, including gold, hardwood, or different species 
of wildlife. The commodification of natural resources by the respective dominant groups 
has thus created a form of ecological disorganization on a micro-level, as the extraction of 
natural resources has gradually become a threat to Indigenous peoples’ cultural and social 
lives. Increased deforestation leads to the erosion of the land and lower water levels along 
the rivers, which further impedes the infrastructure; with gold mining and coca cultivation, 
the waters become increasingly polluted, which affects the fish population, the ecosystem, 
and the health of the Indigenous people (Van Uhm 2020c). Therefore, the dialectical rela-
tionship that people living in the region have had with nature and their dependency on it 
for survival must be considered when holding Indigenous people accountable for environ-
mental degradation as an inherently harmful activity. On the one hand, they are aware of 
the environmental degradation and the changes in biodiversity caused by the destructive 
(illegal) trades. On the other hand, they perceive the economic value of natural resources 
in the context of a lack of other legal job opportunities and the loss of opportunity to live 
in traditional ways. It seems that some Indigenous communities are caught in a vicious 
cycle where they need to engage in illegal activities because of the lack of regular jobs, yet 
access to the legal market is hampered by their illegal activities.
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Caught in the Trade: Isolation, Extortion and Protection

The attractiveness of the Darién jungle and the Golden Triangle for organized crime groups 
may also emerge from the power vacuum created by the absence of state institutions (Blok 
1974; Varese 2011). For example, the political economy of organized crime groups can 
involve controlling goods and services and providing protection to the local communities 
(Skaperdas 2001). In both cases, national and international NGOs and national institutions 
with financial resources have not been able to send their representatives, such as doctors, 
lawyers and social workers because of the difficulty in accessing these areas and the pres-
ence of armed actors in them. Therefore, such remote regions have been the perfect outlets 
for land grabbing and the illegal exploitation of natural resources in the past decades—to 
such extent that permission is required from certain organized crime groups to be allowed 
to enter some of the visited areas.

This traditional form of territorial control is immediately visible through the physical 
presence of armed criminal groups among Akha communities involved in opium trade in 
Shan State in Myanmar (Burma). A chief of one of the non-state armed groups near the 
town of Kengtung stated that the Akha consider the government to be the main problem in 
the area and therefore they act as protectors of the Indigenous community. He clarified that 
protection is important due to the opium cultivation by the Akha and the repressive poli-
cies of the Burmese government because they would both benefit from the profits. Even 
though some Akha complained about their small profits, others were thankful for the social 
control and protection offered by the dominant groups, given the government’s lack of sup-
port. Furthermore, a part of the border area of Myanmar (Burma) with China is under the 
control of non-state armed groups, such as the United Wa State Army (UWSA) and the 
National Democratic Alliance Army (NDAA), meaning that negotiation with them is rec-
ommended in order to transport goods into China. In the past decades, these groups have 
been highly involved in the cultivation of opium poppy and they have regulated the trade 
through border control and taxes.4 A collaborative relationship with armed criminal groups 
is visible in the trade of high value goods, such poppy for opium or big cat products (Van 
Uhm and Wong 2021). The Akha negotiate with their “trade partners” and they have to pay 
a tax to the dominant groups, which is estimated at around 10% of the value of the traded 
goods. Such crime groups exert their power over the Akha, however, by organizing most of 
the trade that takes place.

In Darién, the type of control that organized crime groups exert on local communities 
takes the form of extortion. This parasitical relationship means that Indigenous people pay 
protection money or taxes for the goods they want to trade along specific rivers, includ-
ing parts of the Cacarica River in Colombia. For example, the Colombian Gulf Clan, a 
drug cartel and right-wing neo-paramilitary group, has positioned itself in the areas where 
Indigenous communities live, claiming that social protection is needed because of a lack 
of governmental institutions (Van Uhm 2020c). A member of the Colombian Gulf Clan 
explained that the group has a deep respect for the lives and cultural expressions of the 
Indigenous people. He clarified that because the economic opportunities are limited and 
the Colombian state has no presence in the area, the Indigenous people need protection and 
social and sustainable projects in order for there to be peace and justice. This illustrates 

4 In the late 1990s and 2000s, the UWSA and NDAA declared an opium ban in parts of their territory, 
which destroyed the livelihoods of poor opium farmers and sparked widespread food shortages. Non-state 
armed groups relocated ethnic Akha civilians by force from the special regions.
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how organized crime groups have a habit of interacting with their social environment, 
instead of operating in a social vacuum (van de Bunt et al. 2014). It also shows, however, 
how organized crime groups replace state institutions and their services—from which 
Indigenous people often feel disconnected—via a system of patronage and coercive part-
nerships (Albanese 2010; Blok 1974).

According to the Indigenous people in Darién, criminal groups have been able to expand 
their drug trafficking routes and increase coca production in their territory. In addition to 
drugs, an Indigenous chief of a small Emberá village in the middle of coca cultivations 
near Acandí in Colombia explained how the increasing presence of backhoe excavators, 
used to extract gold illegally, not only affects the water and other environmental resources 
of their territory, but also their ethnic rights. He clarified that organized crime groups bring 
machines for mining and that the development of infrastructure in the ancestral territory 
had not been agreed upon previously with the community. Moreover, the Colombian Gulf 
Clan has imposed a curfew of sorts, prohibiting them from leaving their village after 6 p.m. 
Some Indigenous leaders, Nokoes, did not listen and were killed by the organized crime 
groups. A Wounaan leader in Katíos National Park explained how his community fears the 
organized crime groups because their sons are recruited and have been killed when they 
are no longer of any “use.” In response, the Indigenous communities keep the young men 
out of sight when the organized crime groups arrive. Despite the internal rules, however, 
young Indigenous people who would like to earn some money join them at the risk of 
being expelled from their communities. They consider this an opportunity to access power, 
resources and social prestige in the group (see also Duncan and Suárez 2019; Van Uhm 
2020c).

Some Indigenous people become caught in the trade because of a parasitical or coercive 
relationship that has been established with members of organized crime groups. Leaving 
the trade would mean that they are in possession of important information regarding culti-
vation or trafficking, which poses a risk for the organized crime groups. The otherwise une-
qual relationship in terms of knowledge forces the Indigenous people to continue the trade 
relations with organized crime groups, who are perceived as protectors, business partners, 
social justice providers, but also enemies. These examples reflect the social embeddedness 
of organized crime groups and their de facto territorial control, as well as the changing 
symbiotic (e.g., collaborative, reciprocal) and antithetical or parasitic relations (i.e., how 
local communities reject or welcome the organized crime groups, not only because they 
provide opportunities to work and care for one’s family, but also because they provide 
security) (Blok 1974; Cressey 1969).

Discussion and Conclusion: Perpetrators or Victims?

Returning to the discussion at the outset regarding how southern criminology and green 
criminology conceptualize harm and victimization, we would stress that it is important to 
consider the role of the coloniality of power and the social construction of crime which 
frames Indigenous people as both offenders and victims in and by criminal justice systems 
(see generally Cunneen 2018; Sollund 2019; South 2007). Historically, Indigenous groups 
have been marginalized through racial discrimination common to settler colonialism (Cun-
neen and Tauri 2016; Goyes 2019; Quijano 2000). This has been illustrated by a tendency 
to overlook the role of colonial practices in establishing social structures of inequality that 
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continue to impact the way in which Indigenous groups are framed in Western discourse, 
as well as the role of Indigenous knowledge and ecocentric perspectives in the process of 
understanding environmental crime and harm. This article has shown how colonial lega-
cies may have led or at least contributed to crime in these areas, but also how domination 
over the Emberá–Wounaan and Akha communities continues by organized (armed) crime 
groups in the Darién Gap and Golden Triangle, respectively. During conversations, many 
Indigenous communities pointed to their marginalized position in the context of centuries 
of oppression and violence by powerful groups—from the colonizers, from the paramili-
taries, and from the organized crime groups. By engaging with the Indigenous communi-
ties through participant observation and interviews, we have tried to move away from a 
Western-influenced, top-down approach by presenting their understandings of the complex 
relationships with these illegal actors.

The colonial, socioeconomic and geopolitical context of the isolated areas of both 
Emberá–Wounaan and Akha communities, combined with the presence of organized crime 
groups in their territories, has established the basis for continuous unequal relations. In the 
hard-to-reach borderlands where these people live, the Indigenous (geographic) knowledge 
is important for the lucrative business in natural “resources,” such as coca, gold, timber, 
poppy and wildlife. The same borders are important in controlling the trafficking of illegal 
goods by organized crime groups. Therefore, Indigenous people may be forced to cooper-
ate with organized crime groups in such illegal trade out of fear of repercussions and may 
be at the highest risk of being caught cultivating drugs or engaging in cross-border smug-
gling. The lack of legal alternatives and sustainable autonomous projects for income means 
that some communities eventually collaborate with organized crime groups who can offer 
them protection and economic opportunities, both of which are lacking in these areas.

The involvement of Indigenous people in the trafficking of natural resources contravenes 
their ecocentric ecophilosophies. Moreover, the victim–offender relationship, as concep-
tualized by the state, can act as a determinant of epistemic change because it creates new 
knowledge about the way people can relate to nature and to each other. This is the source of 
mixed feelings because modern ideas about the exploitation of nature contradict ancestral 
beliefs, and while prosperity was considered a blessing under Indigenous worldviews, it 
may now be regarded as a curse because it brings with it the victimization of the people 
living in these territories. In other words, Indigenous people have become victims of eco-
logical harm, while the economic benefits of illegal trade are usually enjoyed by others. 
The changing dynamic of symbiotic and antithetical relations reflects how Indigenous peo-
ple view organized crime groups not only as enemies because of violence, land grabbing 
and displacement, but also as business partners, protectors and providers of social justice.

To conclude, this article has shown that the concerns of southern criminology and green 
criminology meet at the crossroads of the legality-illegality discourse of perpetration and 
victimization, which is embedded in patterns of colonialism and environmental and social 
injustices. The new forms of social control resemble colonial practices and perpetuate the 
marginalization of Indigenous people and the exploitation of their natural environment. 
Because Indigenous communities lack access to legitimate economic opportunities, as 
well as state-sponsored education and public health initiatives (Cunneen and Tauri 2016; 
Goyes 2019), these inequalities are highlighted by organized crime groups to justify their 
social role as protectors. Moreover, the dialectal relationships Indigenous people have with 
their natural environment ensure that environmental harm is directly related to the vic-
timization of their human communities. In light of the above, it is crucial to include the 
“local perspective” in the scientific discourse on the illegal trade in natural resources and 
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to move away from the historical eradication of Indigenous epistemologies in the field of 
criminology.
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