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Mr. Chairperson, 

This morning we discussed various issues on social and economic development that 
also have a strong bearing upon environmental issues. Among them was the issue of 
land. It is extremely worrying that, despite global agreements on environmentally sound 
uses of lands, including forests, starting from Rio in 1992, and the various follow-up 
mechanisms including the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP) and the Commission on Sustainable Development, 
environmentally harmful uses of land on a large scale persist, under the name of 
"development" or "environment", as the case might be. 

In particular, we refer to what may be called the persistence of the "Yellowstone" model 
of forestry and the practice of mono plantations and the few-species plantations in large 
projects funded usually from loans from multilateral development banks. 

First, there are those large projects that have induced, or pressurized indigenous 
communities, into forsaking time-tested environmentally sound methods of land use, 
including swidden or "shifting cultivation", and traditional forest management, in favour of 
methods of agriculture, horticulture or plantation that are both environmentally unsound 
and economically unsustainable. There are many many examples, and the most 
prominent are rubber and mono-teak plantations in South Asia, and market-oriented 
horticulture in Southeast Asia. 

There are numerous examples where the projects failed because the other necessary 
inputs like roads, access to capital, livelihood support systems, etc. were not there. 
Gradually the communities left the project sites, whereupon the project officials promptly 
blamed the indigenous community for being so "nomadic". This has happened in my 
home region of the Chittagong Hill Tracts and we understand that they also happen in 
many other parts of South and Southeast Asia. What we need to do is to change the 
policies of both national governments and their donors and lenders from supporting such 
projects, because they ultimately benefit neither the indigenous community, nor the 
government, and least of all, the environment. 

The second matter is the continuing dominance of what we can perhaps call the 
"Yellowstone model" of forest management that seeks to keep a certain area enclosed 
and off limits to human beings and protected with armed guards and rangers. This is still 
happening in my home region, Chittagong Hill Tracts, where most the Forest officials 
know how to sfcoot rifles, but know next to nothing about how trees, plants and animals 
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interact positively with each other. When our people managed these lands, there were 
many more trees, plants and animals. Now the rangers with rifles guard these lands, and 
there are hardly any large trees, even in the areas, ironically, called the "reserved 
forest". The lands are reserved for the state, but it is not appropriate that these lands 
continue to be called "forests". Sometimes they are called "eco parks", such as in the 
lands of the Khasi people in northeast Bangladesh or the "Eco-Tourism" project in the 
Garo (Mandi) inhabited area of Madhupur in Bangladesh. In both cases the people are 
threatened with eviction and continue to have sleepless nights. 

On the other hand, in the lands controlled by the communities, where there no such 
"reserved forests", "eco-parks" or eco-tourism", there are many more trees, both planted 
trees and those that have been regenerated, and maybe fewer tourists. The indigenous 
people know how to do that, and well, but they are never asked, even within so-called 
participatory "community forestry" or "social forestry" projects. People have always 
interacted, and traditionally very positively, with the forest and other eco systems. We 
have recognized this point in the Leticia Declaration - made at an Indigenous Peoples' 
meeting in Colombia in 1996 under the auspices of the Inter-Governmental Panel of 
Forests - when we reiterated that forests are the traditional domains homes of plants, 
animals and humans. Sometimes donors and lenders help the government continue 
with these police-style forest management practices. In Bangladesh we have seen 
recent reforms to Forest laws in Bangladesh, through the support of the Asian 
Development Bank, to introduce a model of forestry, which is on the face of it 
participatory and environmentally sound, but actually an industry-oriented plantation 
programme that is both environmentally unsound and disrespectful towards the land 
rights and cultures of indigenous peoples and other living in and around the forestry 
project lands. 

In this backdrop, it is essential for this Forum to carefully review the work that is being 
done, or not done, by such agencies as processes as the CBD, UNEP, and even that of 
the FAO. It is essential that the traditional scientific knowledge of indigenous peoples, as 
acknowledged in Agenda 21, be drawn upon to help us all protect the environment. 


