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Madame Chairperson, 
 
We thank you for providing us with the opportunity to speak under this Agenda item that 
addresses the mandated areas of the Forum. This statement addresses two of those 
mandated areas: economic and social development and human rights. We will outline two 
targeted, illustrative examples of ILO work in these two areas, in order to highlight  
challenges and lessons learned from our experience, that we hope will serve to enhance 
the debate in this Forum. 
 
Economic and social development and human rights are among a number of interlinked 
issues addressed through ILO action in favour of indigenous and tribal peoples. Without 
an adequate national policy and legal framework that recognizes the specific rights of 
indigenous peoples, economic and social development for these peoples cannot be fully 
realised. 
 
ILO action in the field of economic and social development  
 
The ILO has consistently worked to include indigenous issues in its Decent Work agenda, 
and ensure a rights-based approach in the development and implementation of national 
development processes, in particular Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) and 
efforts to achieve the Millennium Development Goals at the national level. Within this 
broader framework, the Project to Promote ILO Policy on Indigenous and Tribal peoples 
(PRO 169) has specifically focused on the inclusion of indigenous peoples’ needs and 
priorities in the PRSPs and related strategies, inter alia through an “ethnic audit” of 14 
PRSPs and specific case studies indigenous peoples’ own perceptions of poverty and 
priorities for poverty reduction, and within country processes in Cambodia, Cameroon 
and Nepal.  
 
Initial ILO research on poverty reduction processes and indigenous peoples was 
presented to the Forum at its Fourth and Fifth sessions. It is now being followed up 
through concrete action at the national level. At the beginning of 2007, as a follow-up to 
previous research in Cambodia, Cameroon and Nepal, the ILO initiated three national 
projects - in collaboration with the respective governments, indigenous organizations and 
development partners - for furthering efforts to ensure indigenous issues are reflected in 
ongoing processes to implement national poverty reduction strategies, or in the case of 
Cameroon, in the process of revision of the PRSP that is currently underway. As an 
outcome of this project, it is specifically foreseen that good practices and lessons learned 
for including indigenous peoples’ needs and priorities in PRSP processes, are 
documented and distributed as a tool for governments and development partners, and that 
national strategies are developed for the inclusion of indigenous issues in PRSP 
processes.  
 
Over the last year, the ILO has also undertaken new research to document specific 
indigenous communities’ perceptions and assessment of the implementation of the 
MDGs. The communities consulted for the purposes of these studies were in Bolivia, 
Cambodia, Cameroon, Guatemala and Nepal. The results of these studies are also being 



followed up in the context of ongoing national ILO projects on indigenous issues in 
Cambodia, Cameroon and Nepal. 
 
Lessons and challenges 
 
The research on poverty reduction and development processes undertaken by the ILO has 
clearly demonstrated that despite the fact that indigenous peoples are disproportionately 
represented among the poor, their needs and priorities are generally not reflected in 
strategies employed to combat poverty. On the contrary, there is a risk that development 
programmes may adversely affect indigenous peoples if their particular rights and 
aspirations are not taken into account. Research undertaken in specific indigenous 
communities in 5 countries during 2006, demonstrated that despite the fact these 
communities live in different conditions and in different regions of the world, a number 
of similarities allow us to draw more generally applicable conclusions. Some examples of 
these conclusions are: 
� The national MDG processes have few, if any concrete considerations regarding 

indigenous peoples and their specific situation.  
� The lack of reliable disaggregated data on indigenous peoples contributes to making 

these peoples and their situation invisible. It also makes it impossible to conduct 
adequate monitoring of progress. 

� The participation of indigenous organizations in MDG processes is very limited and 
none of the indigenous communities consulted for the ILO studies had been consulted 
within their national process, nor did they know anything about the MDG process or 
about the MDGs themselves. 

� In spite of varying degrees of recognition of indigenous peoples’ rights, there is a 
general lack of coordinated action to address indigenous peoples’ issues – and all the 
concerned countries lack funds and human resources. 

� The dominant trend in development through economic growth on the basis of trade 
and investment liberalization, deregulation and privatization has in many cases 
resulted in the impoverishment of indigenous peoples, and the MDGs do not address 
these structural causes of poverty. 

� The MDG programmes provide little help in solving the problems and challenges 
faced by the communities, and may even exacerbate them. Although the communities 
find most of the MDGs relevant, the strategies put in place to achieve the goals do not 
correspond to their priorities and are not in accordance with their worldviews, their 
identities, and their rights as indigenous peoples.  

 
ILO action and lessons learned in the area of human rights – research in Africa 
 
The ILO also has a strong normative mandate to promote the human rights of indigenous 
peoples. In the specific area of human rights, we would like to highlight an ongoing 
collaboration between the ILO’s PRO 169 project, and the Working Group on Indigenous 
Populations/Communities under the Africa Commission on Human and Peoples Rights. 
This project aims to assess the current level of protection of the rights of indigenous 
peoples through research on constitutional and legislative provisions in all African 
countries, and through further in-depth research in 10 countries identified in a regional 



workshop to determine the scope and methodology of the research. Through this 
collaboration, which will continue until the end of 2008, a number of challenges and 
opportunities can be identified at this early stage: 
 
� Identification of entry points. Where there is no specific law detailing the rights of 

indigenous peoples as a specific group - which is the case in most African countries 
- entry points can often be identified in the form of specific provisions of broader 
legal frameworks, for the protection of the rights of indigenous peoples. Examples 
of this are ICERD and ILO Convention No. 111, which have been widely ratified 
by African countries, and other ILO Conventions such as those concerning forced 
labour and child labour. PRO 169’s national project in Cameroon is an example of 
the manner in which indigenous issues can be addressed through entry points in 
more general legislative and policy frameworks, even if there is no specific general 
law concerning indigenous peoples.  

� Focus on substantial issues. In the African region, focussing on the substantial 
issues affecting indigenous peoples, rather than focussing only on issues of 
definition, clearly demonstrates that indigenous peoples in Africa merit a particular 
attention due to their specificities and vulnerable situation, and such a focus can 
help to facilitate the implementation of processes to promote respect for the rights 
of indigenous peoples and improve their socio economic conditions.  

� Building capacity to implement existing legislation is among the main challenges 
at both national and local levels. This requires a sustained and long-term effort by a 
broad range of partners to address basic misconceptions about indigenous peoples’ 
rights in Africa. 

 
Thank you Madame Chairperson 
 
 


