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Agenda Item No. 4:Review of Developments: Indigenous Peoples and their right to 
development, including their right to participate in development affecting them. 

The theme for this year's Working Group session is very timely for various 
reasons. Firstly, next year, 2002, will be the 10' birthday of the UN Conference on 
Environment and Development (UNCED). The World Summit on Sustainable 
Development (WSSD) will be held which will take stock of where the world is ten years 
after the Rio Summit. 

Secondly, it is now widely acknowledged that in spite of UNCED, the 
destruction of the environment is still proceeding at unprecedented rates and inequality 
in the world between the north and the south, and between the rich and the poor within 
countries has worsened. Conflict situations in indigenous peoples' territories are 
increasing because of what we call "development aggression". This is the imposition of 
so-called development projects, such as mining, dam-building, logging, biopiracy, etc., 
which destroy indigenous peoples' economic, social, cultural and political systems. 

It is not an accident that the last frontiers of the world's remaining resources are 
found in indigenous peoples' territories. This is because of the way we regard nature and 
all creation as 'our relations' and not objects to be dominated and exploited excessively. 
This is because we fought and resisted colonization and development aggression. 

Corporations and governments are doing everything they can to extract these 
remaining resources in the name of economic growth and development. 

The 1996 World Science Report of UNESCO states "that consumer demands 
force the movement of 20 tonnes of material (minerals, fuels, soi!s,etc.) per person per 
year - an amount only equalled by the impact of volcanoes, earthquakes, river 
sedimentation and the movement of the earth's tectonic plates." 

Only one half of one percent of the world's water is not in the form of ice or 
steeped in salt. The World Water Vision developed by governments in 2000 predicts that 
by 2025,1.8 billion people (mostly from the Middle East, North Africa, South Asia and 
China) will face absolute water shortages. The World Bank estimates that a 2-3 degrees 
centigrade rise in global mean temperature would reduce the mass of mountain glaciers 



by one-third to one-half which will endanger at least one-third of all species surviving in 
forests. 

As far as inequity is concerned, the UNDP Human Development Report of 1994 
says that the wealthiest 20% of the world population receive 82.7% of the total world 
income. I billion people live on $1 a day and another 3 billion live on S2 a day. The 1996 
Human Development Report also showed that over the past three decades only 15 
countries enjoyed high growth whilst 89 countries were worse off than they were ten 
years ago. The Climate Change Convention concluded that 80% of the world's energy is 
consumed by 20% of the world's population most of which are in the North. 

The modern development paradigm has failed. Unfortunately, even the concept of 
sustainable development of UNCED is not critical of model. This is our main criticism 
of Agenda 21 and even of the Conventions of Biological Diversity and Climate Change. 
The anthropocentric worldview which regards nature as a resource to serve the needs of 
the human species is the worldview which underpins modem development. Almost all 
governments pursue the economic growth and capitalist market economic model of 
development. The insatiable greed of this system to accumulate wealth is the main reason 
for the continuing environmental and social crisis the world faces today. Global 
competitiveness, comparative advantage, high profitability, efficiency, liberalization, 
privatization are some of the basic principles and language of this model. 

Nature and human beings are regarded as machines which should be made to 
operate more efficiently so they could produce more with less. Life has to be re-
engineered so that it will become more efficient and productive. Micro-organisms, plants, 
animals and human beings are being turned into biological machines which will 
contribute to the production of milk containing antibiotics, plants containing 
biopesticides, and embryos which can grow stem cells and spare parts which will be used 
for transplants. World trade has to be liberalized to allow wheat, com or canola oil to 
travel thousands of miles from Europe and North America to Asian countries which 
produce rice and coconut or palm oil. 

How can sustainable development be achieved in a world which is obsessed with 
economic growth and global competitiveness? Global competitiveness means being able 
to extract natural resources, raise cash crops, and manufacture products in the most 
efficient manner and with the lowest labour cost so that these can be sold cheaply to the 
markets. The country which has the capacity to mechanize and computerize its 
operations, which has control over technology, and which can subsidize production and 
exports to dump its products has the comparative advantage. Economies of scale should 
be the goal of each corporation and country. Economic, political and governance systems 
are being harmonized or homogenized through the rules of the World Trade 
Organization, World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. 

What is being talked about is actually the sustainability of the global capitalist 
economy. It is growth which has to be sustained not the environment nor respect for 
individual and collective rights. The main thrust of UNCED which is to balance 



environment and development goals becomes more unreachable. Negotiations are more 
about how to minimize the negative consequences of environmental degradation on 
economic growth than addressing negative ecological and social impacts of globalization 
and economic growth. 

What about indigenous peoples maintain small, local sustainable economies who 
do not wish to be globalized? Those who are still living in communities which are not 
completely ruled by the logic of the market? Majority of indigenous peoples are still 
subsistence fanners, hunters and gatherers, pastoralists, and fisherfolks. 

Undoubtedly, there is a growing recognition of the value of our indigenous 
knowledge for sustainable development. Negotiations around this, however, revolve 
around how this knowledge can be accessed and how benefits from the use of this 
knowledge can be equitably shared. The language on how to protect and enhance this 
knowledge takes the back seat. The extraction and appropriation of this knowledge is 
now a main pre-occupation of governments and corporations. Our knowledge now is 
being valorized in market terms and values. 

Thus, we have great difficulty in participating in intergovernmental forums where 
our knowledge and biogenetic resources are being negotiated. We feel it is an imperative 
to link our rights to territories and resources to our rights to our knowledge, cultures, and 
identity. Protecting biodiversity does not just mean protecting biological resources but 
also protecting cultural diversity. Our land tenure systems which are not limited only to 
individual private ownership of land should be recognized and respected. Communal 
ownership of distinct groups of peoples over forests, waters, biogenetic resources, should 
be protected. Our sustainable ways of caring and managing our resources which ensures 
more equitable sharing between and within generations should be nurtured. 

We should not be pushed to convert our economic systems to fit into the market 
economy framework because this can lead to the destruction of these. Why should we 
allow foreign or national mining corporations to have lease to our lands when we know 
fully well that what will be left with us will be polluted and devastated lands and waters? 
Why should we be forced to share our knowledge over seeds, medicinal plants, resource 
management, if this knowledge ends up in the control of corporations because they claim 
intellectual property rights on these? What will the world gain if our diverse and 
sustainable ways of living will be destroyed so we can fit into the cogs and wheels of the 
globalized capitalist world? 

In spite of more than 500 years of colonization and now globalization, indigenous 
sustainable resource management knowledge and practices are still very much around. 
Thanks to the tenacity of our ancestors and the present generation for keeping these 
practices alive despite forced policies of assimilation and integration. This persistence is 
a testimony to the sustainability and viability of indigenous economic systems which 
should be supported and further enhanced 



POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND STRATEGIES 

In this light I would like to present some policy recommendations; 

1. It should be recognized that our role in promoting sustainable development lies 
in our capacity to continue nurturing our indigenous political, cultural and economic 
systems. This means allowing us to have control over our ancestral territories upon which 
these knowledges and practices can survive. This means not denigrating the 
cosmovisions that underpin these practices Our indigenous economic, cultural and socio
political systems must be able to co-exist with other systems. We should not be forced to 
be assimilated or integrated fully into the economic growth development paradigm if we 
chose not to. This is a fundamental aspect of our right to self-determination; our right to 
determine our priorities and paths for development. We should have the right to say no to 
development projects which are not appropriate for us. 

2. Institutions which have evolved and perpetuated the mainstream development 
discourse whether this be the U N , the World Bank, universities, and governments, 
should seriously assess and rethink their paradigm. If there is a whole discourse and 
network built around "gender and development", maybe it is about time to create one on 
"indigenous peoples and development". However, the process of evolving this discourse 
should be controlled and led by indigenous peoples. Our critique of this model should 
be the starting point. 

3. Case studies, reviews or assessments of how mainstream development has 
destroyed or distorted indigenous models of sustainable development should be done. If 
there are case studies done these should be disseminated widely and lessons learned be 
used for future plans and policies. Assessments of policy guidelines on indigenous 
peoples made by the World Bank, other regional banks, UN bodies, the EU, etc. should 
ensure the full and meaningful participation of indigenous peoples. We are aware that the 
World Bank has revised its Operational Policy on Indigenous Peoples. Indigenous 
peoples generally feel that the processes of the World Bank still leave much to be desired. 
Thus, tomorrow we are organizing a briefing session on the World Bank and it policies 
and we will be holding continuing activities around this. 

4. Fourthly, studies on best practices of indigenous peoples in sustainable 
development should be done and also shared widely. These can be used to develop 
policies. For instance, we did some studies on our indigenous agro-forestry practices in 
the Cordillera and also on rice production and these were published last year by the 
UNDP and the Third World Network. In the Philippines, the Department of Environment 
is trying to adopt and integrate the indigenous agro-forestry practices into their forest 
policies and programs. What needs to be done is to seek support for the reinforcement of 
these practices and also the adoption of such. This support can come in the form of policy 
decisions. 



5. Fifthly, efforts should be exerted to allow for our issues and concerns around 
development to be addressed in wholistic manner. The main factor which compelled us 
to urge the UN to set up a Permanent Forum on Indigenous Peoples has been pushed by 
the frustration over the way our issues are addressed in a fragmented manner. We are 
tired of being told that we can only discuss our rights as peoples in the CHR and if we are 
at the CSD or the CBD we will only talk about environment or biodiversity. Thus we 
sought for a mechanism within the UN which hopefully will enable us to help the UN and 
international community to address our issues in an integrated and holistic manner. 

6. We are holding a briefing session tomorrow at noon for the WSSD and the role 
that indigenous peoples can play in this process. We believe that we should play a key 
role in redefining sustainable development and putting into the center indigenous peoples 
views and proposals. 

In conclusion, I would just like to say that we have gone a long way from where 
we were in the 1970s in terms of making our perspectives and issues known. However, 
there is still much to be done especially in terms of getting governments and the broader 
society to acknowledge and recognize our cosmovisions, our economic and socio-cultural 
and political systems could provide answers to the search for sustainable development. 
Globalization which is pushing further trade liberalization, privatization and deregulation 
is the main threat to the continuing existence of these systems. Our faith in the 
cosmovisions which we inherited from our ancestors and which we are enriching further 
provides us the strength to continue asserting our rights to have these systems protected 
and supported. We hope we will get the sincere and wider support of UN bodies and 
governments in this endeavour. Thank you 


