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Madam Chairperson, 
Your Excellency President of the Republic of Bolivia, 
Distinguished Members of the Permanent Forum, 
Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen 

The President of IFAD, Mr Lennart Bage has asked me to express 
his regret at not being able to address this Session of the 
Permanent Forum. The issue of the rights of indigenous peoples is 
one to which he attaches particular importance. Over 300 million 
indigenous people worldwide account for 5% of the global 
population, yet represent 15% of the world's poor. Most of them 
live in rural areas often considered "marginal" for mainstream 
development: hills and mountains, forests, dry-lands, deserts, small 
islands and the Arctic. Given IFAD's explicit mandate to enable 
rural poor people to overcome poverty and hunger, through 
investments in agriculture and rural livelihoods, the empowerment 
of indigenous peoples matters deeply to my organisation. Even 
when our immediate attention is on the soaring food prices - or the 
real food crisis - we do not stray from our commitments. 

It is a genuine honour for me to represent IFAD at this Session, the 
first since the approval last September of the UN Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples. This historic Declaration validates 
the tireless struggle of indigenous peoples worldwide for recognition 
of their rights, their identity as peoples, their cultures and their 
heritage. 

The Declaration is indeed a great achievement. But its true and 
lasting value will depend on our collective ability to translate its 
noble words into substantive and sustainable actions. 

But to do this, there are challenges we must overcome. 

First - poverty. Indigenous peoples are among the poorest people 
in the world. From IFAD's thirty years of experience, we have 
learnt that poverty is intimately linked to marginalization -
economic, social, political and cultural. We have learnt that in order 
to empower poor rural people, in order to enable indigenous 
peoples to pursue their own self-determined development, we must 
first actively listen to them. 

We need to listen to what poverty means for indigenous peoples, 
how it affects their well-being - or indeed their ill-being. We know 
that poverty is more than low income. It is about historical 
processes of dispossession and discrimination. It is about lack of 
respect for indigenous peoples' political, cultural and economic 
rights. It is about decisions on territories and on the use and 
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misuse of natural resources being imposed, without the 
participation of those whose livelihoods are at stake, and without 
their free, prior and informed consent. 

If we collectively fail to listen to what indigenous peoples can tell us 
about poverty and about their solutions to overcome it, as primary 
stakeholders of development initiatives in their territories, then any 
action we take will be meaningless, or possibly even counter
productive. 

A second challenge is climate change. Global warming is 
already having an enormous impact on the livelihoods of indigenous 
peoples, many of whom live in fragile ecosystems at serious risk 
from degradation and desertification. While indigenous peoples are 
among those least responsible for global warming, they are often 
the most affected, not least because their livelihoods invariably 
depend on natural resources and biodiversity. 

Remember, indigenous peoples worldwide account for 5% of the 
global population. Yet they customarily own, occupy or use 22% of 
the world's land surface 1. And they presently manage 11% of the 
world's forest lands 2. 

But rising sea levels and coastal and land erosion are displacing 
indigenous communities from their traditional land and territories. 
This matters, not only to those whose livelihoods or, indeed whose 
lives, are at stake. But it matters also to the rest of the world. 

It's a fact that indigenous peoples maintain within their lands and 
territories 80% of the world's biodiversity 3. They are the custodians 
of this planet's natural resources. If we fail to protect the rights of 
indigenous peoples and to acknowledge and support their capacity 
to manage their territories in a sustainable way, we effectively 
jeopardise our global natural resources. 

The policy response to climate change is an issue of social and 
environmental justice. It is about rights and power. Indigenous 
peoples should be empowered to play an even more active role than 
they do today in enhancing the resilience of the ecosystems in 
which they live. They are proven experts at adapting to new 
environmental challenges. Their ancestral memory is a storehouse 
full of thousands of different species that could respond to new 
climatic conditions, such as varieties of rice that are resistant to 
salt, drought or heavy rain. 

1 World Resources Institute (WRI) 
2 First Peoples Worldwide (FPW) 
3 World Resources Institute ( WRI) 



A third challenge is bio-fuels. Growing scarcity and high prices 
of fossil fuels, as well as concerns about climate change and energy 
security, are stimulating interest in massive expansion of bio-fuel 
production. Large-scale monoculture plantations for bio-fuel are 
placing increasing pressure on global land resources, and causing 
increased insecurity in land tenure. And this is re-enforced by the 
present high food prices which lead to rapidly increasing land prices. 
Poor rural people, and in particular indigenous peoples, often lack 
formal title to land and are already finding that traditional tenure 
and users' rights are breaking down. 

Madam Chairperson, 

In the face of these challenges, it is increasingly important to 
empower indigenous peoples to manage their land, territories and 
resources in a sustainable way: 

• we must engage with indigenous peoples as full and equal 
partners in development policies and programmes 

• we must ensure that the principle of free, prior and informed 
consent is respected in the design and implementation of 
strategies and programmes affecting them. 

• we must continue supporting indigenous peoples through 
development projects and through the protection of their 
rights over their ancestral land and territories. 

Only then can we avoid what was referred to in a World Bank 
workshop last month as the last great land-grab. 

Madam Chairperson, 

The President of IFAD has asked me to convey to you that IFAD 
takes its engagement with indigenous peoples seriously. We are 
ready and willing to contribute further to the international effort to 
enable indigenous peoples to become fully part of the solution to 
today's challenges 

IFAD has invested around US$1.3 billion to date in support of 
indigenous peoples, representing about 13% of IFAD's total 
investments. We devote, upon request of member governments, 
more than 30% of our programmes in Latin America and Asia in 
support of indigenous communities. 

Through our new Strategic Framework, Targeting Policy and 
Country Strategies, we have a platform for a more systematic 
engagement with indigenous peoples. 



We are using the Declaration and the recent UNDG Guidelines as a 
framework to shape our own principles of engagement with 
indigenous peoples. The process has just started and the first 
consultation with indigenous leaders was held in Rome in March. 

We will promote partnerships with the CGIAR system on agricultural 
research, and the integration in formal science and technology of 
indigenous peoples'traditional knowledge, their environmentally 
friendly technologies and their role as stewards and custodians of 
biodiversity. 

We will continue to manage the Indigenous Peoples' Assistance 
Facility that finances, through small grants, micro-projects designed 
and implemented by indigenous peoples' communities and 
organizations. 

In our policy on promoting equitable access to land and tenure 
security, we will ensure that we are guided by the specific land 
rights of indigenous peoples and the principle of free prior and 
informed consent. 

And we are exploring the scope for establishing at IFAD a forum for 
dialogue with indigenous peoples, to share ideas and experiences, 
and to make their voices heard, not least in the development of 
country strategies and IFAD-funded projects and programmes. 

Madam Chairperson, 

IFAD is fully committed to work closely with the Permanent Forum 
and the Inter-Agency Support Group on Indigenous Peoples' Issues, 
particularly on the implementation of the UN Declaration and on 
climate change. 

Through our collective efforts to support and promote self-
determined development with indigenous peoples, we can learn 
from their experience, benefit from their generations of knowledge 
and confront the challenges that threaten our common well-being -
both today and in the future. 

As a Chief from Nigeria said: I conceive that the land belongs to a 
vast family of which many are dead, few are living, and countless 
numbers are still unborn. It's in the interests of those countless 
numbers tomorrow, that action today is already long overdue. 

Thank you for this opportunity to address the Permanent Forum. 
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