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ILO statement under agenda item 4 (f) of the fifth session of the 
 

UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues: 
 

Thematic discussion on Africa  
 

 
 
 The discussion about indigenous and tribal peoples’ issues in Africa is still at an incipient 

phase. We are only now starting to explore and understand the magnitude of the issues, and 

their implications for governance, for human rights, for sustainable development and for 

conflict resolution on the continent. 

 Indigenous peoples of Africa have an enormous wealth of cultural heritage, governance 

systems, knowledge, resource management, languages, and music. But they are also faced 

with enormous challenges concerning poverty, marginalisation, gender and human rights 

abuses. 

 The ILO therefore welcomes the initiative of the PFII to dedicate a special thematic 

discussion to Africa, and we hope that this will contribute to promoting understanding, 

attention and the practical support to indigenous peoples and governments in the region. 

 

1. Achieving the MDGs in Baka communities in Cameroon 

The ILO has recently undertaken a study with the Baka communities in Cameroon, in order to 

assess their perception of poverty and reflect on how to make the MDGs relevant to their needs and 

priorities. Traditionally, the Baka get most of their food supplies and other essential goods from the 

forests on which they have depended as hunters and gatherers since time immemorial. This has 

become increasingly difficult as the forests have now become protected areas or logging 

concessions. Instead, the Baka rely more and more on growing food, but this too is difficult since 

their Bantu neighbours are reluctant to let them have arable land. In general, Baka do not have 



[18 May 2006, PM, Item 4(f), delivered by Ms. Birgitte Feiring] 

independent ownership rights to land, and their communities only exist as “attachments” to Bantu 

villages.  

None of the programmes implemented to reach the MDGs cover the Baka and they therefore feel 

“that no action is taken on our behalf to eliminate hunger”. With the implementation of the other 

MDG programmes for the region (road construction, settlement facilities, etc.) it is to be feared that 

their situation may on the contrary become worse since their access to forests will be further 

restricted.  The lack of attention is also related to the lack of reliable disaggregated data, which also 

makes it impossible to conduct a disaggregated monitoring of progress. This contributes to making 

indigenous peoples and their situation invisible. 

 

Moreover, the indicators used to monitor the MDGs are often not adequate to capture and monitor 

the multiple dimensions of poverty perceived by the Baka.  The Baka feel poor because they are 

being denied access to the forests. Not only because this means they can no longer hunt and gather, 

but because it also means they can no longer communicate with the spirit of the forest and practice 

their rites. Instead, they increasingly have to adapt their lifestyle to that of neighbouring 

communities, who often discriminate against them. 

 

As the communities’ interaction with external authorities increases, their sense of powerlessness 

and insecurity increases. Far from feeling that they are partners, they feel marginalized and without 

rights as their traditional authorities are generally not consulted, and their knowledge and opinions 

are not respected or even taken into consideration. 

 

Although this study presents only one small image of the situation in Africa, we fear that this may 

be illustrative of the situation of many other indigenous and tribal communities. A lesson that the 
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ILO is drawing from it for our own work is that we need to increase our engagement with 

governments, indigenous partners, UN agencies and other actors on the ground, to try to establish 

partnerships for a rights-based approach to the MDGs, with a real impact on the communities.  

 

2. Identifying the indigenous peoples in Africa.  

The discussion about the definition of indigenous peoples has often been raised with a view to 

denying rather than promoting indigenous peoples’ rights. However, we also need to understand 

who we are talking about, in order to develop practical responses to the multiple problems 

indigenous and tribal peoples are facing in Africa, in order to assess their situation, develop the 

policies and programmes needed to improve their situation and monitor progress.  

 

In order to provide inclusive terminology, the ILO Convention No. 169 talks about both indigenous 

and tribal peoples. Recognising the diversity of situations that indigenous and tribal peoples live in, 

the Convention does not provide a formal definition, but gives a series of criteria for identifying the 

peoples concerned, including their social, cultural and political situation. These peoples may have a 

way of life, culture and social structure that is different from that of the dominant population, and 

they may be politically or economically marginalized.  The Convention does not rely on historical 

precedence alone to identify who are indigenous and tribal peoples, though this is one factor among 

many others.  The Convention furthermore stresses that the criterion of self-identification is 

essential.  

 

Within this framework, the challenge becomes the identification rather than the definition of 

indigenous peoples. This is a more practical and pragmatic task, as it does not involve any claim to 

universal applicability but a much more constructive and context-specific interpretation.  
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The Working Group on Indigenous Populations/Communities established by the African 

Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights, has undertaken groundbreaking work in analysing the 

concept and situation of indigenous peoples of Africa, and its report already serves as a reference 

point and a guideline for many organisations, including the ILO, in their work with indigenous 

peoples in Africa. The process has some very important characteristics: 

 It is owned by African stakeholders and involves both indigenous and government 

representatives; 

 It takes a pragmatic and constructive approach in identifying rather than defining indigenous 

peoples; 

 It is initiated with a view to providing guidance that can enable government and 

international institutions to overcome the “definition discussion” and start addressing the 

very real problems and needs of indigenous peoples in Africa.  

We hope this encouraging example will inspire more work along these lines in order to help build a 

common understanding of the needs, rights and priorities of the indigenous and tribal peoples in 

Africa. 

 

3.  Opportunities and challenges for partnerships. 

Our work in Cameroon, and in other regions as well, supports a recent analysis of partnership 

experiences with indigenous organisations in Kenya, from which the ILO drew the following 

conclusions: 

 The ILO has a strong mandate for working with indigenous and tribal peoples, based on 

Conventions Nos. 107 and 169 and other Conventions addressing issues of child labour, 
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forced labour and discrimination, and can promote and interpret these international 

standards as related to the country-specific situations. 

 Partnership with a UN agency such as the ILO can contribute to legitimizing the work of the 

indigenous partners and open up the possibility of new partnerships with other actors. 

 The ILO and other UN-system agencies are in a good position to facilitate dialogue between 

government and indigenous partners, as well as with the ILO’s social partners.  

 The ILO and other international organizations can bring in experiences and perspectives 

from other regions and thus cross-fertilize the partnerships. 

 The ILO often participates in fora and processes related to the UNCTs, UNDAFs and PRSPs 

where it can draw attention to and help give higher priority to indigenous issues 

 

In order to pursue true partnerships, we must ensure that the cooperation strengthens indigenous 

peoples’ right to decide their own priorities for the process of development and that – as Convention 

No. 169 provides - there is: 

 

- Consultation through appropriate procedures and through the representative institutions 

of the peoples concerned; 

- Mechanisms to ensure the full and free participation of the peoples concerned at all 

levels of decision-making; 

- Provisions and resources for the full development of the institutions and initiatives of 

the peoples concerned. 

Partnerships along these lines must be understood as processes rather than as individual events, and 

they require dialogue and a continued exploration of the limitations and opportunities according to 

each organization’s mandate, priorities and procedures. In some cases, the ILO is not able to engage 
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in direct partnerships with indigenous peoples at the local level and will have to carefully select 

other partners who operate closer to the concerned indigenous communities, and who can contribute 

to bridging the gaps.  

 

4 . Concrete initiatives to support governments and indigenous peoples in the region.  

Over the last few years, the ILO has established a number of partnerships on indigenous issues in 

Africa, particularly with the Working Group on Indigenous Populations/Communities under the 

ACHPR, the pastoralists and hunter-gatherers in Kenya and Cameroon and the Amazigh people in 

Morocco. 

The more recent initiatives are mainly related to: 

 

 With financial support from the EC, the ILO is providing support for research by the 

Working Group of the ACHPR on existing legislation and further needs for legislative 

protection of indigenous peoples in Africa. The outcome of this research will be a 

comprehensive database on legal provisions as well as an interregional exchange of 

experiences and good practices. 

 Continued support to pastoralists and hunter-gatherers in Kenya, mainly related to the 

constitutional review process and strengthening of indigenous networking. 

 Support to documentation of customary law of the Amazigh people in Morocco. 

 

In the coming year, the ILO is planning to increase its work in the African region and will therefore 

employ two full-time coordinators on indigenous issues, to be based in Pretoria and Yaounde, 

respectively.  Furthermore, a number of training and capacity-building initiatives will be 
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implemented, among others a specific training of government and indigenous partners in 

Francophone Africa and longer-term capacity-building processes in Cameroon. 

 

The ILO looks forward to working on these issues in collaboration with the PFII – and to sharing its 

experiences from the African region with the PFII next year.   

 


