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  KEY MESSAGES 

1. Indigenous women’s rights are rooted in their 

unique connection to their ancestral lands and 

territories and expressed within indigenous 

peoples’ right to self-determination.                                                                         

 

2. Indigenous women are not vulnerable per se. 

Discrimination, inequality and the systematic lack 

of respect for their individual and collective rights 

places them in situations of vulnerability. ,,            

 
          

3. Persistent lack of disaggregated data 

contributes to the invisibility of indigenous 

women, hampering dedicated broad research 

and thus, policies and programmes that can 

address the root causes of the various form of 

discrimination indigenous women suffer. 

 

4. Indigenous women are food providers, 

custodians of seeds, keepers of medicinal plants, 

and guardians of biodiversity. The indigenous 

traditional knowledge they hold is key for nature-

based solutions in the context of climate change 

and sustainable development.                   

 

5. Indigenous women’s effective participation in 

decision-making processes at local, national, 

regional and global level is key to overcome 

invisibility and eliminate the discrimination they 

face.  

 

6. The participation of indigenous women in the 

processes of free, prior and informed consent is 

essential, as well as the recognition of their 

knowledge and contributions to indigenous and 

non-indigenous communities, when designing 

policies and programmes on food security, 

climate change, and rural development to meet 

the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Ryan Brown/ UN Women 
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There are 476 million indigenous inhabitants around the world, constituting 6.2 percent 

of the global population and, according to different sources, representing more than 

19 percent of the extreme poor (ILO, 2019) of the world. Half of this population are 

women (more than 240 million).  

If indigenous peoples were grouped in a single country it would be the third one in 

terms of population in the world. Just the number of indigenous women in the world 

exceeds the entire population of countries like Nigeria, Pakistan or Brazil. Yet, 

indigenous women are very diverse, they live in rural and urban areas in more than 90 

countries, belonging to more than 5 000 different peoples spread across the world. 

They inhabit the most diverse and unique ecosystems of our planet, including 

savannahs, jungles, Arctic lands, mountains and plains. In total, indigenous women are 

6.2 percent of all women in the world (ILO, 2019).  

Even though indigenous peoples represent 19 percent of the global poor population 

(ILO, 2019), they are not vulnerable populations per se.  

For hundreds of years, indigenous women have played a fundamental role in 

preserving their livelihoods, languages, food systems, cosmogony and territory. 

However, the systemic lack of recognition for their rights, in particular their right to self-

determined development, and their collective rights, place them in situations of 

increased discrimination, vulnerability, poverty, conflict and food insecurity. 

 

 

Figure 1: Extracted from ILO report Implementing the ILO Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention No. 169 (ILO, 2019) 
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The rights of Indigenous women are rooted in their unique connection to their ancestral 

lands and territories and expressed within indigenous peoples’ right to self-

determination.  

The United Nations Declaration of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), adopted in 2007 by 

the United Nations General Assembly, represents an important normative framework 

of the collective rights of indigenous peoples. Article 33 of the UNDRIP specifies that 

indigenous peoples have the right to determine their own identity or membership in 

accordance to their customs and traditions. This important article complements 

International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 169 criteria to guide the 

identification of indigenous peoples in any given country.  

Self-determination and collective rights along with the knowledge and the unique 

connection that indigenous women have to their territories, lands and natural 

resources, adds distinct challenges, inequalities and discriminations to them. 

 

  

 

For hundreds of years, indigenous women played 

a fundamental role in preserving indigenous 

peoples’ livelihoods, languages, culture, 

cosmogony and territory. 
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Lack of disaggregated data 

The lack of disaggregated data and research on indigenous women is 

hampering the research and adding to the invisibility of indigenous women, 

impeding the design of policies and programmes that address the 

overlapping and interdependent forms of discrimination they face (UNPFII 

Report, 2016). Too often this gap leads to indigenous women’s perspectives 

being overlooked, ignored and substituted by others constituencies’ views. 

The United Nations System-wide Action Plan (UNSWAP) of indigenous 

peoples specifically calls the attention of the UN system and countries to 

address this issue.  

For example, regarding maternal health and maternal mortality, United 

Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) 

and United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of 

Women (UN WOMEN) highlight that out of 90 national and sub-national 

surveys conducted under two rounds of the Multiple Indicator Cluster 

Surveys (MICS) and Demographic Health Surveys (DHS), only 43 included a 

question on ethnicity and only 27 of the published reports included an 

analysis based on ethnicity. As a result of this lack of data, the experiences 

of the most marginalized—including indigenous women and those who 

experience intersectional discrimination and exclusion on the basis of other 

characteristics (e.g. poverty and disability) remain largely invisible (UNFPA, 

UNICEF, UN WOMEN, 2018). 

To overcome this invisibility, the United Nations Permanent Forum on 

Indigenous Issues (Report on the fifteenth session) strongly recommends the 

disaggregation of data on the basis of indigenous identifiers/ethnicity and 

the full and effective participation of indigenous peoples in developing and 

monitoring national action plans and in all processes relating to the follow-

up to and review of the implementation of the Sustainable Development 

Goals (UNPFII, 2016). 
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Access to land, natural resources and territories is essential for the livelihoods of 

indigenous women. 

The eradication of poverty (SDG1) and hunger (SDG2), and the sustainable use of 

natural resources depend to a great extent on which communities and indigenous 

peoples can access land, fisheries and forests (FAO, 2012).  

Indigenous peoples’ lands are traditionally used, managed and governed 

collectively; recognizing forests, bodies of water and pastures as common resources, 

under community-based governance. Many indigenous peoples’ traditional land 

tenure systems include the spirits governing the territory, the ancestors, and the living 

descendants to maintain balanced access to resources for current and future 

generations. These systems guarantee that everyone in the community has access to 

land, either by ancestral plots or new ones, as long as compliance with customary 

rules, rituals and taboos is maintained. Inheritance, intergenerational transfer of 

knowledge and resources situate women at the core of households’ ownership and 

the circulation of goods (FAO, 2019).  

Furthermore, in many indigenous matrilineal societies, the lands are used collectively 

and distributed among families following a matrilineal structure and according to the 

characteristics of the land. When their matrilineal structure is weakened, due to 

internal factors or external pressures, the result is a rupture of the reciprocity ties in the 

community and greater political segregation. Thus, increasing the vulnerability of 

families and reducing their resilience to respond to climate or social crises (FAO, 2020). 

 

FAO /Mariana Estrada 

Indigenous women’s access 

to land & natural resources 
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 A study on the Wayuu people has shown that the economic and social support 

networks of the communities have been affected by external factors, weakening the 

collective obligations that maintain the sense of identity of the matrilineal group. 

Consequently, women’s roles assigned by the matrilineal structure have changed, 

among other effects, significantly reducing their economic independence as they 

have moved from commercial to more domestic activities (FAO, 2020). 

Changes in governance and social structures of indigenous peoples have a strong 

impact on indigenous women’s access to land and natural resources. The weakening 

or alteration due to changes in environmental, social and political factors of 

indigenous peoples’ governance and social structures negatively affects the 

recognition of indigenous women’s roles within their communities and their 

participation in decision-making processes. Thus, negatively impacting their access to 

land and natural resources. 

The traditional governance systems of indigenous peoples over their territories and 

resources form the basis for their identity, self-determination and collective rights. These 

rights are frequently the most affected by development activities on indigenous lands, 

often pursued with no regard to the principle of free, prior and informed consent. These 

factors must not be overlooked when talking about indigenous women’s rights. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The change in governance and 

social structures of indigenous 

peoples, has a strong impact on 

indigenous women’s access to land 

and natural resources. 
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Indigenous peoples’ food systems, social and political systems are interconnected and 

interdependent to the territories, land and natural resources. Indigenous women 

recognize themselves as daughters of Mother Earth, having a strong commitment to 

preserve it. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) have confirmed 

the importance of indigenous peoples in preserving ecosystems and preventing 

deforestation—both vital to the global struggle to combat climate change (IPCC, 

2019).  

Indigenous women are practitioners of sustainable development. Their roles within their 

communities are essential to preserving and managing natural resources in their 

territories. They are responsible for the provision of food, fodder, water and fuel, care 

of the young, elderly and the sick, and for the transmission of traditional knowledge to 

younger generations. They are also engaged in food generation activities such as 

farming, pastoralism, hunting, gathering, fishing, and forest dwelling; as well as in the 

market as businesswomen, entrepreneurs, retailers, and consumers.  

 

 

Indigenous women are also 

custodians of native seeds and 

holders of knowledge systems of 

traditional medicine and food, 

which are intrinsically unique to 

the fauna and flora of each 

territory. This wealth of botanical 

knowledge may include the 

medicinal value and food use of 

plants, herbs, shrubs and trees. 

Such knowledge is contemporary 

and dynamic evolving nowadays 

under constant pressures.  

Indigenous women’s knowledge, 

activities and community roles are 

reliant on their relationship with 

Mother Earth, their territories and 

natural resources. Therefore, 

indigenous women experience 

the impacts of climate change in 

different ways than other women 

and men.  

 

Indigenous women & 

climate change 
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The role of indigenous women is essential 

within their communities to preserve and 

manage natural resources in their territories. 

They are responsible for the provision of 

food, fodder, water and fuel; for the care of 

the young, the elderly and the sick, and for 

the transmission of traditional knowledge to 

younger generations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

    

  

    

      

  

   

 

   

 

 

 

 

FAO Nepal 

Unfortunately, it is important to highlight that the competition for natural resources has 

intensified the pressure and interest of other actors in indigenous territories. Indigenous peoples 

and indigenous women have seen threatened their lives, communities and territories, many of 

them suffering forced displacement and migration. 
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Indigenous women migration to urban 

areas 

Indigenous peoples have historically lived in rural areas, often relying on 

traditional lands and natural resources to secure their livelihood needs and 

practice their traditional occupations.  

However, they have been increasingly migrating to urban areas. According 

to the ILO 2019 report Implementing the ILO Indigenous and Tribal Peoples 

Convention No. 169, over 73.4 percent of the global indigenous population 

live in rural areas, but there are substantial regional variations. In Africa, 82.1 

percent of indigenous peoples reside in rural areas; in Asia and the Pacific 

the total is 72.8 percent; in Europe and Central Asia, 66.4 percent. 

Conversely, in Latin America and the Caribbean and in North America, a 

majority of indigenous peoples are urban dwellers: 52.2 percent and 69.0 

percent respectively (ILO, 2019). 

Several factors are at play in this transition from rural to urban areas. In some 

instances, migration to urban areas is driven by a search for better income 

opportunities, or the pursuit of an improved quality of life. In Latin America, 

for instance, urban spaces can provide better services such as health and 

education. At the same time, push factors such as dispossession of land, 

ecological depletion, and climate change, displacement due to conflict 

and violence, and natural disasters are contributing to increased migration. 
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Discrimination against indigenous women, both rural and urban, creates multiple barriers that 

hampers them from participating in decision-making processes. Moreover, when gender 

intersects with ethnicity the result is a widening of gender disparities and increasing inequalities 

among women with different origins or characteristics (for example, women who are living in 

urban or rural areas or indigenous women and afro-descendant women, among others). The 

persistent lack of data about indigenous women in the national statistics services, contributes 

to this invisibility, affecting dedicated research and complicating policy formulation to address 

indigenous women needs. 

For instance, indigenous women face barriers in participation due to not having the necessary 

identification cards and recognition. This lack of status results in total demographic and 

statistical “invisibility”. This situation difficult their access to public services and leads to data and 

statistics gaps and ultimately, to policies and social protection plans that do not take into 

consideration indigenous women and their views. 

To overcome this situation and advocate for equity and equality, indigenous women have set 

up movements, organizations and networks to raise their voice at country, regional and global 

levels. Their efforts have yield results, empowering indigenous women worldwide. They actively 

contributed to negotiations leading to the establishment of the Permanent Forum on 

Indigenous Issues in 2000 and to the adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples in 2007.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

Indigenous women have made great 

efforts and built up movements, 

organizations and networks to raise their 

voice at the country, regional and 

global levels in order to advocate for 

equality. 

 

FAO /Alessia Pierdomenico 

Breaking invisibility 
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FAO / Max Valencia 

They also ensured that a resolution on indigenous women was adopted at the 49th Session of 

the Commission of the Status of the Women (CSW) in March 2005. 

In 2012, the Commission on the Status of Women adopted the resolution Indigenous Women: 

key actors in poverty and hunger eradication (E/CN.6/2012/L.6), which calls upon 

governments, international organizations and other stakeholders to guarantee the respect of 

the collective and individual rights of indigenous women, among other measures. 

In 2018, indigenous women were also involved in the processes of the Local Communities and 

Indigenous Peoples Platform Facilitative Working Group, which was established by the 

Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change at 

its twenty-fourth session, held in Katowice, Poland (UNPFII, 2018). 

 

 

 

 

In 1995, indigenous women 

issued the Beijing Declaration of 

Indigenous Women to articulate 

their specific demands to the 

international community, 

governments and NGO’s. 

Over the past 18 years, the 

United Nations Permanent 

Forum on Indigenous Issues 

(UNPFII) has made more than 

150 recommendations on 

indigenous women, addressing 

a wide range of issues such as: 

education, culture, health, 

human rights, environment, 

development, conflict and 

political participation. 

It is also important to highlight, 

that the majority of the Chairs of 

the UN Permanent Forum on 

Indigenous Issues have been 

indigenous women.  

 

FAO / Max Valencia 
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Since 2015, FAO in partnership with the International Forum for Indigenous Women (FIMI) and 

other indigenous and women’s organizations from different regions (e.g. Self-Employed 

Women Association in India, Global Indigenous Youth Caucus, Samburu Women Trust) have 

implemented seven National editions of the Indigenous Women Leadership School on Human 

Rights and Food Security Programme in the India, The Philippines, Peru, Bolivia, El Salvador, 

Panama and Paraguay. These national schools of leadership were followed by four regional 

editions of the school in Africa, Asia and Latin America, providing training in total to more than 

300 indigenous women. 

The Leadership Schools for Indigenous Women have evolved in line with the challenges that 

indigenous women face in the different regions. Following the comments from the participants, 

the curricula have been updated to include climate change and indigenous knowledge, 

advocacy, indigenous food systems, and free, prior, and informed consent. In 2018, in 

collaboration with the International Forum of Indigenous Women and other indigenous 

organizations, FAO hosted a High-level Regional Forum on the Empowerment of Indigenous 

Women for the Eradication of Hunger and Malnutrition in Latin America and the Caribbean.  

 

 

 

 

 

Held in Mexico, the Forum gathered over 100 

indigenous women, government 

representatives, UN agencies and other 

international organizations.    The political 

declaration from the forum and the launch of 

the Global Campaign for the Empowerment of 

Indigenous Women for Zero Hunger were major 

achievements in support of indigenous women 

in the region. 

This global campaign, initiated by FAO, FIMI and 

the News Agency of Indigenous and Afro-

descendent Women (NOTIMIA) aims to raise 

awareness on the contributions of indigenous 

women towards the achievement of zero 

Hunger and to engage all stakeholders in 

eliminating the barriers that prevent indigenous 

women from fully enjoying their rights. Today, the 

campaign has gathered more than 90 supporter 

organizations from all over the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

Placing one chair in a meeting is a simple but effective 

reminder that indigenous women are or should be 

representing themselves in decision-making processes. 

FAO /Mauricio Mireles  

Indigenous women 

&FAO 
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Placing one chair in a meeting reminds the delegates about the importance to include 

indigenous women in policy discussions and of the importance for indigenous women to 

represent themselves.  

The second phase of the Global Campaign aims at breaking the invisibility of indigenous women 

and the lack of data. This phase aims to support the gathering of the existing fragmented data 

at national, regional and global level, through a knowledge network action.  

The Global Campaign is reaching out to universities, research centers, national institutions and 

international organizations to promote research done with, by and for indigenous women on 

their relation to climate change and food security. 

 

The main advocacy action of the Global 

Campaign is the Violet Chair Initiative, a 

call to authorities, policy makers, 

organizations, the international 

community, academia and civil society 

to guarantee the full and effective 

participation of indigenous women in 

policy discussions and decision-making 

processes that affect them and their 

communities.  

The Violet Chair represents the 

indigenous women place in negotiating 

tables and decision-making processes.  FAO / Yon Fernandez De  Larrinoa 

The Indigenous Women Campaign has more than 90 supporter 

organizations, including international organizations, United 

Nations agencies, indigenous organizations, NGO’s, and 

universities among others. 
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The way forward 

Addressing the different levels of discrimination faced by the 240 million indigenous 

women in the world is fundamental to respect their human rights. These rights are 

intrinsically linked to the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and their 

right to self-determination, collective rights and free prior and informed consent.  

The connection between indigenous women and Mother Earth, is based on their 

access to their ancestral lands, territories and natural resources. 

To eliminate barriers, the invisibility and the discrimination that indigenous women 

suffer, and in order to achieve the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the 

following key actions are identified:  

Key actions 

1. Recognize and respect the individual and collective rights of indigenous 

peoples and indigenous women.  

2. Promote policies and programmes that ensure indigenous peoples’ 

knowledge is respected, included, preserved and valued.  

3. Fill the gap and improve disaggregated data collection including gender 

and ethnicity in order to end invisibility and inform policy discussions and 

decision making processes.  

4. Promote policies and capacity building processes to empower and support 

indigenous women as economic, social, political, and climate stakeholders 

and recognize their contributions to indigenous and non-indigenous 

communities. 

5. Guarantee active and effective participation of indigenous women in 

decision-making processes that affect their lives.  

6. Respect indigenous peoples’ right to free, prior and informed consent, 

ensuring indigenous women’s participation in the process.  

 

NOTIMIA 

FAO 
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FAO Indigenous Peoples Unit 

Indigenous-peoples@fao.org 

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 

Nations 

Viale delle Terme di Caracalla 

 00153 Rome, Italy  
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