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FOREWORD

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) seeks to 
improve the conditions of people who suffer from food insecurity. Poverty, socio-
political difficulties and environmental degradation are only some of the many is-
sues which influence peoples’ ability to secure an adequate livelihood. FAO’s focus 
is on rural areas since most of the world’s poor live in marginal rural environments 
and are dependent on agriculture for their daily needs.1 Indigenous peoples are 
an undeniable part of this discussion. As mostly rural residents, they are greatly 
affected by economic hardships and the loss of biological diversity. At the same 
time, they have historically suffered from political-economic marginalization, social 
prejudice, or even indifference on the part of dominant social actors, all of which 
have contributed to significant adversity and cultural erosion. Together, biological 
and cultural diversity underpin indigenous peoples’ livelihoods, and their passing 
is a serious matter. At the same time, the loss of indigenous culture will bring with 
it the disappearance of important knowledge about the environment. Biological 
and cultural wealth is in many ways integral for food and livelihood security, and it 
is in this vein that FAO’s work on indigenous issues is acquiring greater attention. 

 This publication has been prepared by FAO to acknowledge the impor-
tance of working with indigenous peoples and to raise more awareness about their 
needs and claims. It discusses the main issues which affect indigenous peoples 
and outlines some of FAO’s efforts to respond to their development concerns as 
expressed through both human and environmental dimensions. Although it puts 
much emphasis on the difficult conditions in which many indigenous peoples live, 
it also draws attention to the resourcefulness and ingenuity which characterize 
indigenous individuals and communities. The art-work displayed in these pages 
accompanies the text as a simple but effective way to demonstrate how important 
the link between cultural and biological diversity is, and how deeply it is reflected 
through indigenous peoples’ every-day life. 

 At the international level, the adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples by the General Assembly in September 2007 is an extreme-
ly valuable achievement for the protection of indigenous peoples. FAO takes the 
Declaration very seriously and is determined to address it to the best of its abil-
ity. FAO’s work on indigenous issues is indeed part of a wider movement which is 
committed to bettering the lives of indigenous populations around the world. In 
collaboration with other agencies, governments, and institutions such as the UN 
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, FAO contributes its technical and policy 
expertise in the areas most related to its mandate. As members of the Inter-Agen-
cy Support Group on Indigenous Peoples’ Issues, for example, FAO and others are 

1 Agriculture is considered in its broadest sense, including crop production, forestry, fisheries, livestock, and other 
dimensions of food security and rural development. 
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part of an institutional support mechanism which aims to facilitate dia-
logue between indigenous representatives and the international com-
munity. Joint efforts of this kind offer the most promising way to achieve 
rural development and hunger alleviation goals.

By clarifying key issues and opportunities in FAO’s engagement with 
indigenous peoples, we hope that this publication will generate more 
understanding so that FAO staff and others are in a better position to 
address indigenous peoples’ development challenges and improve food 
and livelihood security more generally.

Hafez Ghanem

Assistant Director General, 
Economic and Social Development Department

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
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I do not think the measure of 

a civilization  

is how tall its buildings 

of concrete are,  

but rather how well its people 

have learned to relate  

to their environment and fellow man. 

 

Sun Bear, Chippewa Tribe





A human being is part of the whole, which we call 

the “Universe”: a part limited in time and space. 

He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings 

as something separate from the rest, a kind of 

optical delusion of his consciousness. 

This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting 

us to our personal desires and affection for a few 

persons nearest us. 

Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison 

by widening our circle of compassion to embrace 

all living creatures and the whole of nature in its 

astonishing beauty.

Albert Einstein, Ideas and Opinions



Counselling artist Saul Williams


