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I. INTRODUCTION

When the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) were adopted in 2000, the international 
community made an unprecedented pledge to 
meet the needs of the world’s poor and to safe-
guard them against the threats of the twenty-first 
century.2 Leaders of 147 states reaffirmed the 
principles of poverty reduction, democratic gover-
nance, and human rights protection, which have 
been at the heart of the United Nations system 
since its creation after the Second World War. To-
day these principles demand renewed effort as 
the disparities between the world’s poorest and 
wealthiest are increasing, and poor people’s liveli-
hoods are becoming evermore vulnerable to new 
socio-economic and environmental challenges. 

Millennium Declaration 
(September 2000)

“... We will spare no effort to free our fellow men, 

women and children from the abject and dehuman-

izing conditions of extreme poverty, to which more 

than a billion of them are currently subjected. We 

are committed to making the right to development 

a reality for everyone and to freeing the entire hu-

man race from want. We resolve therefore to create 

an environment – at the national and global levels 

alike – which is conducive to development and to 

the elimination of poverty...”

2 See the United Nations Millennium Development Goals webpage 
www.un.org/millenniumgoals. 

Worldwide, the people who are hit hardest by 
livelihood insecurity are those on the economic 
and political margins. Rural lifestyles are particu-
larly threatened by the dominance of mainstream 
society and the steady loss of biological resource 
diversity. Indigenous populations require particu-
lar consideration, because political discrimina-
tion, socio-economic inequity and environmental 
degradation are seriously hampering the cultural 
and biological elements on which many indigenous 
livelihood systems are based. These multiple di-
mensions of hardship have received increasing in-
ternational attention in recent decades, but more 
needs to be done to protect indigenous communi-
ties against the erosion of the cultural and biologi-
cal richness on which they depend. 

Over the last decade, stories about the mis-
treatment of indigenous peoples3, combined with 
the increasing vigour of their advocacy have helped 
to place indigenous peoples’ issues on to the glob-
al development agenda. The General Assembly’s 
adoption of the United Nations (UN) Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in September 
2007 has given these issues greater impetus by 
formalizing them within the UN system. The inter-
national community is increasingly encouraged to 
protect indigenous peoples’ collective and individ-
ual rights.4 As article 41 of the Declaration states, 
“The organs and specialized agencies of the Unit-
ed Nations system and other intergovernmental 
organizations shall contribute to the full realization 
of the provisions of this Declaration through the 
mobilization, inter alia, of financial cooperation and 
technical assistance.”

3 The term “indigenous peoples” will be used for simplification 
throughout this document. It refers to all indigenous and tribal peoples.

4 The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
is available at www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/en/declaration.html.
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UN Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples 
(September 2007)

“Article 20: ... Indigenous Peoples have the right 

to maintain and develop their political, economic, 

and social systems or institutions, to be secure in 

the enjoyment of their own means of subsistence 

and development, and to engage freely in all their 

traditional and economic activities...” 

The purpose of this publication is to raise aware-
ness about the difficulties confronting indigenous 
groups and to outline some of FAO’s efforts to sup-
port improvements in related areas. It also draws 
attention to indigenous peoples’ skills and exper-
tise, which may be of valuable assistance to global 
development efforts. Throughout their history, in-
digenous communities have developed specialized 
knowledge of the environment and a strong ability 
to adapt to its changing circumstances. If given 
the opportunity, the joint resources of indigenous 
peoples and the international community may lead 
to innovative solutions for such issues as climate 
change and biodiversity loss. As world leaders 
declared at the UN Millennium Summit, the most 
pressing need for the twenty-first century is a more 
inclusive and equitable globalization process that 
acknowledges development as a mutual give and 
take. Recognizing that indigenous peoples should 
be both recipients and contributors of develop-
ment programming is critical in this regard. 

FAO has a fundamental role in efforts to improve 
the quality of life and opportunities for the world’s 
poorest people. Its mandate is to “improve agricul-
tural productivity, raise levels of nutrition, better 
the lives of rural populations, and contribute to the 

growth of the world economy.” As such, the Organi-
zation tries to build on the strengths, skills, assets 
and potential of rural inhabitants. It is FAO’s hope 
that its own expertise can be complemented by the 
knowledge and contributions of local individuals, 
so that development efforts can respond better to 
on-the-ground realities. This publication describes 
how and why indigenous peoples can help realize 
this pursuit. It is intended for two types of audi-
ence: the general public, to inform readers (includ-
ing indigenous peoples) about FAO’s engagement 
in this issue; and FAO staff members themselves, 
to increase in-house attention to the problems that 
confront indigenous groups and FAO’s efforts to re-
spond to these. 



3

Who are indigenous peoples? 
The problems of “indigenous peoples” as a dis-

tinct social category were first articulated in the 
1950s. The most widely accepted characteriza-
tions of indigenous peoples are derived from the 
International Labour Organization (ILO) Conven-
tions 107 and 169 (ILO, 1957; 1989), and from 
the United Nations Economic and Social Council’s 
(ECOSOC’s) Sub-Commission on Prevention of 
Discrimination and Protection of Minorities, which 
authorized a ground-breaking study by Special 
Rapporteur José R. Martinez Cobo on the problem 
of discrimination against indigenous populations 
(Martinez Cobo, 1987). Together, ILO and the Cobo 
report provide the most accredited descriptions of 
indigenous peoples. The following identification cri-
teria are based on this general consensus: 

Indigenous peoples usually maintain a strong 
attachment to particular geographical locations 
and ancestral territorial origins. 

They typically seek to remain culturally, geo-
graphically and institutionally distinct from the 
dominant society, resisting assimilation into the 
greater national society.

In this way, they tend to preserve their own so-
cio-cultural, economic and political ways of life.

They specifically and overtly self-identify as “in-
digenous” or “tribal”.

J. Martinez Cobo, United Nations 
Special Rapporteur, 1987 

“Indigenous communities, peoples and nations 

are those which, having a historical continuity with 

pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that devel-

oped on their territories, consider themselves dis-

tinct from the other sectors of societies now prevail-

ing in those territories, or parts of them. They form 

at present non-dominant sectors of society and are 

determined to preserve, develop and transmit to fu-

ture generations their ancestral territories, and their 

ethnic identity as the basis of their continued exis-

tence as peoples, in accordance with their own cul-

tural patterns, social institutions and legal systems.”

ILO Convention 169 
Statement of Coverage

“1a) tribal peoples in independent countries 

whose social, cultural and economic conditions dis-

tinguish them from other sections of the national 

community and whose status is regulated wholly 

or partially by their own customs or traditions or by 

special laws or regulations;”

“1b) peoples in independent countries who are re-

garded as indigenous on account of their descent from 

the populations which inhabited the country, or a geo-

graphical region to which the country belongs, at the 

time of conquest or colonization or the establishment 

II. BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
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of present state boundaries and who irrespective of 

their legal status, retain some or all of their own social, 

economic, cultural and political institutions.” 

“2) Self-identification as indigenous or tribal shall 

be regarded as a fundamental criterion for deter-

mining the groups to which the provisions of this 

Convention apply.”

Although base characteristics have been identi-
fied, there is no universally accepted and absolute 
definition of indigenous peoples; this absence has 
not been and should not be construed as an ob-
stacle (UNPFII, 2004). It is better to identify key pa-
rameters than to risk developing too exclusionary 
a classification. Working definitions that are cen-
tred on major characteristics, such as those in the 
box, provide a good practical basis for recognizing 
the existence of a specific population while leaving 
the “indigenous” categorization sufficiently wide 
to accommodate numerous socio-cultural varia-
tions. The fact that specific classification details 
continue to be discussed testifies to the great va-
riety and diversity that exist across countries and 
indigenous groups; it is important to consider the 
idiosyncrasies and contextual specificities of par-
ticular indigenous groups, in addition to recogniz-
ing their shared characteristics and principles. 

The situation of indigenous peoples 
worldwide

This section outlines some of the main facts 
and issues that require particular consideration 
when discussing indigenous peoples. It explains 
the general conditions in which many indigenous 
groups live, covering issues that range from pov-
erty to human rights violations and the erosion of 
cultural and biological elements. It also highlights 
some endogenous factors that create difficulties 
within indigenous communities. 

Mortal Feelings  artist Ibiyinka Olufemi Alao 
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“Indigenous and tribal peoples are more likely 

to have lower incomes, poorer physical living con-

ditions, less access to health care, education, and 

a range of other services, worse access to labour, 

land and capital markets and worse returns to work 

as well as weaker political representation.” 

Source: ILO, 2005.

Socio-economic conditions and standard of 
living

Worldwide, there are an estimated 370 million 
indigenous individuals in more than 70 countries.5 
They represent more than 5 000 languages and 
cultures, and inhabit settings as diverse as polar 
regions and deserts, tropical and temperate zones, 
forests and savannahs, mountainous areas, tun-
dras, wetlands and small islands (UNESCO, 2006). 
Although they constitute only about 5 percent of 
the world’s total population, indigenous peoples 
comprise more than 15 percent of the global poor 
(World Bank, 2003).6 Their communities com-
monly live in remote rural areas characterized by 
challenging environmental conditions and difficult 
access to centres of political power or economic 
activity. Income levels and human development 
indicators (health, education, etc.) consistently 
lag behind those of non-indigenous groups (World 
Bank, 2004). Indigenous peoples therefore often 
(but not always) constitute the poorest sections of 
society, scoring lower than others in terms of stan-
dard of living and general welfare.7 The following 
box contains some examples. 

5 Precise estimates of the world’s total population of indigenous 
peoples are difficult to compile, owing to complexities related to 
their identification, and to variances and inadequacies of available 
census data. The number is increasing, mainly because African 
States have only recently started to recognize indigenous groups 
(African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights, 2000). 

6 For more information, see the UNPFII website at www.un.org/esa/
socdev/unpfii/en/history.html. 

7 It should be noted that indigenous peoples do not always regard 
the term “poor” as appropriate, because they consider themselves 
rich in knowledge and culture. According to internationally accepted 
poverty standards, however, “poor” is a suitable designation for a 
human development classification.
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Facts and Figures Concerning 
Indigenous Peoples Around the World 

Canada: In 2001, living conditions on Canadian In-
dian reserves were at the same level as those in a 
country ranked 73 on the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP) Human Development Index; 
Canada as a whole was placed eighth (this disparity 
has since increased) (Treasury Board of Canada Sec-
retariat website www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/dpr-rmr/0506/
inac-ainc/inac-ainc01-eng.asp).

Guatemala: In the decade 1994 to 2004, 38 percent 
of total households were poor, compared with 87 per-
cent of indigenous households (World Bank, 2005). 

Mexico: The poverty rate is 18 percent in municipali-
ties where less than 10 percent of the population 
is indigenous, compared with 80 percent in those 
where more than 70 percent is (World Bank, 2005).

Peru: Half the country lives below the poverty line, 
compared with almost 80 percent of indigenous peo-
ples (World Bank, 2004).

Guyana: More than 80 percent of indigenous Amerin-
dians live below the poverty line (ILO, 2005).

The Philippines: Poverty incidence in the country de-
clined from 34.3 percent in 1991 to 27.5 percent 
in 2001, but in regions with high proportions of in-
digenous peoples, such as Mindanao, it still ranges 
from 63 to 92 percent (ILO, 2005).

Viet Nam: Poverty dropped from 58 to 37 percent 
between 1993 and 1998, but in the northern and 
central highlands, where indigenous minorities are 
concentrated, poverty rates remain at 73 and 91 per-
cent, respectively (ILO, 2005).

Cambodia and Viet Nam: In 2000, less than half in-
digenous households had access to safe water (UNI-
CEF, 2003).

Namibia: The San indigenous communities have the 
lowest income in the country and a Human Develop-
ment Index rate that is nearly half that recorded for 
the next lowest group (UNHABITAT, 2005).

Australia: 72 percent of indigenous peoples are in 
the lowest household income bracket, rising to 91 
percent in some areas (UNHABITAT, 2005).

Life expectancies at birth are 10 to 20 years less for 
the indigenous population than for the general popu-
lation of countries (Alderete, 2004).

Guatemala: Chronic malnutrition is 67.8 percent 
among indigenous peoples, and 36.7 percent among 
non-indigenous peoples (PAHO, 2004).

Canada: Suicide rates among indigenous peoples 
are two to seven times higher than those among the 
population in general (PAHO, 2004).

The Innuit of Greenland reportedly have the highest 
suicide rate in the world (UNICEF, 2003).

New Zealand: Maori infant mortality rates are almost 
twice as high as those of other infants (UNICEF, 
2003).

Australia: The mortality rate of indigenous infants is 
almost three times higher than the overall rate; life 
expectancy is 19 to 20 years less (UNICEF, 2003).

Australia: Indigenous peoples are three times more 
likely to be unemployed (UNHABITAT, 2005).

Namibia: 95 percent of the country’s 7 to 13–year-
olds are enrolled in school, but only 30 percent of 
indigenous San children are (UNICEF, 2003).

Mexico: 44.27 percent of indigenous peoples are il-
literate, compared with 10.46 percent of non-indige-
nous peoples (UNHABITAT, 2005).



Los Tiempos del bosque-verano de gusand artist Abel Rodriguez



Orange of Kponyan artist Ibiyinka Olufemi Alao
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Discrimination and human rights issues
Many of the world’s indigenous peoples face 

serious discrimination in terms of access to ba-
sic social services and representation. The rela-
tionships among indigenous peoples, mainstream 
groups and national governments vary from coun-
try to country, but overall there are marked in-
stances of rights violations. Progress has been 
made, most notably in South America where some 
indigenous rights are constitutionally recognized, 
but most indigenous communities lack full citizen 
status (UNESCO, 2006). Their histories are also 
often marked by dramatic events such as coloniza-
tion, forceful relocation and other abuses. Political 
discrimination and socio-economic marginalization 
hamper many indigenous groups’ ability to secure 
a livelihood for themselves and their children. 

Because of their under-representation in nation-
al and local politics, indigenous peoples are also 
frequently left out of mainstream development ef-
forts and policy-making processes (UNDP, 2006). 
Not only are their interests often ignored during 
the planning and implementation of development 
programmes and policies, but dominant groups 
often consider indigenous groups as impediments 
to the progress of the overall society. Indigenous 
peoples are repeatedly and unjustly perceived as 
being backwards compared with other social con-
stituencies, and their claims to territorial ancestry 
and traditional living choices are seen as hamper-
ing the development prospects of the general pop-
ulation. Misperceptions about indigenous peoples 
may create situations in which they suffer negative 
affects from development interventions that aim to 
be of assistance.

Indigenous peoples also frequently face trans-
boundary challenges and confusion. Owing to the 
historical longevity and continuity of their societies, 

some indigenous groups have found it difficult to 
assimilate the nation-state paradigm, or have even 
been rejected by the national governments in their 
geographical locations. Ambiguous definitions of 
citizenship cause serious problems, as indigenous 
peoples are frequently partly inside and partly out-
side the political, legal and cultural boundaries of 
the countries in which they live. 

Environment and well-being: the link 
between cultural and biological resources 

Their livelihood systems make most indigenous 
peoples fundamentally reliant on the environment 
and natural resources for their daily existence. Most 
indigenous groups use subsistence-based produc-
tion, mainly pastoral, horticultural and/or hunter-
gatherer techniques. Indigenous groups also pro-
fess ancestral bonds to particular territorial spaces. 
This reliance on natural resources has become in-
tegral to their way of life and their self-identification. 
Land, territories and other natural resources are 
therefore not only basic means of production and 
food security, but also have important cultural and 
spiritual values. The link between biodiversity and 
socio-cultural well-being is therefore very strong.

Although living from the land in remote rural lo-
cations has consigned many indigenous peoples to 
marginal living conditions, it has also made them 
specialists in agriculture-related activities and local 
environmental management practices. Indigenous 
peoples have generally demonstrated an excellent 
ability to adapt to natural changes that occur over 
time, such as climate shifts, desertification, envi-
ronmental resource degradation and migration. This 
resilience is a result of their traditional forms of so-
cial organization and their ability to use biological 
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resources sustainably, which historically protected 
them against crop failure, biodiversity loss, soil in-
fertility and other threats. As a result, indigenous 
livelihood systems have persisted throughout the 
centuries, generating time-tested experience that 
could be useful in adapting to and mitigating global 
warming effects (Kelles-Viitanen, 2008).

This valuable wisdom and expertise is contin-
gent on the continued availability of environmental 
resources and the transmission of indigenous cul-
tural systems and knowledge down the generations. 
More recently, however, the capacity of indigenous 
livelihoods has decreased because the scale of en-
vironmental and cultural erosion has reached an un-
sustainable point. At present, in fact, the intensity 
of environmental and cultural loss is greater than 
ever before, upsetting the natural harmony between 
indigenous peoples and their surrounding environ-
ment. Today, severe environmental damage and 
politico-economic discrimination are further aggra-
vated by economic pursuits which ignore the rights 
and needs of populations in the interested locality 
(practices such as mining, oil exploration/exploita-
tion, logging and pharmaceutical development). In-
digenous peoples will also bear the brunt of climate 
change catastrophes and natural resource deple-
tion because they so often live in marginal territo-
ries and strongly draw on the environment for their 
livelihoods. Scientific research has confirmed that 
many of the lands they inhabit will be the first and 
hardest-hit by global warming impacts. Plant and an-
imal varieties will likewise disappear (IASG, 2007). 
As a result, indigenous peoples’ expertise is being 
lost at an alarming rate, with grave effects on their 
livelihood security, and negative consequences for 
humanity as a whole, since valuable contributions 
to sustainable development and resource manage-
ment will be lost with the passing of traditional agri-
cultural heritage.

“Despite [many] challenges, indigenous and local 

communities are not simply the passive victims of 

climate change but valuable partners in the global 

efforts to address climate change.” 

Source: IASG, 2007.

Endogenous factors: intra-community 
discrimination, gender and generational 
concerns

The internal dynamics of indigenous communi-
ties are another important issue. Indigenous peo-
ples are not only the passive victims of exogenous 
discrimination and adversity. Certain customs 
within indigenous societies and recent develop-
ments such as communal violence and poor health 
should also be taken into consideration. 

Internal discrimination against women and 
other minority groups is a notable example, espe-
cially regarding property rights and violent behav-
iour. Indigenous women are frequently the victims 
of a “triple marginalization” as poor farmers, as 
indigenous individuals, and as women. This leaves 
indigenous women worse off than indigenous men 
and non-indigenous women in terms of poverty lev-
els, access to education, health and economic re-
sources, political participation and access to land, 
among other factors. Alarmingly high maternal mor-
tality rates among indigenous women are a distinct 
reflection of this (UNDG, 2008: 2). As an example, 
in Garifuna and other communities in Honduras, 
men retain the prerogative to negotiate mortgages 
and sell property without consulting women; this 
continues in spite of the Agrarian Modernization 
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Law (1992), which states that women should have 
equal treatment and conditions in landownership 
(Huairou Commission). 

Generational issues are also of note. Many in-
digenous young have left community life (where 
physical labour is hard) in search for more ‘modern’ 
lifestyles. Their desires to become part of wider 
society has generated many identity struggles and 
feelings of disconnect between older and younger 
individuals, leading to increased communal ten-
sion. Labour shortages in the territories of origin 
have become a problem as well, with consequent 
adversities for indigenous agricultural systems. 
Poverty, unemployment and other factors of liveli-
hood insecurity have also precipitated situations 
of violence among community members, particu-
larly against women, children, and disabled per-
sons (Cripps and McGlade, 2008).

These points demonstrate how indigenous peo-
ples face challenges from both environmental and 
human-related dimensions, as well as from forces 
outside and within their own societies. Development 
programmes should consider these multiple sourc-
es of discrimination and difficulties in a holistic way. 
Along with redressing issues at the national and in-
ternational levels, in fact, they should also address 
structural discrimination issues that are internal to 
many indigenous communities. Also important is the 
need to remember that indigenous peoples are not a 
homogenous group, but part of a variety of cultures 
with different concerns and needs (Beijing Decla-
ration of Indigenous Women, 1995). Greater con-
sciousness of local dynamics is important to ensure 
that indigenous peoples’ issues are approached 
with appropriate information and caution. 

Core principles of indigenous 
peoples’ identity and advocacy

A considerable proportion of the world’s food-
insecure individuals come from indigenous com-
munities, and this number is rising. Over the years, 
indigenous groups have mobilized individually and 
collectively to affirm their rights internationally and 
to counteract the problems that threaten their live-
lihoods and identities. This call for recognition has 
evolved through several decades of engagement in 
regional and international processes, with particu-
lar emphasis on the UN system. Indigenous peo-
ples’ social and economic development concerns 
are expressed in documents such as the Mataat-
ua Declaration (1993), the Quito Declaration con-
cerning the UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (2000), the Kimberley Declaration (2002), 
the Declaration of Atitlán (2002) and the Indige-
nous Peoples’ Kyoto Water Declaration (2003). 

Although indigenous peoples around the world 
are culturally distinct, they share a number of com-
mon principles and indigenous advocates have made 
concrete advances in demanding internationally rec-
ognized rights and autonomy (as evidenced by dec-
larations and other initiatives). This allows them to 
act as a fairly united front and increase their political 
leverage. The motivation to engage the international 
system and the UN in particular arises from frequent 
difficulties in approaching the national level, which 
to them is often an alienating environment. A num-
ber of core principles to which indigenous peoples 
adhere can thus be identified. They are reported in 
the following subsections to provide a better under-
standing of indigenous peoples’ broader claims and 
points of view (UNDG, 2008).
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1) Right to development
Indigenous peoples have unique cultures and 

world views, which make their needs and aspira-
tions for the future, and therefore their concept of 
what is generally called “development”, differ from 
those of broader society. According to indigenous 
peoples, mainstream conceptions of economic 
development fail to capture the variety of human 
life; rather than promoting the distinctiveness of 
different forms of civilization, development initia-
tives tend to impose a set course of action and 
a homogenizing notion of progress. Indigenous 
peoples seek the adoption of a culturally sensitive 
approach to development, which listens to their 
appeals and includes them as legitimate and re-
spected stakeholders. 

For indigenous peoples, the right to develop-
ment is understood as their right to decide the kind 
of development that takes place on their lands and 
territories, in accordance with their own priorities 
and conceptions of well-being. The development 
goals of indigenous peoples are therefore closely 
linked to their ability to exercise decision-making in 
their communities, maintain rights over their lands 
and resources, protect the rights of groups within 
their communities, and live according to their cul-
tures and traditions. This institutional reworking is 
now commonly referred to as “development with 
identity”, and emphasizes the need to introduce 
a more holistic approach that does not ignore cul-
tural meaning and impose a predetermined devel-
opmental path. 

2) Self-determination

 “Indigenous peoples have the right of self de-

termination. By virtue of that right they freely de-

termine their political status and freely pursue their 

economic, social and cultural development.”

Source: UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples, Article 3.

One of the most fundamental components of 
this right to development is the principle of self-de-
termination. Indigenous peoples have underlined 
their desire to determine their own future in accor-
dance with their ways of life. “Self-determination” 
refers to the right of all peoples to pursue their 
economic, social and cultural development freely, 
without outside interference (UNHCHR, 1996). 
However, the nature of states and national govern-
ments makes absolute autonomy from them im-
possible, and perhaps even ill-advised, so indig-
enous peoples’ representatives and national lead-
ers are continuously involved in discussions about 
the extent and implications of such a tenet. 

The following features have been identified by 
the United Nations Development Group (UNDG) 
as reasonable expressions of self-determination 
(UNDG, 2008: 13):

Autonomy or self-government in matters relating 
to indigenous peoples’ internal and local affairs.

Respect for the principle of “free, prior and in-
formed consent” (see principle 3 below). 

Indigenous peoples’ full and effective participa-
tion at every stage of any action that may affect 
them directly or indirectly. Such participation 
may be through traditional authorities or a rep-
resentative organization.
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Formal recognition of indigenous peoples’ tradi-
tional institutions, internal justice and conflict-
resolution systems, and ways of socio-political 
organization.

Essentially, the principle of self-determination 
implies that there must be no coercion, intimida-
tion or manipulation on the part of governments or 
development practitioners. In claiming the right to 
self-determination, few indigenous peoples seek 
full independence of the nation states that now 
encompass them. They accept that a balance is 
needed between full autonomy and integration 
into the national system, but they seek new ways 
of being recognized by national laws and systems 
of decision-making that do not imply losing their 
autonomy and their values (Colchester and Mack-
ay, 2004).

3) Free, prior and informed consent
This principle demands that states and orga-

nizations obtain indigenous peoples’ permission 
before adopting and implementing legislative or 
administrative measures that may affect them. It 
emphasizes that indigenous peoples must be in-
cluded in consultation processes, that the time 
requirements for this be respected, and that infor-
mation on the likely impact of activities be provid-
ed. Consultation and participation are crucial com-
ponents of a consent process. They ensure that 
indigenous peoples’ concerns and interests match 
the objectives of the planned activity or action (Re-
port of the International Workshop on Methodolo-
gies Regarding Free Prior and Informed Consent 
E/C.19/2005/3).

“Consent must be freely given, obtained prior to 

implementation of activities and be founded upon 

an understanding of the full range of issues impli-

cated by the activity or decision in question; hence 

the formulation: free, prior and informed consent.”

Source: Colchester and Mackay, 2004: 5.

4) Human rights as collective rights
Indigenous peoples’ claims for greater sover-

eignty and recognition are grounded in a basic hu-
man rights framework. Beyond this, however, in-
digenous peoples view their rights differently from 
traditional human rights law, and demand the ac-
knowledgment of specific collective rights for the 
full articulation of their appeals. Collective rights 
are considered indispensable for the survival of in-
digenous peoples as distinct human populations. 

The collective rights of indigenous peoples in-
clude recognition of their distinctive histories, lan-
guages, identities and cultures, and of their col-
lective right to the lands, territories and natural re-
sources they have traditionally occupied and used. 
The concept also refers to indigenous peoples’ 
collectively held traditional knowledge.

Most international human rights instruments 
and national laws protect the rights of the indi-
vidual rather than a collectivity. They are often 
criticized for this (Colchester and Mackay, 2004: 
11) because the Western legal framework, which 
focuses on the individual, is not always consonant 
with other social realities; indigenous peoples are 
a clear example of this. 

The principles reported here are the basic pillars 



14

Indigenous and Tribal Peoples: Building on Biological and Cultural Diversity for Food and Livelihood Security

of indigenous peoples’ issues. They are intention-
ally broad so they can be adapted to different situ-
ations. Fundamentally, they unite all indigenous 
groups around the world, and comprise the mini-
mum standards for protecting and promoting indig-
enous livelihoods.

In sum, indigenous peoples emphasize a con-
cept of development that responds to the specific 
needs of different socio-cultural groups (including 
but not limited to their own). In their view, the domi-
nant development model has failed because of its 
“incessant pursuit of economic growth without the 
integration of cultural development, social justice 
and environmental sustainability” (Consultation 
Workshop and Dialogue on Indigenous Peoples’ 
Self-determined Development or Development with 
Identity, 2008). Instead of reducing livelihood se-
curity to the meeting of basic needs, indigenous 
peoples advocate for a more holistic view that rec-
ognizes well-being as a multidimensional condition 
defined by a range of human experiences, not only 
material, but also social, mental, spiritual and cul-
tural welfare. To create a more expansive vision of 
livelihood security, development ought to accept 
indigenous perspectives, acknowledge the unique-
ness and diversity of human experiences, and be 
tailored to respond to this variety. At the interna-
tional level, the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples and ILO Convention 169 rep-
resent the most significant affirmations in recogni-
tion of these principles.

Core Principles in Brief:

Right to development

Self-determination

Free, prior and informed consent

Human rights as collective rights



Changing of seasons artist Julietta Carimbwe
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III. THE INTERNATIONAL NORMATIVE, LEGAL 
AND INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK

Indigenous peoples’ activism has grown enor-
mously in recent decades, advancing their issues 
on a global stage and placing them on the develop-
ment agenda of many actors. Despite numerous 
challenges and conflicting opinions, the interna-
tional community has granted more space to in-
digenous peoples’ issues in recent years. Signifi-
cant steps have been made in formulating a more 
sophisticated legal and institutional framework for 
the protection of indigenous peoples’ livelihoods 
and traditional customs. The following are some of 
the most important accomplishments on this front 
since the mid-twentieth century, and constitute im-
portant building blocks for further work in this field.

The first international juridical instrument on in-
digenous peoples’ rights was ILO’s 1957 Conven-
tion No. 107, which outlined the characteristics of 
indigenous communities as distinct peoples, and 
emphasized the need to improve the living and 
working conditions of autochthonous groups (ILO, 
1957). In 1989, this document was modified and 
updated as Convention No. 169. This is a more 
comprehensive instrument covering a range of is-
sues including land rights, access to natural re-
sources, health, education, vocational training, 
conditions of employment and contacts across 
borders. It states that indigenous peoples have 
the right to decide their own priorities for develop-
ment and to participate in the development pro-
cess. It also outlines possible actions to promote 
the rights of such groups (ILO, 1989). Conventions 
107 and 169 are legally binding to the countries 
that have ratified them, giving indigenous peoples’ 
issues a significant impetus in some national and 
international circles. 

The standards set by ILO and other ground-
breaking efforts reached a decisive moment in 
September 2007, with the General Assembly’s 
adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples. After decades of consulta-
tion and negotiation, the signing of the declaration 
was a landmark event for consolidating indigenous 
peoples’ issues as an important constituent of the 
UN system, although some key countries did not 
vote to support it. It represents the minimum in-
ternational standards to be observed in relation to 
indigenous peoples, and emphasizes their rights 
to maintain traditional institutions, cultures and 
customs and to pursue development in keeping 
with their own needs and aspirations.

In addition to these documents, an institutional 
support mechanism has been established over the 
years to facilitate dialogue between indigenous 
representatives and the international community. 
Indeed, FAO’s work in relation to indigenous issues 
is part of a wider effort which involves other agen-
cies, governments, and indigenous peoples them-
selves. Efforts to link and coordinate initiatives 
related to indigenous issues are now more com-
mon and offer a good opportunity to strengthen 
collaboration on this front. In 2000, the UN cre-
ated the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues 
(UNPFII), an advisory body with a mandate to dis-
cuss indigenous issues, provide expertise and 
allow indigenous agents’ participation in interna-
tional settings.8 Establishment of the UN Special 
Rapporteur and the Inter-Agency Support Group on 
Indigenous Peoples’ Issues (IASG), in 2001 and 
2002 respectively, strengthened this institutional 
support system. The Special Rapporteur was cre-
ated by the Commission on Human Rights (now 
the Human Rights Council) and has the mandate 
to undertake country visits, report on trends and 
take up cases of human rights violations directly 
with governments. IASG was established in an 
effort to formalize the UN system’s cross-agency 

8 See the UNPFII website at www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/en/
about_us.html.
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cooperation on these issues; its main purpose is 
to provide support and guidance for mainstream-
ing indigenous peoples’ issues in UN operational 
activities by working as a task team of the UN 
Development Group (UNDG, 2008). The First and 
Second Decades of the World’s Indigenous Peo-
ple (1994 to 2004 and 2005 to 2015) have also 
helped raise awareness about indigenous peoples 
and will continue to do so in coming years (Con-
sultation Workshop and Dialogue on Indigenous 
Peoples’ Self-determined Development, 2008). 

Major accomplishments of this kind have en-
sured that the distinct legal status of indigenous 
peoples has been acknowledged at every major 
world forum since the 1992 UN Conference on 
Environment and Development (UNCED) (UNDP, 
no date). Their significance has been enshrined in 
key resolutions such as the Convention on Biologi-
cal Diversity (1992), and at important events such 
as the World Food Summit (1996), the World Food 
Summit: five years later (2002), the World Summit 
on Sustainable Development (2002) and the Inter-
national Conference on Agrarian Reform and Rural 
Development (2006). Unfortunately, many of these 
instruments and processes have not been properly 
implemented, and many indigenous groups are un-
aware of their existence and of the mechanisms by 
which they operate (Tebtebba Foundation, 2008). 
Further steps are required to reduce alienation and 
continuing rights abuses.

Indigenous peoples’ representative organiza-
tions have become increasingly vocal in their ad-
vocacy efforts, and, in recent times, international 
organizations and national governments are be-
coming more receptive and willing to compromise. 
As a lead agency in the UN system and the global 
development effort, FAO is continuously prompted 
by requests from such fora. FAO has an important 
responsibility to respond to these principles in the 

areas closest to its mandate. Given the growing ur-
gency of such threats as climate change and natu-
ral resource degradation, the development of rural 
areas inhabited by marginalized groups demands 
more fervent action.

The UN Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
and FAO’s Mandate

The following articles of the Declaration have 

particular relevance for FAO as they concern issues 

that relate to FAO’s mandate, technical expertise 

and status as a UN organization.

“Article 3. Indigenous peoples have the right to 

self-determination. By virtue of that right they freely 

determine their political status and freely pursue 

their economic, social and cultural development.

“Article 10. Indigenous peoples shall not be forc-

ibly removed from their lands or territories. No relo-

cation shall take place without the free, prior and 

informed consent of the indigenous peoples con-

cerned and after agreement on just and fair com-

pensation and, where possible, with the option of 

return.

“Article 20 1. Indigenous peoples have the right 

to maintain and develop their political, economic 

and social systems or institutions, to be secure in 

the enjoyment of their own means of subsistence 
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and development, and to engage freely in all their 

traditional and other economic activities.

“Article 25. Indigenous peoples have the right to 

maintain and strengthen their distinctive spiritual re-

lationship with their traditionally owned or otherwise 

occupied and used lands, territories, waters and 

coastal seas and other resources and to uphold their 

responsibilities to future generations in this regard.

“Article 26 1. Indigenous peoples have the right 

to the lands, territories and resources which they 

have traditionally owned, occupied or otherwise 

used or acquired.

“Article 29 1. Indigenous peoples have the right 

to the conservation and protection of the environ-

ment and the productive capacity of their lands or 

territories and resources. States shall establish and 

implement assistance programmes for indigenous 

peoples for such conservation and protection, with-

out discrimination.

“Article 31 1. Indigenous peoples have the right 

to maintain, control, protect and develop their cul-

tural heritage, traditional knowledge and traditional 

cultural expressions, as well as the manifestations 

of their sciences, technologies and cultures, includ-

ing human and genetic resources, seeds, medi-

cines, knowledge of the properties of fauna and 

flora, oral traditions, literatures, designs, sports and 

traditional games and visual and performing arts. 

They also have the right to maintain, control, protect 

and develop their intellectual property over such cul-

tural heritage, traditional knowledge, and traditional 

cultural expressions.

“Article 32 1. Indigenous peoples have the right 

to determine and develop priorities and strategies 

for the development or use of their lands or territo-

ries and other resources.

“Article 41. The organs and specialized agencies 

of the United Nations system and other inter-govern-

mental organizations shall contribute to the full real-

ization of the provisions of this Declaration through 

the mobilization, inter alia, of financial cooperation 

and technical assistance. Ways and means of en-

suring participation of indigenous peoples on issues 

affecting them shall be established.

“Article 42. The United Nations, its bodies, in-

cluding the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 

and specialized agencies, including at the country 

level, and States shall promote respect for and full 

application of the provisions of this Declaration and 

follow up the effectiveness of this Declaration.”



Vendiendo papas y lunas artist Roberto Mamani Mamani
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IV. FAO AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

FAO’s mandate is to pursue food security for 
those whose livelihood prospects are threatened 
by chronic poverty, scarce access to resources, en-
vironmental degradation and other socio-economic 
difficulties, including discrimination and marginal-
ization from opportunities for production. The pro-
tection of environmental resources from natural 
or human-induced degradation complements this 
primary purpose, as food production and other live-
lihood necessities depend on the continued pres-
ence of healthy and bountiful ecosystems. In addi-
tion, the need to safeguard traditional agricultural 
systems receives increasing attention, because 
many of these systems offer good examples of 
sustainability and local acceptance. This chapter 
discusses the relevance of indigenous peoples to 
FAO’s mission and demonstrates the benefits that 
may arise from efforts to preserve the relationship 
between cultural and biological diversity.

Why is it important to engage 
indigenous peoples in  
development work?

At the core of FAO’s mission are efforts to ad-
dress livelihood insecurity through a food and agri-
culture-centred approach. The focus of its activities 
is rural areas, which are the heart of agricultural 
production and are inhabited by the world’s most 
vulnerable populations. Indigenous groups should 
be a particular concern in rural development be-
cause they often live as marginal populations with-
in marginal areas. It is in this context that FAO is 
making more concerted efforts to work with indig-
enous communities. As their difficulties continue 
to intensify, it is imperative that more be done 
to secure the livelihoods of indigenous peoples 

and to ensure that development processes do not 
harm or exclude them.

Most indigenous peoples live in remote and 
risk-prone environments and are dependent on pri-
mary means of production. Their economies are 
often based on subsistence activities, making nat-
ural resources and biodiversity indispensable for 
meeting their daily needs. Many indigenous com-
munities lack basic assets such as access to land, 
credit, technological inputs and other means of 
production, and have even less access to markets 
and policy-making circles. This, coupled with the 
steady decline of biodiversity, is making it increas-
ingly difficult for indigenous peoples to guarantee 
their individual and collective livelihood.

 Indigenous peoples’ socio-cultural lifestyles 
are also increasingly threatened by environmen-
tal degradation and continued discrimination. As 
mentioned, one of the defining characteristics of 
indigenous groups is a historical and self-identified 
relationship with the environment. Land and natu-
ral resources are woven into the social fabric of 
indigenous peoples’ customs, spiritual traditions 
and social relations, as well as their economic un-
dertakings. This special bond means that the envi-
ronment is directly related to indigenous peoples’ 
sense of being. Hence, the loss of environmental 
resources is contributing to the loss of indigenous 
identity. The international community must con-
front this multiple layer of hardship to preserve the 
cultural and biological diversity which undergird 
the livelihoods of so many peoples.
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FAO, Indigenous Peoples and the 
Millennium Development Goals

FAO is dedicated to promoting rural develop-

ment and facilitating achievement of the 1996 

World Food Summit goal of eradicating hunger. The 

Organization is a world centre for food and agricul-

ture-related information and a forum for policy dia-

logue among nations and organizations. Its work 

in these areas complements activities aimed at 

achieving the MDGs.

The MDGs most relevant to FAO’s mission are:

MDG 1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hun-

ger: FAO’s programmes contribute to all dimen-

sions of food security: availability, access, sta-

bility and utilization of safe and nutritious food.

MDG 7. Ensure environmental sustainabil-

ity: FAO’s activities are designed to address the 

sustainable development of threatened environ-

ments and assist those living in marginal areas 

with livelihood support programmes based on 

sound ecosystem management principles.

MDG 8. Develop a global partnership for 

development: For example working with its mem-

bers and the World Trade Organization (WTO), 

FAO seeks to create an open, fair and rules-

based multilateral trading system, particularly 

through its support to food, agricultural and 

overall trade policies conducive to food security.

Although these three MDGs are specifically 

and directly related to FAO’s mandate, important 

effects also stem from work related to the other 

goals; these cover the empowerment of women 

(MDG 3), access to primary education (MDG 2), 

decreases in child mortality (MDG 4), the better-

ment of maternal health (MDG 5), and the combat-

ing of diseases (MDG 6). Positive effects in these 

fields are generated primarily by work addressing 

economic and political discrimination, as well as 

hunger and malnutrition. 

For more information see: www.fao.org/mdg/. 

How cultural and biological 
diversity can support FAO’s  
efforts for food and livelihood 
security

The best working relationships are those that 
are mutually beneficial, and indigenous groups 
have much to offer despite their widespread con-
ditions of poverty and disadvantage. Participatory 
approaches to development are based on the be-
lief that local people have special knowledge about 
their own conditions and surroundings, and that 
interventions should therefore build on local ca-
pacities in order to be better integrated with local 
settings. Many FAO projects maintain a people-
centred focus in an effort to foster the potential of 
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development programme recipients. What benefits 
can be derived from increased cooperation be-
tween UN agencies, such as FAO, and indigenous 
groups? What kind of expertise do these groups 
have to offer?

Indigenous peoples are creators, providers and 
conservers of cultural and biological diversity. On 
their own, indigenous groups account for most of 
the world’s cultural diversity. Not only is the pres-
ervation of human heterogeneity an important 
factor in and of itself, but indigenous peoples are 
also directly responsible for some of the most eco-
logically sustainable activities known around the 
world. Studies demonstrate that many of the ar-
eas of highest biodiversity on earth are inhabited 
by indigenous peoples. The “Biological 17” – the 
17 nations that are home to more than two-thirds 
of the world’s biological resources – are also the 
traditional territories of most of its indigenous peo-
ples (UNHCHR, no date).9 The interdependence be-
tween the extensiveness of plant and animal spe-
cies and the resource management practices of 
indigenous peoples demonstrates the indigenous 
contribution to biodiversity. 

“...while proof of conservation success is ul-

timately biological, conservation itself is a social 

and political process, not a biological process. An 

assessment of conservation requires therefore an 

assessment of social and political institutions that 

contribute to, or threaten, conservation...”

Source: Alcom, 1994.

9 The Biological 17 are Australia, Brazil, China, Colombia, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ecuador, India, Indonesia, 
Madagascar, Malaysia, Mexico, Peru, the Philippines, South Africa, 
Papua New Guinea, the United States and Venezuela.

Most indigenous groups demonstrate a socially 
ingrained capacity for environmental conservation, 
which is based on their spiritual, cultural, social 
and economic relationship with land and, more 
generally, nature. Traditional customs and 
practices reflect both an attachment to the land 
and an entrenched sense of responsibility to 
preserve it for future generations (UNHCHR, 
no date). This special bond is common to all 
indigenous communities, which affirms the 
importance of recognizing and protecting them 
as a distinct socio-cultural group. However, 
widespread discrimination and misperceptions 
have often prevented indigenous peoples from 
taking advantage of their most important asset, 
their local knowledge. Indeed, they are often 
considered “backwards” and viewed as only the 
passive recipients of development initiatives 
which try to redress the historical wrongdoings to 
which they have been subjected, and which have 
created structural inequality in resources and 
opportunities. Indigenous peoples’ importance in 
maintaining and conserving the world’s biodiversity 
must also be recognized (Toledo, 2001). Their 
knowledge may provide valuable insights for 
integrating more sustainable methods into the 
management of environmental resources. It could 
also help identify alternative and locally sensitive 
methods for adapting to climate change and 
mitigating its risks. Capitalizing on this expertise 
could lead to more fruitful development outcomes 
for both indigenous peoples and the international 
community, because the world as a whole stands 
to benefit from a healthier and diverse biological 
system. 
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FAO’s current work on indigenous 
peoples’ issues

As FAO is the lead UN agency for agriculture, 
forestry, fisheries, livestock, rural development 
and food security, its work is crucial to indige-
nous peoples. The Organization has collaborated 
frequently with Non-Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs) active in this area, and with other UN agen-
cies such as the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD) and ILO. As recommended by 
the Declaration of Atitlàn, which emerged from the 
indigenous peoples’ 2002 consultation in Atitlàn, 
Guatemala, FAO established an inter-divisional 
working group to ensure that indigenous peoples’ 
issues are considered during the development and 
implementation of policies that affect their food 
security and food sovereignty. More than 50 FAO 
staff members from different technical depart-
ments and regional specializations meet regularly 
to discuss and exchange experiences. The working 
group collaborates closely with UNPFII and IASG, 
providing an internal forum aimed at increasing 
awareness and commitment. A FAO focal point 
has also been instituted for greater inter-agency 
collaboration and information exchange. The fol-
lowing subsections outline the key thematic areas 
that frame some of FAO’s work regarding indige-
nous issues. These areas are derived from existing 
activities that coincide with indigenous peoples’ in-
terests, and provide an excellent basis for further 
work. 

Environment, biodiversity and genetic 
resources 

The Commission on Genetic Resources for 
Food and Agriculture (CGRFA) was established by 
the FAO Conference as a permanent forum where 
governments discuss and negotiate matters rel-
evant to genetic resources, which are crucial in 
feeding the world’s population.10 The commission 
was established in 1983 as the Commission on 
Plant Genetic Resources, broadening its mandate 
in 1995 to cover all biodiversity components of 
relevance to food and agriculture. Its main objec-
tives are to ensure the conservation and sustain-
able utilization of these resources, and the fair 
and equitable sharing of their benefits.11 One of 
CGRFA’s major achievements is the International 
Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and 
Agriculture (ITPGRFA), which was negotiated over 
seven years before being adopted in 2001 by the 
FAO Conference. ITPGRFA is a binding treaty which 
formally recognizes the enormous contribution that 
local and indigenous communities and farmers of 
all regions, particularly those in centres of origin 
and crop diversity, have made and will continue to 
make to the conservation and development of the 
resources that constitute the basis of the world’s 
food and agriculture production. 

10 Genetic resources are the raw material that farmers and plant 
breeders use to improve the quality and productivity of crops or 
livestock. 

11 For more information see www.fao.org/ag/cgrfa/ 
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International Treaty on Plant
Genetic Resources for Food 
and Agriculture (2001)

The following clauses are relevant to indige-

nous peoples. 

“Article 5 – Conservation, Exploration, Collection, 

Characterization, Evaluation and Documentation of 

Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture. 

d) Promote in situ conservation of wild crop relatives 

and wild plants for food production, including in pro-

tected areas, by supporting, inter alia, the efforts of 

indigenous and local communities.

“Article 9 – Farmers’ Rights. 9.1 The Contracting 

Parties recognize the enormous contribution that 

the local and indigenous communities and farm-

ers of all regions of the world, particularly those in 

the centres of origin and crop diversity, have made 

and will continue to make for the conservation and 

development of plant genetic resources which con-

stitute the basis of food and agriculture production 

throughout the world.”

Under the aegis of CGRFA, FAO also convened 
the International Technical Conference on Animal 
Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture in Sep-
tember 2007. At Interlaken, Switzerland, the confer-
ence adopted the Global Plan of Action for Animal 
Genetic Resources and the Interlaken Declaration 
on Animal Genetic Resources.12 Both instruments 
were endorsed by the Thirty-Fourth Session of the 
FAO Conference as a major contribution from FAO 

12 For more information see www.fao.org/ag/againfo/programmes/en/
genetics/documents/interlaken/gpa_en.pdf

to the overall international framework on agricultur-
al biodiversity. Both also recognize indigenous and 
local communities’ important contributions to the 
conservation of animal genetic resources and the 
domestication of animal breeds for productive use. 

Today, food security and rural development are 
being compromised by the continuing loss of plant 
and animal genetic resources and the erosion of 
knowledge on how to use them. Food security is 
not only a matter of conserving species and eco-
systems; it is also diminished by the loss of tra-
ditional agricultural cultures, which results in the 
loss of important information and skills (personal 
communication, Dr Shakeel Bhatti, ITPGR Secre-
tary, October 2008). As the Global Plan of Action 
states, many local breeds, especially those held by 
poor farmers in harsh environments in developing 
countries, probably contain many valuable adap-
tive traits, but these have not been sufficiently 
characterized, and considerable value may be lost 
with their extinction. FAO’s CGRFA has thus made 
an important step in recognizing the significance 
of indigenous peoples as custodians of genetic re-
sources and keepers of valuable information. 

Global Plan of Action 

“The historic contribution of indigenous and lo-

cal communities to animal genetic diversity, and the 

knowledge systems that manage these resources, 

needs to be recognized, and their continuity sup-

ported.” 
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Interlaken Declaration 

“… the Commission and its member countries 

affirm that “[local and indigenous communities and 

farmers, pastoralists and animal breeders] should 

participate in the fair and equitable sharing of ben-

efits arising from the utilization of animal genetic re-

sources for food and agriculture.” This includes the 

“… desirability, as appropriate, subject to national 

legislation, of respecting, preserving and maintain-

ing traditional knowledge relevant to animal breeding 

and production as a contribution to sustainable liveli-

hoods, and the need for the participation of all stake-

holders in making decisions... on [related] matters.” 

Land and natural resources 
Land is a fundamental production factor; with-

out it, rural populations cannot meet their daily 
needs and ensure their long-term survival. As 
mostly rural residents, indigenous peoples are 
strongly drawn into this dynamic; land and natural 
resource availability constitute the basis of their 
economic livelihood and are the source of their 
spiritual, cultural and social identity. However, 
this inextricable relationship to land has often 
been denied or ignored. Many indigenous peoples 
have long suffered dispossession, expropriation or 
forced removal (without compensation) from tradi-
tional lands and sacred sites (UNHCHR, no date). 
This is a major problem for indigenous peoples all 
over the world, whose notions of land rights are 
often very different. Lands are commonly seen not 
as individual or marketable properties with defined 
boundaries and ownership titles, but as broad  

territories to which people belong and towards 
which they have a sense of responsibility and heri-
tage. For indigenous peoples, the boundaries of 
such lands are not tightly defined by mapped coor-
dinates, but are frequently nebulous and shifting 
(Colchester and Mackay, 2004: 8). 

Kimberly Declaration (2002) 

“As peoples, we reaffirm our rights to self-deter-

mination and to own, control and manage our an-

cestral lands and territories, waters and other re-

sources. Our lands and territories are at the core of 

our existence – we are the land and the land is us; 

we have a distinct spiritual and material relationship 

with our lands and territories and they are inextri-

cably linked to our survival and to the preservation 

and further development of our knowledge systems 

and cultures, conservation and sustainable use of 

biodiversity and ecosystem management.” 

These conceptions of ownership and entitlement 
obviously run counter to the nation state paradigm 
and the clear delineation of national boundaries. 
In an effort to harmonize their own practices with 
the standards of governments, indigenous peoples 
have begun to implement mapping systems as a 
means of asserting and defining land claims. Al-
though ancestral rights to land are a cornerstone of 
indigenous peoples’ livelihoods, few countries have 
taken concrete steps to recognize and grant land 
rights to indigenous communities. Reasons for this 
include lack of political will, legal obstructions and 
complications, and persistent discrimination. FAO 
is involved in a number of consultative initiatives 
to reinforce indigenous peoples’ land demarcation 
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and tenure security. Participatory mapping tech-
niques can be useful tools in negotiating the recog-
nition of indigenous peoples’ rights to their lands, 
waters and resources. They permit indigenous 
groups to “speak the language of the state” while 
asserting their entitlement to certain geographical 
locations (Chapin, Mac and Threlkeld, 2001). This 
helps indigenous groups and government authori-
ties to find compromises for an issue that is often 
highly conflict-ridden.

FAO has supported land tenure issues through 
the years. One of the most successful demarca-
tion initiatives took place in post-conflict Angola, 
where colonial legacies and post-independence 
difficulties have created a situation of disturbed 
access and land use. Weak property entitlements, 
land rights and security of tenure threaten people’s 
ability to make a living, with consequences for the 
country’s social stability. In the absence of land 
access, rural dwellers especially have faced innu-
merable obstacles to their personal and collective 
development. Most indigenous communities in 
Southern Africa belong to the San population. Until 
recently, Angolan San had never been able to par-
ticipate in public, political and legislative process-
es. Recognizing this inequity, and in response to 
growing poverty among indigenous Angolans, FAO 
partnered with other organizations and the Ministry 
of Agriculture and Rural Development to support a 
land delimitation project for the San community of 
Mupenbati, in the municipality of Quipongo.

Building on the efforts of local and international 
NGOs (Trocaire Angola, WIMSA- Working Group of 
Indigenous Minorities in Southern Africa) and in 
partnership with other actors, including OCADEC 
(Organização Cristã de Apoio ao Desenvolvimento 
Comunitário) and the government of Huila prov-
ince, FAO engaged in a participatory rural appraisal 
(PRA) to determine the location and extent of land 

owed to the San. The methodology involved three 
phases: understanding the San’s history of settle-
ment in the area; understanding social hierarchy 
and defining stakeholder roles; and identifying the 
community’s boundaries through consensus with 
neighbouring populations. With funds from the Ital-
ian government and the European Union, the proj-
ect ran from 2005 until April 2007, resulting in land 
title being granted for an area of 1 389 ha. In ac-
cordance with the Angolan legal framework estab-
lished by Law 9 of 2004, the local Mupenbati San 
community is now recognized as rightful owners of 
the designated territory. In the words of the Mu-
penbati San leader, “For me, it means everything” 
(personal communication, Paolo Groppo, FAO Land 
Tenure System Analysis Officer). 

Land demarcation and land titling are an inte-
gral part of local development and FAO will continue 
efforts of this kind to increase the opportunities for 
development elsewhere.

Agricultural heritage, cultural diversity and 
traditional knowledge

Approximately 80 percent of the world’s remain-
ing biodiversity is found in indigenous peoples’ ter-
ritories, indicating a fundamental interdependence 
between the abundance of plant and animal spe-
cies and the resource management practices of 
these populations (Toledo, 2001). In 2002, FAO’s 
Globally Important Agricultural Heritage Systems 
(GIAHS) programme set out to document notewor-
thy local production and management systems, 
many of which belong to indigenous peoples. GIAHS 
are “remarkable land-use systems and landscapes 
that are rich in globally significant biodiversity evolv-
ing from the co-adaptation of a community with 
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its environment and its needs and aspirations for 
sustainable development.” Building on local knowl-
edge and experience, these ingenious agricultural 
systems reflect the evolution of humanity and its 
harmony with nature. They result in landscapes of 
outstanding aesthetic beauty, and the maintenance 
of biodiversity, resilient ecosystems and valuable 
cultural inheritance; above all, they provide multiple 
goods and services, food and livelihood security, 
and quality of life. The dynamic human management 
strategies that allow these ecosystem services and 
livelihood strategies to persist are characterized by 
continuous technological and cultural innovation, 
transfer and exchange. 

Over the last few decades, local diversified ag-
ricultural systems are increasingly jeopardized by 
pressure from large-scale ventures, monocropping 
practices and domestication of exotic species, 
which have had negative consequences such as 
the adoption of unsustainable techniques, the over-
exploitation of resources, and declining productiv-
ity. Unless local agricultural systems are supported 
against such threats, increasing numbers of rural 
communities will die out in the wake of industrial-
ization and modernization. These sites of biologi-
cal and cultural wealth are a global resource, which 
should be preserved.

The GIAHS programme is built on the 
understanding that throughout history human 
beings, among which indigenous peoples, have 
secured their own survival by domesticating plants 
and animals and shaping harsh environments. 
Generations of indigenous peoples have developed 
and transmitted systems that overcome extreme 
climatic conditions, geographic and political isolation, 
and scarcity of material assets such as natural 
resources or government subsidies. The GIAHS 
programme aims to establish global recognition 
of the world’s most important sites of agricultural 

heritage; ultimately, it seeks to help preserve local 
(including indigenous) farming systems and their 
associated landscapes, biodiversity, knowledge 
systems and cultures. GIAHS pilot sites were 
identified during the preparatory phase (2002 
to 2006) in Peru, Chile, China, the Philippines, 
Tunisia, Morocco and Algeria. In the subsequent 
seven years (2007 to 2014) the pilot projects will 
implement conservation practices aimed at helping 
to preserve the systems and their components, 
including cultural livelihoods.13 

One of the most important GIAHS pilot sites is 
the island of Chiloé in Chile’s lake region. The Chiloé 
archipelago is an extraordinary biodiversity reserve, 
whose temperate rain forests hold a wide range of 
endangered plant and animal species. For local pop-
ulations, these resources provide food, medicines, 
dyes and other elements for physical and cultural 
well-being. The indigenous Huilliche populations in-
habiting the area still cultivate about 200 varieties of 
native potatoes, following ancestral practices trans-
mitted orally by generations of farmers, mostly wom-
en. However, their livelihoods are being threatened by 
persisting marginalization, lack of secure land titles, 
and environmental degradation caused by forest 
concessions, water pollution and uncontrolled tour-
ism development. New income-generating activities, 
such as intensive fish farming in the island lakes and 
inner sea, are leading to a dramatic outflow of male 
and female labour from the agriculture sector, result-
ing in the abandonment of traditional agricultural 
practices. These changes jeopardize biodiversity 
conservation activities that are beneficial not only 
to Chilotes, but also to global genetic biodiversity. 
The GIAHS programme will help design policies for 
resource conservation, build institutions able to up-
hold sustainable practices, and engage in sensitiza-
tion activities at the local and national levels.

13 See www.fao.org/sd/giahs
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What Experts Say about GIAHS 

“The agricultural heritage systems are unique 

in as much as they represent a fascinating story 

of man’s ability and ingenuity to adjust and adapt 

to the vagaries of a changing physical and mate-

rial environment from generation to generation and 

leave indelible imprints of an abiding commitment to 

conservation and respect for the natural patrimony. 

Their other unique characteristics include their ethi-

cal, religious and aesthetic values, respect for the 

rights of indigenous and traditional peoples, their 

relation with biodiversity, the richness of their natu-

ral and cultural diversity, and their deep reservoirs 

of knowledge and experience, all of which are of tre-

mendous importance for human resilience.”

Patricia L. Howard, Wageningen University,  

the Netherlands (2008)

“GIAHS have resulted not only in outstanding 

aesthetic beauty, maintenance of globally significant 

agricultural biodiversity, resilient ecosystems and 

valuable cultural inheritance, but above all, in the 

sustained provision of multiple goods and services, 

food and livelihood security and quality of life for 

millions of people. Despite the onrush of moderniza-

tion and economic change, a few traditional agricul-

tural management and knowledge systems still sur-

vive. These systems exhibit important elements of 

sustainability, namely, they are well adapted to their 

particular environment, rely on local resources, are 

small-scale and decentralized, and tend to conserve 

the natural resource base. Therefore, these systems 

comprise a Neolithic legacy of considerable impor-

tance, yet modern agriculture constantly threat-

ens the sustainability of this inheritance. Because 

of their significance and the wealth and breadth 

of accumulated knowledge and experience in the 

management and use of resources that GIAHS rep-

resent, it is imperative that they be considered glob-

ally significant resources and should be protected 

and preserved as well as allowed to evolve. Such 

ecological and cultural resource is of fundamental 

value for the future of humankind.”

Miguel A. Altieri, University of Berkeley, 

California, United States (2008)
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FAO’s Local indigenous Knowledge Systems 
(LinKS) project ran from 1998 to 2006 as a regional 
Eastern and Southern African effort aimed at raising 
awareness about how rural men and women use and 
manage biodiversity. It highlighted the importance of 
indigenous knowledge systems in managing natural 
resource variety and achieving food security. For ex-
ample, it is estimated that up to 90 percent of the 
planting material used by poor farmers is derived 
from seeds and germplasm that they have produced, 
selected and saved themselves. The LinKS project 
demonstrated that small rural farmers have a signifi-
cant role in preserving and promoting biodiversity for 
the benefit of food and livelihood security.14 

One LinKS study focused on the role of indig-
enous knowledge in range management and forage 
plants for improving livestock productivity and lo-
cal food security. It found that indigenous Maasai 
pastoral communities have enormous knowledge 
of animal health, management and productivity. 
For example, the Maasai monitor rainfall patterns 
using indigenous techniques such as the observa-
tion of tree flowering patterns. They also possess a 
profound knowledge of local resource variety; plant 
species are identified and assessed to determine 
their effects on animals’ nutrition and vigour, and 
used in ethno-veterinary practices that contribute 
to community health and well-being. Although live-
stock production is usually perceived as a man’s 
domain, the study revealed that women also play an 
important role, and are responsible for such tasks 
as milking and looking after sick animals. Given 
their thorough understanding of livestock practices, 
women are often consulted by their husbands re-
garding the selection of cows for breeding. Maasai 
women are experts on livestock progeny records 
and advise male heads of households about milk 
yield, animal temperament, maternal behaviour and 

14 See www.fao.org/sd/links

fertility traits. Although they do not have legal claim 
over livestock, because ownership is generally vest-
ed in men, women contribute significant knowledge, 
which should be recognized. Maasai knowledge 
is usually passed down to younger generations by 
word of mouth, practice and social interactions 
among community members. It is important that lo-
cal gender–differentiated expertise be validated so 
that future generations can continue to rely on it to 
meet their daily needs (FAO, 2006).

Cultural indicators and awareness
An important part of FAO’s work with indigenous 

issues is analysis of indigenous peoples’ socio-
economic conditions and study of the factors that 
influence their ability to secure food and livelihoods 
(FAO, 2007). An expanding area of interest is the 
development of indicators that define indigenous 
peoples’ social forms and track the quality of their 
living circumstances. Lack of data results in indig-
enous peoples’ realities being misrepresented, 
and conceals the truth about the structural disad-
vantages which many of them face. Without good 
facts and figures, there is no firm basis for deter-
mining development priorities and effective pro-
grammes. Data must be collected with care and in 
accordance with local realities. Beginning in 2002 
and in partnership with the International Indian 
Treaty Council (IITC), FAO’s Sustainable Agriculture 
and Rural Development (SARD) initiative has de-
veloped cultural indicators for indigenous peoples’ 
food and agro-ecological systems. These markers 
examine the relationship between indigenous cul-
ture and food and agro-ecological systems, and 
the extent to which they validate indigenous peo-
ples’ perceptions. Questionnaire surveys and con-
sultations were first initiated to help identify the 
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relevant criteria. These were reviewed by 30 rep-
resentatives of indigenous peoples’ organizations 
and nations and representatives of UN agencies at 
the 2nd Global Consultation on the Right to Food, 
Food Security and Food Sovereignty for Indigenous 
Peoples (Bilwi, Puerto Cabezas, Nicaragua, 2006). 
Subsequently, the markers have been consolidat-
ed into the following five main categories, which 
form the basis for continued work in this area:

Access to, security for and integrity of lands, ter-
ritories, natural resources, sacred sites and cer-
emonial areas used for traditional food produc-
tion, harvesting and/or gathering and related 
cultural and ceremonial purposes. 

Abundance, scarcity and/or threats regarding 
traditional seeds, plant foods and medicines, 
food animals, and the cultural practices associ-
ated with their protection and survival.

Use and transmission of methods, knowledge, 
language, ceremonies, dances, prayers, oral 
histories, stories and songs related to tradi-
tional foods and subsistence practices, and the 
continued use of traditional foods in daily diets 
and cultural/ceremonial practices. 

Indigenous peoples’ capacity for adaptability, re-
silience and/or restoration regarding traditional 
food use and production in response to chang-
ing conditions that include migration, displace-
ment, urbanization and environmental changes. 

Indigenous peoples’ ability to exercise and im-
plement their rights, including self-determina-
tion and free, prior and informed consent, and 
self-government structures to promote and de-
fend their food sovereignty and related aspects 
of their development.

 The indicators are designed to enable indig-
enous peoples monitor the impacts of some key 
trends and development interventions on their 
lives, help policy makers and development prac-
titioners to understand, recognize and respect di-
mensions of indigenous peoples’ livelihoods that 
are important for them, and promote improved 
understanding, transparency and accountability 
between indigenous peoples and those working to 
assist and support them (Woodley et al., 2008). 
This initiative is grounded in the recognition that 
cultural indicators can provide a valuable, practi-
cal basis for developing a common understanding 
about the role of culture in sustaining food and 
agro-ecological systems, and thereby community 
health, development and well-being.15

Food security, right to food and nutrition
On several occasions, particularly through the 

Atitlán Declaration of 2002, indigenous organiza-
tions have stressed that many indigenous peoples 
face extremely high risks of food insecurity. Al-
though precise estimates are difficult to acquire, 
there is evidence to support the claim that indig-
enous groups suffer disproportionately high lev-
els of poverty and hunger. Besides having to con-
tend with frequent episodes of discrimination and 
abuse, which hinder their possibilities for produc-
tive labour, indigenous peoples also have to deal 
with increasing environmental degradation and nat-
ural resource depletion. In response, indigenous 
peoples have emphasized that rights to land, wa-
ter and territory, as well as to self-determination, 
are essential for the full realization of their food se-
curity and food sovereignty. The concept of “food 

15 See the FAO SARD Initiative website at www.fao.org/sard/en/
init/964/2687/2453/index.html. 
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sovereignty” was originally coined by members of 
the Via Campesina organization in 1996, and gen-
erally refers to the right of peoples to define their 
own food, agriculture, livestock and fisheries sys-
tems, rather than having them subject mainly to 
market forces and other exogenous dynamics. For 
indigenous peoples, food security goes beyond the 
mere satisfaction of physical needs; their concep-
tion of right to food is closely linked to the fulfil-
ment of cultural rights, where food security implies 
not only access to adequate food quantities and 
nutrition, but also the right to choose what they eat 
and to prepare it according to traditional methods.

FAO’s Right to Food Unit was established in 
2005 as a follow-up to adoption of the Voluntary 
Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realization 
of the Right to Adequate Food in the Context of 
National Food Security (known as the Right to Food 
Guidelines).16 These were adopted unanimously by 
the FAO Council in November 2004 and recom-
mend practical steps for implementing the right 
to food at the national level. The Right to Food 
Guidelines are highly relevant to policies and prac-
tices affecting indigenous peoples. They refer to 
indigenous peoples and indigenous communities 
explicitly, but also implicitly as members of vulner-
able groups. 

Realization of the right to food is closely con-
tingent on the socio-political and economic con-
ditions to which people are subject, making the 
issues of natural resource access and discrimina-
tion extremely relevant to indigenous peoples’ abil-
ity to achieve food security and realize their right to 
food. As a result, the conjunction between the right 
to food and indigenous groups requires particular 
attention (www.fao.org/righttofood). A publication 
from the Right to Food Unit offers a comprehensive 

16 See www.fao.org/docrep/008/y5906m/y5906m08.htm. 

analysis of the relevance of the right to food for 
indigenous peoples. As well as being necessary 
for livelihoods, therefore, food-related practices 
are an important aspect of cultural integrity and a 
necessary component of “development with iden-
tity” (Knuth, 2008).

Specific Example of the
Right to Food Guidelines 
and Indigenous Peoples

“Guideline 8.1. Access to resources and assets. 

States should facilitate sustainable, non-discrimina-

tory and secure access and utilization of resources 

consistent with their national law and with interna-

tional law and protect the assets that are important 

for people’s livelihoods. States should respect and 

protect the rights of individuals with respect to re-

sources such as land, water, forests, fisheries and 

livestock without any discrimination. Where neces-

sary and appropriate, States should carry out land 

reforms and other policy reforms consistent with 

their human rights obligations and in accordance 

with the rule of law in order to secure efficient and 

equitable access to land and to strengthen proper 

growth. Special attention may be given to groups 

such as pastoralists and indigenous people and their 

relation to natural resources.”
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In collaboration with the Centre for Indigenous 
Peoples’ Nutrition and Environment (CINE) at McGill 
University (Montreal, Canada), FAO has also been 
involved in documenting indigenous peoples’ food 
systems and nutrition status. Despite their wealth 
of local expertise and traditional knowledge, the 
conditions to which indigenous peoples are sub-
ject often cause nutritional deficiencies and poor 
health states. A recent publication documenting 
12 case studies from around the world demon-
strates the inherent strengths of local traditional 
food systems and explains the circumstances that 
have caused negative nutrition transitions in many 
indigenous communities, including the influx of in-
dustrial and purchased food (FAO, 2008). The case 
studies – from Canada, Japan, Peru, India, Nige-
ria, Colombia, Thailand, Kenya and the Federated 
States of Micronesia – focus on the fundamental 
relationships among people, traditional food prac-
tices and their supporting ecosystems. Together, 
these elements underpin the food security and 
health status of local populations, so each is es-
sential to people’s physical and cultural preserva-
tion, as well as to the principle of food sovereignty. 

The studies found that the numbers of locally 
available food species varied considerably depend-
ing on the ecosystem and socio-political context. 
The following table shows the quantities of daily 
food intake derived from traditional sources, and 
the impressive resource variety inherent to indig-
enous communities’ environments. 

Percentages of Adult Dietary 
Energy Supplied by Traditional 
Food and Numbers of Species/
Varieties in Food Systems (CINE)

Indigenous group % daily 

energy 

derived from 

local food 

systems 

Number of 

species/

varieties

Awajun (Peru) 93 223
Bhil (India) 59 95
Dalit (India) 43 329
Gwich’in (Canada) 33 50
Igbo (Nigeria) 96 220
Ingano (Colombia) 47 160
Inuit (Canada) 41 79
Karen (Thailand) 85 387
Maasai (Kenya) 6 35
Nuxalk (Canada) 30 67
Pohnpei (Micronesia) 27 381

Source: CINE. 
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The ultimate goal of this joint project is to docu-
ment successful food-based strategies to help 
protect the health status of indigenous peoples 
using their own food traditions. Such an approach 
ensures better health and livelihood outcomes 
from the cultural, biological and financial perspec-
tives, contributing to the long-term sustainability of 
indigenous communities and natural ecosystems.

Economic opportunity and sustainable 
enterprise development

As part of efforts to create an enabling envi-
ronment for economic employment and livelihood 
security, the rural development section of FAO’s 
Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific (FAORAP) 
has been involved in cooperative enterprise initia-
tives with indigenous Lawa and Karen women in 
northern Thailand. Although many aspects of their 
socio-economic situation have improved in recent 
years, modernization and influence from the low-
lands have brought rapid changes in life patterns, 
and traditional agricultural self-sufficiency can of-
ten no longer be sustained. As a consequence, 
highland communities are suffering deterioration 
in such key areas as agriculture, employment and 
socio-cultural values. FAORAP’s entrepreneurial 
and institutional capacity building projects aim to 
stimulate or strengthen the socio-economic devel-
opment of remote communities.

For example, in collaboration with the Savings 
and Credit Union of Thailand (CULT), FAO provided 
support to develop local women’s savings groups 
into production and marketing groups for textile 
products with original ethnic designs. In consulta-
tion with FAO and local experts, CULT produced a 
handbook on small enterprises for hilltribe people 

in Thailand, which is available to anyone engaged 
in promoting small and medium community en-
terprises. The handbook has been disseminated 
through technical training and marketing linkages 
provided by the CULT women’s enterprise centre.17 
The Hill Tribe Development Project thus brought to-
gether development practitioners, local NGOs and 
indigenous groups to create income-generating 
activities and a foundation for longer-term sustain-
ability. A recent assessment by a FAORAP officer 
reports that some women’s groups have continued 
to produce and sell their goods, and the women-
led cooperative marketing model continued to 
function even after regular project activities had 
ceased. This demonstrates that a rural institutions 
approach to development has great potential; by 
building on local trust and sharing local financial 
resources, such an approach provides a solid base 
for generating sustainable enterprises. It also 
helped strengthen the cultural identity of hill tribe 
groups (Lawa, Karen and others) through sales of 
textile products with traditional symbols. ACCU, an 
Asian network of savings and credit unions, has ad-
opted this model for creating community-based fi-
nancial institutions (personal communication, Wim 
Polman, Rural Development Officer, FAORAP).18 

Similar efforts are taking place in Latin America. 
For example, the FAO office in Honduras has initi-
ated the Creativity and Cultural Identity for Local 
Development Programme, which falls within the 
framework of the MDG Achievement Fund (MDG-
F), a collaborative venture between UNDP and the 
Spanish Government established to help acceler-
ate realization of the MDGs in selected countries. 
Its purpose is threefold: 1) to implement local devel-
opment strategies and programmes that recognize 

17 The handbook is available at www.fao.org/docrep/006/ad491e/
ad491e00.htm

18 For more information on FAORAP see www.fao.org/world/regional/
rap/susdev_rural_devt_regional.asp
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cultural diversity and help strengthen peoples’ 
identities; 2) to establish creative and cultural en-
terprises that contribute to local development and 
expand economic opportunities for the populations 
of eight regions; and 3) to produce and distribute 
information on the theme of culture and develop-
ment to raise awareness and advise both public 
authorities and private investors on its potential 
benefits and implications. As a partner, FAO is re-
sponsible for providing technical consultations and 
capacity building activities for the development of 
rural enterprises based on traditional products and 
artefacts. FAO will also contribute to designing and 
promoting a network for the sustainable produc-
tion, commercialization and distribution of these 
products. It is hoped that links to markets and 
tourist centres will help local populations, including 
ethnic minorities and indigenous groups, to sustain 
themselves in the face of decreasing opportunities.

Communication and information exchange
Knowledge and information are fundamental in 
supporting livelihood security and development, 
and FAO has promoted communication tools for 
agriculture and rural development for the last 30 
years. Communication tools are increasingly recog-
nized as an effective means of promoting capacity 
building and social change; they can be used to 
advocate for human rights, inform about important 
events, put pressure on policy-makers, mobilize 
support for a cause, and improve community par-
ticipation in development processes. Giving voice 
to disadvantaged people and fostering dialogue 
among stakeholders can render development ini-
tiatives more inclusive, more democratic and more 
responsive to local realities. Communication initia-
tives also foster the blending between local/indig-

enous knowledge and technical information for de-
velopment. Indeed, recognition of the resourceful-
ness of traditional agricultural knowledge systems 
and their complementarity with “scientific” innova-
tion systems is a growing area of interest today.

In September 2006, the First International In-
digenous Peoples’ Meeting on Communication for 
Development was organized in Bolivia by the Con-
federation of Indigenous Peoples of Bolivia (CIDOB) 
and FAO. Its aim was to share experiences, visions 
and best practices in order to influence discussions 
in the upcoming First World Congress on Commu-
nication for Development (October 2006). Hosted 
at FAO Headquarters in Rome in collaboration with 
the World Bank, this global convention reviewed 
evidence for increasing the role of communication 
in sustainable rural development, and established 
priorities for future interventions. Regional and the-
matic communication platforms were established 
to provide fora for discussions and the exchange of 
ideas and experiences (FAO, 2007). In response to 
demand, a special session on indigenous peoples’ 
communication was held, resulting in the first Lat-
in American Indigenous Peoples’ Communication 
Platform – the Plataforma Indigena. 

Developed by CIDOB and FAO, the Plataforma In-
digena is a participatory communication portal that 
provides indigenous peoples with a virtual space 
through which to communicate among themselves 
and with external actors. FAO facilitates the tech-
nical and managerial components. The platform 
fosters dialogue and discussion, informs members 
of past events and new developments, and recog-
nizes indigenous peoples as a united front in push-
ing for their rights. Through the portal, indigenous 
groups are better able to organize gatherings and 
coordinate their presence at relevant events.19 

19 See the Plataforma Indigena website at www.plataformaindigena.org 
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Endorsement of this initiative by UNPFII and in-
digenous peoples worldwide has led to the devel-
opment of a similar platform in North America. In 
consultation with FAO, the Keewaytinook Okimak-
anak Organization (K-Net) of Canada has created 
a communication platform for consultation, col-
laboration and sharing of experiences among in-
digenous peoples of Canada and English-speaking 
nations.20 Preliminary discussions are taking place 
for the development of similar initiatives in Asia 
and Africa.

Communication for development tools of this 
type play a fundamental role in today’s fast-paced 
and increasingly interconnected world. As well as 
functioning as an advocacy instrument, they can 
help close the information and technology gaps 
that often exist in remote rural communities, and 
improve traditional farming systems, environmen-
tal care and advisory services for indigenous com-
munities. They also offer a means through which 
indigenous peoples can express their concerns, 
interests and opinions, thus providing a link to na-
tional and international arenas.  

20 See the K-Net website at meeting.knet.ca/moodle/

Indigenous Languages

One of the most important dimensions of com-

munication is language. Languages carry cultural 

characteristics and traditional idioms, as well as 

sustaining the knowledge and local practices that 

communities use to meet their livelihood needs. 

For example, the loss of language associated with 

food and agro-ecological systems is considered a 

proxy indicator for the loss of knowledge associ-

ated with agrobiodiversity use in rural areas. This 

makes it important to invest in efforts to retain in-

digenous languages and the knowledge they carry. 

To this end, FAO is increasingly involved in record-

ing indigenous expressions and disseminating in-

formation in languages other than official UN ones. 

For example, FAO’s Fisheries Department recently 

published its Code of Conduct for Responsible Fish-

eries in several Pacific languages – Fijian, Kirbati, 

Motu, Gela, Tongan, Tuvaluan, Bislama, Samoan 

and Maori.
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V. CHALLENGES AND CONSIDERATIONS

FAO has an important niche in development ef-
forts that concern food security and agricultural 
development. The recent adoption of the UN Dec-
laration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples has 
made FAO’s work in this area increasingly neces-
sary, as have several emerging challenges, which 
are making indigenous issues even more pressing. 
Among the most important matters for urgent con-
sideration are climate change, biofuel production, 
volatile food prices and extractive industries.

Climate change and disaster 
management

As testified by their continued existence, indige-
nous peoples have been adapting to social and en-
vironmental shifts for thousands of years. However, 
the scale and intensity of recent climate change 
have eroded this capacity to adapt to altering en-
vironmental conditions. Indigenous peoples are 
now often referred to as the “barometer of climate 
change”, because the changes observed in their ter-
ritories are primary indicators of the developments 
that are affecting the global climate (Consultation 
Workshop and Dialogue on Indigenous Peoples’ 
Self-determined Development, 2008: 15). Indig-
enous peoples have contributed the least to world 
greenhouse gas emissions and have the smallest 
ecological footprints on earth, but they suffer the 
worst impacts of climate change because of their 
proximity to the environment and dependence on 
natural resources, which mean that any change in 
the ecosystem will have a profound and immediate 
impact on their livelihoods.

The impacts of climate change include (World 
Change Café, 2008):

in tropical and subtropical areas, increases in 
diseases associated with higher temperatures 
and in vector- and water-borne diseases such as 
cholera, malaria and dengue fever; 

worsening drought conditions and desertifica-
tion, leading to more forest fires that disrupt 
subsistence agriculture, hunting and gathering 
livelihoods, and to serious biodiversity loss; 

in arid and semi-arid lands, excessive rainfall 
and prolonged droughts, resulting in dust storms 
that damage grasslands, seedlings, other crops 
and livestock; 

in the Arctic, stronger waves, thawing perma-
frost and melting mountain glaciers and sea ice, 
bringing coastal and riverbank erosion; 

smaller animal populations and the introduction 
of new marine species due to changing animal 
travel and migration routes; 

in boreal forests, new types of insects and lon-
ger-living endemic insects such as spruce bee-
tles, which destroy trees and other vegetation; 

in coastal regions and small-island States, ero-
sion, stronger hurricanes and typhoons, leading 
to the loss of freshwater supplies, land, man-
grove forests and dislocation (environmental 
refugees); 

increasing food insecurity due to declining fish 
populations and coral bleaching; 

crop-damaging pest infestations, such as lo-
custs, rats and spruce beetles, and increasing 
food costs due to competition with the demand 
for biofuels; 

extreme and unprecedented cold spells result-
ing in health problems, such as hypothermia, 
bronchitis and pneumonia, especially for the old 
and the young. 
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Indigenous and other rural peoples have adapt-
ed many unique livelihood systems to counteract 
difficulties associated with environmental change. 
FAO has been documenting local practices that 
have the potential to help offset the negative con-
sequences of climate-related developments. Tech-
nology for Agriculture (TECA), one of FAO’s most 
comprehensive initiatives in this area, aims to im-
prove access to information and knowledge about 
technologies that have proven particularly useful 
to agricultural development and sustainable prac-
tice. TECA provides repositories of information on 
agricultural technologies around the world, allow-
ing interested partners to access a common data-
base and to share knowledge about best practice 
techniques in agriculture, livestock, fisheries and 
forestry, thus contributing to food security, poverty 
alleviation and sustainable development. 

One of TECA’s most important components is 
the documentation of good practices for Disaster 
Risk Reduction (DRR). As climate change effects 
become more frequent and intense, DRR becomes 
more important, especially for rural populations 
such as indigenous peoples, who are more vulner-
able to the effects of severe natural occurrences. 
Disaster risk is the combination of a potential dam-
aging event (the hazard) and the degree of vulner-
ability of a given population group. DRR involves 
strengthening the coping strategies and resilience 
of local communities so that the adverse effects 
of a phenomenon can be avoided or limited. TECA 
has collected information about good DRR prac-
tices that have been successfully field-tested in 
FAO projects. Both development technicians and 
rural populations such as indigenous groups stand 
to benefit from a mechanism that helps increase 
preparedness for emergency situations.21 

21 For more information on TECA and DRR technologies see www.fao.
org/sd/teca/partners/drr_en.asp

Case Study: 
Indigenous Peoples in Watershed
Areas and Inland Deltas – Using
Traditional Techniques to Protect 
Watersheds in Honduras

In the remote village of Guarita in Honduras, 

traditional techniques have been integrated into 

climate change adaptation measures. Traditional 

farming in this area involves planting crops under 

trees whose roots anchor the soil, pruning vegeta-

tion to provide nutrients to the soil and conserve 

soil water, and terracing to reduce soil erosion. 

Widespread slash-and-burn techniques are not cus-

tomary. During Hurricane Mitch in 1998, traditional 

farming methods in Quezungal provided greater 

protection to the upper catchment; as a result, only 

10 percent of crops were lost and the village was 

spared from the kind of massive destruction that 

occurred elsewhere in the region. In some places, 

major damage resulted from the application of 

farming methods more suited to plains than hill ter-

rain. Experiences from Hurricane Mitch and other 

environmental disasters corroborated the success 

of these traditional systems, and efforts to emu-

late them are now being promoted by the Govern-

ment of Honduras in collaboration with FAO.

 Source: IUCN, 2008: 53.
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Biofuel production and  
changing food prices

Attempts to mitigate problems such as climate 
change and high oil prices have fed the dilemma 
of biofuel production. Although modern biofuels 
can provide an alternative energy supply and help 
decrease greenhouse gas emissions, their produc-
tion may have severe negative impacts on the en-
vironment and rural communities. The rapid expan-
sion of biofuel production is putting immense pres-
sure on land, forests and water resources. Groups 
such as indigenous peoples who depend on these 
natural assets are therefore finding it more diffi-
cult to obtain necessary resources. Indigenous 
peoples’ representatives have also declared that 
human rights violations are increasing alongside 
the biofuel boom: conflicts, displacements and ex-
propriations of ancestral lands and forests have 
intensified to make space for biofuel plantations, 
such as soya, sugar cane, jatropha, oil-palm and 
maize (Coutla, Dyer and Vermeulen, 2008).

Land rights and tenure security concerns are 
becoming even more pronounced. Where there are 
competing resource claims among local resource 
users, governments and incoming biofuel produc-
ers, the rapid spread of commercial biofuel produc-
tion may result – and is resulting – in poorer groups 
losing access to the land on which they depend. In 
these contexts, the spread of commercial biofuel 
crop cultivation can have major negative effects on 
local food security and the economic, social and 
cultural dimensions of land use. 

Biofuels may also have devastating effects on 
food security by leading to large increases in basic 
food prices (Ford Runge and Senauer, 2007). Rural 
populations typically spend 50 to 80 percent of 
their household income on food and/or food pro-
duction, so upsurges in the prices of staple foods 

will mean malnutrition and hunger. Until conditions 
are in place to protect the rights and opportunities 
of poorer groups, indigenous peoples will continue 
to suffer from socio-economic injustices and mis-
placed policy interventions. 

Extractive Industries
In many developing countries, extractive indus-

tries (oil, mining, timber, gas and other products) 
provide a substantial proportion of government rev-
enue, foreign exchange and GDP. As evident, they 
are an important component of the development 
potential of natural-resource rich countries. If man-
aged sensibly and effectively, they can generate 
much of the revenues needed to finance public 
services and broad-based poverty alleviation. How-
ever, natural resource extraction is a complex is-
sue which raises numerous dilemmas, especially 
for populations which inhabit the areas of interest. 
In many cases, these locations coincide with in-
digenous peoples’ territories. For many indigenous 
communities, extractive industries have caused 
numerous cases of forced relocation, land dis-
possession, appropriation of resources and other 
violations. During recent decades indigenous peo-
ples have fought hard to change the distribution of 
benefits and costs from resource exploitation, and 
their advocacy has made some advances in areas 
such as “corporate social responsibility” policies 
(O’Faircheallaigh and Ali Eds., 2008). Neverthe-
less, greater considerations for the economic, le-
gal, environmental, social, and human rights impli-
cations of extractive enterprises and their relation-
ship to indigenous peoples need to be addressed. 



 Papa Imillas artist Roberto Mamani Mamani
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Today, decisions about when, where and how 
to exploit natural resources are normally justified 
in terms of the national interest and the “greater 
good”, which is generally interpreted as the interest 
of mainstream society. As a result, the rights and 
interests of unrepresented groups, such as indig-
enous peoples, are often subordinated to major-
ity interests (Colchester and Mackay, 2004: 9). As 
the Special Rapporteur on the rights of indigenous 
groups has recently stated, there is no mechanism 
for ensuring that indigenous groups are adequately 
consulted in development projects that affect them 
directly or indirectly. Although indigenous peoples 
occasionally have some input in government agen-
cies’ service delivery, they do not have adequate 
control and sometimes suffer from paternalistic at-
titudes on the part of government agencies, NGOs 
and international organizations.

“It is evident that indigenous peoples frequently 

do not control the decisions that affect their everyday 

lives and their lands, even when their lands have been 

officially demarcated and registered, because of inva-

sions and mining by outsiders and other factors.” 

S. James Anaya, Special Rapporteur  (August 2008)

According to the principles defined in the UN 
Declaration on Indigenous Peoples and other docu-
ments, indigenous peoples must be included in all 
stages of the development process. Unfortunately, 
perceptions of indigenous peoples as “backwards” 
and a hindrance to national development continue 
to reign in government circles and mainstream so-
ciety; this negative view leads to institutionalized 
discrimination and a desire to assimilate indigenous 
groups into the national body rather than allowing 
them their own space. As stated by the principle of 

self-determination, however, development for in-
digenous peoples implies their right to participate 
in the formulation, implementation and evaluation 
of national and regional development plans and pro-
grammes that may affect them. 

Sustainable livelihoods approach
For development to have lasting impact, an effort 

should be made to tailor projects and programmes 
to the needs of people themselves. One of the most 
well-appreciated approaches which embraces this 
conception of development is the sustainable live-
lihoods framework. A livelihoods perspective fa-
cilitates more thorough analyses of different social 
groups and social settings, thereby making a greater 
effort to consider the idiosyncratic conditions faced 
by different communities. A realistic understanding of 
people’s strengths and assets is pursued in order to 
convert these into positive livelihoods outcomes. Fur-
thermore, it emphasizes the relevance of the wider 
context in which people’s livelihoods and capacities 
are embedded (including institutional environment, 
policy and legal structures, peoples’ vulnerability 
context, and so on), in order to link micro and macro 
dynamics for greater sustainability (FAO, 2005).

In essence, a people-centred and holistic ap-
proach of this kind seeks to make development 
more in line with the views of local people. It fits well 
with the principles expressed by indigenous peoples 
since it focuses on specific livelihood characteris-
tics and the context in which these unfold. By build-
ing on local capacity, it would also grant more space 
to indigenous knowledge systems and their poten-
tial contributions to sustainable management of 
natural resources.

VI. A SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS 
APPROACH TO DEVELOPMENT
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-Elements of a Sustainable 
Livelihoods Approach

 Focus on local people and their livelihood strat-
egies

Holistic 

Dynamic in terms of changing priorities and 
needs of different people at different times

Builds on people’s strengths and assets (for ex-
ample, local knowledge) 

Links micro and macro dimensions of people’s 
lives

Sustainability (related to improved local capaci-
ties and empowerment for long-term benefit)

Indigenous peoples demand that “one-size-
fits-all” development solutions be expanded to 
accommodate alternative conceptions of human 
need, progress and well-being (Consultation Work-
shop and Dialogue on Indigenous Peoples’ Self-
determined Development, 2008). The sustainable 
livelihoods approach offers a practical framework 
for development which meets indigenous peoples’ 
criteria and which can be feasibly applied by inter-
national organizations such as FAO. 
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Mechanisms for greater 
engagement with indigenous issues

The following section outlines some mecha-
nisms which can make FAO’s engagement with in-
digenous issues more complete.

 Awareness raising     
Raising awareness about the conditions in 
which indigenous peoples live, the development 
challenges they face, and their concerns for the 
future would increase understanding and pres-
sure to take action. Because FAO works through 
member governments, effective communication 
may also play a role in influencing policies which 
directly or indirectly affect indigenous peoples’ 
livelihoods.      
Dialogue with indigenous organizations is also 
important in order to communicate effectively 
how FAO’s mandate and operational boundaries 
affect its engagement with indigenous issues. 
In this way, the relationship between FAO and 
indigenous peoples would be made as clear and 
practicable as possible. 

Capacity building for indigenous peoples 
Since indigenous peoples frequently face many 
challenges to their livelihoods, capacity build-
ing for indigenous communities is important. 
Stronger field activities are at the core of FAO’s 
mandate to ensure that Member Countries can 
ensure food security for their populations, in-
cluding indigenous ones.

Capacity building for FAO staff  
Capacity building within FAO must go hand in 
hand with awareness raising efforts and in-
creased field-level capacity. FAO staff need to 
develop greater capacity to understand and 
integrate indigenous issues into policies and  

programmes, when these concern populations 
with an indigenous constituent. Development 
workers should be sensitive to local dynamics 
and be prepared to tailor development interven-
tions so as to avoid negative effects on the com-
munities they aim to assist, especially on non-
mainstream groups. 

 Participation and inclusion   
Greater participation in development processes 
is considered of utmost importance to indige-
nous peoples. For projects which involve or af-
fect them, FAO must endeavour to ensure that 
governments include indigenous representa-
tives in consultations and programming cycles, 
in accordance with the principle of “free, prior 
and informed consent.” Multi-stakeholder dia-
logues are necessary to allow indigenous peo-
ples to express their views and to ensure that 
development processes are compatible with lo-
cal realities and aspirations.

Coordination and cooperation  
Increased on-the-ground cooperation among 
organizations which have a commitment to in-
digenous issues would make work in this area 
stronger and more effective. The recent ten-
dency towards more multi-agency projects is 
thus a welcome development which could en-
sure a more integrated United Nations system 
response to important development challenges.



Sunlit Labyrinth artist Calamus Kenny
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VII. CONCLUSIONS AND THE WAY FORWARD

“Modern science can and must build on indig-

enous knowledge systems to develop agriculture 

while at the same time safeguarding an embattled 

environment and enabling fragile and threatened 

ecosystems to survive.” 

Address by FAO Director-General Jacques 
Diouf, World Food Day Ceremony, FAO 

Headquarters, 16 October 2005

Indigenous peoples have featured in a number 
of FAO projects over the last decade. These initia-
tives are varied in nature and scope, but are all 
the result of increasing recognition of indigenous 
peoples’ history and potential contributions to sus-
tainable rural development. The examples given in 
previous chapters form the basis of FAO’s work 
with indigenous groups and of future endeavours 
to capitalize on the skills and knowledge that rural 
inhabitants offer.

Although international human rights instru-
ments are extremely important for the protection 
of all people, they are not always enough to guar-
antee the survival, well-being and dignity of indig-
enous and other minority groups. In spite of these 
international instruments and the regulations in 
favour of indigenous peoples established by many 
national governments, the situation on the ground 
is still one of widespread disregard for such laws. 
There is need for increased sensitivity to the plight 
of indigenous groups, and greater awareness of 
the contributions they could make to environmen-
tal protection and sustainable rural development. 
A more holistic approach to development, which 
does not alienate small groups but instead seeks 
to build on their local expertise, could lead to more 

successful development and better human rights 
conditions. The sustainable livelihoods framework 
should be viewed in this regard.

As consideration for indigenous peoples and 
their lifestyles continues to grow around the world, 
FAO aims to expand its work in this area to contrib-
ute to international efforts to protect rural peoples 
while respecting their socio-cultural features and 
rights. Developing local capacity and advocating 
for policy responses are central components of 
this objective: strengthening of both the micro and 
the macro levels is necessary for creating a pro-
ductive environment that can lift people out of in-
secure conditions without threatening the natural 
resources on which they depend. 

Indigenous peoples are significant to FAO’s 
mandate because they remain highly dependent 
on agriculture and many suffer disproportionately 
in terms of food and livelihood insecurity. Although 
culturally rich, many indigenous peoples remain ec-
onomically impoverished, and unless biodiversity 
and cultural knowledge are maintained they will be 
unable to continue meeting their livelihood needs. 
Indigenous peoples are also important because 
they provide important services to the environ-
ment and therefore to humanity; their expertise as 
sustainable managers of the world’s diverse eco-
systems can be a strategic advantage in the fight 
against environmental degradation. Promoting the 
coexistence of indigenous systems with others, 
rather than assimilating them into the larger soci-
ety, is key. Indigenous peoples should thus be con-
sidered both a vital beneficiary group and an ally 
for FAO in its efforts to achieve its strategic objec-
tives in food security and sustainable agriculture. 
Cooperation on this front may lead to innovative 
and progressive programmes – a win-win solution 
for humanity as a whole.



Indigenous and Tribal Peoples: Building on Biological and Cultural Diversity for Food and Livelihood Security




