Development issues

Our idea is always to build up. We are undergoing a process of reconstruction. Indigenous Peoples as such are in a process of reconstruction. Alfredo Viteri, Quichua, Ecuador
Generally, the word development has a positive sound. The overall perception is that development will bring countries and peoples forward to a better life. But the concept of development is not that simple. What is good development for some sectors of societies may have negative consequences for others. Not all peoples share the same aspirations and priorities for development.

Victims of development 

The sad reality is that indigenous peoples have often ended up being the victims of development instead of its beneficiaries. In the name of development, large areas of lands of indigenous peoples have been flooded and large hydro-electric dams constructed, for example. While the big cities are supplied with power, the indigenous peoples are left with little or no compensation for the land lost, they are thus deprived of their means of livelihood, and in addition their homes are often still lacking electricity. Around the world, oil exploitation, logging and mining has contributed to economic growth for certain sectors of society, but the consequences for indigenous peoples have often been devastating. Their land has been taken away, their forests have disappeared and their rivers are left contaminated.

Self-determined development 

Indigenous peoples have their own concepts and aspirations for development, and in order to respect their right to determine their own priorities, the concepts of consultation and participation are crucial. Governments must make sure that indigenous peoples participate in the national development process at all levels. Their needs and priorities must be taken into account, not only when it comes to local projects at the village level, but also when formulating the overall development policies of a country. In most developing countries, indigenous peoples are among the poorest groups. Development policies and efforts that do not take their needs and rights into account are therefore likely to fail. Without indigenous peoples, inclusive, poverty-oriented and sustainable development is not possible.

Indigenous peoples on the international agenda
Both governments and international development agencies have responsibilities for including indigenous peoples in development processes. Within the last 15-20 years, agencies such as the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, United Nations Development Programme, the European Commission and a number of bilateral donors have adopted policies for the inclusion of indigenous peoples in development programmes. These policies and strategies reflect good intentions and increasing understanding of indigenous peoples’ rights, and they have helped placing indigenous peoples on the international development agenda. Nevertheless, there is still a gap between the intentions and reality when governments and development agencies negotiate and implement development strategies. Often, there are no permanent mechanisms for securing the participation of indigenous peoples, there are no specific statistics or data available on the situation of  indigenous , and  often the staff of government  and development institutions has little knowledge about indigenous peoples’ rights, needs and priorities. For indigenous organisations, it remains a challenge to push for further participation in development processes.

Millennium Development Goals

At the turn of the millennium, in 2000, government leaders from all over the world made an ambitious plan to eradicate poverty and secure development for everyone. They adopted the Millennium Development Goals, which are to be achieved before 2015. The eight goals are as follows:

· Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

· Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education

· Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower women

· Goal 4: Reduce child mortality

· Goal 5: Improve maternal health

· Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases

· Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability

· Goal 8: Develop a Global Partnership for Development

As everybody else, indigenous peoples have the right to benefit from the MDGs. However, in reality indigenous peoples are often not part of the MDG processes. Too little is known about indigenous peoples´ own perceptions of poverty and well-being, and very few indigenous communities have had the opportunity to participate and to contribute to making the MDG strategies relevant to their needs and priorities.

If indigenous peoples’ concerns and priorities are not specifically addressed in the strategies to reach the MDGs, there is a danger that their living conditions can actually deteriorate and their exclusion increase. If, for example, strategies to reach MDG 1 on poverty reduction are based on increased exploitation of natural resources on indigenous peoples’ lands, this will often lead to worse poverty than before despite improvement in the overall economic growth of a given country,. And, if Goal 2 on universal primary education is achieved in a given country, what kind of education will that be? Will indigenous children be taught in their own language or will education be used as a means of assimilation, leading to the further loss of indigenous languages, knowledge and culture?
Poverty Reduction Strategies
The socalled PRSPs, Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers, are meant to be a tool for governments to reduce poverty in their countries. The concept was introduced by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, IMF, in 1999 and is now applied in the 70 poorest countries of the world. In these countries, the PRSPs constitute the main framework for achieving the Millennium Development Goals.

The PRSPs are supposed to be country-driven. This means that it is the given country itself that defines the issues and problems that the PRSPs should solve. The strategy and the targets to be achieved should be clearly defined on the basis of consultation with all sectors of society.

It seems quite obvious that indigenous peoples should be among the groups to take part in the PRSP processes. The majority of the world’s 370 million indigenous peoples live in developing countries, and they are often among the poorest groups. The World Bank estimates that indigenous peoples constitute approximately 5% of the world’s population, but 15% of those living in poverty.

Nevertheless, ILO research has shown that consultation with and participation of indigenous peoples in national PRSP processes has been very limited. Although the PSRP processes are intended to reach out to “traditionally marginalized groups”, the related guidelines are silent on involving indigenous and tribal peoples. Also, institutional policies on indigenous peoples such as the World Bank Operational Policy 4.10., are often applied to specific localised development projects, but not to the PRSP or other overall processes.

In most countries, information on the Poverty Reduction Strategies does not reach indigenous peoples. No permanent mechanisms are established to secure their participation in the process and they have no influence concerning budget making. When monitoring poverty, most countries do not develop specific indicators that reflect indigenous peoples’ notions of poverty and well-being. While owing a television or having a corrugated iron roof on your house in many countries is regarded as an indicator of wealth, this might not be the case for indigenous peoples. Living in a traditional house with a thatched roof is not necessarily an indicator of poverty whereas loss of language, traditional institutions and access to land and forests would be important indicators of poverty for most indigenous peoples.

To make Poverty Reduction Strategies effective, much stronger involvement of indigenous peoples in the national poverty reduction strategies is needed. However, this is a long term process demanding serious commitment and a lot of effort from governments and international agencies, as well as indigenous peoples’ organisations.
