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MDGs and Indigenous Peoples
The Question of Rights
“We, the Indigenous Peoples, walk to the future in the footprints of our ancestors.

From the smallest to the largest living being, from the four directions, from the air, the land and the mountains. The creator has placed us. The Indigenous peoples upon our Mother the earth. 

The footprints of our ancestors are permanently etched upon the lands of our peoples. 

We, the Indigenous peoples, maintain our inherent rights to self-determination. We have always had the right to decide our own forms of government, to use our own laws, to raise and educate our children, to our own cultural identity without interference. 

We continue to maintain our rights as peoples despite centuries of deprivation, assimilation and genocide. 

We maintain our inalienable rights to our lands and territories, to all our resources - above and below - and to our waters. We assert our ongoing responsibility to pass these onto the future generations. 

We cannot be removed from our lands. We, the Indigenous peoples are connected by the circle of life to our lands and environments. 

We, the Indigenous peoples, walk to the future in the footprints of our ancestors.” 

Kari-Oca, Brazil, 30th Day of May, 1992 
The rights of Indigenous Peoples as inherent rights precede the current human rights discourse, nation States and the present international framework of the United Nations as established in 1945. As ancient peoples that have originally settled in our lands, the present discourse of human rights is not able to encompass our perception of our rights, nor is it able to protect our rights. The concept of indigenous rights as collectively held as an integral and inseparable part of our heritage is still strongly opposed by many States members of the UN today, though the UN has repeatedly stated its commitment to a Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples for the past decade.

As “rights holders”, indigenous peoples are not “stakeholders”. If we are to be “partners” in development and in democratic governance, our status must be duly recognized, acknowledged and protected first. The right to our self-determined future must not be alienated from all other rights including our rights over all our resources. The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), for us, cannot be achieved unless our fundamental freedoms and liberties to take collective and individual actions to overcome basic inconsistencies and obstacles that are reflected in our situations today are acknowledged, including the right to set such goals for ourselves and our peoples, as decision-makers in our own development.

The minimum standards of human rights, as universally recognized today in the international community, provide for us the absolute minimal pre-condition for the realization of the MDGs. At the Rio +10 conference in Johannesburg (World Summit on Sustainable Development), we have explicitly stated our commitment to co-operate with the international community to achieve the MDGs provided we are free to “design a framework and implementation plan of the Millennium Development Goals which are relevant and appropriate for the particular situations of indigenous peoples all over the world. We expect the support of UN agencies and governments in this undertaking.” (Final Statement of Indigenous Peoples’ Caucus at WSSD, 4 September 2002, Johannesburg)

Poverty and peace are major concerns for indigenous peoples and the MDGs. The MDGs sideline the more critical and important issue of human rights. Certain norms and standards are particularly pertinent in addressing the problem of poverty, such as effective non-discrimination, the recognition of vulnerable groups, the right to an adequate standard of living, the right to be free from hunger, the right to economic self-determination and the right to development. The UN should affirm and operationalise rights based approaches to poverty eradication. Indigenous peoples’ organisations, and other civil society organisations, have already adopted this approach in their fight against poverty.

The MDG # 1 formulates the problem of poverty too narrowly in terms of vision, scope and direction. It is not simply just a numerical target to be achieved by a certain date and by technical fixes. Durable and sustainable solutions to poverty will require the active involvement of the indigenous peoples, the poor and other sectors of civil society, a more comprehensive understanding of the root causes of poverty and its multidimensional and diverse consequences and the right policies.

In this respect, the practice of measuring poverty in terms of income and consumption levels is inadequate. The UN has to take into consideration political, social, cultural and human rights dimensions, determined by factors like class, gender, race, geography and ethnicity. This broader definition is necessary in designing effective, sensitive and responsive policies and programs redressing poverty. 

1. We challenge the international “poverty line” approach to the eradication of extreme poverty and hunger. The US$1 a day standard may be useful for global analysts to compare across countries, but it is an inaccurate and misleading indicator of how people live, survive and eat in varying local and national conditions. 

2. Alternative indicators and benchmarks, including those which more accurately capture the extent and character of women’s poverty and the degree to which women are poorer than men, are needed for poverty and hunger eradication that accurately reflect the diversity across the Asia region. 

3. Similarly, measures that adequately indicate the poverty situation of indigenous peoples, and other vulnerable groups, including children, older persons, people with HIV/AIDS, displaced peoples and refugees, migrant workers, retrenched workers, workers in the informal economy and residents of disaster-prone geographical areas should be instituted.

4. The participation of our peoples at all levels and from all social, cultural and economic backgrounds is imperative for reducing poverty and hunger.  However, peoples’ participation cannot be restricted to implementing government or donor led programmes. Instead, the people of a country must have sufficient voice and power in shaping the country’s development model and in deciding how the resources of the country will be used. Such crucial decisions must not remain the preserve of any select or elite group. Poverty and hunger cannot be eliminated without the democratisation of policy making to the most local levels possible.

In order for participation to be meaningful and genuine, responsibilities and roles in the fight against poverty should not be defined for civil society and the poor. The current process of formulating and implementing poverty reduction policies has not successfully tackled the roots of poverty. This is because the poor themselves are excluded in the whole process. Three guiding principles should inform every individual government in the Asia region. 

· At macro level, decisions of poverty reduction policy and projects must seek the meaningful consultation of indigenous peoples’ organizations and other organisations of the poor prior to implementation. The consultation and selection of participation in the process must be transparent and accountable.

· At micro level, poverty reduction projects must seek the endorsement of the poor of the affected areas prior to approval

· The indicators of these processes should be reflected in the annual assessments

The MDGs do not provide an in-depth analytical review of policy reform and institutional change. Hence, to link the MDGs with a particular set of policy prescriptions would be the wrong approach, no matter which policies are prescribed, precisely because there is no single “correct” policy for all societies and circumstances.  In this respect, externally imposed one-size-fits-all policies such as structural adjustment programmes and the way the current PRSP initiative of the World Bank and the IMF is being practiced is to be rejected by governments.  The UN and Asian governments must actively involve and recognise the poor as rightful participants in any formulation of poverty eradication strategies and policies.

· Institute domestic measures that safeguard national economies from financial and economic crises and debt-repayment problems. This could include capital controls, appropriate regulation of investment capital, sufficient and appropriate protection of domestic markets. Support trade policies that seek to re-examine and restructure tariff and non-tariff structures to ensure the survival and progress of local producers.

· Conduct a public “stock-taking” of national development policies and measures with emphasis on their distributional impacts; assess which of these policies have resulted in poverty, hunger and survival crises; build an explicit consensus (based on a clear mode of participation for organizations of the poor) among the public and governments about how to change these policies to correct past distributional impacts, as well as proactively address challenges of poverty and hunger.  Such stock-taking should be institutionalised as regular monitoring to correct policies that result in skewed economic growth, locally and nationally.

Successful development efforts require appropriate policies at domestic, regional and international levels. However, the international economic structure is inequitable and currently antagonistic to the achievement of the MDGs themselves. We should urgently address the ramifications of globalisation and facilitate the formulation of the necessary reforms. 

· Reform/restructure international trade, finance and investment regimes.  This would involve rethinking the rules and regulations of these regimes as well as the institutions that govern them. 

· Revisit the WTO Doha Work Programme, with a view of recasting it and refocus efforts towards the review of implementation and impacts of the GATT- UR. Specifically, the review should tie in to the stock-taking happening at the national level and must have the objective of correcting imbalances and remedying displacements.

Attention and financial resources are diverted away from the priorities of directly addressing discrimination, deprivation, poverty and hunger and instead are allocated to debt servicing and military spending. There is an urgent need to re-orient government expenditure. The UN should identify clearly the resources needed for governments in implementing poverty eradication policies and programs. Moreover, given the multidimensional aspects of poverty, the UN must also consider the implementation of conscientious poverty-budgeting in all aspects of government expenditure. Finally, sufficient resources should also be identified and channeled to facilitate the participation of civil society and the poor. 

· Provide more budgetary allocations for anti-poverty and social development programs, less for debt service and defence spending.

· Institute participatory budget processes, including gender budget and children’s budget initiatives. 

Indigenous peoples demand the adoption of strategies that address the root causes of extreme poverty and hunger.  

· Genuine agrarian reform, which recognizes the rights of indigenous peoples, women, children and those who produce food and basic human needs, as their livelihood and for their own or local consumption, rather than for a “market”, to land and other productive resources; 

· Policies that ensure the redistribution of wealth and resources through progressive taxation, caps and special taxes on certain types of incomes, etc.;

· Halt all privatisation programmes, and subject them to evaluations through democratic and representative fora such as Parliaments and Assemblies; seek alternative solutions to the problems that privatisation programmes claim to address (e.g., efficiency of service delivery, debt repayment, etc.);

· Policies that ensure fair wages and compensations to workers, and appropriate prices to agricultural producers; 

· Policies that prioritise the rights of workers and agricultural producers over those of investors and agribusiness companies;

· Ensure that food is treated as a fundamental human right of all peoples; food must not be used as a “weapon” or left to the market for distribution;

· Halt projects that induce displacement; seek constitutional protection for the rights of indigenous and other communities to common pool resources and assets through the enactment of laws and policies;

· Policies that protect the rights of indigenous communities to water, land, forests, other natural resources, biodiversity and traditional knowledge; 

· Policies that ensure indigenous peoples’ access to all services essential to their development, especially among the poor and historically marginalized; this includes water, education, social security and insurance, healthcare, information, etc.; access must pay attention to equity considerations and the quality of services must not vary according to socio-economic or gender backgrounds;

· Policies that recognise, support and protect the increasing numbers of workers in the informal economy.

· Integrate gender concerns and the views of children in anti-poverty strategies. 

Reject the TINA (There is No Alternative) defense offered by governments and international agencies as an excuse to cling on to economic models that have proven bad track records. Governments should take a stronger role and responsibility in providing the needs of the poor. Support and promote alternative models of development that communities across the regions are practicing.

We challenge the UN to adopt a more comprehensive understanding of poverty and hunger and intensify its work towards poverty eradication urgently. (Adapted from the position at the Asian-Pacific Civil Society Forum, Bangkok 2003 attended by CORE)

An effective strategy for redressal of poverty and the effective implementation of MDGs would be based on the recognition of

· The congruence of discrimination and exclusion

The advancement of the human rights discourse with all its limitations and flaws recognizes discrimination as the legal and systemic predicator of exclusion from development especially in the globalized, liberal formulation of policy that favours the progressive accumulation and concentration of wealth at all costs including of global environmental disaster and of reinforcing poverty in larger populations.  

The entrenchment and institutionalization of discrimination and exclusion have evolved into mutually reinforcing components where now, the MDGs function as diversion, eviscerating or at best diluting the discourse of rights, entitlements and obligations unless we insist that it be contextualized and unshakeably rooted in this discourse

· Non-derogable rights

Civil and political rights are rights that may not be derogated by any government without calling into question the legitimacy and capacity of the concerned government as a democratic institution, the fundamental strategies of its governance and agencies or both.  Concomitantly, the principles of human rights as articulated in the Universal Declaration on Human Rights and in subsequent Declarations must be regarded and therefore referred to in discussion on the MDGs as the minimum standards of entitlement of all citizens that the concerned State claims to govern and form the basis or location of constitutional law, national policy and the international legitimacy of the State.

Derogation of these rights may be acceptable in exceptional circumstances and for limited periods such as during crises of natural calamity, human incited or compounded disasters such as war or high levels of civil violence etc.  However, their implementation must be monitored by international observers and human rights defenders and reversion to normalcy must be the first priority. Nor may such situations be the grounds for begging impunity for abuse and violations.

· Human safety and development or State security

It is only in the overall framework of rights realization, State obligation and peoples’ entitlement that the MDGs have meaning particularly in the emerging global security and economic environment.  Non-derogable rights are being increasingly jeopardized as the global search for resources and markets aggressively invade indigenous ancestral lands and cultures and impose norms of resource alienation from other marginalized sections.  Such abuse whether at the international or domestic arena are public and common knowledge, such as wars or laws against terror used to appropriate or consolidate corporate holdings of natural resources.

· Progressive realization of certain rights

Given the impediments and constraints in establishing mechanisms, logistics and delivery systems to assure the full realization and enjoyment of many social, economic and cultural rights country governments have been encouraged or permitted to consider these rights as subject to progressive realization rather than refusing to commit to them at all.  The Millennium Development Goals may rightfully and appropriately be considered as quantitative indicators that concretize and establish the acceptable and agreed upon rate of achievement of governments in regard to this progressive realization of its human rights commitments.

However, the dominant ethos of development increasingly deviates from the principles of entitlement to that of negotiated compromise.  The shift of identification of parties in the discussions of MDGs from “rights holders” and subjects of rights to “stakeholders” or those with acknowledged interests, denies rights holders appropriate status and decision making roles.  This is particularly true when the rights of Indigenous Peoples are being negotiated in the development framework

· The MDGs, whether at national or at local assessment, if they are to be achieved goals, must reflect the aspirations and rights ethos of the concerned subjects

· MDGs must be congruent with the human rights commitments of States and must respect the subjects’ rights over their own resources in order to effect achievement of the goals

· The right to self determination of self identified, non State collectives, such as Indigenous Peoples is a fundamental premise in assuring the attainment of economic, social and cultural rights in which context the goals of the MDGs have been set.

· Proliferating so-called “internal conflicts” as well as war in the more conservative usage of the term are more directly linked to struggles for self-determination and against the unmoderated access, appropriation  and control of resources, masquerading as international or State security and anti-terrorist measures.  Legitimate dissent and self determination struggles are criminalized and the space for human rights discourse is being reduced to achievement of development targets, themselves subject to negotiation rather than entitlement.  Such conflicts must cease to be accorded legitimacy and the instigators called to account.

· Wars and low intensity internal armed conflicts directly impact the survival and development of peoples, communities and especially of vulnerable sections of the populations of a country.  The impact of such conflicts must be assessed and compensated if the MDGs are to be achieved.  An inclusive range of rehabilitation and support initiatives must be directed towards rehabilitation of such populations.

· The privatisation and appropriation of indigenous peoples’ rights over lands and territories and over traditional knowledge systems prevents our access to our resources that would enable us to achieve the MDGs and more.  Similar processes of appropriation or denial of access to natural resources of other communities and poor people such as women, or marginal and small farmers, similarly inhibits achievement of MDGs while holding us responsible as stakeholders. 

· We should recognise this strategy for what it is: the determined attempt of policy makers to avoid responsibility for instigating and compounding poverty, to renege from obligations under human rights law and to evade responsibility for these dual failures in governance

· Solidarity with all civil society

Civil society is being strategically splintered by dominant interest groups.  Communities are being convinced that gender equality is antithetical to community well being, children’s rights are damaging to cultural values, environmental conservation is pitted against labour unions and each discriminated or excluded group is alleged to be exploiting another.

It is time and past time that we recognized and named these for what they are, the concerted and deliberate attempts to ensure that we, the peoples of this world are denied our rights to survive, to choose our mode and manner of development and to control our resources for the good of all humanity and the survival of the planet, not the increase of wealth for the already wealthy at the cost of these, and to do all these in peace with each other and with the earth.

For us to achieve these natural and inherent rights, the MDGs are a tool and if not supported by a vibrant framework of human rights, an inadequate one.
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