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Honourable Chairperson,

Panel Members,

Your Excellencies, Distinguished Colleagues,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I would like to thank the Secretariat of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues for inviting me to take part in this year’s celebration of the International Day of the World’s Indigenous Peoples here at the UN.  
I am particularly honoured to part of a Panel of Speakers on the theme:  Indigenous Peoples: Human Rights, Dignity and Development with Identity. 
IFAD, the United Nations Specialized Agency in which I am currently working, was established with the very specific mandate of working with the rural poor and consequently most of our staff members spend a great deal of their time in far flung rural areas listening and talking to the very poor and the most marginalized. 
This has been the most precious asset of our institution. 

It was in these remote areas that we encountered indigenous peoples and their struggles to keep control of their lands, their institutions and to have their own worldview honoured and respected.  Sadly, many indigenous peoples feel that all too often their efforts are subjected to development agendas that are not of their own creation and that sometimes deprive them of their rights. Indeed, participatory field exercises conducted by IFAD missions around the world consistently reveal that indigenous peoples often see the reality of development in their lives as their inability:

to shape decisions that affect their lives; and 

to make governmental and non-governmental 
organisations accountable to them.  
Marginalized groups such as the indigenous peoples are, of course, very much aware that development is very much linked to power and they know very well that ultimately the interests of the more powerful groups or communities would always prevail.  Because of this historical experience of exclusion and marginalization, preserving their identity and therefore dignity, is a very special concern of indigenous peoples.  A sense of identity gives them power in their powerlessness.  It enhances the bonds amongst all those who freely identify themselves as indigenous peoples.   
As their social organization, their cultural beliefs, their livelihood practices and even their political agency are so closely linked to lands, they see their identity and their dignity to be profoundly embedded in their rights to land.  We in IFAD have supported indigenous peoples with development projects connected with their ancestral lands and territories.  However, we started to realize that our technical solutions and approaches are often guided mainly by the knowledge, attitudes and development paradigms of mainstream societies.      
International organizations are increasingly aware of this predicament of indigenous peoples and of the history of their marginalization in many parts of the world.  Several UN bodies have therefore created charters to draw attention to the special identity of indigenous peoples.  These charters note that in order to respect their desire to have their own identity and dignity, they have to be accorded rights to their resources and cultural practices.  Several National Governments have also passed specific laws on the rights and special identities of indigenous peoples and their right to ownership over their traditional lands.  
However, despite these international conventions and national legislations, indigenous peoples continue to be marginalized.  A 2005 World Bank study on selected countries in Latin America also observed that the indigenous poverty gap is deeper than what it was in 1994 and shrank more slowly over the l990s.  A recent IFAD Study of the Human Development Index of the tribal areas of India also discovered that some of the tribal areas of India have an HDI that is as low as some of the poorest countries in sub Saharan Africa.  
The displacement of their communities from their traditional lands and the militarization of the territories are some of the nightmares of their powerlessness.  

I am in no doubt that unless we redefine our strategies to Indigenous Peoples to be in keeping with their specificities, our initiatives under a reforming UN may become meaningless to them or could even lead to accelerated loss of their lands, their natural resources and their cultures.  If the Second Decade of the World’s Indigenous Peoples and the MDGs are to be meaningful to Indigenous Peoples then we must at least accept their guiding principle that development initiatives in the ancestral lands and territories must have their free, prior and informed consent.  
I sincerely hope that we will have the courage and the humility to listen to this call of the Indigenous Peoples.  I sincerely hope that we will have the wisdom of working with indigenous peoples and other marginalized groups to build a world that everyone would actually admire.

Indigenous peoples want social stability for this is the way they have adapted to changes in a very sustainable way.  They want the State to be more attentive to their aspirations.  They expect the State to be fair and to respect and protect their diversity and the uniqueness of others.  They want all nations to allow all communities to follow some traditional lifestyle that members of a given community could freely choose to follow.  Indigenous Peoples will themselves become agents of their own development provided we have the foresight to promote a development paradigm that would create space for them to self-determine and decide their own affairs.
They call this development paradigm:  “Development with Identity and Dignity”.  More specifically, it is paradigm that builds on collective social solidarity and the ethos of benefit-sharing, that upholds the preciousness of traditional lands and territories to indigenous communities, that promotes a strong gender focus, that respects traditional experiences and yet that has no fear of modern challenges and inclusiveness.    It is a paradigm with a holistic vision that includes economic growth, sustainable development of the environment and that constantly affirms the social, economic and cultural rights of Indigenous Peoples and other marginalized groups.
However, there can therefore be no such development with identity except through respect for human rights, for human dignity and for human security.  In a world of rising inequality and persistent poverty in a significant number of countries, various forms of exploitation and social injustice will continue to thrive, eventually leading to conflict and insurgencies.  Conflicts could then lead to the breakdown of the social capital of communities and the blatant disregard of human lives on both sides of the warring groups.  Suddenly, simple acts of production and trade become heroic acts. Suddenly simple tasks like setting up various forms of community and family life become major tasks within a neighbourhood or a community.
However as we discuss about development with identity for indigenous peoples, let us not forget what Amartya Sen said that “.. many of the conflicts and barbarities in the world are sustained through the illusion of a unique and choiceless identity”.  Development with identity must therefore not be a concept of “reactive identity” – an identity that tries to get even with those who never fully appreciated the holistic, inclusive and sustainable worldview of indigenous peoples.  Development with identity must value diversity.  Development with identity must therefore mean a true respect of the multicultural and multilateral affiliations of all communities as equal but diverse partners of development.  

It must be a development approach that everyone would ultimately say: “what a wonderful world”.   Thank you.
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