Draft  of the  address  by  Mr. Toki Blah  at the  28th Session of IFAD,s  Governing Council meet at  Rome 15th February  2005.

Topic:
Mainstreaming Indigenous Perspectives in Development and 
the Millennium Development Goals 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Madam Chairperson, Excellencies, Fellow Panelists, Ladies and Gentlemen,
First of all allow me to  express my thanks and appreciation to the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues , IFAD  and the  Tebtebba Foundation for inviting me to this prestigious  panel  meet  that comes within the agenda of the 2005 Governing Council of IFAD. As a brief introduction, I hail from the Upland regions of North East India, a region inhabited mostly by indigenous upland people, it is also one of the bio diversity hot spots of the world and this region alone supports 63 % of India’s forest cover. It is a land affluent in the traditional wisdom that permeates its societies but none the less it is also a land that is not familiar to many of you here.   I therefore  consider it a  privilege to be deemed    competent enough to  present  before  this  august gathering, my humble  views on   such an important issue  as Mainstreaming Indigenous   Perspectives  in Development  and  where such perspectives are likely to impact on the Millennium Development Goals of International Agencies such a IFAD and other  organisations of the  UN.  


 Ladies and gentlemen,  it is a universal but unfortunate  fact  that  the habitat of indigenous people usually  manifest  four  of the development concerns that are uppermost in the minds of  the International Community. First is the issue of Poverty, its relation to Hunger and its eradication.   Second is the issue of Environmental sustainability and Biodiversity preservation. Third is the issue of Gender Sensitivity and its usual accompaniment -the   violation of Human Rights. These three concerns are part of the comprehensive list that forms   the Millennium Development Goals that the International Community has set for itself. Overriding    all these however , is a new emerging  imperative, the overall need to  bring in  new  innovations , new stakeholders,  a fresh air of  tolerance together with fresh passion  into the whole paradigm of  development enterprise. Globalisation and a new World Order has set in this new demand.   In the foreseeable future it is the ability to bring in such partners and commitments in development initiatives that will ensure the success or otherwise of the Goals that we have set for ourselves. As a representative of the Indigenous People of North East India ,  I find myself standing on the threshold  of  a new dawn that holds  exciting  yet awesome  promises for my people. In trepidation of the unknown Future I stretch out my hand- help me overcome my fears!  If my face reflects the face of Hunger – Don’t feed me but help me feed myself! Towards the vision that I have for my tomorrow– come, lets walk together tolerating each other as brothers!


There is I believe  justifiable  urgency to   bring in the indigenous people as equal partners in all developmental efforts rather than  leave them as passive bystanders. This cannot be underscored. Yet earlier I spoke of trepidation; of awesome promises; of fear.  There is an anomaly here and I am the first to admit and accept this paradox. It is a paradox that confront   indigenous people whenever they come face to face with the forces of development.  It was the dilemma perhaps that once confronted native Indians of America in the 19th Century. Can Indigenous Communities assimilate with main stream development without sacrificing their native Identity?  How do we successfully assimilate Indigenous perspectives inclusive of their hopes, their   apprehensions and their doubts in development? This perhaps is the enigma.  Indigenous people in North East India also face the same predicament and the intimidating prospects of an insensitive   Top Down developmental paradigm further complicates the problem. Surprisingly development can also be negative. It can manifest itself negatively in the form of a trauma. Indigenous People have begun to exhibit signs of low self esteem – a result perhaps of continuously comparing themselves with advanced mainstream societies. This trauma can manifest itself in the form of militancy and other forms of violent protest. It is imperative therefore that the Positive aspects of development    prevail over the negative.


In North East India, IFAD brought in a new development paradigm for the Indigenous upland people of that region. It began with the introduction of a participatory, demand –driven livelihood improvement   approach in Rural Development. If at all this approach, introduced five years ago has had any positive impact, it is in a change of mindset among the local indigenous people that it addressed. It has been accepted by the locals; development is no longer seen as intrusive nor threatening. Development can be seen as a benign factor that preserves culture and tradition. People, even minorities can now own; mould and shape development in accordance to their specific requirements.


It was my good fortune to have had the  honour of associating myself with the above mentioned IFAD Project. I served as its Programme Coordinator and Development Strategist during the first five years of Project life. In this period of time I had the opportunity to interact at close quarters with the myriad of ethnic tribes of North East India. The insights gained from this experience I value and one that I value most is the realisation that the knowledge and wisdom of indigenous people had little to do with intellectual satisfaction. Its impact had more to do with the question of survival in harsh and inhospitable conditions.  In the context of this conference the relevance of these rich traditional knowledge systems, handed down from generation to generation, cannot be overemphasized. Traditional Health Care systems, systems of local governance, knowledge in upland agricultural practices - skills, learned perhaps at the cost of life and death, continue to provide service to the people and await documentation and official acknowledgement.  Facilitating the process of documentation can perhaps be the first tentative step towards enabling Mainstreaming Indigenous Perspectives in Development.

 I take this opportunity to share with you   other concerns that have occupied the minds of many who are actively involved in the process of accelerating development in areas mainly dominated by indigenous people.

There is concern over the indiscriminate rejection of traditional value systems in attempts to skip jump into respectability as defined by modern concepts of development and growth. The element of profit; the need to keep up with the Jones; emergence of social divisions due to party politics; these are issues that have played havoc with the Indigenous psyche. Yet we cannot 

Afford to reject the above as to do so would earn the indigenous community not only the ridicule and derision of the world community but most importantly its support too. If to day we talk of mainstreaming Indigenous Perspectives, I strongly believe in the need to have a closer look into these hidden intangible aspects that impinge so deeply into the day to day life of indigenous communities.  


Before I conclude, let me say that mainstreaming indigenous perspectives can and should be a two way affair. The element of mutual give and take can be inbuilt in the whole process of mainstreaming. Indigenous communities are usually the repositories of age old skills, knowledge and wisdom. There is no reason why the scientific documented knowledge of today cannot be amalgamated with the unwritten wisdom of yesterday. For example there is a World wide call today for the introduction for alternate medicine and therapy with less side effects.  Herbal Healthcare systems perfected through the ages and actively practiced by Indigenous Herbalists can provide answers to this demand.  In my state of Meghalaya, we are currently experimenting with a concept of Political Consensus on Economic Development. It’s a unique experiment that is based mainly on the Indigenous ability to cut across party ideology for achieving a common objective. The outcome of this experiment is eagerly awaited and maybe indigenous wisdom does have a thing or two to contribute to the general wellbeing of the world.

I conclude by extending once again my thanks and gratitude for the opportunity given me.  Thank you. 

