Integrating Indigenous People – Remarks of Mr. Phrang Roy, Assistant President, IFAD
I have listened, like the rest of us from IFAD, with great interest to the presentations and the perspectives that have been provided today. I have no prepared response but I would react to some of the questions and suggestions that have been given. Some of them are issues that I will take back to our senior management for further discussions.

One issue that came up was that the instrument of the PRSP is a very important instrument in aspects relating to poverty reduction and also in terms of mainstreaming the issues of indigenous peoples. Indeed, this is an aspect in IFAD that is very important in terms of the work that we do. In the last two to three years our operations department has been trying to focus to raise the issue of agriculture itself where it was seen to be missing in some of the PRSPs. In our recent reviews we were happy to see that that has taken place.

On the issue of indigenous peoples’ issues, we are beginning to take this issue because in what we have—the COSOP, the Country Strategic Programme—in many parts of Latin America and Asia indigenous issues are extremely important; however, we will take this as an important lesson that we will take back for further discussions as to how best we can do this. Hopefully, in the next session of the permanent forum, we will report back on the status of what we have done.

A question was also raised about the issue of could we have a strategic framework for indigenous peoples’ issues, and could we eventually, like the other United Nations agencies, develop a policy paper on indigenous paper. I would like to mention that developing a policy paper is an adventure that we, in IFAD, have started recently. There has been a bit of a trauma in IFAD in some ways—but these are my personal opinions—because for a long time IFAD has focused a lot in terms of working on the ground with people. Very often, IFAD projects tends to be in remote areas, in very marginalized places, where staff, when they go, the minimum it takes is about 15 days. Handling those issues takes a long time so as a result of this, our experience has been that we tend to focus on projects and tend not to look beyond the projects, which is a mistake. Recently we are trying to make those changes but in making those changes we are not very sure what are the sort of forward and backward linkages that are extremely important.
Therefore, in the pragmatic way that IFAD has tended to work over the years it is to take them step by step. With regards to indigenous peoples’ issues we have started documenting some of our experiences ever since we took part in the affairs of the permanent forum. Those are beginning to sort of—we have today some documentation. We are also sharing some of our experiences in the inter-agency support group on indigenous issues and we are learning a lot, also, what others have done. We may have done quite a bit but there are other institutions that have done equally important work and it is important to learn from each other.

On the indigenous peoples’ issues in Africa, we are confused. We are confused like the rest but I think today there was a very good presentation because, like everything else in evolution, there is the beginning of an understanding and a beginning of a recognition that indigenous peoples do exist there, at least in the forum we have people who come and say that we are members of an indigenous community and self-identification is a very important aspect. But we need to see how best to handle that and that will be a continuing debate, but today’s contribution, I think, by ????, is an extremely important contribution for us to know that the African Union itself has taken this as a matter for discussions. We will try to deepen that aspect.

On the question of the permanent forum, permanent side events, a similar question has been raised by farmers’ organizations. I think I would like to throw it back to you, to say what would be the suggestion of this meeting. Should we or should we not do this aspect?

Vicki raised an interesting point, which is also our experience, that one of the fascinating and challenging issues of working with indigenous peoples is that there are many very strong, vibrant movements—movements that sometimes work against governments; movements that sometimes are not totally acceptable but are very much pro-people. We tread this with fear and trembling but our guiding principle is that it is the poor themselves who will work. Our experience here, for example in India, the government of India told us in 1981 you will not enter into the area of indigenous people. No foreign assistance is allowed in this area.  It took us ten years working with them to make a breakthrough. Today, 80% of our funding in India is amongst indigenous peoples or tribal issues. So what we will try to do is try to build a link but we would like very much to see and identify those institutions.

Mr. ??? raised a question of documenting the information of indigenous people and the aggregation of indigenous peoples’ data, which the permanent forum has been working on. I think this is an issue that I will try to take back to our senior management for discussion but one important aspect is that IFAD now is trying to highlight the importance of innovation. We have a fund for promoting innovation and maybe in this aspect, looking at data and the gaps, particular of the marginalized, could be innovative work that we could try to look at.

We heard today a very important aspect about free prior and informed consent. I think in many ways this is what we try to do informally because no activity of IFAD is undertaken without the consent of the communities. But I think that when we look at it more closely perhaps we may find ways and means of how we can try to handle this.

The rights based approach is something that we have tried in some projects. I think, as you rightly say, it is something that needs to be taken up more strongly. It can become political but I think our starting point, and our rallying ground, is that it is the poor and their needs and rights whom we would try to work for. We will try our best to see that we get as many partners as possible to enter into this area.

A question was raised about local knowledge and the importance of blending. We will try to do that. A suggestion was made about the sharing of visits between indigenous communities themselves to have exposure. This is something that IFAD is trying to promote increasingly and we believe that it is extremely important for us to do this because it is only when you see and create awareness, and have the information, that you become, as Mr. ?? said, more tolerant towards each other.

In terms of the questions of the realities of the poor, I think what we try in IFAD to do is to create opportunities to make sure that the poor and indigenous communities, women, become the driving force of development. One practical experience that we have gained is that it is extremely important, when you work in rural development amongst marginalized groups, to ensure that the terms of trade do not go against them, that we provide to them innovations and opportunities so that they can seize whatever opportunities do arise. In this respect, for those who are in remote and marginalized areas, the importance of building infrastructure and creating awareness are extremely important. There our work in non-farm, our work in micro-finance, play a very important part.

A point was raised about the fear of intolerance, the fear that assimilation could lead to marginalization. We totally agree with that. This is something we see on a day-to-day basis when we work with poor people. There we find that institutions that belong to the poor are extremely important and that building on the indigenous knowledge of consultation and cooperation amongst different social groups is an extremely important thing. In this respect what was said, giving them a voice, is extremely important. Sixty percent of the work in which we engaged in 2003 was in areas of conflict. Very often, these are areas where indigenous people are. We find that it is when you give a voice to people that militancy or terrorism can come down quite significantly. There, I think, is that fear of being marginalized that we need to do a more targeted intervention on, as was suggested, in our design and implementation but, above all, in our overall guidance so that we can use some of these for benefit.

The feminization of poverty is something that we face and see quite consistently. Recently, in Nepal, you see areas where men are moving out because of the conflict into Iraq and the Middle East and women are left to handle the families and everything that is left behind. We are working with UNIFEM to see what can be done, particularly regarding the marginalization of women and the illicit trafficking that is taking place. But these are areas in which we work and I think we will take your suggestions most heartily.
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