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“Cultural Indicators”: the Missing “Pillar” of Global Food Security 
The overall objective of developing cultural indicators in the context of agriculture, food systems and rural development practices/approaches will address a critical void in the current set of factors that determine sustainable development, food security and food sovereignty.  The economic, social and environmental “pillars” of sustainable development and food security do not fully account for the crucial role and relationship of culture for Indigenous Peoples and other local communities.  The unique, viable and time-tested cultural perspectives, practices and traditional knowledge of Indigenous Peoples and rural communities are key in implementing and maintaining development models that are truly sustainable, including those pertaining to local food security.   IITC is very appreciative that this void is recognized by FAO and that the vital role of Indigenous Peoples in addressing it has also been recognized.  

Participants in the 2nd Global Consultation will discuss, identify and evaluate the most effective approaches, criteria and factors for the development of “Cultural Indicators” which are practical, useful, appropriate and express in best interests and concerns of Indigenous Peoples’ with a focus on the relationship between traditional cultural practices, local food security, human rights, environmental protection and related concerns as a basis for sustainable development.

Framework

The following concepts were identified by IITC as cross cutting concerns raised by Indigenous participants from around the world in the 1st Indigenous Peoples’ Global Consultation on the Right to Food which took place in Guatemala in 2002, with over 125 participants from all regions of the world.  These were further refined as a result of extensive input received from Indigenous Peoples in response to a Questionnaire circulated in 2003 and 2004 by IITC, addressing the relationship between traditional food systems and traditional cultural practices in Indigenous communities.  Both of these activities were carried out in coordination and with the support of the UN Food and Agricultural Organization and its SARD Initiative.  

IITC proposes that the following list cross-cutting concerns, developed as result of this process of broad consultation, provides a useful and comprehensive framework for future discussions. It also will be the basis for the agenda at the 2nd Global Consultation focusing on the development of effective, realistic and representative “Cultural indicators” for Food Security Policies and Programs impacting Indigenous Peoples.   

​

1. Indigenous Peoples’ traditional subsistence foods and practices, and traditional cultural activities are inter-related, as well as mutually supportive and dependent.  The recognition of this fundamental interrelationship should serve as a basis for the next stages of the process to develop cultural indicators for sustainable agriculture, food systems, and related practices, policies and programs that respect and support the well being of Indigenous Peoples.  It should also serve as a basis for the development of criteria and procedures for all development activities (whether or not they are related to agriculture/food systems) within, near or impacting Indigenous Peoples’ lands and territories.

2. Indigenous Peoples affirm that their overall health, well-being and cultural continuity is directly related to their ability to eat their traditional foods and continue their traditional food practices.  This should be taken into account in an on-going process to determine cultural indicators for sustainable agriculture, food systems and well being among Indigenous Peoples.           

3. Indigenous Peoples maintain that various types and forms of development activities imposed from outside their communities result in overwhelmingly negative impacts on Indigenous Peoples’ traditional foods and food practices.  Indigenous Peoples should therefore participate fully and effectively in all phases (planning-to-evaluation) of these activities, and should be allowed to prevent or stop these activities as deemed necessary by them (these activities should be carried out only with the Free Prior Informed Consent of Indigenous Peoples).      

4. Outside institutions/entities have in a great many cases failed to consult in good faith with each community on the basis determined by that community, about the needs, concerns and priorities of each community.  Outside institutions/entities should facilitate the full and effective participation of Indigenous Peoples (including traditional leadership) in all phases of program planning, implementation, evaluation and follow-up.  

5. Many Indigenous respondents emphasize that more financial and technical support should be provided for the initiatives that Indigenous Peoples determine to be in the best interest of their sustainable agriculture, food systems and well-being.

6.   Many Indigenous Peoples have the traditional knowledge and maintain practices that could, with proper technical, and financial support, help to meet their food needs and ensure their well being.  But support alone is not enough; the other concerns raised (encroachment, infringement of rights, etc.) must also be addressed in order for the food security of Indigenous Peoples to be assured and protected.

7.  Further, more adequate resources are needed to continue and improve the process of establishing cultural indicators for sustainable agriculture and other food systems with maximum participation and substantive discussion by Indigenous Peoples.

Additional Considerations and Challenges

There is need for a thorough discussion about how qualitative data regarding sensitive issues that encompass profound traditional spiritual/cultural relationships and practices can be complied in a “quantifiable” form useful in determining “cultural indicators” which are applicable in various regions, countries and situations.   This process will require the participation of a representative multi-regional group of Indigenous Peoples to determine what steps they may wish to undertake for a community-controlled documentation process which could produce quantitative data to measure key factors or “indicators”. These could include the rate of loss, extent (or reversal) of loss, extent and scope of continued use, and/or the rate of revitalization of natural/cultural “resources” and expressions and their direct relationship to the loss and/or restoration of traditional food systems and practices  

It will be important for each community/village/Tribe/Nation to determine, through free, prior informed consent and full and effective participation of its traditional leaders, elders and community practitioners, if finding ways to measure (quantify) the integrity, rates of loss (destruction) and/or revitalization of these inter-related systems is a desirable or achievable process and if so, how it could produce usable “cultural indicators” for SARD, FAO as a whole and other development agencies as well .

This will require taking subjective responses and quantifying these into objective categories.  It will require maximum input in the development and/or identification of a methodology by which to “measure” impacts and identify common trends and priority issues.  Based on the previous survey and other subsequent discussions, there are several categories for which development of measurable benchmarks or indicators may be possible. These include: 

1)
Access to and integrity of traditional lands, waters and habitat used for food production, harvesting and/or gathering (including forests, fisheries, farmland, pasture and grazing lands, and waters);

2)
Abundance, scarcity and/or threats to traditional seeds, plant medicines, and food animals;

3)
Decrease or increase of consumption and preparation of traditional plant and animal foods and medicines, including in ceremonial/cultural use as well as daily household use; extent or percent of traditional foods still used as compared to introduced foods and seeds (including GMO’s and other new varieties) and measurement of changes (increases or decreases) over time;

4)
Extent of continued practice or use of ceremonies, dances, prayers, songs and other oral traditions related to the use of traditional foods and subsistence practices;

5)
Preservation and continued use of language, songs, stories and ceremonies, traditional names for foods and processes (planting, hunting, gathering, harvesting, preparation, etc.), rates of increase or decrease, and factors affecting/impacting these practices.

6)
Integrity of and access to sacred sites for ceremonial purposes related to use of traditional food sources

7)
Rate of rural-to-urban migration and possible return-migration patterns; relationship to continued use of traditional foods

8)   Number and effectiveness of consultations for planning, implementation and evaluation, applying the principle of Free, Prior Informed Consent, with community members and representatives when development programs are implemented by states, outside agencies or other entities and the extent to which cultural concerns are considered and addressed.

Each of these categories or areas of concern could  be further broken down and developed into a basis for useful indicators.  Categories can also be amended or added with further discussion.  They also may vary somewhat in their applicability by region, country and community.   But these issues reflect common general concerns and potentially measurable factors regarding the interrelated sustainability and relationship of cultural practices and food systems, which have been expressed repeatedly by Indigenous Peoples around the world.  

_____________________________________________________________________

“The denial of the Right to Food for Indigenous Peoples not only denies us our physical survival, but also denies us our social organization, our cultures,

 traditions, languages, spirituality, sovereignty, and total identity; 

it is a denial of our collective indigenous existence”.

--excerpt from the preamble, “Declaration of Atitlán”,

 1st Indigenous Peoples’ Global Consultation on the Right to Food and Food Security, 

Sololá, Guatemala, April 2002
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