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1.                  What the World Bank has done
In 1994, at the start of UN Decade for Indigenous Peoples, the World Bank published Indigenous People and Poverty in Latin America: An Empirical Analysis.  The study documented that most Indigenous Peoples
 in Latin America, as distinguished from non-indigenous or Spanish-speaking people, live in deep poverty.  In Bolivia, while more than half of the total population is poor, over three-fourths of the monolingual indigenous population is poor.  In Guatemala, while 38 percent of all households are poor, 87 percent of indigenous households are poor.  In Mexico, municipalities where less than 10 percent of the population is indigenous have a poverty rate of 18 percent; municipalities where more than 70 percent the population is indigenous have a poverty rate of over 80 percent.
The 1994 World Bank study also showed  that the living conditions of the Indigenous Peoples are generally abysmal.  In Guatemala, most Indigenous Peoples lack access to potable water, sanitation and electricity.  Indigenous Guatemalans have on average 1.3 years of schooling, while non-indigenous Guatemalans have 4.2 years of schooling; indigenous females particularly lag in education.  A person who quits school in second grade cannot acquire rudimentary math, reading and writing skills, and is unlikely to escape poverty.
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Scattered evidence by country continues to highlight the importance of human capital as a determinant of Indigenous Peoples’ progress.  Between 1989 and 1993, for example, the portion of the earnings differential in urban Bolivia (discrimination) decreased.  At the same time, schooling levels converged.
The World Bank is producing an update on the situation of Indigenous Peoples in Latin America over the next two years, to coincide with the end of the UN Decade (1994-2004).  The new study, Indigenous Peoples, Poverty and Human Development in Latin America: 1994-2004, will give the first region-wide analysis of trends in poverty and human capital among Indigenous Peoples; it will also investigate the policy determinants of observed trends. 
2.         Issues/challenges in collecting data
Because of the varied and changing contexts in which Indigenous Peoples are found, there is no universally accepted definition of the term “Indigenous Peoples.  Therefore, the appropriate definition of “Indigenous Peoples” to use in empirical research is often unclear.  Identity generally relates to language, culture and land.  In surveys, questions on ethnicity can focus on self-identification, language, consciousness and solidarity.  The major task in defining a group is to identify its uniqueness, that is, to determine its unique features.  For Indigenous Peoples, those features can include geographic origins; language; religion/faith; traditions, values and symbols; literature, music and folklore; nutrition; dress, and social and political organizations.  Also, the nature of being “indigenous” varies over time.  Further, the children of indigenous parents may consider themselves non-indigenous.  Self-identification changes, even within a generation. 
For several reasons, relying on one indicator of indigenous identity is insufficient.  First, questions on identity vary between countries and over time, impeding regional or temporal studies.  For example, the Indigenous Peoples of Guatemala as a proportion of the total population, according to census and household surveys, decreased from 65 percent in 1921 to 36 percent in 1989, but in 2000 jumped to 41 percent.  That data changes in part because the method used for identifying Indigenous Peoples varied from interviewer evaluation in early surveys to respondent self-identification in later surveys.  Second, single identity questions (such as ‘es indígena?’) may underestimate the Indigenous Peoples, by as much as 22 percent according to at least one alternative estimate in the 1970s.  Third, adding other variables on indigenous identity enriches possible research.  For example, in Guatemala in 2000, 41 percent of the population self-identified as indigenous.  Of that group, 78 percent claimed to have an indigenous mother tongue.  In Peru, in 2001, while 32 percent of the population had an indigenous mother tongue, 41 percent self-identified as indigenous.  In both Guatemala and Peru, using only mother tongue rather than only self-identification decreases estimates of indigenous population size by 20 percent.  Also, in Peru, indigenous language use and self-identification correlate strongly in rural areas (92%), but more weakly in urban areas (64-71%). 
In short, the use of any one question to identify Indigenous Peoples may misidentify and often underestimate the size of Indigenous Peoples populations.  Variations on the language question – such as asking a respondent’s mother tongue rather than most frequently used-language – would exclude Indigenous Peoples that learned Spanish before other languages.  Also, geographical-based surveys will miss migrants. Furthermore, research has shown important differences between Indigenous Peoples within a country.
3.                     Preliminary thoughts on data questions
The need to develop a list of standardized questions for surveys in different years and countries is apparent.  That list could include self-identification, language (mother tongue, commonly used language, language used at home, secondary language), dominant group in the local community, parents’ mother tongues and others.  Ideally, each question would allow respondents to identify a specific indigenous group (for example, Quechua, Aymara, etc.) rather than merely selecting “indigenous.”             
Statisticians must also recognize that indigenous areas are often under-surveyed due to civil conflict and geographic isolation, so statisticians may need to impute the under-representation of Indigenous People, particularly if changes in the size of the indigenous population would affect policy. 
Statistics agencies could include a special survey module for Indigenous Peoples.  That module could study traditional medicine practice, religious/community activities, land ownership, bilingual schooling, inter-marriage and others.  Some countries have used separate surveys for Indigenous Peoples, such as Mexico’s employment survey and Venezuela’s indigenous census.  It is unclear whether such separate surveys are more useful for researchers than are national surveys including both Indigenous and non-Indigenous Peoples.   More useful, from a research and policy perspective, are supplements to national censuses (such as Canada’s Aboriginal Peoples Survey, designed and implemented in partnership with national Aboriginal organizations, carried out in 1991 and 2001, and Venezuela’s 2001 Census).
            It would be worthwhile to analyze these surveys and the United States census questions to decide on common questions for inclusion.  The goal is to rely on  more than one identity indicator.  Moreover, the collection of such information would ideally be consistent between countries and over time.
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