The Indigenous Women's International Forum 
and reflections on Beijing Plus Five

As women all over the world met in New York in June to assess developments five years after the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, indigenous women from 17 countries held the first session of the Indigenous Women's International Forum. In addition to providing an opportunity to highlight and voice their specific concerns, the meeting was aimed at familiarising women with the ‘Beijing Plus Five’ process and other UN processes in which indigenous women are involved.
By Victoria Tauli-Corpuz
________________________________________________________________________
DOES anybody know that New York was called the Eastern Woodlands by the Native Americans? The Eastern Woodlands were the hunting grounds of many Indigenous Peoples and Nations in what is now known as the United States of America. Lorraine Canoe, an indigenous elder from the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, mentioned this in her opening prayer and welcome at the first session of the Indigenous Women’s International Forum.
This Forum brought together 60 indigenous women from 17 countries all over the world to assess developments five years after Beijing. It was an occasion for the few who have been closely following the Beijing process and other UN processes to share their knowledge and experiences. The participants belong to various regional and national indigenous women’s network which were born before and after the Beijing Conference. Coordination and fund-raising was mainly done by Lea Nicholas Mackenzie of the Assembly of First Nations of Canada, with the guidance of the International Steering Committee of Indigenous Women for this event.

Building and strengthening indigenous women’s networks
The African Indigenous Women’s Organisation (AIWO) had representatives from the Batwa in Rwanda, the Maasai in Kenya, and the Tuareg from Burkino Faso. The Asian Indigenous Women’s Network (AIWN) had Kankana-ey-Igorots from the Philipines, Lahu from Thailand, Kui and Naga from India, and Dayak from Indonesia. The Arctic Indigenous Women’s Network had a Sami from Norway. The indigenous women from Central and South America have a network called Enlace Continental de Mujeres Indigenas. There are representatives from the Quechua, Miskito, Maya, Nahuat and Arawak, from Peru, Ecuador, Nicaragua, Guatemala, Mexico, Costa Rica and Guyana.
Representatives of the various Indigenous Nations from Canada and the United States were also present. Since they were the hosts, they were represented in bigger numbers. There were two women chiefs from the Khowutzun and Nipissing First Nations in Canada. Others represented the Cree, Maliseet, and Eualayai Nations. Those from Canada came under the umbrella of the Assembly of First Nations (AFN). From Australia, the Aboriginal women and women from Torres Strait Island came under the umbrella of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island Commission (ATSIC).

While some participants had taken part in the Beijing Conference in 1995, the majority are more involved in their local or national indigenous women’s organisations. Thus, the main objective of the Forum was to introduce to the participants the Beijing Plus Five process and to link this up with the other UN processes which indigenous peoples are engaged with. At the same time it was an event to allow indigenous women to strengthen their networking with each other and to highlight their main concerns. 

Review of developments five years after Beijing 

High on the list of the concerns of indigenous women is globalisation and increasing poverty among indigenous women. Trade liberalisation has brought about the dumping of cheap, highly subsidised, imported agricultural products from the rich countries. These compete with the traditional crops which have been developed and nurtured by indigenous women. Indigenous sustainable livelihoods and small-scale farms and businesses are eroded or destroyed. In Peru, from where potatoes originated, indigenous 

potato growers are allowing their potatoes to rot in the farms or just use them to throw at President Fujimori during rallies. The dumping of cheaper potatos and sliced ready-to-fry potatoes from the United States and Canada and rice from Asia is putting local potatoes at a great disadvantage. 

The Igorots in the Cordillera region in the Philippines are not traditional potato growers. However, when the Americans colonised the Philippines at the turn of the 20th century. they introduced potato growing and facilitated the shift from subsistence production to cash-cropping. For more than 30 years, potato farms provided livelihoods to tens of thousands of indigenous farmers. With the entry of the same processed potatoes, around 50,000 farmers lost their livelihoods. 

In Mexico it is the same story with maize or corn. Maize is the traditional food crop of indigenous peoples in Mexico. Import liberalisition led by the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and strengthened by the World Trade Organisation (WTO) led to the dumping of cheap maize from the United States in Mexico. With its entry to NAFTA in 1994, Mexico committed itself to stopping its subsidies to maize production  and import restrictions on crops that are also domestically grown. Within one year its domestic production of maize and other grains dropped to 50%. Millions of traditional livelihoods were lost because of this. 

This led to an increase in the rate of indigenous peoples from Mexico crossing the border to enter the United States at risk of life and limb. It was reported that two indigenous women from Chiapas got killed at the border a few days before the Forum was held. 

Thus, the promise that trade liberalisation will bring forth economic growth and lessen poverty has not been realised in many indigenous peoples' communities. Poverty and exclusion has worsened and there is more concentration of wealth and power in the hands of fewer countries, corporations and billionaires. The debt burden of developing countries, which has put them under the structural adjustment programmes of the World 

Bank and the international Monetary Fund (IMF) has worsened poverty. The provision of basic social services is given to the hands of the private sector, making these services more inaccessible to the indigenous women. Privatisation of the most basic utilities and services, such as the privatisation of water in Bolivia, energy in the Philippines, etc., is leading to massive protests from the indigenous peoples and also the peasants and workers. 

To add insult to injury, the international trading system under the leadership of the WTO is pressuring countries to implement the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS). This is the international legal regime which legitimises the piracy of indigenous peoples' knowledge on agriculture, health and biodiversity conservation. Furthermore this legitimises the patenting of life, which, for indigenous peoples, is the worst form of commodification and desacralisation of life. The collection and patenting of the human genetic material of indigenous peoples, traditional medicinal and sacred plants (ayahuasca, kava, bittergourd), and traditional food crops (quinoa) are just a few examples of biocolonialism and biopiracy. 

Violence against indigenous women and the increase in the number of indigenous women and girls from India, Thailand, Nepal and the Philippines becoming victims of sex-trafficking syndicates are problems which were also raised. The liberalization of investments even in the service sector has resulted in the entry of foreign tourist and travel agencies. These agencies are aggressively promoting tourism and exotic indigenous women and cultures are used to attract tourists. 

 Liberalised investments also mean more mining and oil-drilling companies coming into indigenous territories. The conflicts over the control and use of primary resources found in indigenous lands and waters are worsening day by day. Indigenous peoples are now becoming refugees or squatters in their own lands or are forced to cross the artificial borders created when nation-states came into being. 

Armed and non-armed conflicts have increased, whether in Africa, Asia, or Central and South America. Indigenous peoples find themselves caught in conflicts and wars not of their own making. There is an increasing number of indigenous peoples who have become refugees at the borders. The resistance of indigenous peoples against the expropriation of their lands and resources, against the privatisation of water in Bolivia for instance, or the dollarisation of the economy in Ecuador, is interpreted by governments to be acts of hostility and threats to national security. The common response is increased militarization, which is leading to the worst violations of the human rights of indigenous women. 

More legal cases are being filed by Indigenous Nations and peoples in Canada, the United States and Australia against the corporations and even government agencies. These cases concern incidents that range from dumping of toxic or nuclear wastes in indigenous peoples' territories to the pollution of waters and lands by mining and oil corporations, the deforestation of the last remaining forests and hunting grounds, and the destruction wrought by the building of big dams and highways. 

The indigenous women from the affluent countries of Canada, the United States and Australia have reported increasing poverty and health problems among them. The increasing poverty among the Native Canadians jars with Canada’s number one ranking in the Human Development Index of the United Nations Development Programme’s Human Development Report. They have the highest infant mortality rates and maternal mortality rates. The incidence of HIV/ AIDS infection is higher among them compared to the dominant population. As with the Aboriginal Peoples in Australia, there are more Native Canadians in jail compared to other groups. These are all symptoms of the structural problems of racism and discrimination, and non-recognition of the rights of indigenous peoples to self-determination and to control over their lands and resources. These are also the results of the further concentration of wealth and power in the hands of fewer countries, corporations and billionaires. Global governance is increasingly falling into the hands of unaccountable and non-transparent institutions like the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the World Trade Organisation and the Group of Eight. 

Is there hope in the UN? 

Why then have indigenous women come here to New York to participate in this Beijing Plus Five Review? Do we see any hope in the UN and its various processes? Are our cries for economic justice and restorative justice going to be heeded by the United Nations? 

In the Forum there were discussions on the development of international law within the UN and how this have addressed the rights and concerns of indigenous peoples. It was recognized that since indigenous peoples 'issues were not paid attention to at the national level, the indigenous peoples had no recourse but to go to the UN to raise their demands. The creation of the UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations was the result of the lobbying done by the representatives of the various indigenous movements in many countries. 

The sustained lobbying and advocacy of indigenous peoples to urge the UN to address not only the individual human rights but also the collective rights of peoples like the indigenous peoples paid off. The UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which was adopted in 1993 by the Working Group and the Sub-Commission, reflects the needed balance between individual and collective rights. This Declaration is still being considered by the Commission on Human Rights. Indigenous peoples are hoping that by the end of the International Decade of the World's Indigenous Peoples (1994-2003), this will be adopted as it is. 

Just last 27 April 2000, the Commission on Human Rights adopted a Resolution which called for the establishment of a Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues which will be a subsidiary body of the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). This passed through a positive vote of 43 Countries and 11 abstentions. Indigenous peoples have long pushed for a Permanent Forum to have the UN give a higher profile and more comprehensive response to their demands. The forum is to have a broad mandate which will address not only the human rights issues of indigenous peoples but also issues around the areas of environment and development, health, education, gender, culture, and social rights. This Forum will be composed of eight government delegates elected by the ECOSOC member countries, and eight indigenous peoples who will be chosen in a process determined by indigenous peoples themselves. Again, the hope is that this Permanent Forum will be established before the Decade ends. 

For this Beijing Plus Five Review, we looked at the Beijing Platform for Action and identified which programme points have references to indigenous women. The Beijing Declaration of Indigenous Women which came out of the Indigenous Women's Tent in Huairou in 1995 was affirmed as a key document which unites us. It was observed that the analysis, issues and proposals in this Indigenous Women's Declaration are still very relevant and therefore should be used as a tool for lobbying, education and mobilisation. 
Whilst these gains in the international arena are recognised, we are also realistic in terms of expectations of the UN. It was clear to us that our empowerment as women is not principally determined by UN Conventions, Agreements or Declarations. This will mainly come from our efforts to strengthen our organisations, nations, clans and NGOs on the local and national level. The experiences of resistance mounted by our women and men against the attempts to drive us away or deprive us of our lands and resources area source of strength. The growing efforts to organise indigenous women on the ground and the networking being undertaken on the national, regional and international levels are sources of encouragement. The capacities of indigenous women to protect and strengthen indigenous economic systems which are sustainable and to transmit indigenous knowledge on health, agriculture, etc. to the younger generations should be strengthened. 

We have agreed that we will expand and strengthen our networking with each other and ensure that information and knowledge on developments internationally should be disseminated widely. We also agreed that we will come together in the next two years for an International Conference of Indigenous Women whereby we will try to consolidate our gains and define where we should be going. 

Our participation in the UN processes has undoubtedly changed some of the debates on how human rights should be addressed. The balance between individual and collective rights, the balance between civil and political rights and economic, social, and cultural rights, among others, are sharply addressed when rights of indigenous peoples come into the picture. We agree that racism and racial discrimination still remain as major factors causing many of our problems. Therefore we resolved that we will play a more active role in the forthcoming World Conference on this issue. 

We support the Beijing Platform of Action but we regret that there seems to be a backsliding by governments in meeting their commitments in Beijing. This holds for the governments of both the North and the South. 

Our elder, Lorraine Canoe, reminded us that we should not put our faith in the UN system because this is still run by governments which colonised us and still are re-colonising us. We should rely on ourselves, the wisdom of our elders, the energies and Visions of our youth, and our spiritual relationship with the Earth and all creation. 
Victoria Tauli-Corpuz is Convenor of the Asia Indigenous Women's Network. 
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