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GOALS OF THE GUIDELINES  

1) All development initiatives should strive for sustainable projects. 

2) All development projects should strive to benefit all people affected. 

3) All development projects should strive to have the broadest possible knowledge 
base to achieve the best possible results. 

 

BEST PRACTICE 

PRINCIPLES  

1) Indigenous communities should be able to provide free and informed prior 
consent before any development project is initiated. 

2) Indigenous communities should be able to choose their own representatives 
and not have them assigned. 

3) Indigenous traditional knowledge is best acquired by engaging indigenous 
holders of the knowledge as active participants in the project, using traditional 
knowledge as part of the team of experts. 

4) Indigenous peoples participation as bearers of traditional knowledge is best 
achieved by observing trust, respect, equity, and empowerment as the basic 
principles of interaction. 

5) Traditional rights to resources, self-governance, and the integrity and 
autonomy of indigenous peoples' cultural realities should be respected.  
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COMMENTS 
FROM AROUND THE WORLD 

"Exceptionally important and needed"  

(R. Goodland – World Bank, USA) 

"A much needed document ... very well done and very well thought out"  

(S. King – Shaman Pharmceuticals, USA) 

"Brings out clearly the many aspects of this complex issue."  

(M.S. Swaminathan – Swaminathan Research Foundation, India) 

"I think it is a superb initiative, long overdue." 

(R. McConnell – Natural Resources, Canada) 

"This is a wonderful contribution and I am extremely pleased with your efforts." 

(D.M. Warren – Indiana State University) 



"Heartily congratulated by the focus group ... document which is needed by many 
organizations."  

(Results of a workshop from Concordia University, Canada) 

"...commend your team for taking the initiative to develop it. It is clear that a lot 
of time and effort has been put forth in preparing it."  

(James Ransom, Assembly of First Nations, Canada) 

"A welcome (and much needed) addition to the development 
planning/environmental assessment worlds."  

(Catherine Hill, FAO) 

"A very well researched paper which raises a number of thought-provoking issues 
of concern to Aboriginal peoples. I especially like the division of the paper into 
three sections under the headings of Indigenous, Corporate, and Government."  

(P. Cuillierier, Indian and Northern Affairs, Canada) 

... impressive set of guidelines. ... an important step in mainstreaming issues 
related to indigenous communities by, first, promoting recognition of their rights 
to land and resources, and second, by providing guidance for incorporating their 
concerns into environmental assessments. We are in agreement with your 
recommendations..."  

(M. Concepcion J. Cruz, Global Environmental Facility) 

"On the whole ... the guideline is intelligent and interesting covering a wide 
context..."  

(Z. Tuli, International Labor Organization) 

"An important step in the direction of improved cross cultural understanding and 
how to deal with different perceptions of environmental issues and land use."  

(Ellen Woodley, Consultant) 

"I certainly find a lot in them to agree with, and plan, if I may, to begin using them 
immediately in classes I teach on dealing with traditional cultural issues in 
environmental impact assessment..."  

(Tom King, Silver Springs, USA) 

"I can not begin to express my thanks to you for sending me this prototype in 
E.A..."  

(Diane Henry, Stony Point and Kettle Point Negotiating Committee, Canada) 



"Thank you! Learning about this work I felt as though I'd been wrenched out of a 
daily grinder and allowed to breathe some fresh tropical air." 

(Nancy Wildgoose, Canada) 

"This is a very ambitious and difficult undertaking. The Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA), the Centre for Traditional Knowledge (CTK), the 
World Council for Indigenous Peoples (WCIP), and Environment Canada should all 
be commended for even attempting it. The author, Alan R. Emery & Associates, 
has produced a tidy format that presents the material in an attractive way. "  

(G. Wagner, Wagner and Associates, Canada) 

"It will be a valuable tool for indigenous peoples, governments and private 
proponents involved in environmental assessment of project proposals."  

(J. Crook, Indian and Northern Affairs, Canada) 

"At the end of the testing activity, the participating stakeholders including NGOs 
and other support groups concluded ... that with these Guidelines serving as a 
framework for dialogue, the Indigenous Peoples, Government, and Business would 
find it easier to come to terms with one another in relation to the planning and 
implementation of environmentally sensitive development projects."  

(Workshop conclusions, Manila, Philippines) 

  



World Bank Guidelines 

PREFACE  

I wrote these Guidelines to help draw together the wisdom of different perspectives about 
the world around us so that development projects have an improved capacity to be carried 
out to the benefit of all who are affected by them. 

The ultimate aim of the Guidelines is to help develop a framework within which affected 
indigenous peoples can expect to receive information that will allow them to choose, on an 
appropriate collective basis through free and prior informed consent, whether a 
development project should go ahead. In the event they choose to have it go ahead, that 
they are offered the opportunity to participate in the planning and implementation of the 
project, using their traditional knowledge systems to help guide the decisions that will affect 
their future, and that the use of that knowledge and their participation is handled with 
respect, trust, equity and empowerment. 

Modern advances in fields of high intensity agriculture, mining and oil and gas extraction, 
increasingly complex technology, planet-wide communication, and the geometric increase in 
human populations have placed an amazing diversity of cultures and ethnicity immediately 
in touch with each other. 

Over the last five hundred years, the global expansion of populations has resulted in the 
exploration and conquest or colonization of almost the entire planet. Very few places in the 
world today, are governed by the indigenous peoples who have been there since before 
historical records began. 

Thus, for historical reasons, many indigenous peoples, although certainly not all, find 
themselves in a complex world that is not always able to understand their values, their 
normal life style, or their way of perceiving the world. In some cases, the transition from 
traditional indigenous life styles to western styles has been effective and beneficial, but in 
many, if not most cases, the indigenous peoples have not benefited as fully as they might 
have. 

The knowledge systems of indigenous peoples are quite varied around the world, but there 
are consistent patterns in the way the knowledge is acquired and in the nature of the 
content of indigenous knowledge systems. Although indigenous knowledge systems are 
quite different from western, science-based knowledge systems, they can often complement 
science. To give but two examples: indigenous knowledge is intensely local in its factual 
information, whereas science usually has general, not local information, and therefore must 
carry out new studies to gain local information; science generally has a short-term base of 
information that it can use, whereas indigenous knowledge can draw on a very long-term 
information base. Thus, there is a great advantage to using the two knowledge systems 
together. 

The Guidelines address the questions and issues that govern how working together can be 
accomplished while respecting the perceived rights of everyone concerned. 

In writing these Guidelines, I have taken the position that when dealing with human lives 
and their support systems, it is important to begin with the assumption of individual human 
rights -- the panoply of collective rights flows properly from this base. I have also taken the 



position that indigenous peoples should be afforded certain rights that are a result of their 
long history in the area. Thus, traditional rights to resources including ancestral domains, 
self-governance, self-determination (or autonomy), cultural integrity, and social justice are 
fundamental to framing the guidelines. At the same time it is important for every 
stakeholder to recognize that national laws and policies should be able to accommodate the 
traditional laws, cultural diversity, and oral traditions. At least at this writing, I know of no 
country in which this has been completely and successfully implemented. 

Increasingly, indigenous communities are being included in the discussion periods that 
precede the implementation of development projects, but this is a relatively recent trend. 
The Guidelines take the position, and offer advice on how to provide for the indigenous 
peoples' desire that their collective right to choose whether a development project is 
implemented should be based on "free and informed prior consent." This is not always a 
simple task, and advice is offered on how to form or recognize appropriate representation of 
the indigenous communities, as well as how to know what is credible traditional knowledge 
and what is not. 

The Guidelines do not make the assumption that indigenous knowledge or practices are 
superior to other systems of knowledge or practices. Neither do the Guidelines assume that 
western knowledge or practice is superior to traditional knowledge. Instead, the Guidelines 
recognize that both systems have strengths that can help the other system when they are 
invited to work together. 

Finally, the Guidelines provide a way to help strike a rational balance between the 
protection of the environment, culture, and socioeconomic well-being of the indigenous 
communities and the changes that necessarily come during the course of project 
development. The specific advice recognizes that enormous opportunities are potentially 
available to indigenous communities, but it also recognizes that the risks can be equally 
great. Historical, and some, although definitely not all, current proponent and government 
practices have lead to development projects that did not benefit the indigenous 
communities they affected. In part, the Guidelines seek to correct that pattern. 

Alan R. Emery, February, 2000 

  



INTRODUCTION:  
THE NEED FOR GUIDELINES 

Background 

Best practice in development calls for projects that are of benefit to all and result in a 
sustainable socio-economic and natural environment. There is an increasing appreciation of 
the advantages of using science and technology together with traditional knowledge to find 
mutually beneficial results from development projects. These goals can be met within 
development projects through cooperation and mutual understanding, combined with an 
understanding of the traditional rights of indigenous peoples.  

Indigenous peoples want to have an integral and meaningful role in making decisions about 
their own future. A growing body of international law, fiscal and policy support in many 
countries, and an increasing interest in understanding the natural, cultural, and spiritual 
world of indigenous peoples have highlighted an opportunity. Development projects are 
beginning to include traditional knowledge in planning and implementation when indigenous 
peoples are directly or indirectly affected.  

Many governments, development agencies, and corporations are interested in the principles 
that underpin indigenous peoples' traditional knowledge systems. The Guidelines capitalize 
on that informed interest. Many indigenous peoples find themselves in a transitional stage, 
facing the demands of a changing and demanding world, but still rooted in traditional life 
styles. This may place them in difficult living conditions. Projects that are planned and 
implemented using traditional knowledge help reduce the difficulties of this transitional 
condition for indigenous peoples. 

Traditional knowledge is more than a simple compilation of facts drawn from local, and often 
remote, environments. It is a complex and sophisticated system of knowledge drawing on 
centuries of wisdom and experience. It also constantly grows and changes with new 
information. To use this sophistication one must include the indigenous peoples themselves 
as practitioners.  

Traditional knowledge systems of indigenous peoples, while highly variable in their content 
and style, nonetheless all have a great deal to offer in sustaining life on the planet. Most 
traditional knowledge systems assume that people are part of the land, not that they own 
the land, so they consider themselves as true guardians. The wisdom derived from this 
philosophy can be used to advantage when planing for sustainability. 

The Guidelines can be used as triggers for actions. The Guidelines recommend that all 
stakeholders include valuable information and accumulated wisdom from people who lived 
for uncounted generations on the same land. They provide guidance on how to derive 
mutual benefit to all parties from development projects.  

The Guidelines do not, and should not, attempt to teach traditional knowledge. In the same 
way that any other complex and vast body of knowledge, methods, belief systems, and 
assumptions requires context, language, and skilled interpreters to be used effectively in 
planning or implementation, so it is with traditional knowledge. Legitimate holders of 
traditional knowledge range from highly skilled and experienced Elders to hunters and 
trappers, gatherers of herbs and practitioners of many kinds. Men and women reach 
equivalent levels of wisdom and understanding in traditional ways. Often, however, there 



are important gender differences in the knowledge content and in the assumptions for its 
use. 

Working Together 

Many advantages derive from the use of scientific approaches to development projects. In 
fact, the major advances in living standards that depend on technological change have 
primarily been the result of scientific discoveries in the last few centuries.  

It is important to understand that the practice, as opposed to the theory, of both science 
and of traditional knowledge can be faulty, regardless of the accuracy of the theoretical 
models in each knowledge system. In addition, the simple transfer of practice from one 
system to another may not work well without thoughtful adaptation. 

In the north, for example, Inuit peoples traditionally abandoned their sleds when they had 
worn out, allowing the bone, leather, sinew, and wood to decompose and return to the 
earth. Abandoning a worn out Skidoo does not have the same result. Instead of returning to 
the earth, the metal, plastic, and gasoline can cause significant damage. To cite but one 
other example; in some tropical islands, the traditional way to procure salt is to dig a 
shallow pond and allow the sea water to evaporate, leaving behind the salt. Salt gathered 
this way in some areas today is polluted with heavy metals, and can cause severe medical 
problems. 

It is equally true that high-tech solutions to perceived problems in traditional societies may 
not be helpful. In the north, for example, several villages were designed and built on the 
assumption that the villages had electric power and running water. Now the bathtubs are 
used outside the house for butchering seals that have been killed for food, leather, and fur. 
In the south, many communities have a shortage of water. The "obvious" solution of 
providing water pumps is often fraught with technological and cultural difficulties that make 
this apparently simple solution a complete waste of money. 

These are not guidelines on how to carry out an environmental impact assessment nor how 
to plan a development project. They are guidelines on how to include indigenous peoples 
and their knowledge in development projects so that mutually beneficial results occur. 

The true benefit of these guidelines is to suggest ways in which the two systems can be 
used together to improve the ultimate results of the projects and to include indigenous 
peoples in planning and implementing development projects. 

ILO CONVENTION 169 CONCERNING INDIGENOUS AND TRIBAL PEOPLES IN 
INDEPENDENT COUNTRIES 

This is perhaps the single most important document to define the rights, recognize the 
aspirations, and call attention to the many contributions of indigenous peoples. The 
convention recalls the terms of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the many international instruments on the 
prevention of discrimination. It revises the 1957 Indigenous and Tribal Populations 
Convention (107). 



Several parts of the Convention are directly applicable to the acquisition of indigenous 
knowledge and the inclusion of indigenous peoples in the development process. This is a 
significant part of the Convention, placed there because of the historic treatment of many 
indigenous peoples. In many of the countries where they reside, the dominant culture is 
there because of conquest or colonization. These provisions are also present in the 
Convention because of the close relationship of most indigenous peoples to the land. The 
Convention seeks to give indigenous peoples an equal, but special, place in the nations of 
the world. 

The approaches suggested in the Guidelines directly support the underlying principles of ILO 
169. The Guidelines recommend: 

 using the same definition of indigenous  
 government action, with the full participation of the indigenous peoples,  

o to protect their rights and respect their integrity  
o to provide special measures to protect their persons, institutions, property, 

labour, cultures, and environment  
o to recognize and protect their social, cultural, religious and spiritual values,  
o to make a special effort to consult with the people acknowledging their unique 

procedures  
o to make special provisions so that the indigenous peoples have the right to 

decide their own priorities for the process of development as it affects their 
lives, beliefs, institutions, and spiritual well-being  

o to assist them to make their own decisions concerning the land they occupy 
or otherwise use  

o to promote their participation in any formulation, evaluation, or 
implementation of plans and programs for national or regional development 
that may affect them directly  

o to ensure that whenever they participate in a development project, that they 
benefit through the improvement of life, work, and levels of health and 
education  

o to ensure that the environment in which they live is protected  
o to promote and protect their customs and customary laws  
o to ensure that, should it be necessary to safeguard their rights against abuse, 

they can take legal actions, either individually or through representatives.  
 The Guidelines further support and work to underscore the specific ILO 169 articles 

regarding "Land":  
o to respect the special importance for cultures and spiritual values of the 

peoples concerned of their relationship with lands or territories which they 
occupy or otherwise use  

o to respect the ownership and possession of the land which they traditionally 
occupy  

o to respect the traditional rights to resources in territories where the resources 
have been used for subsistence and traditional purposes (especially in the 
case of nomadic peoples who do not occupy the land continuously) 

o to respect the rights of the indigenous peoples to participate in the use, 
management, and conservation of the resources they traditionally use  

o to consult with and respect the wishes of indigenous peoples with regard to 
any damage that might incur from withdrawing mineral or sub-surface 
resources, before undertaking any actions  

o to ensure that wherever possible the benefits from development activities are 
equitably shared with the indigenous peoples  



o to be especially cognizant of the exceptional cases only in which indigenous 
peoples can be relocated without their freely given permission  

o to be especially aware that persons not belonging to indigenous peoples not 
be allowed to take advantage of their customs, or lack of understanding of 
the laws of the nation to secure ownership, possession or use of the land that 
traditionally belongs to the indigenous peoples  

 to provide guidance to indigenous peoples' capacity building in vocational areas that 
can help them move back and forth between traditional and western styles of 
commerce  

 and finally to encourage the use of traditional languages in communicating 
information about development projects,  

PREPARATION OF THE GUIDELINES 

The first draft version of the Guidelines was developed for the World Council of Indigenous 
peoples, and was published in 1997. Since then well over 400 reviewers around the world 
have seen the Guidelines.  

This revision reflects all the comments and suggestions received to date through reviewers, 
the international workshops convened to examine the Guidelines (Christ Church, New 
Zealand; New Orleans, USA; Montreal, Canada; and Manilla, Philippines), and suggestions 
received through the author's web site (http://www.kivu.com). 

LESSONS LEARNED 

There have been many lessons learned as a result of the reactions to the Guidelines, their 
use as a teaching tool, and from people who have used them in the field. While most of 
these lessons have been integrated into the text of the Guidelines, three lessons cannot 
easily be defined in Guideline form.  

Lesson #1:  

The first lesson is that no single document can offer solutions to all the issues and problems 
that attend the integration of traditional knowledge in projects from start to finish. There 
are simply too many variables: the processes and rules vary from country to country, 
profound and important cultural differences are too numerous and too region-based to be 
able to cover them all, and finally each project presents its own unique problems. There 
cannot be a simple step-by-step process defined that will work in all cases. The Guidelines 
presented here should be considered a template. Users can add to and modify this template 
to make it more specific to their region or culture. 

Lesson #2:  

The second important lesson is that a text document such as this one has a broad appeal to 
people who are easily able to read. Unfortunately it is least well adapted to the very people 
who most need it. Many indigenous peoples are ill-at-ease with text-based documents or 
cannot use them at all. Thus, new versions of this document are needed in other media, 
such as graphic illustrations, videos, or street theatre story-telling. 

Lesson #3 



There is an almost automatic assumption that the values of indigenous peoples are 
negotiable because of the overriding importance or benefit of the project to other people. It 
is important to avoid simplistic equations such as "the desires of a great number of people 
override the needs of a small number of people." Such simplistic equations are too easily 
misused. Preserving the autonomy of indigenous local peoples is an important part of 
responsible development. 

KEY PLAYERS 

For the purposes of these Guidelines, four major parties are directly involved in the process 
of a development project: government regulatory agencies, proponents of projects (usually, 
but certainly not always a corporation), indigenous peoples and local communities, and 
special interest non-governmental organizations (NGOs).  

Proponents of projects need to be aware that there can be advantages to using traditional 
knowledge. They should also be sensitive to the interests, concerns, and rights of 
indigenous peoples.  

Indigenous peoples and local communities need to know what their rights are, and how to 
negotiate effectively with proponents, governments, and NGOs.  

NGOs, whether local or distant in origin, whether support-, technical-, or advocacy-based, 
all need to take care that their participation is appropriate and approved by the local people.  

Governments are called on to recognize, protect, and monitor the rights of both the 
proponent and the indigenous peoples.  

The Guidelines suggest a framework within which stakeholders in development projects can 
ensure appropriate inclusion of indigenous peoples and their traditional knowledge as part of 
the process.  



GLOBAL KNOWLEDGE BASE 

INTRODUCTION 

Many organizations that routinely interact with indigenous and non-indigenous peoples of 
the world are interested in finding ways to improve the role of traditional knowledge and to 
improve their understanding of both the content and how to integrate traditional knowledge 
with other knowledge bases. 

The following summarizes some important aspects of the needs and approaches currently 
being taken. The information is largely derived from Mathias, E. (1995) Framework for 
enhancing the use of indigenous knowledge, Indigenous Knowledge Monitor Vol. 3, (2) 
August 1995. 

FIELD RECORDING, USING, AND TRANSFERRING TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

At the present time there have been a limited number of methodological studies, although 
some projects involve testing by means of participatory approaches. A few projects 
integrate the recording of the use of traditional knowledge. A substantial number of small 
NGO projects uses traditional knowledge but very few experiences have been documented, 
not to mention exchanged. Perhaps the most useful approaches would include studies on 
how projects can assess and apply project-relevant traditional knowledge, support for NGOs 
to document and analyze their experiences, and systematic studies of transfers of 
traditional knowledge. Methodological studies that undertake an analysis of projects that 
record and use traditional knowledge so that we can learn from successful applications and 
transfers of traditional knowledge, that study successful amalgamations of traditional 
knowledge with foreign knowledge would be most useful. 

Western experts continue to examine traditional knowledge from a "scientific perspective" 
and have made some attempts to undertake a validation of the traditional knowledge at an 
informational level. This effort is interesting, but sometimes misses the point. There have 
been limited efforts so far (with the exception of research on medicinal plants) information 
on effectiveness is scattered and difficult to access limited information on successful 
transfers. Proposed areas of investigation include field-testing and on-station research by 
national research institutions including economic analysis as well as studies of records of 
early century scientists and practitioners, missionaries. One promising area is to examine 
records of technology transfers of traditional knowledge. At the same time independent 
dissemination of information is occurring. Over the past years, the amount of records and 
exchanges has increased (documents, newsletters, videos etc. the number of conferences 
networks), but analysis is still limited. Considerable (academic and descriptive) information 
is available on web-sites, use-lists are in operation, and some databases on traditional 
ecological knowledge exist, but while mass communication coverage related to indigenous 
peoples and bio-diversity has increased, information activities not well coordinated in 
developing countries. Unfortunately, museums still exhibit local artifacts as manifestations 
of traditional knowledge, rather than as living information. One useful strategy would be to 
improve regional networking to promote exchange between traditional knowledge sources, 
projects, and actors to increase public coverage and to establish accessible databases. This 
would result in the production and dissemination of documents, audiovisuals and artifacts, 
especially if development agencies supported such things as conferences, existing and 



functioning networks, clearinghouses, databases, demonstration plots, and exhibits in 
museums that deal with traditional knowledge as a living information base. 

INCREASING AWARENESS 

While it is recognized that it is important to raise awareness of the value and potential use 
of Traditional knowledge among local people, field level workers and organizations, 
teachers, scientists and other academics, policy makers and development planners, 
traditional knowledge is still not getting much use in project planning. This is mainly the 
result of limited activities that involve local people as partners or actors, limited integration 
of traditional knowledge modules into regular training courses on rural development, and 
information on traditional knowledge that is not suitably packaged for policy makers and 
development planners. Some policy papers recognize the value of traditional knowledge 
(such as the World Bank guidelines for working with indigenous peoples), but experience 
with practical application is not well recorded. 

Helpful approaches include external involvement to help communities to record document 
and use their own traditional knowledge, participatory technology assessments, personal 
exchange between practitioners, integration of traditional knowledge modules into curricula 
of schools training institutes and universities, information packages for politicians decision 
makers and development planners, and specialized country or sector guidelines fashioned 
after guidelines such as those that are included here. 

TOOLS AND SUPPORT 

For these ideas to be useful, it is important to provide tools and methods for the recording 
and use of traditional knowledge in development projects. These could include field-worker 
handbooks how to record and document traditional knowledge by means of participatory 
approaches such as those that are available for manual and computer use prepared by the 
Center for Indigenous Knowledge for Agriculture and Rural Development (CIKARD). While 
case studies are available, they should be packaged in a user-friendly form such as can be 
see at the web sites for Indian and Northern Affairs, Canada, the World Bank, and UNESCO 
(See Appendix 2). In addition, individuals can be trained. This would include both 
government and non-government organizations. At the present time, there are limited 
courses available by the university of Edinburgh and intense workshops at the Banff 
Management Centre in Canada. Certainly much more is needed. 

Innovative ideas such as strategic alliances or the establishment of regional clearing houses 
of traditional knowledge. (see other appendices for Traditional Knowledge Centres and web 
sites.) will help. At the present time, however, there are still many unresolved issues that 
impede progress. These include property rights and the sharing of power in decision-making 
as the prime issues. In most countries there remain disputes over land ownership, 
especially when resource exploitation is contemplated. 

While there are many things that individuals and organizations can do to promote traditional 
knowledge, government and aid agencies have the most potential to speed up the process. 
They can do this through provide and operate documentation and access space (libraries, 
databases, info-centres, tele-centres etc.), produce information material (print, radio, TV, 
plays etc.), organize local exchange (advise, exchange visits, theatre groups, use of media 
etc.), organize regional exchange by networking. Governments specifically need to protect 
(intellectual) property rights, facilitate information access and exchange, include local 
knowledge in national curricula, facilitate regional travel, and facilitate access to media The 



donor community in general can create internal platforms of exchange and cooperation, 
network with sources of IK and partners, and include traditional knowledge aspects in 
assistance strategies and approaches. 

The main constraints include a nearly total lack of personnel trained in methodologies that 
allow integration and inclusion of traditional knowledge in project development. Prioritization 
of traditional knowledge is very poor. And finally, the widely practiced project financing for 
NGOs ignores role of documentation and information activities because overhead costs are 
not covered, so information-gathering activities are curtailed. 

  



TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE  
CASE STUDIES 

CASE STUDIES SOURCES 

To illustrate some of the concepts of how traditional knowledge can be incorporated into 
projects and project planning, several case studies are presented below. This is by no 
means an exhaustive list, but each one illustrates a different aspect of how perspective is 
gained by including traditional knowledge in the project. These case studies are drawn 
primarily from examples provided by the International Labour Organization (ILO), The World 
Bank (WB), Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC), and the United Nations Education, 
Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).  

Users of the guidelines are encouraged to submit their own examples of case studies to an 
Indigenous Knowledge Centre (see Appendix 3), or to send us an e-mail and we will 
promote the examples on this web site.  

 
CULTURAL VIABILITY CAN BE SAFEGUARDED THROUGH CONTINUED HABITATION 
AND USE OF TRADITIONAL LAND (PERU) 

The valley of the Mayo River was isolated from the rest of the country until the 1970s, when 
construction of the Carretera Marginal trunk road gave access. A wave of spontaneous 
settlers from the highlands and the coast then came into the valley, increasing the 
population five-fold. Under such a dramatic event, the Aguarunas became a disadvantaged 
minority in their own traditional territory. Providing legal land titles to the nine Aguaruna 
communities living in the Alto Mayo basin, adjacent to the settled areas, was a condition of 
the IFAD project. 

The native communities were thus able to obtain communal land titles and rights from the 
government before the major wave of migrants could reach the region. In this way, the nine 
communities became owners of 60,000 hectares of land, of which some 17,000 hectares 
were suitable for intensive agricultural production. Consequently, they could continue their 
traditional activities in shifting agriculture, growing about 80 species of plants, most 
important among them, manioc, maize, bananas, and rice. Hunting, fishing, and gathering 
fruits and nuts from the forest are other activities that significantly enhance their diet. 

 
INDIGENOUS WOMEN HEALERS FORMED GROUPS TO PRACTICE TRADITIONAL 
MEDICINE IN OAXACA (MEXICO) 

After bitter struggles with official associations of physicians, traditional medicine people, 
mostly women, finally were able to organize joint meetings in which they shared their 
experiences and set up plans for collaboration. As a direct result, indigenous women 
benefitted immensely. Their involvement has been a key factor in cataloguing the plants, 
herbs, and practices, and in promoting the conservation and availability of curative products 
and practices. With the support of the National Indigenist Institute, UNICEF, and NGOs, an 
overall health program has been established. Recognized medicine people and healers train 
interested indigenous villagers as health promoters through courses and workshops, 
focussing on the recovery of communal knowledge about medicinal plants and traditional 



healing practices. The status of indigenous women has been enhanced through the creation 
of a council of traditional medicine where their knowledge is recognized, and through the 
opening of community clinics. Not only can they make wide use of their traditional 
knowledge in medicine, but also the exercise of their practice has been greatly improved. 

 
MOSSI FARMERS OF BURKINA FASO REVIVE TERRACING AND WATER HARVESTING 
PRACTICE 

Early this century the Mossi put up lines of stones (bunds) on their cultivated land to build 
up terraces. Because of political instability this method was later abandoned. After a series 
of droughts in the 1970s, the bunds were revived. Pits that conserve water were added. 
They were filled with organic material to increase soil fertility. Other introduced systems 
were shunned. The stone bunds are built up over the years, reaching about one meter 
height, terracing the slopes with relatively little labor input during the slack, dry season. The 
semi-permeable bunds allow for a gradual seeping in of the water and prevent the run-off 
caused by the scarce but highly intensive rains, reducing the risk of crop failure and soil 
erosion. In the disastrous drought years of 1983 and 1984, crops grew on land with bunds, 
while adjoining fields grew nothing. The International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(LIIAD) assisted Burkina Faso to disseminate the technology throughout the country's 
densely populated central plateau, where today 150 villages on the plateau now have stone 
lines. Sorghum yields on the plateau have risen by about 40 percent in fields with bunds.  

 
MAASAI WEATHER FORECASTING IN TANZANIA  

Maasai alternate the use of their natural grassland according to seasons. This requires a 
timing decision on when and where to move next. They predict droughts as well as weather 
related diseases by watching the movements of celestial bodies in combination with 
observing the date of emergence of certain plant species (e.g.. Ole Kitolya). Such "early 
warning signals" of an approaching environmental disaster are used to determine any 
preventive measures, prepare for mitigation and decide on the course of the community in 
using the natural resources. Similarly, estimates of animal fertility can be drawn from such 
forecasts with implication on stocking rates and density. This knowledge is little researched 
so far. Traditional expertise in astronomy and weather forecasting in combination with 
conventional agricultural meteorology could enhance local forecasts on harvests and food 
security. 

 
INDIGENOUS POSTPARTUM MATERNAL AND CHILD HEALTH CARE RITES 
IMPROVES HEALTH OF MOTHER AND CHILD (NIGERIA) 

During a four-week period after birth called 'Omugwo'" the mother and the child are 
secluded and relieved from all other chores they are cared for by the grandmother of the 
new born. The new mother is given a stimulating hot soup made with dried fish meat yams 
plenty of pepper and a special herbal seasoning called 'udah' which makes the uterus 
contract and thus helps in expelling of blood clots. The diet helps to restore blood lost 
during childbirth to restore energy facilitated the healing of wounds and restores normal 
bodily functions and promotes lactation. For a first time mother the time is utilized to 
receive parental and house keeping practices from her mother. 



The most important lesson learned in this example is that health care programs need to 
acknowledge the 'Omugwo' rites and integrate them in their assistance strategies 

 
WASHAMBAA USE BUNDS TO EMULATE PLANT SHELTER AND INCREASE HARVESTS 
(TANZANIA)  

The Washambaa of the Usambara Mountains in Tanzania developed a land use system 
emulating the climax vegetation of the deciduous natural forest, a multistory system 
integrating annuals and perennials on the same plot. The principles were transferred to 
Nyabisindu, Rwanda. Special multipurpose contour bunds with trees shrubs and grasses 
were added to the system and re-transferred to the Washambaa once dense population and 
demand for firewood had depleted the soil cover. Emulation of natural vegetation is a valid 
approach to soil conservation; transferring and adding elements to address new problems 
adds value to the original land use system. 

 
VALIDATING TRADITIONAL ARCHITECTURE WITH MODERN TECHNOLOGY 
IMPROVED AWARENESS AND ACCEPTANCE 

Following a re-orientation of national energy policies the Egyptian atomic energy 
commission started to research energy and material saving construction methods. A 
regional exchange of experience was arranged with the following observations: Curved roofs 
have a smaller surface area (and require less building material) for the same volume of 
indoor space. Computer simulations prove: the net heat gain of a dome can be 20 % less 
than that of a flat roof; curved roofs allow the warm air to rise leaving cooler air at floor 
level. Openings at the top can provide "natural air condition" by very cross-ventilation; 
skylights on vaults and domes provide 4 to 5 times more light per unit floor area than low 
windows on vertical walls. Less window area is needed heating and cooling loads are 
reduced; rooms with curved roofs have a pleasant psychological effect on the occupants: 
they seem less oppressive than rooms with flat ceilings. 

It has become abundantly clear to informed practitioners that including traditional 
knowledge (whether indigenous or not) is an important and helpful approach to modern 
project planning and implementation when traditional peoples are directly or indirectly 
affected. 

 
TRADITIONAL ETHNOVETERINARY MEDICINE AND MODERN MEDICINE WORK AS 
PARTNERS IN CAMEROON, AFRICA 

Modern veterinary sector is plagued by numerous constraints, including the erratic supply 
and prohibitive expense of veterinary drugs and supplies, poor communication facilities, and 
a shortage of manpower. The project promoted complementary use of indigenous and 
conventional veterinary medicine for sustainable livestock production, and the conservation 
of medicinal plant resources. Through interdisciplinary collaboration with governmental and 
non-governmental organizations, the project documented the indigenous treatment of 
various diseases and ailments of livestock. Diseases are now being treated using effective 
remedies that were used by local communities many years before the arrival of modern 
drugs. The practice depends above all on indigenous farmers' knowledge. Modern drugs 
complement indigenous ones and are used for certain diseases if no effective indigenous 



remedies are available. Farmers are now using more local remedies, which are several times 
cheaper than modern drugs. Low investment costs and increased livestock productivity 
improve farmers' monetary profits as well as their nutrition. Because the practice builds on 
indigenous knowledge and practices, it enjoys a high rate of acceptance. Indigenous 
knowledge is being preserved in a continuing way. Farmers are empowered and encouraged 
to participate in development. There is increased awareness of the importance of 
environmental conservation. 

 
LOCALLY AVAILABLE INDIGENOUS EDIBLE SPECIES OF PLANTS ENHANCE 
COMMUNITY HEALTH, PROVIDE INCOME, AND CONSERVE BIODIVERSITY IN 
KENYA 

The National Museums of Kenya is compiling a database of indigenous food plants of Kenya, 
to compile agronomic, nutritional, cultural and market data on priority species; to promote 
the cultivation, consumption and marketing of these foods through field demonstrations, 
educational materials and the media. People were despising their traditional foods in favour 
of exotic foods. This was most common among the younger generation, who took pride in 
their 'modern' patterns of consumption. Poverty, famine, and malnutrition were common in 
rural areas despite the fact that local foods were readily available. Much local knowledge 
regarding the nutritional value and cultivation of local edible plants was being lost. Most 
people no longer knew, for example, when and where to collect seeds, etc. Having never 
been written down, the indigenous knowledge of the elderly was slipping away day-by-day. 
A number of important species, or varieties of species, were on their way to extinction. 

Indigenous knowledge was thus the starting point. Specialists in nutrition, ecology, and 
botany have had to base their research on it because there was simply not enough time, 
money or human resources to duplicate all of that knowledge. The scientific, economic, and 
socio-cultural significance of the indigenous knowledge becomes apparent as specialists and 
practitioners work with it. 

The practice is beneficial in several ways. It improves the local communities' living 
standards and health. It enhances the knowledge which extension workers put to daily use. 
It generates knowledge that is useful to NGOs seeking ways to alleviate poverty and 
improve public health. It generates scientific knowledge useful for the preservation of 
cultural and biological diversity. By raising the status of indigenous knowledge in the eyes of 
local communities, the practice not only helps to alleviate poverty but also increases 
people's respect for their own culture. 

There are some dangers. Commercial interests could result in a selection of species and 
varieties, and thus reduce the present diversity. Research exposes local knowledge to 
piracy.  

 
INTEGRATION OF QIANG ETHNO-BOTANICAL KNOWLEDGE AND PRACTICES INTO 
A REFORESTATION PROJECT, AND RESTORES A DEGRADED WATERSHED IN CHINA 

The Qiang people mainly inhabit the valleys of the Minjiang River (a main branch of the 
Yangtze) in Sichuan Province. This region is important for its mountain forests, which are a 
major source of water for the Yangtze. What takes place in these mountain ecosystems has 
far-reaching effects on the areas downstream. Large-scale deforestation and population 



growth over the last four decades have resulted in serious degradation in this area. In just 
four decades, it is estimated that the forests have shrunk from 40 per cent of the land area 
to 10 per cent. This has caused a loss of biodiversity. 

From the beginning, the project to rehabilitate this watershed has incorporated indigenous 
knowledge of the Qiang people. Their knowledge of medicinal plants has played an 
important role in the conservation of biodiversity, and Qiang practices of forest 
management and home-gardening have been integrated into the project. Because the 
collection and cultivation of plants for herbal medicines were an important source of income 
for the Qiang people, the cultivation of these plants was integrated into the project to plant 
trees. This helped to guarantee the participation of local farmers in ecological conservation, 
which in turn increased the economic return from the reforestation investment. 

At present trees are being planted in terraces: i.e. horizontal bands of original vegetation 
(shrubs and grasses) are alternated with bands that are planted with tree seedlings. 
Indigenous species are preserved in the bands of original vegetation, which also prevent soil 
erosion. In the area where the Qiang live, the collection of wild medicinal plants is a 
traditional source of income. Some of the plants are used locally, but most are sold. 
Because of this market, Qiang farmers cleared fields for cultivating the plants on a large 
scale in addition to growing them in their home gardens. This indigenous agroforestry 
model—meaning that the people know exactly which plants to cultivate and how--was 
incorporated into the national projects. This not only maintains local traditions of forestry 
management but also promotes the participation of local people in conservation projects. 

The practice provides income for local people and guarantees their participation in the 
project. This reduces the need for government and development agencies to make large 
investments. The practice of alternating bands of new trees with bands of original 
vegetation creates an ideal habitat for medicinal plant cultivation, increases the diversity of 
species in forest stands, and protects the soil against erosion from water runoff. It is 
common in China for reforestation projects to ban local people from entering the woodlands. 
But the Qiang people have a tradition of cultivating medicinal plants in common woodlands 
and around their homes. If this had not been taken into account, the reforestation project 
would not have been sustainable. It is sustainable because it not only focused on planting 
trees; it also opened up the woodlands to local people. They may cultivate medicinal plants 
under the tree canopy as they have always done. Because these plants need shade, local 
people have always understood the need to plant trees first. This step in their indigenous 
practice is now supported by project funds, but they still finance the cultivation of medicinal 
plants themselves. This cultivation surely increases the diversity of woodlands, and if 
reforestation projects are managed in this way, local people will surely protect the newly 
reforested lands. The traditional medicinal knowledge of the Qiang people has acquired 
higher status as a result of the reforestation project. This helps to ensure that local 
traditions are passed on to future generations. The cultivation of plants for herbal medicine 
is very popular in China and not only limited to one ethnic group. But each group has its 
own species and practices. Planting trees in terraces on slopes is an extension of the 
indigenous practice of the Qiang people, who planted cash crops in this way, including the 
Zanthoxylum, a kind of pepper which has traditionally provided one of the Qiang's 
traditional remedies.  

 
THE BAREFOOT COLLEGE - PROMOTING PRODUCTIVE EMPLOYMENT FOR YOUTH IN 
INDIA 



A hundred years ago, when villages in India had no urban-trained professionals with 
impressive paper qualifications, what did the villagers do? They developed their own 
knowledge, skills and wisdom to solve their basic problems of drinking water, health, 
education and employment. The Barefoot College has been reviving and giving more respect 
and dignity to knowledge, skills and wisdom that have been devalued and discarded by 
modern-day planners and 'experts'. The idea is to apply traditional, indigenous knowledge 
and skills to solving these basic problems, and thus to reduce villagers' dependency on the 
expertise from outside which is so often inappropriate and irrelevant. Villagers are 
encouraged to depend more on their own common sense, on their indigenous institutions, 
and on their own practical skills and ability to judge what is possible. 

The skills taught at the Barefoot College are aimed at providing the basic services villagers 
need: safe drinking water, sanitation, education, and health care. The College is a non-
formal training institute where young men and women are taught practical skills by village 
teachers, many of whom have no formal qualifications. Teaching and learning are based on 
the day-to-day needs of villagers. The approach has given the College a grassroots base, 
made the training low-cost, and demonstrated the sustainability of community skills that 
have never been endorsed by any recognized university or college. Up to now the practice 
of using village knowledge and skills has only been paid lip-service; it has never really 
enjoyed real confidence or been given a full opportunity. 

The College has over 400 staff members working full-time in various activities related to 
basic services. They have no formal qualifications for the job they are doing. With the help 
of a cadre of barefoot engineers, doctors, teachers, designers, chemists, accountants and 
traditional communicators, communities are using expertise they acquired from their 
ancestors. The concept of communities depending on themselves has revived. Indigenous 
institutions and decision-making processes have been activated, and villagers have gained 
new confidence. They increasingly recognize their own strengths and assign value to their 
own skills--something that was never felt before. 

All changes emerge from a conflict of ideas, approaches and methods. The Barefoot 
approach has challenged the urban-based, 'paper-qualified' experts in the belief that this 
totally non-violent conflict will be beneficial to the communities over the long term. Already 
the benefit has been amply demonstrated. 

The use of traditional (indigenous) knowledge, skills and wisdom promotes active 
community involvement because people depend more on each other. The use of traditional 
knowledge has an ethical dimension. It encourages transparency and accountability. This is 
not the case with urban-based skills, which encourage secrecy and dependency, and which 
offer no guarantee that the service is either competent or reliable. The use of traditional 
knowledge demystifies the local technologies that will be the basis for sustainable solutions 
in the future. The more people who understand and try out a technology, the greater the 
chance of the technology being accepted. Other types of sustainability are achieved by 
using traditional media, such as puppet and street theatre, to convey messages on social 
issues (minimum wage, gender equality, etc.).  

 
OVERCOMING LABOUR SHORTAGES THROUGH INDIGENOUS MUTUAL-HELP 
GROUPS IN THE PHILIPPINES 

To improve soil erosion and poor soil fertility, the International Institute of Rural 
Reconstruction (IIRR) introduced agroforestry measures. But because the measures were 



labour-intensive, they were being adopted only slowly. After a visit to a similar project, the 
farmers themselves suggested forming traditional mutual-help groups for the agroforestry 
work. These groups are called "hunglunan" in Albay province, "alayon" in Cebu, and "tropa" 
in Cavite. They usually consist of four to six members, but sometimes up to 10 or more 
members, who help one another with labour-intensive agricultural activities such as land 
preparation, planting, weeding, and harvesting. Members also help one another for fiestas, 
weddings and other social events. The local labour groups formed for the project were 
crucial in implementing the agroforestry measures. The use of local approaches and the fact 
that the groups were formed by the farmers themselves were important factors. Experience 
in many development projects has shown that groups introduced by outsiders seldom 
survive for long. 

The sustainability depends very much on the project for which it is used. For example, if 
people do not find the agroforestry measures useful, they will leave the mutual-help groups. 
Another factor probably influencing sustainability is whether the groups formed themselves 
according to their own criteria or whether the groups were imposed by outsiders. Local 
people initiated the practice and were familiar with it. Local labour-sharing arrangements 
can be used as an effective tool for making labour-intensive activities more acceptable.  

 
PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH MAPPING (PRM). USING MAPS OF INDIGENOUS 
LAND-USE PATTERNS TO HELP INDIGENOUS PEOPLES CLAIM LAND RIGHTS IN 
HONDURAS. 

The practice helps indigenous hunter-gatherers draw their own maps of the lands and 
resources required for their subsistence. The aim is to help indigenous people communicate 
their need for land to government authorities through their spatial knowledge of the 
landscapes and ecosystems they inhabit. We encourage people to draw progressively more 
complex maps of the sites and areas used for their subsistence. Projects in Honduras and 
Paraguay are described in this report. 

In Honduras, the project was co-ordinated by MOPAWI, a local NGO, and several indigenous 
organisations. The project aimed at developing a clearer understanding of indigenous land-
use patterns so that an appropriate strategy could be designed to legally reclaim historic 
land rights. The project was funded by Cultural Survival. Indian 'surveyors' designed a 
questionnaire, which they then administered to all villages in the eastern Honduras region 
(population 40,000). The data was gathered through public meetings, and included oral and 
graphical descriptions of the sites and areas used by villages for their subsistence. The 
surveyors gathered the information, and professional researchers used the information to 
draw up 1:50,000 scale maps of the region. Circles were drawn around the sites identified 
to show the approximate extent of lands used. Village-level data was grouped into zones, 
and the resulting map was published at a scale of 1:500,000. The researchers included a 
vegetation overlay on the map to highlight the relationship between land-use and the 
landscape's ecology. 

In Paraguay, the project focussed on helping Indians draw detailed maps to communicate 
their indigenous knowledge of land and resource-use. The practical purpose of the research 
was to shed light on the extent and quality, in ecological terms, of the lands the Indians 
needed for subsistence. (This is now a major issue in Paraguay, where land is being given to 
Indians on an externally-determined amount of 100 hectares per family). 



The project began from people's own practice of sketching maps on the ground. During daily 
conversations, these maps were drawn to describe the location of a particular site with 
reference to roads and man-made features. Indians were encouraged to add more detail to 
these maps and to try their hand at drawing them on paper. This process took on a life of 
its own, as the Indians started to produce maps independently. 

Maps of Indian land use that do not draw on indigenous knowledge do not incorporate an 
indigenous perspective on issues such as the ecological structure of the landscape, 
categories of ecological habitat, ethno-ecological classification, etc.. It enables indigenous 
people to articulate and communicate spatial data/information. Until now, indigenous people 
in Western Paraguay have not managed to do this with much success. Such information is 
crucial in their claims for land rights. 

Some of the results are truly remarkable. Among other things, they emphasize the 
importance of indigenous spatial knowledge. We must access that knowledge if we are going 
to understand the complex, and often unseen factors that make up the intricate relationship 
between indigenous peoples and their environment. If required, Indian-made maps could be 
cross-referenced with aerial photos and satellite images of the area. 

The practice works best with people who have an intimate knowledge of their land. It 
requires a high degree of trust between outside researchers and local people.  

 
PROMOTION OF LOCAL COMMUNITIES' STRATEGIES FOR THE CONSERVATION OF 
MEDICINAL-PLANT GENETIC RESOURCES IN AFRICA. 

In Africa more than 80 per cent of the continent's population relies on plant and animal 
based medicine to meet its health care requirements. For the most part the plants and 
animals used in traditional medicine are collected from the wild, and in many cases, demand 
exceeds supply. As Africa's population grows, demand for traditional medicines will increase 
and pressure on natural resources will become greater than ever. Africa has a history of 
conserving bio-diversity in medicinal plants for at least two reasons: traditional practices 
surrounding their use reflect local knowledge and wisdom, and the plants are readily 
available and relatively cheap—being either easy to gather in the wild, or simple to cultivate 
in Herbalists have preserved traditional knowledge and practices of herbal medicine, often 
using it in combination with spiritual powers. Certain families keep their recipes secret. 
Plants continue to provide most of the rural population of Africa with ingredients for 
traditional medicines. Throughout the continent for many generations, small plots of land 
near the homesteads have been used as home gardens. Because these gardens serve a 
family's own needs, they contain a whole range of plants that provide food and medicine. 
They are used widely to prevent and treat common ailments, but their conservation also 
means that the indigenous knowledge associated with their unique properties and correct 
application will be preserved. 

Through a combination of participatory research and development action involving local 
communities, project workers first learn about the local communities' own solutions for 
conserving medicinal plants and for putting them to safe and effective use for traditional 
health care. Appropriate incentives then provide further encouragement of community 
efforts to safeguard bio-diversity at the village level. Economic incentives include seed 
funds, the promotion of income-generating activities, and help with marketing. Social 
incentives include technical assistance and training, information and consciousness-raising 
related to conservation, the provision of equipment, and technical and scientific advice and 



assistance. Institutional incentives include guarantees of full property rights, and the 
establishment of local committees and associations for purposes of monitoring and planning. 

The fact that income can be generated from medicinal plants and traditional medicines helps 
to sustain the practice of cultivating them. Recognition for the value of traditional medicine 
and medicinal plants will foster sustainable methods of propagation and cultivation. 
Traditional knowledge and practices pertaining to medicinal plants will be preserved as 
herbal medicines are increasingly used to complement other forms of community health 
care.  

 
ENHANCING PASTORALIST SELF-RELIANCE THROUGH SUSTAINABLE ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT IN KENYA 

An integrated development program for pastoralists in Kenya, bringing together traditional 
(indigenous) knowledge and modern technical knowledge in training, handbooks for 
treatment of cattle diseases, also aims at bringing together indigenous knowledge from 
different ethnic groups, sharing indigenous knowledge and practices, and promoting 
pastoralism as a valid mode of production and way of life. 

This project is based on disseminating indigenous knowledge. In all project activities, the 
Kenya Economic Pastoralist Development Association (KEPDA) brings together traditional 
and modern technical knowledge, through publications and networking, to promote 
understanding and awareness on key issues. Such an approach offers considerable potential 
for improving dry land productivity in a sustainable manner. In the past, traditional 
knowledge was considered largely a research topic, and technical knowledge was considered 
as a replacement for primitive or outdated practices. This project aims to integrate these 
two information bases. 

 
GENGENLILAS PRESCHOOL: COMMUNITY EFFORT FOR COMMUNITY GAIN IN 
CANADA 

When the Campbell River First Nation on Vancouver Island decided to build a preschool for 
its community, it had specific needs in mind. It wanted a school that would teach children 
about the First Nation's culture and that would be free of charge to anyone in the 
community. Today, that school – the Gengenlilas Preschool – is up and running. The First 
Nation used resources from its bingo operation and from outside sources to build the school 
and offer the program free of charge. The school has a play-longhouse, First Nation theme 
toys and traditional articles such as drums and masks. Elders and other community 
members help teach the basics of the First Nation's culture, including Campbell River 
stories, dances, and songs. Previously, Campbell River First Nation parents had to pay to 
send their children to preschool. Now, parents are able to work while their children are at 
the school, a situation that is providing a boost to the local economy and to the personal 
pride of the First Nation's members. The school and its program are a vital element of the 
community's educational resources. Gengenlilas should continue for generations to come, 
helping to teach the First Nation's children about the wealth of their heritage and to prepare 
them for their future education.  

 



MIAWPUKEK: REACHING SELF-SUFFICIENCY THROUGH ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
GUIDED BY TRADITIONAL VALUES IN CANADA 

The Miawpukek reserve, a community of about 600, is located on the southern coast of 
Newfoundland. Since receiving recognition as a band under the Indian Act in 1986, the 
Miawpukek Band has committed itself to becoming economically self sufficient through a 
number of economic and community development activities that are guided by traditional 
values. These activities include aquaculture, housing, education, and a job creation program 
that is funded by social assistance funds. The economic initiatives are carried out in ways 
that respect the environment and the band's culture. The various initiatives have shown 
successful results and benefit all community members. For example, one in every three 
houses in the community has been built in the last six years. Band members are employed 
in fields such as aquaculture, silviculture, agriculture, tourism, and communications. Ninety 
percent of community service jobs – administration, health, social, and school – are staffed 
by band members. The Miawpukek bring a holistic approach to their economic development 
activities, taking into account the context of community and traditional values.  

 
BUFFALO POINT DEVELOPMENT CORPORATION: DEVELOPING A WORLD-CLASS 
TOURIST FACILITY IN CANADA 

Over the course of two decades, the Buffalo Point First Nation has built a profitable and 
popular tourist resort on Lake of the Woods in the Canadian Shield near the U.S. border. 
Operated by the Buffalo Point Development Corporation, the resort welcomes summer and 
winter tourists from the United States and Canada, and shows that First Nations can play a 
leading role in Canada's tourism industry. Work began in 1974 with a tourism development 
plan. Two decades later, the Buffalo Point International Resort features a world class marina 
with 320 docking slips; an RV campground; luxury rental cabins with jacuzzis and satellite 
televisions; and trails for hiking, biking, cross country skiing, and snowmobiling. Future 
plans include an 18 hole golf course, a hotel/casino, and an Aboriginal village theme park. 
The small size of the Buffalo Point First Nation (less than 80 members in 1995) necessitated 
development of the resort in stages, with careful planning at every stage. The keys to 
Buffalo Point's success have been patience, a clear vision and a good development strategy. 
Using the development plan as a road map, the Buffalo Point First Nation has successfully 
overcome obstacles in its path to become a seasoned veteran of the tourism industry.  

 
COMMUNITY-BASED RESEARCH & DEVELOPMENT: INTO THE FUTURE WITH GLUNG-
US (CANADA) 

The T'Sou-ke First Nation of Vancouver Island traditionally caught trapped salmon in reef 
nets. At the turn of the century, it converted to the fishing methods used by non-traditional 
fishers. In recent years, the First Nation has not been catching enough fish to meet the 
needs of its community. In response to this problem, the First Nation decided to resurrect 
the practice of salmon trapping and put itself at the forefront of development technology. 
The T'Sou-ke took up the challenge of researching, developing, and testing a trap that 
would work in their local environment and meet their needs in an environmentally 
responsible manner. The First Nation conducted historical research and tests, and consulted 
a diverse group of experts: band elders with experience in salmon trapping; a retired, local 
fish trapper; a biologist; and cod trappers from Newfoundland. The Glung-us trap, named 
after the last T'Souke chief to fish with a reef net, yields top quality fish and allows for 
effective stock assessment and tagging. By bringing back salmon trapping, the T'Sou-ke 



First Nation is replacing environmentally outdated fishing practices with a part of its heritage 
that has cultural, environmental, and possible financial benefits for its people.  

 
WALPOLE ISLAND HERITAGE CENTRE: A RESEARCH APPROACH TO SOLVING 
COMMUNITY ISSUES (CANADA) 

The Walpole Island Heritage Centre – the research arm of the Walpole Island First Nation – 
was officially founded in 1989. But the First Nation undertook research activities as early as 
1973. 

The Centre has evolved from its early focus on land claims and historical research to its 
current acclaimed work on sustainable development and the environment. Through the 
Centre's effective practices, Walpole Island has become one of the first Aboriginal 
communities in Canada to take a leadership role in this area. In 1995, the Walpole Island 
First Nation received the "We the Peoples: 50 Communities Award" from the Friends of the 
United Nations for its exemplary record in environmental research and sustainable 
development. The Centre uses community-based research and decision-making. This allows 
the Walpole Island First Nation to sustain its cultural heritage and traditional ecological 
knowledge and, at the same time, interact effectively with the non-indigenous population. 
Recent projects include: partnerships with industries in Sarnia and government agencies to 
improve the quality of the St. Clair River and Lake St. Clair; and a study on the effects of 
toxic contamination on wildlife with the Great Lakes Institute, the University of Windsor, and 
the Canadian Wildlife Service.  

 
VUNTUT GWITCHIN PORCUPINE CARIBOU PROTECTION: LOOKING AFTER WHAT'S 
IMPORTANT (CANADA) 

The people of the Vuntut Gwitchin First Nation live primarily in a small community located 
north of the Arctic Circle in the Yukon Territory. The Vuntut Gwitchin depend heavily on the 
Porcupine Caribou herd for food and other products, as they have for thousands of years. 
The Porcupine Caribou's calving grounds are located in Alaska, and until recently, were 
protected by the Arctic National Wildlife Reserve. In 1985, the U.S. government planned to 
introduce legislation to open these lands up to oil exploration and development. This would 
have destroyed the Porcupine Caribou's calving grounds, potentially damaging the herd and 
affecting the traditional lifestyle of the Vuntut Gwitchin. 

In spite of their small population and limited resources, the Vuntut Gwitchin successfully 
challenged the United States government, and secured continued protection for the calving 
grounds. They used a combination of methods, incorporating traditional, community-based 
decision-making processes and modern communication strategies, including lobbying and 
public education. One of the key components of the Gwitchin strategy was to gain the 
support of local groups before moving to higher-level organizations and governments. This 
step-by-step approach solidified grassroots commitment to the cause and helped the 
Gwitchin develop skills to give them firm footing at the next level.  

 
ROCKY BAY FISHERIES UNIT: FISH FOR THE FUTURE (CANADA) 



Through the generations, Rocky Bay First Nation's subsistence and commercial fishers have 
learned the subtleties of Lake Nipigon and her surrounding waters. In the last decade, the 
First Nation has become concerned about the deteriorating health of the fish, and decided to 
learn more about the fish population first hand. The Rocky Bay Fisheries Unit was created in 
1993 to study the effects of fluctuating water levels in Lake Nipigon, the result of Ontario 
Hydro's fall-to-spring drawdown regime. The fisheries unit's work has expanded since 1993 
to include tagging programs that study fish movement, and further studies on specific fish 
species and locations. Ultimately, this will help the unit manage the fish resources of Lake 
Nipigon and surrounding inland waters. Further plans include building a fish hatchery and 
developing a fish farm and fish processing plant. The objective of the Rocky Bay Fisheries 
Unit is to help First Nations people increase their understanding and control of and authority 
and responsibility for the waters which in turn will give them an economic basis for 
development and self sufficiency. Thanks to survey work done by the unit, the Ministry of 
Natural Resources took steps recommended by the unit to help fish stocks recover. As well, 
volunteer workers get free training in fishery technician skills. An important factor in the 
fisheries unit's success has been its ability to take traditional knowledge, passed on through 
the generations by elders, and "marry" it to current technological practices and skills to gain 
a richer understanding of the waters so important to Rocky Bay. The joining of these two 
streams of knowledge has the respect and support of the Rocky Bay community members, 
fishers (subsistence and commercial), non-Aboriginal commercial fishers, the Lake Nipigon 
Advisory Board, Ontario Hydro, and the Ministry of Natural Resources. As a result, the 
fisheries unit has forged strong working relationships with each of these groups.  

 
WIKWEMIKONG COMMUNITY FORESTRY MANAGEMENT: W.I.K.Y. – WOODLANDS 
IN KEEPING FOR OUR YOUTH (CANADA) 

Wikwemikong Unceded Indian Reserve is an Aboriginal community on Manitoulin Island, 
Ontario, that has suffered from the deterioration of its forests. The community has also 
experienced scarcity of food supplies and plant and animal products, which it uses to 
produce crafts. These scarcities have been attributed to decades of uncontrolled cutting and 
to excessive hunting. As a result, the Wikwemikong Band was forced to manage its forest 
lands so that short- and long-term commercial and community needs could be met. In 
response to this, a 20-year forestry management plan was developed and approved. The 
plan encourages long-term production of timber products, silviculture practices, and suitable 
policies and regulations to control timber harvesting. With these key elements, 
Wikwemikong is now positioned to support a sustainable forestry program while providing 
long-term employment for its band members. Wikwemikong's approach to forestry 
management is effective because it combines technical and scientific long-range planning 
and short-term benefits, with concepts of sustainable development. Furthermore, strong 
community commitment, a well-suited organizational structure, and innovative and 
entrepreneurial marketing savvy have all played a role in the success of this forestry 
management plan. The Wikwemikong Band has planted 500 000 trees in less than four 
years, trained 35 silviculture workers, managed a wood supply that supports a forest 
products company which in turn provides year-round and seasonal jobs, and created a 
forest fire fighting service that employs 130 workers on a seasonal basis.  

 
LITTLE RED RIVER CREE NATION – TALLCREE FIRST NATION CO-MANAGEMENT 
AGREEMENT: WORKING TOWARDS SELF-SUFFICIENCY (CANADA) 



Little Red River Cree Nation (LRRCN) and Tallcree First Nations are working to regain control 
over their traditional lands in northern Alberta. They are doing this through a Cooperative 
Management Agreement (CMA). Signed in 1995, this $5 million agreement is between the 
First Nations, the provincial and federal governments, and High Level Forest Products, a 
private company in the area. The CMA calls for developing and implementing an ecosystem-
based resource management strategy for sustainable development for a 30,000 square 
kilometre area of northern Alberta. It allows the two First Nations to protect the 
environment, preserve important cultural sites, create long-term employment and 
ultimately become economically self-sufficient by developing a forest economy. Forest 
resources in the area will be managed according to the principles of sustainable 
development and traditional land use practices, following guidelines laid out in the area's 
Forest Management Plan. Representatives from LRRCN and Tallcree comprise a majority on 
the Forest Management Planning Board. The CMA combines several unique initiatives which 
reflect community traditions but also integrate the realities of the market economy. 
Traditional knowledge is combined with scientific research to provide a holistic perspective 
on the area's development. Ongoing training activities are helping First Nations prepare for 
future development activities, and partnerships are being forged between First Nations and 
a variety of public and private sector groups. A high degree of participation by LRRCN and 
Tallcree community members is encouraged in all activities.  

 
MUSKEG LAKE URBAN RESERVE NEGOTIATIONS: A PRECEDENT FOR FIRST 
NATIONS / MUNICIPAL RELATIONS (CANADA)  

The Muskeg Lake Cree Nation and the City of Saskatoon forged through uncharted territory 
when they negotiated the details for creating an urban reserve. While Muskeg Lake is not 
the first urban reserve, reserves such a Musqueam in Vancouver and St. Mary's in 
Fredericton-Nashwaaksis became urban reserves only after cities expanded around them. 
The establishment of a new reserve on land previously under municipal jurisdiction is 
precedent-setting. It was in the best interests of both the First Nation and the city to forge a 
good working relationship with one another, knowing that the manner in which they 
negotiated would be critical to the success of the endeavour. For their part, Muskeg Lake 
Cree Nation developed an effective negotiating approach, characterized by clear, well-
defined goals, flexibility, and a determination to conduct the negotiations patiently and from 
a "business" point of view. Furthermore, the First Nation also developed and employed the 
expertise required to manage the negotiations itself and reach agreements that would 
ensure the realization of its goals for economic development and self-government. As a 
result of effective negotiations, the urban reserve has become a reality. The McKnight 
Commercial Centre, the main structure on the reserve, houses a wide range of tenants, 
such as First Nations organizations, financial institutions, and commercial establishments, all 
of which provide rent and employment. As well, when the Muskeg Lake First Nation returns 
to the negotiating table to pursue new ventures, they will be met as respected partners in 
development. 

 
INDIAN CRAFTSMEN AND ARTISTS OF QUEBEC: CUSTOMER SERVICE IS THE KEY 
TO SUCCESS (CANADA) 

Indian Craftsmen and Artists of Quebec (ICAQC) is a corporation that was established more 
that 20 years ago to meet the needs of Aboriginal arts and crafts producers. Located on the 
Hurons Wendat reserve, approximately eight kilometres outside of Quebec City, the 
corporation has remained successful in challenging economic times by expanding its 



customer base and by marketing the finished products of Aboriginal crafts producers. 
However, the secret to making these strategies work has been excellent customer service. 
ICAQC's customer-service practices include calling customers on the same day to confirm 
orders and shipments, and training employees in French and English so that they can serve 
customers anywhere in Canada. As a result, ICAQC has become one of Canada's largest 
suppliers and distributors of basic handicraft materials for Aboriginal communities across the 
country, and an important marketer of Aboriginal arts and crafts. ICAQC helps Aboriginal 
crafts producers and artists continue to produce arts and crafts and profit from their talents. 
Through this support, ICAQC plays an important role in maintaining and promoting 
Aboriginal culture.  

 
KIVALLIQ PARTNERS IN DEVELOPMENT: BETTER SERVICES THROUGH 
PARTNERSHIP (CANADA) 

The Kivalliq Inuit Association and the Government of the Northwest Territories have 
developed a new way of doing business in the Kivalliq region. Three separate agencies – 
Sakku Investments (the development corporation owned by the Kivalliq Inuit Association), 
the Department of Economic Development and Tourism, and Keewatin Community Futures – 
joined forces in 1995 to offer one-stop cost-effective business assistance to Inuit individuals 
and businesses. The initiative, known as Kivalliq Partners in Development, offers a more 
holistic and comprehensive approach to economic development in the region. Prior to the 
formation of Partners, entrepreneurs and businesses faced an up-hill battle to secure 
funding and business advice. Each of the three agencies was located in a different area of 
the Kivalliq region and administered its own programs and funding in its own way. Service, 
from the clients' point of view, was typically fragmented and complex. Today, Kivalliq 
Partners gives clients advice on starting up a business, loans, and information on grant 
options, equity investment and networking contacts – all from one office in Rankin Inlet. 
Kivalliq Partners in Development is an excellent example of how Inuit organizations are 
working toward economic self-sufficiency through creative partnerships and effective 
strategic planning.  

 
EVERGREEN FORESTRY MANAGEMENT LTD.: EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE PROGRAM 
(CANADA) 

Evergreen Forestry Management Ltd. (EFML) is a joint enterprise of the Hay River Dene 
Band and the Fort Providence Dene band in the Northwest Territories. In 1990, Evergreen 
Forestry Management Ltd. won a five-year contract from the Government of the Northwest 
Territories (GNWT) to manage fire suppression in the area around the communities of Hay 
River and Fort Providence. The company recognized early on that alcoholism among 
employees threatened EFML's success. Absenteeism and low productivity were chronic 
problems. These issues were critical, as the company's contract with the GNWT stipulated 
that the absence of one crew 

member could result in the dismissal of an entire team. The company developed an 
employee assistance program to address alcoholism among its employees. The program's 
approach is based on an organized system of education and intervention, which 
incorporates "constructive confrontation." The program involves family and other 
community members in providing support to the employee. Key factors which have lead to 
the program's success include organizational and community support, an objective style of 
management, clear roles and procedures, and an effective use of community resources. 



Since the program's start in 1992, EFML has seen an improvement in worker health, better 
relations between management and employees, and a renewal of the company's contract to 
fight fires. 

  



GENERAL GUIDELINES  

SUMMARY OF THE GENERAL GUIDELINES 

The general guidelines are arranged so that a proponent, government, or NGO can work 
through them in planning a development project that will contact indigenous peoples and 
incorporate their traditional knowledge as part of the project planning, implementation, 
operation, and evaluation. Think of these as a stages in the development of your own 
thinking about how to approach the project. Later they can be topics within the project plan 
to help define actions. Eventually you will have used them to create your own blueprint for 
all the stages of the project. There are seven basic guidelines that indigenous peoples will 
expect you to observe. 

1. Locate and identify indigenous peoples in the area of your project 

The first step is to find out if there are any indigenous peoples in the area, and if so who 
they are. 

2. Respect the traditional rights of indigenous peoples 

If there are indigenous people in the area, they have traditional rights to resources and a 
right to protect their own knowledge, especially if it is sacred or represents intellectual 
property. 

3. Plan for sustainability, protect the long-term 

Indigenous people are closely tied to the land. They will want to know that the project will 
be sustainable over a long term (generations of people) or that there is a plan to know what 
will happen after the project is finished and its operational life is over. 

4. Understand the nature of indigenous knowledge before attempting to collect or 
use it 

Indigenous knowledge has many characteristics that may be unfamiliar to non-indigenous 
people. These characteristics will affect how you acquire and use the knowledge. The 
simplest and most effective method is to build the indigenous knowledge holders into the 
project at all stages. 

5. Build on the strengths of indigenous knowledge 

Indigenous knowledge is intensely local and of long duration. It uses indirect indicators to 
predict events. These are complementary aspects to the strengths of the scientific basis of 
development projects. The two can work well together if guidelines #4 has been well-
understood. 

6. Include indigenous knowledge and peoples from the very beginning 

While a project is still in the thinking stages, it is a wise decision to include the indigenous 
peoples and their knowledge to assist in determining the feasibility of the project. Bringing 



the indigenous peoples in after the decision has been made to carry out the project is not 
respectful of the integrity and autonomy of the indigenous peoples. 

7. Acquire indigenous knowledge on the basis of trust, respect, equity, and 
empowerment. 

Finally, once you have decided to embark on the project, and to include indigenous peoples 
and their knowledge systems, there is a basic attitude that will be expected of anyone that 
requests access to the indigenous knowledge. These four aspects; trust, respect, equity, 
and empowerment, may seem obvious, but holding to them can be challenging because it 
will bring your own values and views in to question. 

 
GENERAL GUIDELINE #1:  

LOCATE AND IDENTIFY INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES ARE SELF-DEFINED AND GOVERNED 

According to the International Labour Organization, there are about 5,000 different 
indigenous or tribal peoples living in seventy countries. The total world population is 
estimated at about 300 million indigenous peoples. All definitions of the concept of 
"indigenous" regard self-identification as a fundamental criterion for determining the groups 
to which the term indigenous should be applied. Within the UN family, the International 
Labour Organization (ILO Convention 169) defines Indigenous and Tribal Peoples as follows: 

Tribal people in independent countries whose social, cultural and economic conditions 
distinguish them from other sections of the national community, and whose status is 
regulated wholly or partially by their own customs or traditions or by special laws or 
regulations; 

People in independent countries who are regarded as indigenous on account of their descent 
from the populations which inhabited the country, or geographical region to which the 
country belongs, at the time of conquest or colonization or the establishment of present 
state boundaries and who irrespective of their legal status, retain some or all of their own 
social, economic, cultural and political institutions. 

Use the simple definition: indigenous peoples are self-identifiable as a people, wholly or 
partially self-governed, and live within a larger nation. 

TRADITIONAL LOCAL COMMUNITIES DEFINED 

Local communities often have a fund of knowledge and expertise that is extremely valuable 
in project planning and implementation. Local people have specific interests in the impacts 
that the project might have on them. Local communities have a sense of self-identity that is 
an important aspect to be preserved. For these and many other reasons, it is important to 
ensure that local communities are intimately involved as stakeholders in project 
development when that project has a direct or indirect effect on them. 

DEVISE VARIED SOLUTIONS TO FIT VARIED PEOPLES. 



A very large group of people (numbering close to 2.5 billion) live in a traditional life style 
close to the land, in communities that have been in existence for centuries. The degree to 
which technology has touched and influenced their lives varies immensely from the 
relatively well-equipped North American and European fishing and farming communities to 
isolated groups of nomadic wanderers in the farthest reaches of a tropical jungle in New 
Guinea who are unfamiliar with most modern technology. 

Within this very large group of people, there are two important subsets of people who hold 
the type of traditional knowledge: indigenous people, and traditional local communities. 

 
GENERAL GUIDELINE #2:  

RESPECT THE TRADITIONAL RIGHTS OF INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLE 

EXISTING LEGISLATION CAN USUALLY BE USED TO PROTECT INTELLECTUAL 
PROPERTY RIGHTS  

Most traditional knowledge is held in the minds and practices of the people. Neither western 
nor traditional knowledge holders nor governing authorities consider pure knowledge to be 
something a person can "own." It is common property. In most traditional societies, the 
concept of proprietary information or of selling traditional knowledge is not easily 
acceptable. Where traditional knowledge has been recorded in some form (book, record, 
tape, video, etc.), and that recording was done with the agreement of the indigenous 
peoples, then the recording can be purchased and used directly (respecting the conditions 
under which the record was created). Sometimes, the intellectual property is physically 
demonstrable; a written document, a recording of music, a painting or drawing, an 
electronic record. Statues, paintings, and drawings that embody traditional knowledge are 
able to be protected through copyright laws. Recordings of traditional songs, stories, and 
music are also capable of being protected. 

Indigenous peoples usually consent to share their wisdom on an individual basis, but not if it 
is commercialized, distorted, trivialized, or otherwise debased. One innovative project that 
faces this issue is run by indigenous peoples in India. A network of entrepreneurial 
developments is based on traditional knowledge in the form of value-added tangible items 
that can be legally protected through copyright or patent. Information on this project is 
available in the newsletter "Honey Bee." This newsletter is available by writing to Prof. Anil 
K. Gupta, Editor, Honey Bee, Indian Institute of Management, Vastrapur, Ahmedabad, 380 
015, India (e-mail honeybee@iimahd.ernet.in) 

Some complications 

Intellectual property rights attempt to protect the ownership of the intellectual content of 
the works of an individual or a legal entity. This concept is complicated when traditional 
knowledge is involved. By its very nature, traditional knowledge is communal, not personal. 
Legislation concerning intellectual property rights is able to protect traditional knowledge 
only when it can be identified as belonging to a person or some group of persons who 
specifically developed the knowledge. Currently special alternative systems (sometimes 
referred to as sui generis systems) are being developed. The best examples of international 



debates developing sui generis approaches are in the implementation of the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) under the auspices of the World Trade 
Organization; the development and revision of the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) 
Global Plan of Action and International Undertaking on Plant and Genetic Resources; and 
the continuing evolution and development of the Convention on Biological Diversity through 
its Conferences of the Parties. 

LEGISLATION TO PROTECT TRADITIONAL RIGHTS TO RESOURCES IS RARE, YET 
THE HUMAN NEED MAY BE GREAT: BE SENSITIVE TO THE RESOURCE NEEDS OF 
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

Traditional rights to resources are intended to protect access to food, medicine, travel 
routes, sacred places and other resources for indigenous peoples who have lived on the land 
for very long periods of time. Traditional rights to resources are currently largely based on 
human rights principles, not legislation. In most countries, indigenous peoples do not own 
land or have the right to use without clear legal title. Very few traditional groups can 
demonstrate clear legal title.  

Defending Traditional Rights to Resources 

Even within countries that acknowledge traditional rights to resources, resources often must 
have been used continuously. This can be very difficult to demonstrate in legal terms. In a 
precedent-setting case in Canada, the British Columbia Supreme Court (the Delgamuukw 
decision) recently recognized oral traditions, performances, stories, and legends as evidence 
in court. The case recognized that in the absence of written deeds, indigenous peoples could 
use their own traditions as a means of demonstrating continuous use. Importantly the court 
further recognized that continuous physical presence was not the only criterion. Periodic, 
long standing cycles of visits or the presence of sacred objects or graves also demonstrated 
traditional rights to use the traditional resources.  

In all cases, however, the intention of granting rights to traditional resources, is for 
traditional uses of the resources. It is not intended to provide a means to undertake large 
scale commercial ventures. 

Protection in the Absence of Local Legislation 

There are essentially four processes that can be used to develop legal instruments to 
protect traditional resource rights:  

1. identifying "bundles of rights" expressed in existing moral and ethical principles,  

2. recognizing rapidly evolving "soft law" which is currently being influenced by "customary 
practice" and legally non-binding agreements, declarations, and covenants,  

3. harmonizing existing legally binding international agreements signed by nation states, 
and  

4. "equitizing" to provide marginalized indigenous, traditional, and local communities with 
favourable conditions to influence all levels and aspects of policy planning and 
implementation. 



International Conventions 

The most important document to attempt to establish traditional resource rights is the ILO 
Convention 169 Concerning Indigenous and Tribal People in Independent Countries. This 
does not have the force of international law, but many countries use it as a guiding 
principle.  

Another important document that recognizes traditional rights to resources is the 
Convention on Biological Diversity, which was signed by many countries in 1992. Many of 
the signatory countries have also ratified the convention in their own governments, giving it 
the force of international law. However, an initial caveat in Article 8 limits the requirement 
to "as far as possible and appropriate", and a specific caveat in section (j) empowers the 
nation in question to apply the right subject to its own internal legislation. So the 
Convention is only as strong as the national legislation of the country in protecting 
traditional rights to resources. 

Nonetheless, these conventions are important platforms upon which sensitive policies, 
regulations, and even legislation can be based. 

 
GENERAL GUIDELINE #3:  

PLAN FOR SUSTAINABILITY; PROTECT THE LONG-TERM 

GOOD GOVERNANCE PROMOTES HEALTHY, PRODUCTIVE CITIZENS 

Many indigenous communities are in transition between their traditional and western life-
styles. During this transition, living standards may fall far below an acceptable norm for 
access to basic human necessities. Often poor conditions can be improved by elementary 
infrastructure support services. For many local and traditional communities, moving away 
from welfare dependency attitudes, and transforming aid into self-sustaining projects can be 
difficult.  

The rights of indigenous peoples living in resource-rich areas need to be protected by 
sovereign nations or proponents in planning and implementing development projects. This 
protection should take the form of well-integrated planning processes that have the ultimate 
objective of benefits to all, and sustainability of both the project and the community in 
which it is developed. Best practices are the direct result of proponents who place a high 
priority on cultural differences and on the close tie to the land that characterizes indigenous 
peoples. Best practices are the result of knowing how to bridge the differences in the culture 
and knowledge systems. Indigenous peoples deserve to participate in shaping their own 
destiny; and respectful proponents and governments ensure that this happens. As an added 
bonus to these informed practices, traditional knowledge can be an important and helpful 
source of knowledge in project planning and implementation, adding significantly to the 
effectiveness and efficiency of the project.  

ENCOURAGE THE INCLUSION OF WOMEN  

Including traditional knowledge can encourage the inclusion of women by recognizing the 
value of their knowledge. Women in many traditional communities may not have equality of 



power in decision-making or as participants in the development of their societies, but they 
can often influence the decisions in informal ways. Finding culturally sensitive ways to 
include women can shift their influence from minor or non-existent to an important 
contribution. By being included, women can play a role in the fundamental decisions about 
their future, rather than leaving it in the hands of men.  

CONSULT LOCAL COMMUNITIES FOR INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE ABOUT 
ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY  

Many, although certainly not all traditional communities want to change their traditional life 
style. Many seem to favour a mixture of traditional and technological life styles, but most 
traditional cultures espouse a sustainable relationship with nature, and a secure and healthy 
life. Indigenous peoples are often located in rural environments, including some of the most 
untouched regions of the world, and may have little experience with technology. Because 
many of the most vital cultural and spiritual values indigenous peoples hold are rooted in 
the land, and because many development projects can modify the land, indigenous peoples 
can be profoundly affected. In some cases, the impacts are very positive, but there is 
always an immediate need to consider solutions to any potentially negative impacts.  

Negative environmental changes can be caused by projects that are beneficial in other 
ways. Mining and forestry can dramatically alter the landscape and productivity of 
traditional natural resources. Shifting from traditional agriculture which encourages 
diversity, to intensive agriculture which sacrifices diversity to productivity, can have a 
negative impact on indigenous peoples and their lands. Construction of major infrastructure, 
such as transportation, or increased urbanization can significantly reduce traditional 
resources. These projects have many beneficial results, but it is important that they 
consider the potentially harmful impacts, especially on indigenous peoples. When indigenous 
peoples are involved, negative environmental impacts can be very serious, simply because 
people living in traditional life styles rely heavily on a healthy environment, an environment 
that is well-understood within the traditions of the indigenous population. Inclusion of the 
traditional knowledge highlights environmental understanding. 

Best practices in development projects include the creation of a plan for sustainability that 
lasts long after the end of the project's operational life. Factors should include sustainable 
cycles for economic, social, cultural, community and individual health.  

BE TO SENSITIVE TO LOCAL INDIGENOUS CULTURAL AND SOCIETY  

Take the time to understand the cultural etiquette of the community and the potential 
health risks. This is an important first step in the development of a protocol for the personal 
interactions that must accompany any project that brings new people to a traditional 
community. 

Traditional knowledge can assist in helping to avoid problems associated with drugs and 
alcohol that often accompany sudden increases in financial resources. An emphasis on 
traditional values can help to predict and mitigate the effects of cultures that have different 
value systems including the treatment of women, conflict resolution style, and acceptable 
norms of behavior. If people from distant locations are to interact directly with indigenous 
peoples, health problems can result from importing pathogens to which the indigenous 
peoples have no natural defenses. As people travel more, the problems associated with 
exotic infectious disease is lessened, but it is still a factor in remote locations. Traditional 



healing patterns may help, but not be able to cope. However, traditional ways of interacting 
often minimize the potential for infections.  

 
GENERAL GUIDELINE #4:  

UNDERSTAND THE CHARACTERISTICS OF INDIGENOUS 
KNOWLEDGE BEFORE TRYING TO ACQUIRE IT OR USE 

THINK OF TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE AS A WAY OF LIFE 

Indigenous traditional knowledge is a way of life. Traditional knowledge is a process of 
acquiring and passing on knowledge and understanding. It contains information collected 
over time. It is values, stories, language, and social relations. It is experience-based 
relationship with family, animals, places, spirits, and the land. It is a world view.  

Because it is experiential, each group will have a tradition that is, to a greater or lesser 
extent, different from other groups. While it may be convenient to speak of traditional 
knowledge, it is important to understand that such knowledge is not a single homogenous 
body.  

The following description is a sensitive attempt by a non-traditional person to capture and 
give credence to traditional indigenous knowledge:  

The indigenous peoples of the world possess an immense knowledge of their environments, 
based on centuries of living close to nature. Living in and from the richness and variety of 
complex ecosystems, they have an understanding of the properties of plants and animals, 
the functioning of ecosystems and the techniques for using and managing them that is 
particular and often detailed. In rural communities in developing countries, locally occurring 
species are relied on for many — sometimes all — foods, medicines, fuel, building materials 
and other products. Equally, people's knowledge and perceptions of the environment, and 
their relationships with it, are often important elements of cultural identity. 

Director General of UNESCO (Mayor, 1994)  

By comparison, the next quote is from a group of Canadian indigenous peoples who live and 
work in the field of applying and explaining indigenous traditional knowledge. The 
description below distinguishes carefully between traditional knowledge in the broadest 
sense, and traditional environmental knowledge, a narrower body of information and 
understanding: 

Traditional environmental knowledge is a body of knowledge and beliefs transmitted 
through oral tradition and first-hand observation. It includes a system of classification, a set 
of empirical observations about the local environment, and a system of self-management 
that governs resource use. Ecological aspects are closely tied to social and spiritual aspects 
of the knowledge system. The quantity and quality of TEK varies among community 
members, depending on gender, age, social status, intellectual capability, and profession 
(hunter, spiritual leader, healer, etc.). With its roots firmly in the past, TEK is both 
cumulative and dynamic, building upon the experience of earlier generations and adapting 
to the new technological and socio-economic changes of the present. 



(Dene Cultural Institute) 

Most indigenous people have traditional songs, stories, legends, dreams, methods, and 
practices as means of transmitting specific elements of traditional knowledge. Sometimes it 
is preserved in the form of memories, ritual, initiation rites, ceremonies, or dance. 
Occasionally it is preserved in artifacts handed from father to son, or mother to daughter. In 
indigenous knowledge systems, there is usually no real separation between secular and 
sacred knowledge and practice. In virtually all of these systems, knowledge is transmitted 
directly from individual to individual. 

The following characteristics of indigenous traditional knowledge were defined in an 
international workshop on environmental assessment held in Inuvik, Canada, in November 
1995.  

What do we mean by traditional knowledge? 

It is practical common sense based on teachings and experience passed on from generation 
to generation. 

It is knowing the country; it covers knowledge of the environment (snow, ice, weather, 
resources), and the relationship between things. 

It is holistic — it cannot be compartmentalized and cannot be separated from the people 
who hold it. It is rooted in the spiritual health, culture, and language of the people. It is a 
way of life. 

Traditional knowledge is an authority system. It sets out the rules governing the use of 
resources — respect; an obligation to share. It is dynamic, cumulative and stable. It is 
truth. 

Traditional knowledge is a way of life — wisdom is using knowledge in good ways. It is using 
the heart and the head together. It comes from the spirit in order to survive. 

It gives credibility to people. 

FIND OUT WHO HOLDS TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE IN THE COMMUNITY 

In traditional communities, all people hold at least some traditional knowledge. Typically the 
most accomplished practitioners and disseminators of traditional knowledge are the older 
people in the community. Just being old, however, does not automatically confer a depth or 
breadth of traditional knowledge. Certain Elders are more proficient and wise than others. In 
addition, those who are practising the traditional skills on a day-to-day basis are more likely 
to be adept in both the ancient and modern skills and knowledge that make up a fully 
developed traditional knowledge base, than those who are not using the traditional ways on 
a daily basis. Unlike a formal education system, there are no certificates or degrees by 
which to judge if an indigenous person has a high degree of skill in traditional ways. Every 
traditional community, however, is aware of who is best in various areas of traditional 
knowledge. The best way to find out is to ask a number of people in the community. 

For project planning, it is important to recognize that although one person may be the 
leader for a knowledge area, others also may be highly skilled or even better in certain 



aspects. For example, the "medicine man" or "shaman" may be the person with the highest 
status in healing and medical aspects. However, he or she is certainly not the only person 
who has traditional knowledge about medicine. In fact, others may be more skilled in 
certain aspects. Often women deal with problems such as wounds and injuries, whereas 
other healers deal with sicknesses that have less obvious causes. 

THE TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE OF WOMEN  
MAY BE DIFFERENT FROM THAT OF MEN 

Traditional knowledge held by men is critically important, but is not the only important 
source of traditional knowledge. Women are often the primary harvesters of medicinal 
plants, seed stocks, and small game and are thus keepers of the knowledge about 
significant spheres of biodiversity in their own right, and as such they may be best able to 
identify environmental indicators of ecological health. 

Women share with men the responsibility for stewardship of values in their societies. They 
feel a keen responsibility to future generations for actions undertaken today, to ensure 
continuity and wholeness of their lifestyle, their culture, and the natural world in which we 
all live, for their descendants. Women share in transmitting these values to the next 
generation.  

The hidden economy of women's work is often inextricably bound up with productivity, and 
needs to be recognized in any development scheme. Current models of economic growth 
and development focus on notions of commodities produced for profit in the marketplace. 
These models do not easily recognize the economy of "women's work", which is largely 
invisible because it is undertaken for subsistence or domestic purposes rather than for 
profit. Consequently women's work is often not counted or valued. Underestimating the 
value and productivity of women's can seriously undermine a development project's ability 
to estimate impact, especially if the project alters the traditions of women's indigenous 
knowledge and work in the community.  

COMPLEMENT YOUR OWN VIEW OF THE WORLD  
WITH A TRADITIONAL WORLD VIEW 

Indigenous peoples' use of the land includes subsistence, the development of culture, and a 
sense of identity. Changes to the land through development projects have effects that ripple 
through the entire fabric of their existence. Those who live close to the land can bring direct 
observation and special understanding of the natural cycles, and of animals and plants. 
Their traditional knowledge extends back hundreds or even thousand of years, a perspective 
science and modern technology simply do not have. For all these peoples, cultural roots are 
solidly planted in traditional knowledge and practice. Traditional knowledge represents a 
unique opportunity for projects to increase their information base, to improve their 
effectiveness and efficiency, and to add new world views and perspectives to the many 
variables that are part of development project planning and implementation. 

To take advantage of this potential, special care and methods need to be used if indigenous 
peoples are to be real partners. Indigenous peoples sometimes do not easily participate in 
western-style planning processes. They have different ways of making decisions and may 
not use representatives as spokespersons. Yet they have much to offer, and, of course, 
much to benefit if they are included in project planning and decision-making. They also have 
much to lose by being excluded from project planning. 



DIFFERENT KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS CAN WORK TOGETHER EFFECTIVELY 

The basis for all major knowledge systems is the same: human observation of natural 
events. The significant differences arise primarily from the interpretations that people place 
on the observations. A modern biologist argues that animals and plants should be classified 
by their genetic and evolutionary relationships. A traditional shaman might observe that an 
effective classification is based on the societal function of the animal or plant. In science and 
technology, the data and mechanisms in a working model are always available as a check 
because they were only recently developed. In traditional models, the data and mechanisms 
are often omitted, because the environmental or cultural indicators are so powerful, and 
were developed over long periods of time. 

When combining traditional and other knowledge bases work together to discover where the 
two knowledge systems complement each other. The combination can be very powerful. For 
example, when a development project is planned, the time frame for gathering baseline 
data is at most a few years, and is usually much shorter. Nature has short, medium, and 
long-term cycles and events. Therefore the baseline study is almost certain to miss at least 
some of the medium and long-term events and cycles. These can often be dramatically 
significant to the health of the natural or cultural environment. By contrast traditional 
knowledge has already recorded and made allowances for these longer-term events and 
cycles.  

One of the most effective ways of preserving traditional knowledge is to embody it in the 
decisions about projects that affect the communities. In this way, the knowledge and 
understanding in the indigenous knowledge systems is automatically a part of the process of 
planning and implementation of the development project. In many projects, the course of 
the activities and the critical decisions about what happens next is significantly influenced 
by the information that is collected, how that information is made available to others, how it 
is interpreted and finally how it is communicated to both the decision-makers and the 
stakeholders. Most participants will approach this question with an open mind, but there are 
often great differences in experience and background that can markedly affect the way 
information is handled.  

Recognize that indigenous knowledge is a way of understanding that uses indirect signals 
from nature or culture to predict future events or impacts. 

To acquire a deep understanding of indigenous traditional knowledge and to be able to use 
it responsibly in estimating impacts on the environment or on the culture of the people, 
requires a lifetime of immersion. Just as with the development of scientific expertise, which 
also requires decades of immersion and practical experience to be highly accurate in 
predictions, a great investment of time is needed.  

While it is entirely possible to gather the facts and information contained in the traditions, it 
is much more difficult to understand the relationships that are contained in the generations 
of teachings. For this reason, and just like science, it is not difficult to describe traditional 
knowledge. Traditional knowledge should be collected and used within its own framework. It 
is not practical to "collect" it and use it in the framework of science. 

As with scientific knowledge, traditional knowledge also has its limits. Scientific knowledge 
recorded in books for instance, often states the limits of confidence or applicability. 
Traditional knowledge also usually comes with similar constraints, although they are not 
likely to be stated the same way as in a science text..  



It is entirely practical, however, to have the practicing scientist and the practicing holder of 
traditional knowledge work together. The key to success is respecting each other's methods 
and information, while assessing the conclusions in a cooperative fashion. 

COMBINE INDIGENOUS AND NON-INDIGENOUS TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

Local non-indigenous communities of long standing also have traditional knowledge of the 
local conditions, environment and wildlife. This knowledge may be as in-depth as indigenous 
traditional knowledge in certain areas, and therefore is of great importance to project 
planners.  

Indigenous traditional knowledge and language are parts of the definition of indigenous 
autonomy. Recognizing the difference between indigenous and non-indigenous knowledge 
supports and emphasizes the additional value and understanding that can come from 
combining the two as complementary, rather than treating them as similar bodies of 
information. To do so may result in a "power struggle" between the two knowledge bases, 
eroding the credibility of both. Instead, by joining the advantages of indigenous and non-
indigenous approaches, a symbiosis can result, enhancing the depth and breadth of both 
systems.  

 
GENERAL GUIDELINE #5:  

BUILD ON THE STRENGTHS OF TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

REDUCE COSTS BY INCLUDING TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

Characteristically, background research begins with an inventory of the resources and 
attempts to predict the effects that the project will have on the area. Because the 
information to be used must be quite detailed, an intensive research program is usually 
involved. Traditional knowledge of the area can significantly reduce the effort to acquire this 
knowledge if it is included in the survey. The development of large scale detailed maps, 
catalogues, and even Geographical Information Systems of traditional information by some 
indigenous associations will vastly speed the process of transfer of information. Because 
these are being compiled by indigenous peoples for indigenous peoples, the means used to 
collect the information will have been done inside their own cultural system.  

Co-management agreements where traditional knowledge and technological knowledge are 
used together can significantly improve the management of resources. There are numerous 
examples where traditional hunters and fishers knew of spawning grounds or of separate 
stocks that non-traditional methods had not uncovered. Incorporating this kind of 
information into project planning at appropriate levels can represent enormous savings. 

INCLUDING TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE IMPROVES INTERACTION AMONGST 
PARTICIPANTS 

Including traditional knowledge in project planning and implementation can significantly 
improve the project's public image. Honest inclusion allows comfortable interaction amongst 
the participants. Complaints about trivializing or thwarting indigenous peoples are avoided. 



Inclusion of traditional knowledge also generates a wider acceptance of the results of the 
project.  

The amount of information that is contained in the traditions is enormous, having been 
accumulated over thousands of years, and passed down in oral traditions. Much of the 
information is already processed, rather than simply being raw data, and so has a high 
value-added component. It is also highly sophisticated in its understanding of how signals 
from nature can be used to predict future effects. But perhaps the most interesting and 
valuable aspect is that traditional knowledge does not segregate secular, metaphysical, and 
sacred knowledge within its database. Western knowledge systems tend to partition these 
aspects and consider them separately. Indigenous traditional knowledge considers them as 
a unified whole. 

IMPROVE SUSTAINABILITY BY INCLUDING TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

There are many factors that can affect the success of a project. Long-term cycles can be the 
critically important factors in determining ultimate effects of introduced stresses and 
changes. Gradual changes may have an accumulating effect, such as changes in water 
quality that are not toxic, or "harmful," but that may alter the underlying trace minerals. 
Indirect effects from these subtle changes might include a loss of herbivorous animals on 
which the community depends, because of the changed plant community. Apparently minor 
introduced changes in policy or practices may seem to be beneficial, but have subtle 
intergenerational effects. In cumulative effect, these small changes can ultimately be 
harmful. The people best equipped to discover these subtle potential changes are often the 
holders of traditional knowledge of the area. When traditional knowledge is used in its 
original context, and in partnership with other knowledge systems, the combination is often 
a powerful tool.  

LITIGATION CAN BE AVOIDED BY INCLUDING INDIGENOUS PEOPLE AND THEIR 
KNOWLEDGE FROM THE BEGINNING 

In many countries, constitutional, legislative, policy, and practices dictate that indigenous 
peoples and their knowledge bases must be included in certain kinds of projects. Inclusion 
of these knowledge systems may be a legal requirement.  

Failure to understand and adhere to the local legal systems can create far more problems 
than it solves. Many large projects have stalled or been abandoned because the local legal 
systems were side-stepped, forcing local people to resort to legal action. Ensuring 
appropriate inclusion and participation by indigenous peoples will go a long way to avoiding 
legal action. 

International treaties and conventions such as the Convention on Biological Diversity, the 
UN Declaration of Human Rights, the International Labour Organization's Draft Convention 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, all have important principles to offer. International 
laws, however, almost all defer to national laws, while encouraging broad principles. 
Bundling international and national laws together is a principle many indigenous peoples 
and supportive agencies use in determining how to proceed. 

 
GENERAL GUIDELINE #6:  



INCLUDE TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE AND INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLES FROM THE BEGINNING  

DETERMINE FIRST IF ANY INDIGENOUS PEOPLES WILL BE AFFECTED 

Traditional knowledge, and the people who can use it effectively, should be included 
whenever they are directly or indirectly affected by a project. Often indigenous peoples are 
nearly invisible. Sometimes they are difficult to locate or recognize because they live in 
remote areas, or because they actively avoid contact with outside intruders. Sometimes 
they are simply not an influential group in the larger system and so are deemed to be 
unimportant. It will usually be obvious if indigenous peoples are going to be affected. If it is 
not clear, however, two aspects need to be investigated. 

First, are there indigenous peoples in the area? Clues include authentic hand crafts or art 
objects that are not obviously a part of the dominant culture. Ethnically different people 
with a different language within the local community may constitute a traditional population. 
Sources of information on indigenous people in the area include non-governmental 
organizations that work with indigenous peoples and church groups. 

Secondly, if there are indigenous peoples in the area, are they going to be affected by the 
project? A simple check list includes the following: 1) Are there going to be environmental 
changes, even subtle ones? 2) Will there be a shift in the economy? 3) Will there be any 
cultural or social interaction? 4) Does the project involve communication techniques that 
could require language translations or that might influence policies on language? 

WEAVE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE INTO THE DESIGN 
AS PARTNERS, NOT STAKEHOLDERS 

If there are any indicators that indigenous peoples may be present, and the answers to any 
of the questions about the nature of the project is yes, then the project should seriously 
consider using traditional knowledge. This is best done by weaving indigenous peoples and 
their traditional knowledge systems in the design as full partners. 

Regardless of the practices, it is important to recognize that there will be fundamental 
differences in the beginning assumptions for each group. Project planners may have already 
decided the project should move ahead, and are concerned with how that should be done. 
Whereas, most indigenous communities who are being asked to participate, will be 
assessing why and if the project should go ahead, not how. This difference means that the 
project developer will essentially be trying to explain how the project will work. 

If this approach is taken, the usual reaction of the local people is indignation that they were 
not consulted first. A circle of emotional responses then begins in which everyone 
(proponent and indigenous community alike) ends up feeling hurt and betrayed. 

A much better approach is ensue that the local people are invited to participate in the initial 
decision about whether the project should exist. Given that a positive decision to proceed is 
reached, then the local indigenous peoples can participate fully in the design of the project. 

Project planners may find that a group of indigenous people will decide not to share their 
traditional knowledge. It is important to try to understand why they are reluctant. Is it 
because they want to protect proprietary interests; is it a lack of financial support, or is it 



sacred wisdom or locations, that requires them to withhold the knowledge. If their 
reluctance stems from fear of divulging sacred knowledge, great care must be taken to 
avoid causing harm by proceeding simply because they are not participating. Instead it is 
best to try a different approach and ask them to help solve the issues. In this way, they can 
use their knowledge without having to divulge it. 

 
GENERAL GUIDELINE #7: 

ACQUIRE TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE ON THE BASIS OF 
TRUST, RESPECT, EQUITY, AND EMPOWERMENT 

ESTABLISH WIN-WIN DEVELOPMENT GOALS 

When acquiring traditional knowledge, use five guiding principles: 

1. Operate on the basis of respect, trust, equity, and empowerment of indigenous peoples 
and of the traditional knowledge system.  

2. Cause no harm.  

3. Define the roles and responsibilities of participants carefully and in line with culture and 
knowledge systems.  

4. Define the information to be collected; specify what parts of the traditional knowledge will 
be outside the project limits.  

5. Establish the use and ownership of information, how to interpret or communicate it, and 
how to pay for it, right from the beginning. 

IDEAL #1: CAUSE NO HARM 

The best design of development projects is when the ideal is to achieve a benefit for 
everyone; a situation where everyone wins and no one loses. Many people argue that it is 
impossible to undertake a development project without causing harm to someone. And yet 
it seems irresponsible to leave even a few people worse off than when the development 
project began. If your guiding principle is to have everyone benefit, you will have aimed as 
high as possible, and perhaps the day will come when indeed no harm will be caused. 

One of the most difficult aspects of project planning and initiation is when the expectations 
of the planners are not the same expectations that the local people have. While the 
proponents may be convinced that their project will benefit many people, the indigenous 
peoples may see the project as a major problem, with few benefits. It is always best to 
bring in traditional knowledge before initial decisions have been taken. This will help make 
early predictions of the impacts. The importance of power sharing can not be 
overemphasized. However, it does mean that proponents must be prepared to abandon the 
project or vastly modify it if there is undue risk of harm to local peoples. 

Negotiating Mutually Beneficial Results 



As in all negotiations aimed at finding mutually beneficial results, there must be flexibility 
on both sides. Indigenous peoples will need to assess their expectations from the project 
against the costs that will necessarily be incurred. Proponents will need to understand that 
human lives and their quality of life are at stake. The proponent may need to be creative in 
discovering ways to enhance the opportunity for these people to continue to live in the area 
that is important to them and to continue to develop according to their own decisions. 

Proponents should begin projects by acknowledging that local indigenous peoples must be 
involved from the beginning in ways that ensure their decision-making role. Like anyone 
else, indigenous peoples are protective of their life values, homes, culture, and food 
sources. If these are threatened, local people will refuse to cooperate, or become hostile. 
While this is understandable, there are more effective strategies that indigenous peoples 
can adopt — they can make use of existing laws, regulations, and policies governing 
acceptance of the projects, and can make use of public attention through the media. 
Increasingly, this is what has been happening. 

A well-planned project (from the perspective of local indigenous peoples) should begin with 
a three-party negotiation among the proponent, the local traditional community, and the 
government over the use of the land. Decisions taken with the inclusion of the people who 
have lived on the land for centuries is much more likely to reflect their needs.  

When indigenous peoples are excluded, years of experience demonstrates that they will be 
angry and perhaps hostile. The indigenous peoples will feel betrayed by the government, 
and no matter where they turn the expected support systems will be missing. They will feel 
they have no means of recourse. Tempers can flare quickly and resentment will certainly 
become a major impediment to successful relations between the proponent, government 
bureaucracy, and the local community. Recent experience also shows that excluding 
indigenous peoples will result in protracted and costly legal and review processes, which in 
turn will undermine the project's effectiveness, or even its existence. 

Scheduling  

Develop a time schedule with culture and nature-based indicators of when tasks should be 
completed, or when certain milestones will be met. 

Indigenous peoples who live on the land are tied to the rhythm of the land, its seasons, and 
the movement of wildlife. For many people, hunt or gathering occurs at a particular time of 
year, or it does not happen. Failure to meet these cyclic imperatives can be dangerous for 
indigenous peoples. Plan the schedule for a project with indigenous peoples and their 
knowledge to develop a flexible schedule based on their seasonal and cultural requirements. 
This should be worked out in advance with the local people. 

All parties can agree that at certain stages a milestone should be met. Problems usually 
arise when the agreed-on milestone is missed. Project work schedule are defined by time 
frames, but these are often not effective for indigenous peoples who have their own internal 
needs and schedules that are not easily adjusted. Instead of time scales, it is sometimes 
better to use indicators based on their traditions. For example, a task will need to be 
completed before the first harvest, but after the solstice festival. This also explicitly 
acknowledges that traditions and necessary community work have been established as part 
of the project schedule. 

Communicating: Language, Perspectives, and Process 



Accuracy in language translation is important to ensure the right information and attitudes 
are transmitted. Poor translations can result in major misunderstandings. One technique 
that helps is to have translation made from one language to another, then back again to 
check its accuracy. Unfamiliar terms (names of chemicals, technical terms such as ionizing 
radiation, etc.) may not have an existing word in a local language. An Elder or a group of 
Elders can be asked to make up a new term and agree on its translation.  

People from different cultural backgrounds may have trouble communicating because of 
different ways of thinking about facts. For example, some indigenous peoples pay strict 
attention to their Elders and assume they speak the truth. Elders usually speak in the form 
of metaphors and parables that may have many levels of meaning. The native listener 
understands this and uses the experience to become wiser through self-enlightenment. In 
contrast to this practice, many non-indigenous people have a long-established practice of 
answering questions directly, and are not accustomed to working their way through 
parables. They certainly do not automatically assume that an elderly person speaks the 
truth. 

The short-term objectives of a development project (usually measured in years or decades) 
are very different to the objectives of indigenous leaders who consider the long-term 
(measured in generations). Yet. for a successful conclusion to the project, both must be 
satisfied. In the final analysis, differing opinions may need to be resolved. Which knowledge 
base has more "power?" Which knowledge base will have the deciding vote in a case of a 
dispute? In best practices, neither knowledge system is deemed to have more influence, If 
different conclusions are reached, it is a signal that more information is needed, not that 
one is correct and the other incorrect. 

On a number of occasions, proponents and traditional groups have been able to create 
round-tables of communities and other stakeholders in a spirit of cooperative negotiation. 
One of the clear lessons from these early round-tables, however, is the need for 
commitment on both sides to honesty and a willingness to be at least partially flexible to the 
needs of the other parties. From experience in North America, the round table begins best if 
the proponent and the indigenous peoples come together by mutual agreement to work out 
the rules of the round table jointly. When the rules are agreed, government representatives 
may be invited to join. If government representatives are invited too early, positions 
polarize quickly and discussion is not balanced. 

Reducing Harm Through Compensation 

When a community is significantly affected, it may be possible to compensate them for any 
real or perceived loss of quality of life. In addition, traditional communities may want to be 
compensation for any traditional knowledge advice and counsel that they provide for the 
proponent. 

In many cases, the simplest way to compensate a community is by payment. Local people 
can be paid the same way any other consultant is paid – on the basis of the advice or 
service offered. Participatory action research is a very large effort and involves the entire 
community in creating a baseline of information for the proponent. This type of effort, when 
carried out by a science-based firm can be very expensive. There is no reason why a PAR 
baseline study of similar scope should not also be compensated similarly.  

Compensation does not always have to be limited to money. Research results that are 
returned to the community, policies that are implemented by the community (not by 



external people), training opportunities, infrastructure development (at their request!), and 
other opportunities that fit the needs of the community are sometimes more effective than 
cash. Cash, unfortunately, does not always bring benefits. 

Other approaches are sometimes useful. If the proponent allows the traditional community 
to share in the revenue from the project on a partnership basis, the amount of 
compensation is negotiated on a quasi-equity share base. In some cases, the project may 
anticipate royalties from patents on processes or materials that result from traditional 
knowledge.  

The Long-Term 

The cost-benefit ratio of the project must consider the long-term economics. For instance, if 
the project is to clear-cut a forest, what happens to the people who lived in the forest when 
the project is finished? If the project is to establish a change in policy to develop more 
agriculture, what will happen to the people who relied on hunting and fishing? If the project 
was to build a plant, and many local people were used as construction helpers, are there 
replacement jobs for these people in the factory? What kind of jobs? Are there enough for 
everyone? What guarantees do they have that the promised jobs will be there when the 
plant opens? If the project is a mining project, have they negotiated a payment for the 
extraction of resources from their land based on gross revenue? What happens as the ore 
becomes increasingly harder to find and the mine becomes less and less profitable? The 
revenues to the community will decline with the revenue to the company. Most mining 
towns last only a few years or decades at most, unless some other industry comes along to 
replace the mine. What plans have they developed for the community when the mine closes 
— as it inevitably will do? 

Perhaps during the course of the project, the community can develop its own technological 
capacity or find ways to market the products from its traditional products by taking the 
opportunity to make contacts outside the community through the proponent's network of 
associations. The main thing is to think about it and negotiate the best arrangement 
possible and plan what will be done as the revenue base winds down. This will go a long 
way towards reducing or eliminating harm. 

IDEAL #2: DEFINE THE ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 

Proponents, governments, and NGOs all have a responsibility to understand the local 
customs and etiquette, and train staff who will interact with indigenous peoples before 
making contact. Traditional customs vary widely from one place to another. Assuming a 
single approach or process will suffice for all indigenous peoples is a big mistake. For 
example, haggling over prices in some cultures is expected, whereas in others it is insulting. 
Looking into another person's eyes during negotiations can be necessary, or may be quite 
unacceptable. Sitting, kneeling, standing, and squatting all have special meaning in different 
cultures. Gender equality is accepted in some, not in others.  

Decision-making and representation in indigenous communities is usually not similar to 
methods employed by non-indigenous peoples. Therefore, the methods that must be 
employed to include indigenous peoples and their traditional knowledge in an effective 
manner will not be a simple extension of methods used with other non-indigenous peoples. 
Make the participatory approach fit the cultural sensitivity of the indigenous community. 
Successful strategies variously include round tables or talking circles (where everyone is 
able to speak freely), training the trainers (where the local community is invited to become 



the teachers), co-management (where government authority and responsibility for 
managing resources is shared with indigenous peoples), and participatory action research (a 
partnership arrangement in which the indigenous community collects and ensures accuracy 
and quality of indigenous knowledge while working directly with the development project). 

In some, but certainly not all, traditional communities, a strict hierarchy of status is 
maintained. The elite do not ask for or receive advice from the lower ranks. Women, in 
some societies, might suffer if they attempted to participate. In these situations, the head 
man makes all the decisions that would typically be required in a project design. A project 
might call for round-table discussions including all stakeholders, but to insist on it might 
place certain people in a position of jeopardy if they were to express an opinion., reduce the 
credibility of the project, and insult the local culture. In other cases, the exact opposite 
could be the correct course of action. 

A successful strategy to avoid these problems is to empower the local people to train their 
colleagues in the area of competence relevant to the project. In this model, the project 
develops a training module to train the trainers. Over time, the infusion of information and 
the development of trained people allows the project to evolve in tune with the local 
traditional community. This also tends to have a more lasting impact because the local 
people will make the project their own. 

In other traditional communities, decisions are made only on a consensus basis with all 
members of the community participating, including women and children. In these 
communities, there is a strong desire to see the equivalent participation by the personnel on 
a project. They want to see and talk to the people from the hands-on worker right up to and 
including the Chief Executive Officer of the proponent or Minister of a government. In these 
situations, round table or talking circles can be successfully used independently or in 
combination with a program of training the trainers. Participation by indigenous peoples as 
autonomous groups is an essential ingredient to developing both mutual understanding and 
consensus to set strategic objectives, define a chain of expected results, identify underlying 
assumptions and risks, and select appropriate performance indicators. 

Design the projects so that the local knowledge experts have the role of providing 
traditional knowledge. Engage people who are respected as holders of traditional knowledge 
by the community. Traditional knowledge is not something that can be picked up in a short 
period of time. Furthermore, it is not generally available in written form. Include indigenous 
peoples in both interpretation of the knowledge and as decision-makers in the project.  

Co-Management 

When traditional knowledge is used in its original context, and in partnership with science or 
other western technical approaches, the combination is a powerful tool. Important examples 
are to be found in resource management, where both science-based managers and 
traditional hunters, trappers, or fishermen work together giving equal weight to both types 
of knowledge. It is best when the process of project development and acquisition of 
traditional knowledge is seen as participation, not consultation The practice of co-
management works better if a hands-off style of governing the actions of on-the-ground 
members of the co-management team is used. Because the traditional information base is 
not easily written down, members should be chosen from the non-traditional side who are 
open-minded about traditional knowledge and process. The intimate relationship and trust 
amongst team members needs to be maintained to keep the authority and power of co-
management. In a few cases, forcing co-management on aboriginal communities caused the 



loss of valued traditional knowledge without proper compensation for the knowledge. 
Though sometimes difficult, co-management experience can be extremely positive. 

IDEAL #3: DEFINE THE INFORMATION TO BE COLLECTED 

Traditional knowledge that comes to a project is a product both of the people from 
generations past and of the present-day people who preserve and augment its accuracy. 
However, it is transmitted to the project only by present-day people, not all of whom have 
the capacity to transmit the knowledge well. Assess the credibility of sources of traditional 
knowledge by using the community as a source of credentials. 

Participatory Action Research 

Create a partnership between traditional knowledge systems and other knowledge systems 
(such as science-based management) through complementary action plans, participatory 
action research, joint ventures, capacity-building and -maintenance, and co-management 
techniques.  

Traditional knowledge about the environment assumes a responsibility to respect living 
things and to live in harmony with them. Thus, it is an easy partner for sustainable project 
planning, and has the advantage of long and intimate experience with the local area. Asking 
the local people to assist with participatory action research and co-management of the 
project outputs can enlarge the knowledge base for the entire project, encourage 
consensus-building, and better manage the impacts from a community base. 

If science or technology is important to the project, the best way to integrate traditional 
knowledge holders is to use what is increasingly termed "participatory action research" or 
PAR. In PAR, western and traditional knowledge practitioners operate from the very 
beginning as equal partners. Using science and traditional knowledge together in co-
management or participatory action research can be a powerful tool to improve the 
effectiveness of projects, but it requires a relationship based on trust and respect for each 
other's information and for the different methodologies used. 

The development of traditional knowledge in the project takes shape as follows: 

1. research and later monitoring is carried out by local people in the local language 

2. research and monitoring is controlled by the community through a community steering 
committee 

3. the research or monitoring teams and the steering committee evolve the interview 
protocol and guidelines for the project 

4. all information is verified by the steering committee and the interviewees first, then by 
the Elders or other designated traditional knowledge experts 

Once the community is satisfied that the information has been collected appropriately, is of 
high quality, and has been checked for accuracy , it is then built into the project alongside 
the scientific information. The community assumes that equivalent rigour has been applied 
to the scientific information, thus setting both knowledge systems on an equal footing.  



IDEAL #4: ESTABLISH OWNERSHIP OF INFORMATION 

Best practices are careful of the rights of indigenous groups. By incorporating these best 
practices, and by using the traditional knowledge of the people, disputes can be avoided. 
The mutually agreed protocol or agreements should include clauses to cover land ownership 
and use, traditional rights to natural resources, repair of environmental damage, impact of 
socio-economic factors. The agreements should acknowledge significant changes in cultural 
systems if these are likely to occur as a result of sharing information. Protocols for 
acquisition of traditional knowledge should be defined by the local community and agreed to 
by all parties. Protocols can be quite simple but the best are based on two things; the 
information already available, and the information still to be acquired.  

The main points of the protocol define who will be involved, the way in which the 
participants are to be involved, the type of information to be acquired or (that may not be 
acquired), the use to which the information may be put, who owns and controls the use of 
the information, and finally, what financial arrangements are made for acquisition and 
subsequent use.  

Recognize the autonomy of indigenous peoples by respecting their classification of land use, 
including sacred and traditional uses that may preclude development, and by acknowledging 
their traditional rights to resources and intellectual property rights. 

Because the concept of ownership, as practised in western societies, is not often not a part 
of the traditions of indigenous peoples, finding ways to respect their sensibilities about the 
knowledge is important to project success. Indigenous peoples also expect to receive 
information and benefit back for the effort they put into providing other people with their 
knowledge. This can be as simple as ensuring that copies of research reports are given to 
the community, or it can be as dramatic as providing the infrastructure to allow the 
traditional community to acquire its own GIS hardware and software. 

IDEAL #5: WORK WITH RESPECT, TRUST, EQUITY, AND EMPOWERMENT 

The power of any knowledge system is rooted in the experience of many people who have 
found ways to accumulate a body of practices and processes that allow greater insight into 
the world around us than any one person can hope to achieve independently. Traditional 
knowledge uses indirect indicators that over centuries have proven to predict events 
accurately.  

The four elements all work together.  

Respect  

Respect for traditional knowledge systems means that the traditional techniques used are 
valid means of gathering and interpreting information about the project variables. 

Trust  

Trust is an important part of the relationship between people in acquiring and using the 
knowledge and understanding from traditional knowledge. To work together, both traditional 
and non-indigenous peoples must be able to trust the logic and work of the other.  



Experience with indigenous peoples from around the world demonstrates that successfully 
incorporating traditional knowledge in project planning and implementation requires a 
relationship of trust. Trust is developed by discussions with village Elders, speaking about 
the project in ways that can be understood by community members, working directly with 
the traditional communities to develop joint plans for impact studies, mixed teams to carry 
out research, project planning, and other aspects of environmental and cultural decision-
making. To be able to use and understand traditional knowledge requires a long-term 
commitment, respect for traditional culture, and a willingness to spend the time and effort 
to listen and learn. Most communities are cautious about how it is to be used, fearing that it 
may be misinterpreted or used to damage the community. Because large projects may 
require disclosure of most of the information, there may be some reluctance to share the 
traditional knowledge. When sacred sites are involved, the community may be reluctant to 
disclose their location. By asking where projects should be located – not what areas should 
be avoided -- it is possible to prevent project activities from unknowingly blundering into 
sensitive areas, while allowing the traditional areas to remain undefined. Developing self-
sustainability is an integral part of traditional knowledge systems. It is beneficial to include 
their knowledge systems in both the interpretation of the knowledge and in its 
implementation by relying on credible traditional knowledge holders. 

Equity  

Equity assumes that one system is no better or worse than another. Recognize their 
strengths and weaknesses and work to bring the systems together, meshing the strengths 
of one with the weaknesses of the other.  

Equity can become an issue when two systems of knowledge come to different conclusions. 
The biggest mistake is to assume that one or other system is more powerful. To claim this 
about either knowledge system erodes trust and respect, and removes empowerment. To 
explain by example: Suppose a scientist has studied an area. The data are extensive, 
measurements have been taken and analysis completed. The scientist concludes that no 
harm will result from a particular action. In contrast, the local people feel from their 
background understanding of the local area, that although the effects will be hard to see at 
first, they will eventually be very harmful.  

The worst approach is to call for scientific "proof." Clearly science will always have the last 
word if this is the framework for decision-making, and the local people will feel helpless and 
betrayed.  

Instead, the best approach is to examine the differences together and find ways to use both 
knowledge systems in an integrated way to figure out why there is a difference in findings. 
The use of the equity principle establishes a trigger for discussion and renewed 
investigation. 

Empowerment  

Empowerment ensures that all have the capacity to engage in a meaningful dialogue. It can 
mean that the project will need to invest some money  

and time in transferring expertise to the local indigenous peoples. It may mean building the 
capacity of the proponent staff to understand and be sensitive to traditional ways of 
thinking. It may be as simple as providing the needed infrastructure so that the local 
population has a means of participating in the planning and implementation  



GUIDELINES FOR  
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

SUMMARY OF THE GUIDELINES FOR INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

This set of guidelines will assist you to understand how to participate successfully and to 
everyone's benefit in development projects. They are organized in roughly the order you will 
need to use them when you become involved in a development project. 

1) Form a representative group 

To interact successfully in a development project, someone or some group will need to 
represent your collective interests. These can be informal or formal, but it is best if they 
have some legal standing, such as a community corporation or a non-governmental 
organization. The members should be chosen on the basis of skills required, not just 
community status. 

2) Be prepared: gather information now 

Don't wait for a development project to come along. Start organizing your own information 
now. It is a beneficial activity in any case, and can be used to trigger the kinds of 
development projects you want to have happen, including projects that you can carry out 
yourself. 

3) Get involved 

Once a development project comes along, it can provide enormous benefit to the 
community if managed well. But to make the best of the project, it is important to be a part 
of it at all the stages. If the project is potentially threatening to your livelihood or well-
being, do not avoid it, get even more involved. 

4) Be assertive. Don't be aggressive, don't be passive 

Experience with many proponents and indigenous groups has shown that the best way to 
interact is to be positive, forthright, and patient. Waiting and reacting in a passive manner 
is the least effective. Aggressiveness often makes the situation worse. 

5) Estimate impacts carefully 

Work with the project planners to estimate what the effects and impacts will be from the 
activities and physical changes that will be made. Estimating carefully what these effects 
will be is the best way to understand how the development project can be of benefit or can 
create damage. 

6) Communicate and network 

Expand your capacity by staying in touch with your community members, your neighboring 
communities, outside experts, NGO support groups, and especially the proponent and 
government regulatory or enforcement agencies. 



7) Know the rules 

Development projects follow government rules or rules that are internal to the organization 
carrying out the project. Be sure you know what these are, and how they work. Many of 
these rules will create a framework for your community to ensure the project gives the 
community the most benefit. Unless you know about these, it is hard to take full advantage 
of the opportunity. 

8) Use and keep your traditional knowledge 

Much traditional knowledge information can be shared, some cannot. All of it, however, can 
be used by traditional knowledge practitioners. This is the best way to share the knowledge: 
use it in the project to help find solutions to problems and to estimate impacts. Expect to be 
compensated for the effort, just as if you were a staff member or contractor. 

9) Insist on your rights, know your bottom-line 

Most development projects are exciting and of great benefit to the community and to 
individuals. Occasionally something goes wrong. If your traditional or other rights have been 
disregarded, you must know what they are, and how to ensure you can retain those rights. 

 
TRADITIONAL GUIDELINE #1: 

FORM A REPRESENTATIVE GROUP 

CHOOSE TEAM MEMBERS ACCORDING TO SKILLS, BUT RESPECT INDIGENOUS 
SOCIO-POLITICAL STRUCTURES 

Before you do anything else, create a group to speak on behalf of your community. 

Having a small group represent you may not be familiar, but it can be important and can be 
done in ways that add to the richness of your traditions. The people chosen will become a 
team with each member having different responsibilities and tasks. Members should be 
chosen on the basis of the skills they can bring to the project. 

The representative group should have their mandate and authority clearly defined. Perhaps 
it is only the authority to bring information or recommendations back to the community. 
One person could be named as the leader or spokesperson of the group. Make sure 
everyone in the group understands the limits to his or her decision-making authority (if any) 
without coming back to the community as a whole. Having a representative group of 
indigenous peoples empowered by the entire community to represent it, can make 
negotiations smoother. 

Proponent representatives are usually delegated the authority to make decisions only on the 
basis of policies or strategies agreed to by the proponent. It is normal business practice for 
only a few people to be involved in the actual decision, so they will be at ease with the 
representative group taking recommendations back to the entire community for decisions. 
Inform the proponent right from the first about how your community normally conducts 



discussions. Try to keep the decision-making process as fast as possible, but be sure to 
leave enough time to think and consult with your own community. 

Consider having all parts of the community represented: Elders, men and women, and 
young people. The leader or spokesperson should be someone the entire community 
respects. Other representatives might include those who have special knowledge of the area 
where the project is to take place. 

If culturally appropriate, women should be included. Women's knowledge and advice works 
best if it is used directly with the rest of indigenous knowledge. If it is not culturally 
appropriate to have women participate directly, the consider another strategy such as a 
special interest group working in parallel and reporting back to the main group. Try to 
develop ways of consulting them informally on issues where their knowledge is normally 
used in everyday life. Easily forgotten details can sometimes make the difference between a 
good project and a great one. 

BECOME LEGALLY RECOGNIZED 

Contracts are a means of defining what everyone wants and agrees to. Being able to agree 
to a contract is not confrontational, it clarifies the agreement so that everyone knows what 
to expect. 

Your community, or some group such as a specially formed representative NGO, may need 
to have legal status. It is normal for projects to be handled through contractual 
arrangements. Deciding whether this is necessary is primarily a decision the community 
must reach in discussion. Factors to think about are whether the project will produce 
revenue, if there are issues of ownership of the end results (e.g. physical structures or 
patentable materials), if there is some significant change to the landscape that might cause 
environmental damage that would impair your community. 

If the community agrees that there is some reason to consider having legal status, think 
about using an existing incorporated town or village. If there is no legal entity, consider 
creating one that includes the whole community. Alternatively consider creating a legal body 
just for this project (if it is big enough). In India, for example, a practice of establishing 
non-governmental organizations to represent groups, especially communities, has 
demonstrated that the idea works well (see Honey Bee – e-mail honeybee@iimahd.ernet.in 
or on the Internet http://csf.colorado.edu/srsiti). 

Choose whatever method best suits your situation to take part in legal negotiations over 
traditional intellectual and cultural property rights, and traditional resource rights. A legal 
organization will also give you the opportunity to become partners in the project. 

In creating a legal entity, there is no reason to change the way your community normally 
makes decisions or is currently organized. The reason for establishing a legal presence is to 
ensure that the community has maximum protection and authority in negotiations. 

CHOOSE YOUR OWN REPRESENTATIVES 

Be sure that the group or people who will be representing the community actually have the 
community's agreement to represent them. Several different forms of representation are 
not appropriate: 



1. Try to avoid having a government appoint your representative 

2. Do not agree to a government staff member being your representative just because he or 
she is indigenous. Give the community an opportunity to assess the qualifications of the 
person who could represent the community. 

3. Be careful that the community has a chance to distinguish between tribal leaders who will 
represent them and tribal leaders who are only interested in brokering a deal. 

4. Watch out for tribal "dealers." Sometimes the proponent or government will offer to 
provide basic services to the community through a dealer, in return for agreement to 
proceed with the development project. 

HELP THE PROPONENT TO COMMUNICATE WITH YOUR COMMUNITY. 

Your local community can help proponents by offering to teach the managers of the project 
the ways of indigenous peoples. In Kenya, Africa, for example, the Friends of the National 
Museum of Kenya, offers courses to diplomats and business people on proper etiquette for 
interacting with the many indigenous and ethnic groups in the region. This enhances the 
experience of business and indigenous peoples working together, and brings modest income 
to the museum and to the involved communities. 

 
TRADITIONAL GUIDELINE #2: 

BE PREPARED: GATHER INFORMATION NOW  

THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING PREPARED 

Development projects can be an enormous benefit to your community. That benefit is made 
easier to realize if the information that is likely to be required is organized and understood 
well in advance of the project being initiated. Similarly any potential problems can more 
easily be solved if the correct information is already known. 

The following suggestions are based on the kinds of information that indigenous 
communities have already found to be helpful in development projects. In many cases, the 
assembly of this information makes possible the initiation of development projects on your 
own, and without the necessary intervention of aid agencies of corporations. It also provides 
evidence to the community, especially the younger members of the community, of the value 
of traditional knowledge in a modern setting. 

CLASSIFY LAND USE FROM YOUR PERSPECTIVE  

Experience has shown that early identification of "valued ecosystem components" is a 
critically important early step in the process. Valued ecosystem components are areas of 
land or species that the indigenous peoples must have to preserve their way of life. Valued 
ecosystem components also include the relationships between the environment and living 
things to the indigenous people a social cultural or even economic attributes that are most 
important to the community's survival. Perhaps it is a special area of land that is used for 
multi-layered agriculture, or perhaps it is a traditional part of a stream that supports an 



important source of food, or perhaps it is an area that is traditionally used for certain 
ceremonies because of a set of features the land possesses. These areas and the animal or 
plants that are of critical importance in them are termed "valued ecosystem components." 
By classifying them and by defining them carefully (it is best to do so in advance) it is much 
easier to describe them and protect them from potential harm during the planning and 
implementation of a development project. If these are not defined early enough, decisions 
may be taken that would make safeguarding these areas very difficult or impossible. 

(See the following interesting web site. (http:// 
www.unimas.my/fit/roger/EJISDC/vol1/vol1.html) 

The proponent will have made an assessment of how the land is to be used. Find out how 
they classified sites (mining, forestry, tourism etc.). Make sure you already have your own 
classifications for the same piece of land. You want your own classifications complete before 
you even hear what the proponent has in mind, so you are not biased by the proponent's 
classification. Compare them. Are there incompatible uses, such as digging up an area for a 
foundation that is right over a sacred burial ground, or placing a road where a migration 
route would be blocked? Once problems are known, they can become points for later 
discussions. 

COMPARE SCIENTIFIC FINDINGS TO YOUR TRADITIONAL FINDINGS 

In project development and environmental impact assessment, no one has all the answers. 
Use local authorities to check the accuracy of information used by the proponent to predict 
effects. Compare your conclusions to theirs. Are they the same or different (work with the 
end results, not the process of how you arrived at the end results). Science is built on the 
premise that current knowledge is only a working hypothesis that needs to be tested and 
refined. The very rigour of science makes it a slave to accuracy. All data must be explained 
by the model. Do you know something that is not explained by the proponent's model? 
Usually small differences in data points make small differences in the model, but if even one 
data point is a long way outside the model, the model will need to change radically to 
include the new information. This could be an important discovery. 

REPORT CARD ON THE PROPONENT'S PAST 

Most organizations have a package of information including a mission statement, statement 
of values, environmental policy statements, annual reports, and technical reports similar to 
what will be prepared in your case. By requesting this information, you can get a quick look 
at the proponent. Try to find information on the track record of the proponent. In North 
America, the Better Business Bureau, or similar organizations in other countries, will have 
records of complaints. A list of all law suits can be obtained in most countries through legal 
libraries, on-line annual reports, securities commission findings and other sources. A history 
of law suits can be very informative, and be used to develop the strategy that will work best 
in negotiations with the proponent. 

If you do not have a way to find out about the proponent directly, ask other communities 
that have had experience working with the proponent — how did it work out? If you can get 
on the Internet, use it to find out about the proponent. Send messages to other traditional 
knowledge organizations (see the appendices for traditional knowledge centres, web sites, 
and literature). Check out newspaper articles from the business section and also from the 
news sections. If anything makes you suspicious, follow it up with a call to your local media. 



In many countries, this may not be easy, but direct contact with any proponent is possible. 
Some large mining companies will take representatives of the community to visit projects 
completed with other traditional groups. This is an excellent way to see what they have 
done and to talk directly with people who have already been through the process. 

GET A TECHNICAL SUMMARY 

Developers always make advance plans on paper before they take any major initial steps. 
Therefore, it will be possible for them to provide the official group with technical 
documentation. Full technical documents are quite large and often quite complicated. If this 
is the case, ask for an accurate summary in easy-to-understand language. While you can 
welcome offered promotional materials, you really do need to get a technical summary. 

You should have a lot of information about the project: 

1. What is this project all about? 

2. Why this location and what other locations were considered? 

3. How big is this project, both in its development and construction phases? 

4. Once it is completed and operational how many workers will there be? 

5. Are they going to be drawn from the local community or brought in from afar? 

6. Of the locals, how many will be in management, how many in low-paying jobs? 

7. What obvious changes will the community see and feel? 

8. How is the waste to be treated? 

9. What are the planned transportation routes? 

10. What are the current plans for post-project clean-up? 

11. What commitments has the project already made to other organizations to take care of 
these aspects? 

12. Can the community take a role in some of the operations instead of hiring outside 
companies to do it? 

13. Is this completely financed? Are there partners? Can the community play an investment 
role? 

14. How long will the project last — both the development and construction phase, and also 
the operation of the project? 

15. Does the proponent plan for a "permanent" home in the community? 

16. Just what is the long-term picture from the proponent's perspective? 



PREPARE A COMMUNITY LIST OF QUESTIONS 

Prepare a list of needs from the community's perspective. With this list in mind (but not 
presented formally) discuss informally at least the following items: 

1. When will the proponent be able to tell the community their estimate of the long-term 
implications for the community? 

2. What is the official project timeline? How does this fit in with your community needs for 
harvest, festivals, etc.? 

3. Does the proponent feel at ease with both local men and women involved in the project? 

4. Perhaps your community would like to involve young people so they can see how to 
become leaders. Is this a problem for the proponent, or would it see this as a good thing? 

Get the proponent to give you a complete step-by-step definition of how it intends to 
complete the project. 

Offer advice to the proponent on how they can better fit in with the needs of the 
community. 

ENGAGE SOMEONE YOU TRUST TO INTERPRET SCIENCE-BASED KNOWLEDGE 

If your community does not have a person trained in the sciences, consider asking someone 
you trust to transform the technical jargon into plain language. To do this well, the person 
you engage should have a basic understanding of ecology and theories of socio-economic 
development. Make sure this person can communicate well in your language. He or she can 
help to determine what other information will be needed using both traditional and non-
traditional knowledge bases to come up with reasonable predictions of impacts. 

UNDERSTAND THE EXPECTATIONS OF THE PROPONENT 

The proponent will expect the community to provide a continually updated list of contacts 
and resource people. The proponent may want to understand the social and economic 
makeup of the community. It will use this information in its predictions of social, cultural, 
and economic impact. Discuss carefully how this is to be done, and who will be doing it. The 
proponent will expect the community to define what it wants from the project. This is not a 
small task to define. Resist the temptation to limit your expectations to money; there are 
often far more important cultural and social issues and safeguards to be negotiated. 

To facilitate a mutual understanding of these and other expectations the proponent may 
have, invite the proponent to discuss all aspects of the proposed project with the 
community. Begin by determining what background information will be readily available. Set 
agendas together. Provide an explanation of the organizational structure of the community 
and who its leaders are. Ask the proponent to supply an organization chart with the local 
representatives identified on the chart. This will be important when it comes to making 
decisions and passing information to the correct people. 

You should find out if there are possibilities for joint ventures with the proponent 



 
TRADITIONAL GUIDELINE #3: 

GET INVOLVED 

BE ALERT FOR NEW PROJECTS 

Be alert so that if a project is going to be proposed for your area, you know about it and can 
become involved. There are many ways to do this. Perhaps the most effective is to develop 
a network of information among your own community members and among communities in 
the general region. One sign to look for is visits by people who are looking at the resources, 
discussing policies, or asking about the need to improve the local situation (even if the visit 
is not official). Another sign is an unexpected visit by a local politician., surveyor, the media, 
or others who are not the usual visitors. 

TO BE EFFECTIVE, PARTICIPATE FULLY 

You can only be part of the process by participating in it. Standing on the sidelines and 
complaining will not have any significant influence on the outcome, and may simply 
entrench the proponent's view that the community is not being cooperative. When this 
happens, everyone loses. You may be completely ignored and have no ability to influence 
the outcome of an assessment or any chance to participate in planning the development 
project, unless you are part of the process. 

PRE-EMPTED DECISIONS? — KEEP TRYING! 

In the best situations, any decision about whether to proceed with a project or not, will have 
been taken with the indigenous community. If this is not the case, and if a decision has 
been taken without your involvement, then it is important for your community to stay 
involved. Try to become involved in an official capacity. The most common problem is that 
the decision to proceed with the project has been taken without prior consultation. 

In that case, move very quickly to insert your community into the process, if possible. Your 
instinct may be to refuse to talk to the offending people. While this may be a completely 
understandable reaction, it is not an effective strategy in this situation. Try to be 
cooperative, but at the same time, try to preserve your ability to make decisions about your 
own future. 

The normal reaction from proponents when a community decides not to cooperate, is to go 
ahead anyway. That is why it is a good idea to stay involved, and not a good idea to refuse 
to be a part of the discussions. The community risks losing everything you might have 
bargained for. Be sure to participate, even if some decisions have already been lost. If the 
project is clearly going to be detrimental, legal action or media and public pressure may 
reverse or modify decisions. If so, this gives you the chance to influence at least some of 
the decisions. Find out what legal action you can take, just in case working cooperatively 
does not have the desired effect. While legal actions may be unpleasant, cooperation may 
still be possible after a legal issue is settled. 

Moral persuasion with both the public and government agencies can be brought to bear 
through the media. Be careful, however, not all governments accept criticism well. If your 



community must accept an unfavourable project, stay in the assessment or development 
process. Do not give up. Even minor decisions about the project can sometimes make a real 
difference. 

ESTABLISH FINANCING FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION 

Many traditional communities do not have financial resources to plan or to participate. Some 
governing states require that proponents pay for others to participate in planning and 
environmental assessments. Ask for financial assistance. This gives your local community a 
better status in the negotiation. It is not enough for the local community to depend on local 
volunteers to help with the many tasks involved in an environmental assessment or 
planning a development project. 

As soon as the proponent understands it will be expected to pay for the work of local 
people, it will want to ensure that its funds are well invested. Be prepared to explain what 
your people will be doing and what benefits the proponent will receive for its money. The 
benefits will be the basis on which the proponent will pay. Setting rates and fees is an 
important part of the negotiations. Try to find other examples, or consult the regulatory 
agency for benchmark rates of pay or fees for service for other experts such as scientists or 
technical experts. 

Are there other forms of compensation that would be of more interest to the community? 
What about establishing a school, or a hospital, or scholarship program for the young people 
to go to university or community college in a distant location? Perhaps the proponent has a 
need to set up a communications system in the project. Can this be extended to include 
your community in the system and get access to the Internet? Can the proponent offer 
training in Internet activities and even help set up a web page for the community? 

TRAIN TO BE INVOLVED 

The people who are most directly involved will have to learn quickly. Training and capacity 
building are important. Try to find national, regional, or even local organizations that can 
provide courses in subjects related to the project. If none is available, try to involve local 
traditional entrepreneurs in acting as informal mentors, coaches, or teachers. Above all, get 
as prepared as you can to participate in a process that may not be all that familiar. 

PARTICIPATION BY WOMEN  

Since women can put different items on the agenda for discussion and review than men, 
make sure that they are considered in the training. Women, as well as men, will benefit 
from the training. Training women in your culture may need to be done by women. 
Encourage the proponent or government to include women as trainers. Once a few women 
of the community have been trained, they can acts as trainers for others in the community. 
In this way, the investment on the part of the proponent or government need not be large. 

ENHANCE YOUR BASE OF INFLUENCE: INCLUDE OTHERS 

If possible, involve the entire community. In most projects there are other people or 
organizations who will directly benefit from or be directly hurt by the project. Still others will 
be interested in the outcome whenever a project has an impact on the environment. 



International, national, and regional special-interest nature or environmental clubs and non-
governmental advocacy organizations can be invited to become a part of your advocacy 
group. National or regional groups of indigenous peoples will be concerned about the 
potential impact on all aspects of the health of the community. Join forces with these other 
groups in some manner — whatever is your way. If possible, cement the relationship in 
documentation; this will inform the proponent and the regulatory agency of your 
representation. When the time comes to negotiate, your base of influence will be larger than 
if your community tries to do it alone. 

 
TRADITIONAL GUIDELINE #4: 

BE ASSERTIVE, DON'T BE AGGRESSIVE, 

DON'T BE PASSIVE 

ESTABLISH OPEN DOOR NEGOTIATIONS 

The best practice is for proponents to include indigenous peoples and their communities in 
the key decisions right from the beginning. Encourage proponents to maintain open-door 
policies so that the community can participate in the pre-planning as well as later stages of 
the project. To maintain this open door, the community should also be prepared to invite 
the proponent to discussions as well. This does not mean that either the community or the 
proponent will invite the other to all meetings. It only means that the basic decisions should 
be discussed openly between the parties. 

Occasionally, however, proponents may carry out closed door, or private negotiations in key 
areas while excluding community representatives. This often happens during government-
to-proponent negotiations in which permits, regulations, or licenses are set out. 

Such decisions are disrespectful of the community, but may be common practice. If 
possible, try to establish contact with the proponent before the key decisions are taken. Ask 
the communities to consider what information the representative group should have to 
negotiate properly. If the project is already moving ahead, ask to be included in the 
negotiations for granting permits. There may be standard processes for intervention at this 
stage. If so, consider using them. This does not have to be confrontational. It can at least 
begin as an information-sharing process. 

Beware of the strategy to establish financial benefits for a few key decision-makers in the 
community so they can be manipulated to make inappropriate decisions at the expense of 
the community and for the benefit of the proponent. The community will need to be very 
firm with these situations. Often traditional knowledge can be used to great benefit in 
developing the cultural backdrop against which tourist development projects can be created. 
In Belize, the areas near great ruins such as Lamanai and Altun Ha have been developed 
with a sense of conservation of the culture of the ancient and modern local peoples. 

DEAL FIRMLY WITH THE UNREASONABLE 

Most people are quite reasonable. However, proponents sometimes make unreasonable 
demands because they do not understand indigenous peoples and the way they carry out 



their daily lives. Common practice may allow business to take advantage of a situation for 
their benefit at your expense. Business may have trouble understanding that their way is 
not necessarily the best way. 

The best way to deal with both of these sources of unreasonable demands is to assert what 
is reasonable. It is useful to know if you are dealing with a misguided honest person, or a 
deliberately dishonest person, but in the end, only insistence on what is correct will be 
beneficial. Be prepared to go through legal channels to establish and to insist on what is 
reasonable, especially if you are facing a dishonest proponent. 

TOO LITTLE TIME CAN LEAD TO POOR DECISIONS 

Having sufficient time for the local community to come to appropriate decisions is an 
important part of maintaining a sustainable project. Proponents may be in a hurry. Time 
costs money. Be wary if the project seems to demand too many meetings in too short a 
time frame. Discuss the schedule and suggest a time frame that is more effective for your 
local needs for harvest, hunting, festivals, etc. People will be unable to digest important 
information if they are concerned about possible loss of livelihood resources. 

Requests for cooperative research efforts should be welcomed with a proposal of how the 
community and the proponent can work together using traditional knowledge alongside 
scientific methods. However, it wise to be careful of requests for research in which the 
proponent wants everything done in an unreasonably short time. Suggest Participatory 
Action Research as an alternative way to increase effectiveness and efficiency by including 
traditional knowledge. 

WORK FOR "MEANINGFUL" CONSULTATION 

Be very careful that "consultation" with the community is not really just a process of 
"informing" the community. Being informed is important, of course. But being involved and 
consulted for decisions is much more important. A simple request to meet the 
representative's supervisor can start the process that will get you to the decision-maker. If 
this does not work, you will have to resort to finding out who the decision-makers are, and 
calling them directly, or if possible, visiting them by appointment. Set up one or more of 
many mechanisms to involve the local community in the process. 

If this fails, the situation is likely to be a difficult negotiation. This may force you to fall back 
on legal approaches or using the media to gather public attention and force a high-level 
negotiation. 

PROMOTE THE CREDIBILITY OF TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

Increasingly, environmental assessments require that traditional knowledge be included in 
the assessment or impact statements. Development project planning is also beginning to be 
interested in alternative knowledge bases. This is a wonderful development from the 
perspective of indigenous peoples. Often, however, neither proponents and regulatory 
bodies may know how to deal with the alternative knowledge base. Indigenous communities 
can assist in proponents and governments by guiding them in the best practices of how to 
share the traditional knowledge and integrate it into the various stages of the projects. 



Many best practices are described throughout this series of Guidelines. Sometimes it is 
helpful to understand what constitutes poor practices. Here are some examples of relatively 
common poor practices: 

1. attempts to undermine the credibility of traditional knowledge so that the weight given to 
the findings by indigenous peoples is less than that derived from science 

2. requests for overly simplified traditional knowledge to conform to business standards 

3. requiring "proof" that traditional knowledge is useful, 

4. or that its only criteria for inclusion will be that it augments science to save time and 
money. 

Defending the validity of traditional knowledge can be done through practice when people 
respect each other. 

When respect and trust are lacking, it may require a legal challenge. In many countries, 
only time and persistence will make a difference. Any one project may only gain a little bit 
of progress, but in time, the sum of all the little steps toward a greater mutual 
understanding of the traditional knowledge systems will be significant. 

PROTECT COMMUNITY STANDARDS 

Most proponents will try to be careful of community standards. In fact, there are examples 
of companies spending years in advance of a development project to prepare for the 
interaction with the community (such as the diamond mining company Diavik), or offering 
to take representatives from the potential development community to other locations where 
the same company has completed projects (Placer Dome - a gold mining company). 
However, if a proponent does not respect community standards, it does not foster healthy 
long-term relationships. The most common ways in which this disregard is encountered 
include: 

1. a proponent consistently setting aside local practices, such as traditional hunting times or 
sacred ceremonies to suit its project schedule, 

2. actions departing significantly from community expectations and agreed plans or 
decisions, 

3. discrepancies or misrepresentations that are dismissed as of trivial importance, and 

4. proponent employees who routinely show disrespect for women, children, Elders, and the 
cultural mores of the community. 

You will need to clearly identify and prohibit these unacceptable behavior patterns. 

 
TRADITIONAL GUIDELINE #5: 

ESTIMATE IMPACTS CAREFULLY 



CAREFUL ESTIMATES OF IMPACTS MEAN GOOD DECISIONS 

The most critically important task, but also the most complicated task, is to estimate as 
accurately as possible what all the different effects will be on the community from the 
project: beneficial, damaging, and uncertain. Once these effects or impacts are defined to 
the best of your ability and the ability of the project, you can make decisions and plan what 
to do. If fishing will be reduced or destroyed, is the project worth it? If the community will 
receive a financial package to offset the loss of other opportunities, is it enough to make up 
for other changes to your cultural and social traditions? 

Ask the women to predict the long-term effects the project will have specifically on their 
lives and well being. The invisible economy of "women's work" is usually not factored into 
the financial picture, but for the health of your community, it can be a major factor. Try to 
find ways to include that factor in the community's predictions. 

BE SKEPTICAL OF PREDICTIONS OF GREAT WEALTH 

Careful analysis of benefits to the community are an important factor in making decisions. 
While huge benefits are sometimes possible, the number of times that occurs is quite small. 
Therefore, predictions of great wealth resulting from the project should be viewed with a 
healthy skepticism. Get comparative views of the profit from similar projects. Where does 
the profit go? What portion of it will stay in the community? Who from the community will 
be employed and to do what kind of jobs? What spin-off or support services can be started 
up? How long will the operational aspect of the project go on? Is the project going to last a 
long time, or will be gone after a short period? Will the community be a permanent part of 
the industry? If the community does become dependent on the industry from the project, 
what will happen when the project is finished or does not live up to expectations? 

Experience in traditional communities has shown that sometimes great wealth does happen. 
With good planning, this can benefit the entire community. Without planning, the new 
wealth can be lost, or end up in the hands of just a very few people. 

ASSUME PREDICTIONS ARE NOT VERY ACCURATE 

Because neither science nor traditional knowledge has particularly accurate means of 
predicting long-term effects, it is important to make the estimates of the impacts of a 
project with broad margins of error. 

Traditional knowledge of the local areas almost always is more informed than distant 
science. Sometimes this results in under-utilization of resources. In one example in the far 
north, a whitefish harvest was slowly rising. Managers of the harvest used a scientific basis 
for estimating the maximum limits. Traditional fishers argued that the harvest could be 
much larger. The basis for the scientific quota limits rested partly on the understanding that 
there was one brood stock, and that stock was measurably lower than could support the 
current harvest. levels. To settle the dispute, traditional fishers requested, and received, 
permission to take scientists to a whitefish spawning grounds that only they knew about; 
knowledge derived from centuries of watching the whitefish. 

In other cases, it results in an over-utilization of resources. In another example, traditional 
Inuit hunters of beluga whales in the far north were careful to kill only certain individuals 
from herds. Scientists decided to sample the herds, and against the advice of the traditional 



hunters killed a very large individual the local people knew as Lok, named for its strange 
voice. The following year, the large herd that Lok had lead never formed, and the hunt 
declined rapidly. The hunt remained low for many years. According to Inuit hunters, Lok had 
not yet trained a successor, and until a new Lok appears, the beluga will not recover their 
numbers. 

Always consider the cautious position, but ensure that the position is based on the best 
possible sources of knowledge. In any cases that source is the indigenous knowledge of the 
area. By combining scientific and local understanding the best possible estimates of impact 
usually result. 

Elders are careful to remind the young that they must not forget that important knowledge 
can be derived by living on the land, and watching it react to natural forces over long 
periods of time. 

The most common scientific weakness in making estimates of impact is a lack of long-term 
information. Most projects predict impacts on the basis of a short-term look at specific 
species. These models can often account for a very large percentage of the impacts, but not 
all. For example, models of population levels of specific animals or plants over a three year 
period are not good enough. Gradual changes in natural patterns established for centuries 
change over much longer periods. Of course, it is important to know if the food or clothing 
sources will be harmed immediately — these will be the first predictions made — but subtle, 
long-term effects can be even more important. Very slow changes in the economy or 
environment over years can result in social and cultural erosion, resulting in devastation 
that only becomes apparent years later. 

Take time to understand all the long-term effects that might happen from the project. 
Development is all about change. According to many people in the development field, it is 
not possible for development to take place without change. Take time to be certain that the 
nature of the changes that may or will take place are acceptable. It is highly unlikely that 
development will take place in or near your community without change. 

Be skeptical of claims that the community will remain the same during and after the 
project.. Changes, even changes that are expected, tend to create conflict within the 
community. It may well be that the community is anxious to change the status quo. If so, 
this makes change easier to accept. If the community is not anxious for change, the 
transition period may be difficult. Be prepared for healing to take time. 

PROTECT YOUR COMMUNITY FROM SOCIETAL IMPACTS OF ALCOHOL, DRUGS, AND 
DISEASES 

If your community is not accustomed to interacting with western value systems, it will be 
very important to protect your community from potential intrusion onto your cultural values. 
Development projects originating and staffed by western personnel sometimes inadvertently 
introduce indigenous communities to unfamiliar ways. 

Traditional communities sometimes suffer greatly from alcohol and drugs brought 
inadvertently into the community. Young and old alike can fall victim to overuse of these 
substances. Health problems arise from the invasion of germs from people from distant 
areas. Research has demonstrated that there is a gender difference in the impact of 
increased wealth in indigenous communities. Young men are disproportionately drawn away 
from the local community to seek work in towns or cities. This may leave the women and 



children behind without the necessary infra-structure and support systems. Under these 
conditions, disease and malnutrition are common results. 

Try setting up a series of self-help groups within the community to make your people aware 
of the risks and how to avoid unwanted interactions. Establish rules or guidelines of 
etiquette with the proponent and their staff before the interaction begins. It is much easier 
to allow greater freedom than to attempt to impose restrictions later. 

DEFINE DIRECT EFFECTS 

There are legal and moral obligations for a development project that has an impact on the 
environment beyond the area directly controlled by the project. For example, communities 
that live on a river downstream from the project have rights (called riparian rights). These 
rights should be preserved. Altering a migration route, or changing the nature of the 
surrounding ecosystems may cause unacceptable consequences for the nearby 
communities. Economic spin-off, cultural erosion, and social difficulties are all potential 
problems that nearby communities may experience as well. If possible, make arrangements 
to encourage nearby communities to join your own self-help systems. If this is not possible, 
try to have legal means to hold the proponent responsible for any negative impacts on the 
nearby communities. 

DEFINE INDIRECT EFFECTS 

Both communities and proponents may be legally responsible for indirect effects as well as 
the more obvious direct effects. For instance, harm may be done inadvertently by sharing 
traditional knowledge that another communities would prefer to keep confidential. Financial 
benefit based on support services required by the community or proponent hosting the 
project may cause problems in the long-run. If the financial benefit modifies the life-style of 
the second community away from traditional, but is too small to support the complete 
transition to a market economy, the nearby community may have been damaged and may 
feel it has some right to compensation. Whenever this is a possibility, carry out a joint 
assessment of the situation to map out how all the communities will cope. This may take 
the form of a multi-community business or management plan. 

 
TRADITIONAL GUIDELINE #6: 

COMMUNICATE AND NETWORK 

USE COMMUNICATION TECHNIQUES TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 

What are your best ways of keeping everyone informed? Whatever they are, use them all 
the time. In some communities, the only means is by sending people to talk to others. 
Organize networks of people to get the word out. 

In some, but certainly not all communities, there will be access to telephones, radio, and 
television. Use phone-in talk shows to allow everyone in the community to express his or 
her views. Try to get the local television station, if there is one, interested in doing a news 
feature on the project. Arrange with the proponent to schedule regular field trips to the 
project for the community. 



A simple principle to use is that people forget what they hear, remember what they see, and 
learn what they do. Using maps, diagrams, flip charts, artifacts all ensure that people will 
not forget. If you have the means, use some of the many modern methods, including 
computer displays and programs that can be shared with the community so people can take 
them home. Put them up in community centres, churches, tribal or band head offices, or 
any other central community facilities. Call general meetings and include the proponent 
representatives. Remember to arrange translation. Or one of the local people may be able 
to do it, although formal translation can be complex. Try to make sure that the proponent 
gives the community information in advance. If you are making the presentation, try to get 
information about the subject to the community before the meeting. Use visual aids. If it is 
at all possible, have a local person record the decisions for the community. 

In general, person-to-person contact is the best method of communication. It may not be 
enough for decisions. All decisions, however small, need to be written down. Open 
discussion meetings and other meetings should always have some information available to 
the local community or representatives well in advance. This information should be available 
for everyone to read, or if reading is difficult, use another medium, such as small 
gatherings, or poster diagrams, so that everyone can discuss it before the main meeting. At 
meetings, have an official record of decisions. Use someone from the local community if 
possible. Make sure everyone agrees that it was recorded correctly. Read the words and 
modify the record until everyone agrees with it. A video record of the meeting, a copy of 
which is deposited with the local community, would be both useful and a sufficient record if 
later issues need to be settled. 

WORKING WITH THE MEDIA: BE MESSAGE DRIVEN, NOT QUESTION-DRIVEN 

Working with the media can be a two-edged sword. Often the media are extremely 
sympathetic to indigenous peoples's causes, but sometimes the media can get a twisted 
slant on a story. Be careful in framing your story to help sway public opinion if you are 
going to use the media. The key to a successful interview when it might turn hostile is to 
establish about four or five messages and write them down. Then write down about two or 
three examples to illustrate each message. Finally try to find at least one very powerful 
phrase of about five to ten words to state each of the four or five messages. The phrase is 
what you want the media to pick up as headlines. During the interview, be message driven, 
not question driven. Always come back to your message as you answer the questions. Do 
not allow the interviewer to draw you into saying something you don't want to say. 

ASK LOTS OF QUESTIONS 

In some countries, the local communities are invited to participate very early. In others 
there may be no opportunity unless public pressure is brought to bear. Get into the process 
as soon as it is possible. "Early" is the right time to set up the way in which you will 
participate, and the best way the proponent will interact with you. What is the schedule? 
How much time do you have to react? What if you need more time? 

Another area of importance is the legal aspects. What regulations will be brought to bear by 
the proponent? What regulations should the community bring to bear? What regulatory 
agencies will be involved — and what is the community relationship with them? How will the 
community participate? Can one assume round-table discussions, and town hall meetings? 
Or will it be representative counsel and behind-closed-door decisions? To what degree will 
individuals and the entire community be involved in contractual arrangements? You may 
need to get answers to all of these questions. 



Many of these questions can also be asked by taking direct action, such as developing 
ownership partnerships in which local and state government agree on ownership regimes. 
Partnerships can be developed with the proponent in which traditional and other forms of 
knowledge are used together in planning and making decisions. Consider carefully what the 
long-range targets are and ask yourself if it would be a good idea to create a management 
partnership in which you and the proponent collaborate to put joint plans into effect. This 
puts the community directly in partnership with the proponent. This may be especially 
useful when negotiating continuing monitoring and evaluation over the long-term.  

 
TRADITIONAL GUIDELINE #7: 

KNOW THE RULES 

GOVERNMENT SETS THE RULES, YOU CAN HELP DEFINE THE PROCESS 

It is all very well to participate, but you must know the rules before you agree to start, or 
you could be at a great disadvantage. The rules are set by the government regulatory 
agencies. Find out how the proponent usually acts. The proponent will have had many 
opportunities to devise methods of getting permission to carry out its projects with the least 
interference from outside parties (including local communities). But this may be your first. 

The following are useful questions to ask: 

1. What is the policy of the regulatory agency? 

2. What is the process? 

3. Was the process reliable for indigenous peoples in other projects? 

4. Did the agency follow through on its commitments? 

5. What legislation does the agency use? 

6. Is the legislation under revision? 

7. What resources can the regulatory agencies offer to the local community? 

8. What resources can the local community offer to the agency to help the process? 

9. What techniques can be used to involve the public, and when can they be used? 

For many indigenous peoples, the mother language, and possibly the only language, is likely 
to be the local language. This may be a problem because the common languages of 
business are rarely local languages. One solution is to conduct discussions and written 
communication in the language of the speaker or writer, but to have instantaneous 
translation available for discussion. It is not uncommon for major proponents to hire 
translators full time. 

DEVELOP AND PROMOTE A CODE OF PRACTICE FOR YOUR REGION 



Development proponents or government may not know how to inter-act or behave with 
indigenous peoples. It may also be that they are not as well aware of the areas you consider 
to be ancestral domains, or where you routinely need access to resources. Perhaps there 
are special ways in which your community makes decisions that you would like honoured 
when you are asked to share traditional knowledge. 

Consider using these guidelines as the basis for creating your own draft code of conduct for 
proponents and for government that you can share with them for suggestions and ideas fro 
improvement. Let them know you are doing this to help them work with you and your 
community. Suggest that they adopt the final draft as official government or corporate 
policy when dealing with indigenous peoples. 

Have it ready when a new development project comes along so that the new people can 
enjoy the benefits of your ideas and experience in dealing with others. 

WOMEN HELP INTERPRET THE RULES 

Ensure from the beginning that women are offered the opportunity to participate as equals 
in the process by designing the process specifically to accommodate them. Women 
themselves are the only ones able to ensure the process will accommodate them effectively, 
so women need to be encouraged to be pro-active about their involvement. Make sure that 
the way this is done does not contravene the traditional ways of the community. It may be 
formal or informal, direct or indirect, depending on your own systems. 

NEGOTIATE THE TIMELINE 

Be sure to negotiate enough time to do the necessary work and think about the results. 
Business spends as little time as possible to make decisions. But it takes a great deal of 
time to carry out the work to understand the potential impacts of a project, to make sure all 
the local people have been involved, to have time to reflect on the long-term implications of 
the project, and to ensure that the work and cultural schedules of the community have not 
been disregarded. From a local community's perspective, business may seem to be 
impatient. From a business perspective indigenous peoples may seem to take too much 
time. This is a very difficult part of setting the rules, but also very important. Make sure you 
have enough time to correctly judge the impacts of the project. 

When establishing schedules, encourage the proponent to base the schedules on traditional 
milestones, such as harvest times, hunting periods, and sacred festivals. 

PRESERVE YOUR CUSTOMARY TRADITIONAL RIGHTS 

The ILO Convention 169 recognizes that all indigenous communities have a series of 
assumed or customary rights and privileges. Because they are assumed, they are not 
usually recorded anywhere. These can be traditional rights of way, hunting rights, fishing 
rights, dress, ceremonies, and a host of other rights and privileges that are so much a part 
of everyday life that most indigenous peoples no longer think about them as rights. 
However, the loss of these traditional rights to resources can have a profound effect on 
individuals and on communities. 



Most international law governing these rights defer to the national laws of the country in 
which the indigenous peoples are located. The specific legislation in countries varies widely. 
Try to become familiar with them so that you can present your case well. 

The best projects will have a means of considering these questions immediately and a 
cooperative discussion is often the best way to resolve any possible problems. To make 
these discussions easier, it is best to plan ahead. 

Early in the planning process or in the assessment of the project, make sure that the project 
will not interfere with these rights. Define which customary rights will remain. Consider 
getting an outside legal specialist in traditional rights to prepare a report on what these 
customary rights are. Or form a small group within the community to list what everyone 
thinks it should have as rights. This then becomes a part of the agreement between the 
community and proponent. The list will be considered a beginning point in a negotiation, not 
the end result. 

If the project is unacceptable to the community, or if certain parts of it are unacceptable, be 
sure to understand the rules governing the proponent's application, and for making your 
objections. It is not very effective to object simply because you do not want the project. It 
is important to be able to state why the project is not acceptable. Increasingly, the loss of 
traditional rights to resources is seen as an appropriate reason to ask for modifications in 
the project. 

Take advantage of the planning and decision-making processes. Use your traditional 
knowledge and focus on the mechanisms that are available to find opportunities for 
community influence and involvement in the proponent's methodology or planning process; 
work carefully to define the damaging environmental impacts. These are the factors that will 
influence the people who will evaluate your objections. 

If you find yourself against the proposal, stay involved. This is the only way you can 
influence the outcome — boycotting the process simply means you do not have a voice. 
Sign a statement that your involvement in the assessment process in no way prejudices 
your views on the need for the development. Then later when the rules allow it, continue to 
use the understanding gained from traditional knowledge to voice your objections to the 
project explaining why there remain issues with it. 

Also be prepared to change your mind. If you later find that the project is better than you 
originally thought, it is OK to change your position and go along with the project. In fact, it 
may be an excellent way to establish a good discussion for other parts of the project. 

 
TRADITIONAL GUIDELINE #8: 

USE AND KEEP YOUR TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

SHARE TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE ON YOUR OWN TERMS 

Try to imagine how you could give someone else a feeling for what you know, even if this 
other person has never been in a forest, never lived outside a city, never heard the legends, 
and is suspicious about any non-scientific approach? Because traditional knowledge comes 



from experience in nature, from teaching and apprenticeship, from working with the land, 
by absorbing the feel of wild animals and plants, and by listening to legends and stories, it 
is not easy to share it with some one who may have no experience. Perhaps mostly because 
traditional knowledge is a way of life, it is important that it be shared in ways that keep it as 
a way of life. 

Proponents are very interested in getting on with the job, or finding the answer to a 
question about the project. The proponent may not be familiar with the way indigenous 
peoples share their knowledge through stories and anecdotes. Indeed, the proponent may 
appear to have no interest in understanding your way of life or the stories, but instead is 
focussed on the specific question he or she is trying to solve. The person you are speaking 
to may be completely or largely unfamiliar with traditional knowledge, does not understand 
traditional knowledge, and does not see it as a priority to get his or her job done. 

This apparently disrespectful attitude is probably not intentionally disrespectful. 

From your perspective, and when sharing traditional knowledge is not working very well, 
one of the most effective ways to gain understanding of the benefits of using traditional 
knowledge is to offer to help solve the problem — not just to provide the information. In 
this way, you are bringing your own understanding to bear on the problem. This added 
understanding may bring a swifter solution than simply providing information. 

DISTINGUISH BETWEEN ANCIENT AND MODERN TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

Those unaccustomed to indigenous knowledge often assume it is old-fashioned and out of 
date. Whereas it is in fact a modern and evolving method of understanding the world 
around us. It is based on the teachings handed down through the generations. In sharing 
traditional knowledge, distinguish carefully between ancient traditional knowledge, that 
which is passed down from generation to generation, and modern traditional knowledge, 
that which has been acquired in present-day circumstances, and will be handed down in 
generations to come. 

Ancient traditional knowledge is often more spiritually oriented. An argument is developing 
in some countries that there actually is a distinction between sacred and secular traditional 
knowledge. In this view, there is "empirical knowledge" acquired from experience, and 
"belief" acquired through spiritual teachings. 

The argument has been used to discredit the use of traditional knowledge in assessing 
environmental impacts because spiritual aspects are non-scientific, and can not be tested. 
Critics have argued that this means the local people could make a false claim to know the 
future and no one would be able to say they are wrong. Several examples of North 
American native people killing large whales in a traditional festival have drawn these kinds 
of criticisms. This, the critics say, is unacceptable because the local person has a conflict of 
interest. 

If you find yourself in this position, try to understand the true nature of the objection. Are 
there alternative ways of reaching mutual agreements in the project? If the problem is a 
sacred location, are there alternatives for the project that can be offered. If the problem is a 
long-practiced travel route, are there alternatives for both sides? 



In other words, it is not likely that the solution to the difference of opinion will be resolved 
on philosophical grounds. It is better to search for practical solutions that preserve your own 
ideals. 

PARTICIPATE BY USING YOUR TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

Use your traditional knowledge in its original context. It is not nearly as informative to share 
information as it is to participate as an expert. The participation might in round-table (or 
shared) discussions. Another excellent form of participation is to be part of the research 
effort. The research you and your community can undertake is traditional forms of 
research.. 

Use your knowledge to find answers. Classify sites from a traditional perspective: are they 
used for hunting, left to rest in a fallow condition just now, ancestral resting places? Do this 
before or at the same time as the project is gathering information. 

It is better to make decisions about the land and its resources before the community is 
asked to respond. In this way, when the community is asked to react to the proponent's 
requests, the community will already have a clear understanding of the collective way in 
which particular areas of land of resources are to be used. 

Establish the worth of traditional knowledge advice. Worth can be measured in many ways, 
but a relatively simple approach is to assign a monetary value (e.g. paying Elders and other 
people who hold traditional knowledge as equivalents to scientific professionals, establishing 
payment of royalties, and many other financial aspects). Be prepared to encounter 
resistance or outright rejection by the proponent of your request that it pay for knowledge. 

There are many other forms of compensation that would be as good as money, especially if 
payment is to be made to the community rather than to individuals: schools, hospitals, 
training, Internet setup, and many others that you might think of. 

SHAPE YOUR TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE ACCESS AGREEMENTS CAREFULLY 

Ensure that access agreement(s) to traditional knowledge define terms for at least the three 
most common requests for access to traditional knowledge: 

1. where the aim is to manage the resources in partnership, 

2. where the aim is to invent patentable products for commercial use, 

3. where the aim is to share knowledge freely with others. 

Access agreements should also specify precisely how access to the traditional knowledge is 
to be allowed, and by whom. 

Once an agreement has been reached that the project will incorporate traditional knowledge 
in some way (such as participatory research or actual transfer of knowledge directly to the 
project), it is important to recognize and guard against potential pitfalls. 

1. Avoid participating in token use of traditional knowledge. Establish the extent of 
traditional knowledge that is needed at the outset. Tokenism often takes the form of hiring 



a couple of people for a few days consulting and claiming traditional knowledge has been 
used. 

2. Avoid providing poor quality traditional knowledge by establishing internal quality-control 
mechanisms. Have the community participate in ensuring the information that is to be 
shared is accurate and informative. Not all sources of traditional knowledge within the 
community may be high quality. Because the community will depend on the answers 
derived from the process, ensure good quality information goes into the process. 

3. Avoid poor translations. Ensure that whoever is doing the translation has the maturity to 
understand the nuances of meaning that are important. If possible, have a second person 
translate it back to the person who spoke the knowledge to correct any misinterpretations. 

4. Finally, be sure to treat science and the people who come to your community with a 
science background with the same respect and equity you expect from them. It is often 
tempting to test government or proponent staff knowledge of the animals, plants, land, and 
water. They will certainly know less than you do at the beginning. But concentrate on where 
their knowledge can be used in cooperation with your own. Cooperation, not competition, is 
the best practice for development projects.  

 
TRADITIONAL GUIDELINE #9: 

CLAIM YOUR TRADITIONAL RIGHTS, SHARE AND PROTECT 
TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

KNOW YOUR RIGHTS 

Intellectual property rights are the key to many of the benefits that can accrue from the use 
of traditional knowledge. Intellectual property rights include the right to own, and therefore 
to sell or barter ideas, information, special wisdom or understanding, and knowledge about 
plants and animals that are the result of intellectual, artistic, or creative efforts. In western 
society, ownership is protected by patents and copyrights. Try to learn about patent and 
copyright laws that apply in your country or region. The community or group that you have 
formed may need to apply for patents or copyright protection; your own representative NGO 
may be an effective spokesperson on your behalf. 

Because the transformation of traditional knowledge into marketable products often requires 
technical skills and commercial investment, it may be in the group's interest to enter into a 
partnership with the proponent. Partnerships can take a wide range of forms, from simple 
royalty arrangements where the group receives an agreed percentage of the gross revenue 
or profit from the commercial use of the resulting product, to full equity share partnerships 
in which each partner takes risks and benefits in proportion to the combination of financial 
and other investments in the project. 

Indigenous peoples have the right to own the genetic traits of plants or animals under 
certain circumstances, and if your country recognizes copyright law (most countries do). If 
you routinely groom or "manage" wild stocks of plants or animals, it is likely they have 
unique genetic characteristics — you have the rights to those unique plant or animal traits. 
To keep the rights, you need to apply for them through your representative group. 



SAFEGUARD YOUR RIGHTS 

There are certain safeguards that must be taken if the group is to realize the benefits and 
not lose them to someone else. One of the very first steps that must be taken is to define 
who will be able to use the traditional knowledge and how it can be used by both local and 
non-local people. It is normally used every day in the community, yet it is not common 
knowledge among non-indigenous peoples. You must figure out how you are you going to 
keep it within your community until you want it released. The release of the information 
should always be through an agreement, legal if possible, with the owners of the 
knowledge. The agreement should specify how the knowledge can and cannot be used. It 
should also specifies the benefits to the community. 

Other traditional communities may have the same or similar knowledge, which creates an 
added complication. They may not necessarily have the same agreement as you do, or may 
not be aware they should not divulge the information freely. In many areas, neighboring 
communities may not be on the best of terms. If this is the case, you will need to decide 
how to deal with the situation in which another community decides to allow access to 
traditional knowledge that you do not want divulged. Obviously, this is not the best time to 
exhibit internal disputes. Try to set up the protocol between communities before the project 
is underway. 

SETTLE THE QUESTION OF LAND OWNERSHIP  

Another whole area of rights has to do with ownership of the land, ownership of the 
resources on the land, and the right to occupy the land even if it is not "owned" by the 
group. Find out what your legal, or treaty, or traditional rights are to land ownership, 
resource ownership, and your right to occupy the land. Once you know what they are, you 
must insist on them. Sometimes these rights are acquired more by practice than by 
documents, so it may turn out to be a complicated negotiation. The more information you 
have the better your chances are. If treaty rights or land ownership is in dispute, these 
questions should be settled before the project is initiated. If disputes are not settled first; 
the project agreements may no longer be valid once the disputes are settled. 

One strategy that might be considered is to establish ownership and resource rights 
immediately. Why wait until a project comes along? Once there is a project in place, the 
land will be perceived as valuable, whereas it may not be seen to have much value if no one 
other than the local community is interested in it. This will make it easier to negotiate the 
ownership or rights. 

STATE YOUR LIMITS TO THE PROJECT 

Define which land areas, which resources, what waters can be used, what limits on air, soil, 
and water pollution will be acceptable. Also define what is off limits, and what is not 
acceptable to be developed. Are there cultural limits? For example, in tourist development 
there is always a danger of trivializing native culture and turning it into trinkets. How much 
of this is acceptable, and how much is not? 

Once the limits to the project are agreed within the community, and with the proponent, try 
to establish enforceable standards and codes of practice. It is not useful to have a wish list 
of standards that no one can monitor or enforce. 



DO A COST BENEFIT ANALYSIS 

This will be one of the most controversial and sensitive issues you will face. How will the 
project benefit the community? What is the cost to the community? What damage will be 
done to the environment? What social and cultural sacrifices will be made? Estimate the 
costs of these. Estimate the revenue or other benefits to the communities in monetary or 
other terms. Add up the benefits, and add up the costs. Subtract the costs from the 
benefits, and this will help you decide how beneficial a project really is. Get this spelled out 
in detail, and written down. This will be the foundation for the negotiation about what 
additional benefits the community might want, or where the potential costs to the 
community need to be brought to a lower amount. 

THIRD-PARTY INTERVENORS CAN HELP 

There may come a time when negotiations stall. Calling for assistance can be a means to 
get past these non-productive situations. Mediation or even arbitration carries with it the 
need to establish the basic assumptions and to agree on an acceptable person to help with 
negotiations. It helps if both parties first define the qualifications such a person should 
have. Sometimes it must be a respected member of the judicial system; in other situations, 
it might be someone who has the status of a wise person. Courses are available in many 
countries so you can learn what to do if mediation or arbitration is required in the process. 
If there are no courses nearby, try to find someone who has successfully participated in 
mediation and ask for advice.  

  



GUIDELINES FOR PROPONENTS 

SUMMARY OF THE PROPONENT GUIDELINES 

There are eleven guidelines in this section, presented roughly in the order that you will 
likely need to refer to them during the course of a project.. 

1) Learn about local customs and etiquette before contacting indigenous peoples 

Many advantages accrue if you know how to behave and interact with indigenous people. 
Customs vary widely, so be sure of the specifics in regard to the particular group you will be 
contacting. 

2) Build community and individual capacities to include indigenous people 

Many indigenous communities do not yet have the capacity to be able to work with your 
project. These may be lack of travel funds, language differences, or unfamiliarity with 
technical details. Providing the necessary support to remove these barriers to participation 
is important. 

3) Include the local community in the work of estimating project impacts 

One of the best ways to find effective ways to enhance project objectives and mitigate 
damage is to engage the local communities in the definition of impacts. They will often 
suggest alternative options that are better than your first choices. 

4) It's to your advantage to play straight 

Most indigenous peoples work together based on trust and respect for interpersonal 
relationships. If this relationship is damaged, it is very difficult to repair it. Being honest and 
straightforward is the best practice for dealing with indigenous peoples. 

5) Adjust the way you communicate to suit the indigenous peoples 

Living and working with indigenous peoples provides the stranger with a new perspective on 
life and a new time frame in which to consider the world. Often the local people will not 
work easily with text-based documents. Make adjustments so they can easily interact with 
you and understand your messages. 

6) Respect intellectual and traditional resource rights 

Indigenous people have usually been in a given location for so long that their presence pre-
dates modern legal instruments of ownership. Because of this, international standards 
recognize their right to continued access to the resources that they have traditionally used, 
even if there is no documentation of their ownership of the resources. 

7) Work with indigenous knowledge experts as equals 

Indigenous knowledge is a complex and sophisticated knowledge system requiring many 
years of study and experience to understand and use effectively. It is similar in depth and 



scope, although different in character to scientific methods. One effective way to include it 
in the project is to include the indigenous knowledge experts as co-equal with the other 
technical and scientific staff. 

8) Negotiate based on trust, equity, empowerment, and respect 

These four factors are the basis for all successful negotiations with indigenous peoples. 

9) The local community will need lots of information 

Almost any development project, whether resource-based, policy, or skills-transfer can have 
a major effect on the community. Have lots of information ready to provide to the 
community when they ask for it. Make sure it is in a form they can easily comprehend. 

10) Respect indigenous peoples' daily routines 

Many indigenous communities have a rigorous life style with few labour-saving devices. This 
means that their available free time is limited. It is important to include them in the project 
tasks, but it is also important to schedule those tasks around their seasonal tasks and 
events. 

11) Try a simple self-examination 

If, after the project has begun, the relationship with the community begins to break down, it 
is time to do a self-analysis to make sure all the best practices have been used. If the 
situation continues to feel irretrievable, ask for an intermediary to mediate between the two 
sides.  

 
PROPONENT GUIDELINE #1: 

LEARN ABOUT LOCAL CUSTOMS AND ETIQUETTE BEFORE 
CONTACTING INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

BEFORE CONTACT, LEARN ABOUT THE COMMUNITY'S CHARACTERISTICS 

In the pre-planning stages of the project, and before you approach an indigenous group of 
people, experience has shown that it is very effective to learn about the socioeconomic and 
cultural characteristics of the community prior to contact. Understand who the members of 
the communities are. Determine what experience the community has had handling 
environmental or socioeconomic issues. 

Working with indigenous people can be a rewarding and happy experience. When 
approached with respect, they respond with enthusiasm and will often forgive minor 
breaches of etiquette with grace and charm. Time and money spent on learning about the 
community is well invested. Mutual agreements are much more easily reached and finding 
appropriate ways to integrate them properly into the decision-making process is much 
simpler. Be prepared to study the local customs and language and to understand the 
implications of the project from the perspective of the local community, especially the way it 
will feel about its rights to the continued use of its traditional lands and resources. 



Following your instincts may not be the right thing to do when dealing with indigenous local 
communities — especially if you do not share their cultural roots and experience. Traditional 
enterprise and indigenous ways of thinking are often based on cooperative or "communal" 
values. 

Business interests may not resonate well with indigenous peoples. Sometimes simple things 
can become major problems. For example, indigenous peoples need time to assess you as a 
person. It is an important part of the way they will subsequently deal with you. Take the 
time to get to know them as people. If you rush this process, or if you show cavalier 
disregard for the local ways, you can get off to a very bad start. 

Talk to them about the way they do things. Probably the easiest mistake to make is to 
assume that your way is the right way. Develop your understanding of the culture. Be 
prepared to be flexible, and change your attitudes and behavior to match those of the 
people who have always lived where you propose to carry out work. They will respond by 
working with you to find ways to accommodate your requirements. 

CONSIDER TRAINING FOR STAFF WHO WILL INTERACT WITH INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLES 

Make sure personnel have had the necessary training to design or conduct a consultation 
program with traditional cultures. Occasionally there are courses offered in the region to 
introduce business people and diplomats to the ways of the local indigenous peoples. In 
Kenya, for example, the Friends Association of the National Museums offers a two to three 
week course that can be geared to a particular ethnic group with which the diplomat or 
business person will be interacting. The study topics includes proper etiquette, a basic 
course in the rudiments of the language, and an introduction to some of the leaders of the 
tribes. If such programs or courses do not exist, it would be wise to think seriously about 
hiring specialists in public consultation who have worked with indigenous peoples. Such 
experts can significantly improve the probability of creating an effective relationship 
including traditional knowledge. 

TREAD CAREFULLY — PROPER PROTOCOL IS IMPORTANT THROUGHOUT THE 
PROJECT 

To begin the project, a contact should be established with the local community in the pre-
planning stages. Observe the local etiquette carefully. In some cultures, the leaders begin 
negotiations through intermediaries, not directly. Gifts specific to a culture (tobacco, kava, 
feather, whale teeth) are often part of the opening of a discussion. It may be appropriate to 
meet the entire village in the community gathering area. This is especially common in 
tropical cultures. Traditional groups may not delegate authority to a single person, but they 
often have a main contact person or spokesperson. 

Once the initial contact has been made correctly, invite the community to create a group to 
represent it in planning the project. Perhaps there is an existing group that is trusted by the 
community. Or perhaps the community might create a separate NGO to represent it. 
Acknowledge the traditional means of making decisions. If they usually require group 
decisions, suggest a team to bring recommendations back to the community for decision. 
The decision-making modes will differ, make sure you are flexible and operate in a manner 
which makes them feel at ease. 



Elders are the most important keepers of traditional knowledge. They are also usually the 
most respected people. Encourage the representative group to include Elders. Other 
representatives should include people who have special knowledge of the areas specifically 
affected by the project. If the local culture allows it, women should be included in the 
representative group. Women should not be a subsidiary or "special interest group" working 
off to the side and reporting to the main group. If the cultural traditions make this difficult, 
consider a series of training sessions in which the proponent trainers will be training 
community trainers. The community trainers will then be able to work through any cultural 
barriers. 

DEVELOP AND PROMOTE A CODE OF PRACTICE FOR YOUR ORGANIZATION 

Representatives of proponents or government may not be well acquainted with indigenous 
peoples or aware of concepts such as ancestral domains, or traditional rights to resources, 
indigenous self-government. Perhaps there are special ways in which your organization 
makes decisions that you feel are important, but which might not work well with indigenous 
peoples. 

Consider using these guidelines as the basis for creating your own draft code of conduct. 
Offer to share the code with indigenous communities that you will or have worked with for 
suggestions and ideas for improvement. Let them know you are doing this to help them 
work with you. Suggest that you will adopt the final draft as official policy when dealing with 
indigenous peoples. 

 
PROPONENT GUIDELINE #2: 

BUILD COMMUNITY AND INDIVIDUAL CAPACITIES TO 
INCLUDE INDIGENOUS PEOPLE  

INCLUDE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES RIGHT FROM THE BEGINNING 

Including indigenous people is a simple and effective means of acquiring the informed use of 
indigenous knowledge. Include them at all stages, from the beginning pre-planning stages, 
all the way through to the monitoring and management of the project, and ultimately in the 
evaluation stages. Their use of the local knowledge will be brought to bear on the relevant 
issues at the different stages. In this way, the full indigenous knowledge system is at hand 
throughout the project, without the expense of having to develop a database of knowledge 
from the indigenous peoples. 

One common mistake is to assume too much and to make decisions about the project 
without involving the local community. This is guaranteed to offend indigenous peoples and 
endanger the whole project. You may be accustomed to dealing with governments first. 
Because governments sometimes make critical initiating decisions in isolation from affected 
parties, it is easy to make this mistake. It is completely logical to get permission from the 
government first, then approach the local communities. 

However, there is a better way when dealing with indigenous peoples. Ask the government 
for permission to contact the local community – not to get permission to undertake the 
project. In this way, once you have a clear understanding of how the community will react, 



you can then ask for governmental permission for the project. The advantage of this 
approach is that the local community will feel you have maintained their trust, and invited 
them to participate in the initial decision. Furthermore, you do not have to be as advanced 
in your planning, nor have invested so heavily in the project before approaching a 
traditional community as you would before requesting authority to proceed. In the event the 
local communities would rather not approve the project, your losses are considerably less. 

It may seem easier to pre-empt the decision of the local community. In the past this may 
have been effective from a business perspective. In many countries today, however, this is 
a risky business strategy because the local communities can often harness public opinion 
and legal forces to overturn a hastily granted authority. This is very costly and no one wins 
from these confrontations. 

Indigenous communities want to be able to exercise free, prior informed consent to all 
development projects. 

ENCOURAGE THE COMMUNITY TO CHOOSE THEIR OWN REPRESENTATIVES 

Be sure that the group or people who will be representing the community actually have the 
community's agreement to represent them. Several different forms of representation are 
not appropriate: 

1. Try to avoid using a government appointed representative for the community 

2. Try to avoid using a government staff member as the community representative just 
because he or she is indigenous. Make sure the community has an opportunity to assess the 
person's qualifications and agree that this person is an appropriate representative. 

3. Be careful to distinguish between tribal leaders who have the community's approval to 
represent them and those tribal leaders who are only interested in brokering a deal. 

4. Watch out for tribal "dealers." Sometimes a tribal dealer, who may not have the 
community's agreement, will offer to "approve" the project in return for provision of basic 
services. Be sure that the community agrees with this approach. 

HELP THE COMMUNITY TO BECOME INVOLVED — IT IMPROVES RELATIONSHIPS 

Traditional cultures may signal rejection by turning their backs. If the community is silent, it 
may mean rejection, not acceptance. On the other hand, if people are standing on the 
sidelines and perhaps complaining, don't mistake this for a lack of cooperation. They simply 
may not know how to become involved. Find ways to help the community get involved. In 
traditional cultures, often the entire community or a very large proportion of it is involved in 
decision-making. Individuals may be influential — as in any social system — but collective 
decisions may be the norm. 

Whenever the project has an impact on the environment, there are both national and 
regional special interest nature or environmental clubs and non-governmental advocacy 
organizations that may be interested in the project. By encouraging their assistance, the 
proponent can involve a wider advisory group to its benefit. In any development project, 
there may be fringe groups that polarize or inflame situations, rather than helping to solve 
them. By doing a little research on the background of advocacy and advisory groups, you 



can get a feel for their potential role as helpers or not. If helpful groups are involved early in 
the process, it makes it more difficult for the confrontational groups to successfully criticize 
your project. 

FINANCING COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION HELPS PREVENT CHARGES OF 
EXCLUDING THE COMMUNITY 

Most local traditional communities do not have the financial resources to undertake a major 
development planning exercise nor to participate in a formal environmental assessment. By 
assisting the traditional community to participate, you ensure better relationships and give 
the local community a sense of ownership in the enterprise that will be extremely valuable 
in later discussions if there are contentious issues. They will have been involved and you 
can demonstrate your assistance in making that involvement possible. 

Try to keep women informed in an appropriate and timely manner, paying attention to the 
local cultural etiquette involved in communicating with women. If this needs to be done with 
women only involved, make sure your personnel making the contact are themselves 
women. Make sure the information reaches them in language they can understand, and that 
addresses their concerns. 

PAYMENT FOR SERVICES, NOT KNOWLEDGE 

In this approach, the traditional knowledge practitioner is providing the project with the 
added value of his or her experience and wisdom by using the basic traditional knowledge. 
Yet the base knowledge is not lost nor even transferred to the proponent — it remains 
within the community. In this way also, the community does not feel it has lost or given 
away part of its identity. The proponent can pay the advisors in the same way any other 
technical advisor would be paid, or the community may wish to encourage some other form 
of benefit. 

INCLUDE THE COMMUNITY IN MANAGING AND MONITORING THE ON-GOING 
PROJECT 

Make sure that contact with the local community is maintained and stays dynamic. A 
common error is to make the initial contact, establish the agreement, and then forget about 
staying in touch. This will gradually erode the confidence of the local community. 
Information flow is essential. Involve the community in managing and monitoring the 
project activities as well as the environmental effects and resources throughout the project. 
Some very good examples of co-management of resources are now available from many 
parts of the world. Long-term perspective is important in managing resources. The 
community is especially interested in the long term. Partnerships and co-management 
directly use traditional knowledge and its long term perspective, a factor that can often save 
you a great deal of time and money. 

Be careful that the cultural fabric and the social integrity of the community is not damaged 
or even destroyed. It may well be that the community is anxious to change the status quo 
and begin the process of "catch-up development." Although this makes change easier to 
accept within the community, it is still not without its dangers. One of the techniques that 
works well is to underwrite the cost of travel for a small group from the local community to 
see a successful model from your own corporation. This radically improves the credibility of 
the exercise. 



Finally, to keep people involved you will need to communicate effectively. See Guideline #5 
for further information on using effective communication techniques. 

 
PROPONENT GUIDELINE #3: 

INCLUDE THE LOCAL COMMUNITY IN THE WORK OF 
ESTIMATING PROJECT IMPACTS  

SAVE TIME AND MONEY: WORK WITH THE COMMUNITY TO DEFINE ISSUES AND 
CONCERNS 

Asking the community to help list the most important concerns they might have, is an 
excellent way to ensure that the community understand you want to hear what they have to 
say. Listing key issues focuses the research, planning, scheduling and funding. With a clear 
definition, you may avoid spending unnecessary resources examining issues that are not of 
concern to the community. Sometimes the aspects that are important to indigenous people 
are not what you might have expected. Work with the community to find the best solutions 
to the concerns. These actions will demonstrate your cooperation and will help to build 
greater trust with the community. 

COMBINING SCIENCE AND TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE IMPROVES 
UNDERSTANDING 

The science of predictive ecology has made great strides in being able to model the 
environment, but, given the complexity of the environment, the models are still a relatively 
simplistic when dealing with long-term predictions and when dealing with very local 
situations. Indigenous peoples usually have a far better grasp of the local conditions and a 
better understanding of the significant environmental variables than a visiting scientist. The 
local people have lived with the land, and have seen it react to the natural forces over long 
periods of time. Using their help can improve the understanding of how the entire 
ecosystem will react if ecological variables shift gradually over time. Because science does 
not yet have accurate means of predicting local long-term effects, it is important to make 
the estimates of the impacts of a project with broad margins of error. 

Instead of trying to acquire data from traditional knowledge, create a partnership with the 
holders of this knowledge and carry out the research jointly with them. When specific 
questions or problems arise in the development or operation of the project, invite them to 
help solve the problems. This is much better than acquiring the traditional knowledge as 
data and then attempting to feed it into a scientific model. By including them as problem-
solvers, you will gain their experience and wisdom, not just their information. They will 
make the transformation of traditional knowledge as they help to solve problems the project 
poses. This helps in several ways — it increases the predictive capacity of the science, 
improves the credibility of the researchers if they work with local people, and avoids the 
tangle that often happens when local people are called on to give up their traditional 
knowledge. 

BALANCING BASIC HUMAN RIGHTS AGAINST PROFIT IS A WIN-LOSE SOLUTION 



Working closely with the community will improve the probability of finding comfortable, win-
win solutions, and ensure that everyone benefits. Inevitably in certain projects, the benefits 
for people at a distance from the location of the development project may be considerable, 
while the damage created locally may be potentially quite significant.. The best practice is to 
try to find mutually acceptable ways to mitigate the damage and compensate for any 
damage that remains. If that is simply not possible, the best practice is to cancel the 
project. 

If the estimates of environmental, social, and cultural impacts are seriously negative, the 
local people will want the project cancelled. You, on the other hand, will have invested a 
great deal in the project so may still want the project to go ahead. 

This is probably the most serious and difficult question a proponent will have to decide. The 
final decision rests in a multitude of hands. The local community will probably have some, 
but not very many, legal rights in the situation. They will have access to international 
conventions, covenants, and declarations (see the reference list). If the predictions and the 
community reactions become available, public opinion and media attention will be important 
factors. Policies, regulations, laws, and practice of the governing state will be critically 
important in the courts. 

Locally, the weight human rights are given will depend largely on the culture and practice in 
the region. Interest in human rights is growing rapidly among industrialized countries. If 
you operate internationally and implement projects locally, you will need to respect policies 
of the parent countries. If the country is lenient or even lax with regard to human rights, it 
may be relatively easy to forge ahead with the project. but result in a damaged corporate 
image. 

International press coverage will, of course, highlight any spectacular problems and that 
may become a success factor for later projects. 

In the final analysis, however, you may have a moral and ethical decision to make regarding 
the ultimate fate of the indigenous people. In these situations, take a very serious look at 
the ILO Convention 169 Concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent 
Countries, it is an excellent source of information and international opinion.  

 
PROPONENT GUIDELINE #4: 

IT'S TO YOUR ADVANTAGE TO PLAY STRAIGHT 

YOU NEED TO HELP THE LOCAL COMMUNITY TO UNDERSTAND YOUR NEEDS 

The success of the project is important. One way to improve the ultimate success of the 
project is to include the well-being of the local indigenous people in the planning and 
implementation. 

One relatively easy step is to help them understand how the regulations, policies, and laws 
work. Make sure they understand the steps that have been defined for the assessment or 
planning process, and that they understand what their roles will be in the process. It is to 
your advantage to do this well, because it will significantly reduce the time lost in having to 



go back over stages if they have not been done correctly and the local community 
successfully requires that it be repeated. Your corporation or government may have had 
many experiences and know how to get permission to carry out projects with the least 
interference from outside parties (including local traditional communities). Resist the 
temptation to use this advantage unfairly — many communities are becoming more 
informed and the tactic may backfire badly. 

The local community has only just been introduced to the project, but it has been yours for 
some time — give them a chance to get up to speed. Talk to the community leaders about 
when key decisions are to be made, or critically important actions to be taken. They may 
not be able to meet your deadlines if they come at times when the community is engaged in 
time-critical activities. In planning your project, recognize they made need different 
amounts of time to make decisions, so that if the community needs more time, you can 
offer it. 

Finally, arrange the schedule, if possible so that the milestones and deadlines are defined in 
culturally significant ways: after the spring harvest, before the solstice festival, or any 
number of other culturally significant dates. The advantages are many to both you and the 
community. The single disadvantage is that the dates are based on the behaviour of animals 
and plants, not on the calendar or clock. Although these behaviours are not as regular as a 
clock, they are surprisingly consistent, varying only by days from one year to the next. 

In some areas of the world, such as Malaysia, the behaviour of the people, plants and 
animals is tied to rain and floods. Experience shows these to be aperiodic and 
geographically inconsistent. In these cases, the indigenous people have other means of 
dealing with time markers. Consulting them for the best way to measure when activities will 
take place is the best practice., 

BE ENTHUSIASTIC, BUT ACCURATE 

Everyone is enthusiastic about new projects. This enthusiasm will help to convince local 
communities of the value you intend to bring to the community. It will also encourage their 
participation. Enthusiasm also sets expectations. 

Most indigenous cultures are careful about setting expectations. Your statements about the 
benefits the community can expect should be carefully considered. Modern corporate 
marketing norms for hyperbole in "salesmanship," for instance, could be misinterpreted by 
indigenous people as a dishonest presentation if the "promises" do not come true. 

Thus, predictions to the community about revenue or other benefits resulting from the 
project will need to be realistic views of the growth and profit level. Be prepared to answer 
questions about where the profit goes, what portion of it will stay in the community, what 
will go to head office. Local communities will be particularly anxious to know who will be 
employed, and in what kinds of jobs. Enterprising communities, and those in transition from 
subsistence styles of living, will want to know what support industry or services could be 
started up, and how long the project will last. Can the community come to rely on the 
industry being a permanent part of the community, or is it temporary? Communities rightly 
worry about the consequences of becoming dependent on the project. They may well ask 
what would happen if it closed or did not live up to its expectations, and you should be 
prepared to involve the community in a study to determine these answers. 

WORKING WITH LOCAL PEOPLE IS BENEFICIAL TO BOTH PARTIES  



Ensure that the community has a chance to develop its own knowledge base at the same 
time as the proponent develops local knowledge. Avoid the situation, for instance, where 
the community is forced to react to the proponent's definition of land classification. Bring 
both sets of land use and needs definitions to the table at the same time and give them 
equal weight. Allow the indigenous peoples to ask themselves how they view nature and 
culture in the context of your project. If this is a large project there is considerable benefit 
in spending as much as several years discussing and verifying findings, building up the 
knowledge base on both sides before moving ahead. To move too quickly and without 
proper consultation can lead to lengthy battles in court that end up being extremely costly. 
The project will classify areas within the site for future use. Indigenous peoples will already 
have specific uses for the land — work with them to find ways to avoid conflict over land 
use. They will need to develop a definition with you of valued ecosystem locations used for 
hunting, left temporarily to rest in a fallow condition, or ancestral resting places. Be certain 
that the community agrees with your use of the sites to avoid a long series of 
confrontations. Sometimes indigenous peoples are reluctant to give precise locations for 
sacred or other sites where they do not want development. Ask where development can 
take place, not where it cannot take place; this will protect their sacred sites. 

Explain the regulations within which the corporation intends to act, which regulatory 
agencies will be involved, and how you envisage the community being able to participate. 
Indigenous peoples often have a practice of involving the entire community. But you will 
need to find out what the norms are. The most successful approach in most cases seems to 
be a series of round-table discussions or open-forum meetings. The least successful is when 
representatives meet behind closed doors. 

Ensure from the beginning that women can be invited to participate in the process. It may 
be that the culture will not allow direct interaction of women and men. There are many 
informal ways to understand their needs and concerns. In culturally sensitive situations, it is 
always best to encourage your own female staff members to be the prime contacts, or even 
the only contacts. 

IF YOU ARE WORKING IN REMOTE REGIONS, YOU MAY BE A HEALTH RISK  

If you are going to work with a group that rarely contacts outside societies, your staff may 
present a risk to the health of the local community. Non-indigenous peoples often bring 
diseases to which the local community may have little or no resistance. What to you may be 
a sniffle, can be a fatal infection to a vulnerable traditional person. Similarly, unusual food, 
or drastic changes in the food habits can bring serious difficulties to a local community. 

Finally, the social effects of instantly creating a class of "wealthy" people amongst 
subsistence people can be disastrous. This wealthy class is created when proponent staff 
(workers and managers) arrive to work on the project. They come with obvious desirable 
material wealth to which the local community may have extremely limited access. Young 
people will be drawn to this wealth and will want to find ways to acquire similar materials. 
Consult carefully with the Elders and leaders of the community to determine how this social 
stress will be mitigated and handled. 

 
PROPONENT GUIDELINE #5: 



ADJUST THE WAY YOU COMMUNICATE TO SUIT THE 
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES  

Respect the traditional methods of conducting a meeting. Be patient, it may seem foreign, 
but indigenous peoples emphasize social aspects of a gathering to bring people together in 
an atmosphere of trust and comfort before business is actually conducted. This social 
period, sometimes with ritual food or drink, is used as an opportunity for everyone present 
to make initial judgements about each other, and how easily the relationship will develop. 
These initial gatherings are usually very interesting and pleasant, so enjoy them. You are 
also being tested, so be tactful, respectful, and polite. 

Here are some principles for the proponent representatives who will contact and work with 
indigenous peoples: 

AN EMPATHETIC ATTITUDE IS IMPORTANT TO SUCCESS 

1. Work to create trust through tact and patience. 

2. Slow down. Adapt your pace to the people. 

3. Learn directly. You can only do this if you spend time with families; live, work, and eat 
with them. 

4. Encourage people to share knowledge with you, but do not demand it. 

5. Ask people to tell their stories, to talk about their lives, events in the past: remember 
that story-telling is the traditional way. 

6. Discuss how life has been changing, what is good, and what is bad about the change. 

7. Talk about the seasons with the specific problems for each season. 

8. Discuss a case or something that has happened to illustrate what was difficult, what went 
wrong, what went right. 

9. Recognize that women have a distinct perspective, and distinct values that are essential 
components of the whole and which cannot be represented by men. 

10. A walk through the village with a talkative person may provide good information as a 
starting point. 

11. Meet again with people who were helpful. Follow up on conversations. Check for 
accuracy of unexpected information. How can it be like this? 

12. You may hear something that seems strange. You are wise to respect what you hear. 
Disrespect will make future collaboration difficult. 

13. Check that you have met everyone. Do not favour any groups or persons. 



14. Provide information back to the people in return for information they provide to you; 
and involve them in the work. 

15. Do not create false hopes by making rash promises. 

16. Remember first impressions. This will help if you start to feel discouraged. 

WORK IN GROUPS 

1. Listen! This is the key. 

2. Try to use the local language. 

3. Don't be a teacher. These people will be your partners, you can learn from them. 

4. Use simple language — jargon is weak speech. 

5. In any group of people, if the concepts are complicated, speak slowly and use short 
sentences. It is the easiest style for people to follow. 

6. Do not read a speech from a piece of paper. Talk freely. 

GET THE INFORMATION ACROSS IN AN EASY-TO-GRASP MANNER 

1. Start with talk, but remember: What we hear, we forget: 

Þ Brainstorming — to get lots of ideas out 

Þ Smaller groups let the shy speak out. Often called " Buzz-Groups" 

Þ If people get bored, use motivational techniques such as singing a song, or telling jokes 

2. Move to graphic image. Now backed up with words, the motto is "What we see, we 
remember": 

Þ Use a simple flip chart with lots of paper 

Þ Big, bold letters 

Þ Write key words 

Þ Use different colours 

Þ Make up pages in advance (send small copies — or typewritten equivalents to the 
community) 

3. Finally, engage people in activities, the most powerful teacher: "What we do, we learn 
and understand": 



Þ Explain what is to be done or what is needed 

Þ Show them how to do it, by doing it yourself 

Þ Invite them to try doing it themselves with you there 

Þ Leave them to practice 

Þ Role-playing can help — simulate a situation and have people act it out. 

EVALUATE THE SUCCESS OF YOUR COMMUNICATION 

1. Evaluate progress at regular intervals. 

2. Do it together with the local community — do not use outsiders unless the community 
agrees. 

3. Questions: 

Þ Can everyone follow the project? 

Þ Does everyone understand the implications? 

Þ Are the corporate representatives perceived to be helpful, hostile, competent, relevant? 

Þ Do the men and women participate equally — or appropriately for the culture? 

Þ Let’s talk it over — how do you think it is going? 

 
PROPONENT GUIDELINE #6: 

RESPECT INTELLECTUAL AND TRADITIONAL RESOURCES 
RIGHTS 

DETERMINE THE RIGHTS OF THE TRADITIONAL COMMUNITY FOR YOUR OWN 
BENEFIT 

Indigenous peoples will try to protect their intellectual and cultural property rights while at 
the same time using their knowledge to the benefit of the project and in assessing its 
impact on the environment. The concept of intellectual property rights is an important 
cornerstone in protecting traditional knowledge from inappropriate exploitation. Intellectual 
property rights define the right to own, and therefore to sell or barter, ideas, information, 
special wisdom or understanding, and knowledge about plants and animals, that are the 
result of intellectual, artistic, or creative efforts. The results need to take some tangible 
form if they are to be protected; pure knowledge is not subject to copyright. 

Most local communities have never formally applied for patents or copyright, nor have they 
specifically defined the parts of traditional knowledge they regard as their own. Increasingly 



indigenous peoples are finding new ways to use their knowledge base so that it can be 
protected. Local community may not have these skills or the needed investment capital to 
turn traditional knowledge into commercial ventures. If some unusual idea or concept 
comes from their traditional knowledge, you should consider inviting the community to 
become a business partner to bring the products from traditional knowledge into the 
marketplace. Partnerships can take a wide range of forms, from simple royalty 
arrangements where the group receives an agreed percentage of the gross revenue or profit 
from the commercial use of the resulting product, to full equity share partnerships in which 
each partner takes risks and benefits in proportion to the combination of financial and other 
investments in the project. 

SETTLE LAND OWNERSHIP QUESTIONS BEFORE INITIATING THE PROJECT 

You should determine very early what the legal or treaty rights are to land ownership, 
resource ownership, and the right of the group to occupy the land where the project is 
proposed to go. These rights are more often held by practice than documentation, so it may 
turn out to be a complicated negotiation. A common mistake that can turn a project into a 
media nightmare, is to assume that because the local community has no documented legal 
ownership rights, the proponent can simply take over by applying to the government for 
permission. The recent experience in several countries suggests that this is a risky strategy. 
Work with the local people, not against them. It is wise to have all land ownership questions 
settled clearly before the project is initiated. The possibility of a significant loss due to an 
unexpected decision on land ownership can be quite high. 

TRADITIONAL RIGHTS ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES SHOULD BE DEFINED EARLY 

All traditional communities have a series of assumed or customary rights and privileges. 
Because they are assumed, they are not recorded anywhere, except in practice. These can 
be traditional rights of way, hunting rights, fishing rights, dress, ceremonies, and a host of 
other rights and privileges that are so much a part of everyday life that the people using 
them no longer think about them. Early in the planning, you need to ensure that the project 
will not interfere with these rights. It is usually not sufficient simply to record the fact that 
traditional customary rights will remain; they need to be defined in practical terms so the 
project will not inadvertently remove them. Encourage the local community to list 
customary rights as they understand them. This can be the basis of a discussion leading to 
an agreement between community and proponent. 

 
PROPONENT GUIDELINE # 7: 

WORK WITH INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE EXPERTS AS EQUALS 

SITE-SPECIFIC TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE IS OF GREAT VALUE TO A PROJECT 

Traditional knowledge can be of great benefit to a project because it is so site specific and 
because it has a very long timeline of information, often stretching centuries into the past. 
To assemble such a wealth of information would require nearly as much time as the 
indigenous peoples have been living in the area. Elders often hold a great store of 
knowledge that has been gained from decades of living on the land, and centuries of 
wisdom having been passed down by their Elders. Hunters and trappers also hold vast 
stores of local knowledge. Traditional knowledge is basically information about ecosystem 



components, rules for using them, relationships among different users, technologies for 
using the rules and tools to meet the subsistence, health, trade, and ritual needs of local 
people. It is also a view of the world that makes sense of the above in the context of a long-
term perspective in decision-making. It is used every day, yet it is not common knowledge 
among non-indigenous peoples. 

To acquire the knowledge base, it is best to work with the holders of traditional knowledge 
much as one would work with a technician. It is not particularly easy or fruitful to attempt to 
transform the traditional knowledge into data that can be plugged into a scientific equation. 

INVITE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES TO PARTICIPATE IN CRITICALLY IMPORTANT 
ACTIVITIES 

Because of the nature of the knowledge and the way in which it is stored (in people's 
memories and activities), it may not be an easy task to re-assemble it into a scientific or 
technical format. The people who hold the information in their minds, have skills and 
understanding to add to the information in ways that can be as valuable as or even more 
valuable than the data itself. One of the most effective ways to use traditional knowledge is 
to invite holders of traditional knowledge to participate as equal status advisors in the 
solution of problems. As participatory researchers or problem solvers they will add value to 
the actual data that is part of the fabric of their understanding. This has the added 
advantage of establishing them and their knowledge as having validity and value in the 
development of the project. 

If it is feasible, developing a partnership in which traditional and other forms of knowledge 
are used together in making decisions is demonstrably effective. Participatory research, 
joining forces among scientists and indigenous peoples, draws on a wealth of local 
understanding without needing to have traditional knowledge in a science base. As the 
project progresses, using these same people as partners in co-management of resources, or 
as partners in monitoring progress, enhances the working relationship and sense of 
ownership by the community for the project. Because the local people know the land so 
well, they can also be highly sensitive to unexpected changes and alert the corporation of 
potential problems that would otherwise have caused damage to the project resulting in a 
loss of money. 

For many indigenous peoples, the mother tongue, and possibly the only language, is likely 
to be the traditional language. Because the common language of business is usually not 
traditional, there is a possibility that a barrier to communication will be finding a common 
language. The solution is to have instantaneous translation available for discussions and 
translated versions available for written material. 

It is not uncommon for major corporations working in countries with languages unfamiliar to 
the management to hire translators full time. Try to make this part of your policies. 

Use local experts to interpret and assess the accuracy of information or predictive models 
proposed by the corporation to be used for this project. Be careful, however, in how you 
judge the reactions of the local traditional community. They may be embarrassed to point 
out the inadequacy of your knowledge, or the culture may prevent them from observing 
fault. They may also simply accept your opinion and assume it has a different context, so is 
not appropriate to the situation here — their silence indicating the rejection of the 
information as relevant. Silence, therefore is not necessarily acquiescence or agreement 
with your perspective, and may in fact, be unaware they have valuable information that 



could help resolve the issues. Try to encourage them to talk about their reaction to your 
predictions. 

TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE AND THE WORK OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES IS NOT 
FREE 

Do not assume the knowledge or the working partnerships will be yours just for the asking, 
and at no cost. This would be unfair to the local community. Just as a consultant might work 
for hire for you, local people have expertise in local knowledge and will appropriately 
approach the situation as a consultant might. The increased precision in modelling the 
environmental impacts that their knowledge provides is well worth the expense. Many 
proponents have not initially built the cost of acquiring traditional knowledge or traditional 
knowledge workers into the initial estimates of the cost of the project, and then find 
themselves with little or no flexibility to pay fees. There may be precedent in your country 
for rates to be paid by corporations for traditional knowledge work. If not, consider them 
equivalent to other technical consultants. 

In large and small projects, there may be other ways to pay the local community for their 
participation. Adding to the local infrastructure, such as schools, hospitals, training systems, 
scholarships, and many other mechanisms are available. Before deciding on the correct 
approach, discuss it with the local community. 

If the decision is to receive traditional knowledge in the form of data — as opposed to 
value-added participation in research — the traditional community will want to know what 
you intend to do with the knowledge, particularly as it is partly the basis for their cultural 
identity. The best way to ensure that everyone understands the access to and use of the 
traditional knowledge is in the form of an agreement, preferably legally binding on both 
sides. However, do not start off by presenting a legal document to the local community 
representative. It is important to discuss what should be the appropriate means of acquiring 
the knowledge, what part is going to be shared, and what part is not, how it is going to be 
allowed to be used, what restrictions apply to subjects, land areas, and many other facets. 
Only after there is a general understanding should you document it. 

Furthermore, it is crucially important that the access agreement(s) define terms for at least 
the most common requests for access to traditional knowledge that you will make: 1) where 
the aim is to manage the resources in partnership, 2) where the aim is to invent patentable 
products for commercial use, and 3) where the aim is to share knowledge freely with 
others. 

Define who will be able to use traditional knowledge and how it can be used by both 
traditional and non-indigenous peoples. The release of the information should always be 
through a legal agreement with the owners of the knowledge, which specifies both the way 
the knowledge can and cannot be used, and also the benefits to be accrued to the 
community. 

Assuming the proponent successfully negotiates access to traditional knowledge, personnel 
should be prepared to share their knowledge with the local community. This will give the 
community a feel for the richness of the corporation's understanding of local phenomena. 
From this can be derived a feel for the amount of original research that will be needed to 
use both the traditional and science bases to come up with reasonable predictions of 
impacts.  



 
PROPONENT GUIDELINE # 8: 

NEGOTIATE BASED ON TRUST, EQUITY, EMPOWERMENT, AND 
RESPECT 

BE RESPECTFUL 

Proponents should be respectful in dealing with local communities. The initial impression 
you make may color the local attitude to your subsequent requests. Be sure to observe local 
etiquette. Be careful not to create initial expectations that you are not likely to be able to 
deliver. And perhaps most important of all, be sure to invite them to participate in 
meaningful consultation before irrevocable decisions are made that affect them. If possible 
have them as part of the decision-making process. If possible include both women and men 
in the discussions. 

You are going to make many decisions, and you will need to make them as expeditiously as 
possible. It is wise to know what is reasonable, and what is outside the limits of reasonable 
expectations of a community. You may assume that the project is a great contribution to 
the community. You may intuitively feel you can expect considerable cooperation in return. 
The community may not share these feelings however; its concern will be to know if the 
benefit is worth the added cost, and their assessment may not follow your logic. There will 
also be limits beyond which the community will not or cannot go in responding to requests. 

Remember that your first thoughts will be about how to accomplish the project, the 
community's first thoughts will be to understand if the project is a good idea or a bad idea. 
You need to respect that difference. 

BE SURE TO INCLUDE EVERYONE IN THE NEGOTIATIONS 

In your project, you may need a full dialogue with the community, including men, women, 
and children. It is important to establish the way in which the dialogue will proceed. This 
should be done collectively, not by dictate. The organizational structure of the community is 
important in making decisions. The local community should be able to describe the 
organizational structure of the community and who its leaders are, although the hierarchy 
may be very loose or complicated. 

It is normal business practice to have a project manager assigned within the corporation to 
be the prime contact and communication link for decisions. Indigenous peoples do not 
usually operate in this manner, so do not assume that this will be familiar or comfortable to 
them. In many traditional communities, everybody is involved in decisions. There is no 
reason why this cannot continue to be the case. The solution is to establish a number of 
communication routes and methods. If the community needs to decide as a group, it is wise 
to support this preference. Suggest that you will always send the same person to the 
meetings, so they will get to know this person. Suggest further that the "most senior 
person" of the corporation will participate only during certain times, but that he or she will 
always be informed about the project status. Describe how there may be limits to what the 
project manager can decide without going back to the boss. If the community requests a 
decision from the most senior person of the proponent at a meeting of the community, try 
to comply. Do not have the most senior person placed in a position, however, where it is 



clear that he also is not capable of making the needed decision. Such an event will destroy 
your credibility. The local community will, at times, need to see and talk to the final 
decision-maker, not in a hostile confrontation, but just to be assured that they know the 
face of the boss. It is important for members of the community to see and judge how much 
the final decision-maker can be trusted. 

Below the level of the representative or prime contact, there will be working level contacts 
that are routinely in operation. You can ask to have a continually updated "list" of contacts, 
resource people and their experience (the list may be an oral recitation of names). 

EMPOWER THE COMMUNITY THROUGH MEANINGFUL CONSULTATIONS 

Avoid developing a process that will reduce the use of traditional knowledge to tokenism. 
Meaningful consultation is the key to success. A definition of consultation that met with the 
approval of indigenous peoples in the Yukon Umbrella Agreement in Canada is: 

Consultation is to provide to the party consulted, notice of a matter to be decided in 
sufficient form and detail to allow that party to prepare its views on the matter; a 
reasonable period of time in which the party to be consulted may prepare its views on the 
matter; and an opportunity to present such views to the party obliged to consult; and full 
and fair consideration by the party obliged to consult of any views presented. 

HELP THE COMMUNITY TO DEFINE ITS EXPECTATIONS SO YOU UNDERSTAND 
THEM 

You will need to know the long-range goals of the community. These may be deceptively 
simple, and couched in a sense of forever. Invite the community to define what it wants 
from the project. You need this information to predict social, cultural, and economic impact, 
and it is much more accurate if all participants understand they have been part of the group 
to define these expectations. You may want to investigate possibilities for joint ventures 
with the community, especially if there are long-term business possibilities. 

 
PROPONENT GUIDELINE # 9: 

THE LOCAL COMMUNITY WILL NEED LOTS OF INFORMATION 

PROVIDE A COMPLETE REPORT WITH TECHNICAL DETAILS IN PLAIN LANGUAGE 

The local people will need to know a great deal about the project so they can participate in 
all phases. To help open the discussion, and to get the community involved, begin to 
provide the official representative group with general information about the project. Be sure 
to provide examples of all the promotional materials, but do not expect this to be sufficient. 
Fairly early in the discussions, the representative group should be offered a technical report 
on the project. If the technical reports are large and complicated documents, prepare an 
accurate summary in easy-to-understand language. 

The context and manner of presentation of the plans is important. Define where the plans 
are flexible, and where changes can still be made. Talk about the role the community 
representatives can play in the continuing development of the plans. The plans as you have 



them in the early stages may recommend actions that may be unacceptable to the 
community. Be sure to indicate that changes are possible, and can be worked out 
collectively. Clearly indicate that the documentation is not a final definition of the project. 
The final project is to be developed in consultation with the community. The document you 
present should be clearly marked to indicate it is still in the development or draft stages. 

The technical report should describe the project plans and proposals: 

1. What is this project all about? Why did the corporation choose this location and what 
other locations were considered? 

2. How big is this project intended to be? Define both the development and construction 
phases, and the completed and operational stage. For instance, how many workers will 
there be? Are they going to be drawn from the local community or brought in from afar? Of 
the locals, how many will be in management, how many in blue-collar jobs? 

3. What obvious environmental issues does the project present? How is the waste to be 
treated? What are the planned transportation routes? What are the current plans for post 
project clean-up? What commitments has the project already made to other organizations 
to take care of these aspects? Can the community take a dominant role in some of the 
ancillary operations instead of hiring other companies to do it? 

4. What is the total cost of development? Who will be paying for it. Is this completely 
corporation financed? Are there partners? Can the community play an investment role? 

5. How long will the project last? Define the time frame for both the development and 
construction phases, and also the operation of the project? Does the corporation plan for a 
"permanent" home in the community? Just what is the long-term picture from the 
corporation's perspective? 

6. What is the corporation's view of the potential impacts? What are the impacts to air, 
land, and water? Are there any unpleasant ethical implications to what the corporation 
proposes to undertake — such as inevitable loss of cultural roots? Some large mining 
companies have taken representatives of the community to visit projects completed with 
other traditional groups. This is an excellent way to establish a base of credibility with the 
community. 

PROVIDE A COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS 

From your perspective, how will the project benefit the community? How will the project 
benefit you? Because it will be critically important to have the community's participation 
funded — at least to some extent — you should make available financial resources for the 
community to hire technical advisors and independent reviewers. It is not enough for the 
local community to depend on local volunteers to help with the many tasks involved in an 
environmental assessment of planning a development. 

REACH AGREEMENT ON THE LIMITS OF THE PROJECT 

Work with the local community to define which areas, which resources, what waters can be 
used, what the limits on air, water, or soil pollution will be acceptable, and any other 
aspects that become apparent from the particular project. Also define what is off limits, and 



what is not acceptable to be developed. Are there cultural limits? For example, tourist 
development presents a danger of trivializing native culture and turning aspects of it into 
trinkets. How much of this is acceptable, and how much is not? Once these are agreed 
within the community, and with the corporation, establish enforceable standards and codes 
of practice on both sides. It is not useful to have a wish-list of standards that no one could 
monitor or enforce. 

JOINT ASSESSMENTS OF IMPACT ARE IMPORTANT 

Often a project will have an effect on one or more distant communities. In some cases the 
effects are environmental, such as changing the water flow, altering a migration route, or 
changing the nature of the surrounding ecosystems. In other cases, the effect may be 
cultural, such as sharing traditional knowledge that is be regarded as proprietary by another 
community. Still other potentially harmful indirect effects are financial. A project may, for 
example, have financial benefit large enough to modify the community's life style away from 
traditional, but not large enough to make the complete transition. Usually these 
intermediate positions are extremely difficult for the community and give rise to accusations 
of unfulfilled promises. These are subtle situations requiring sensitive behavior on the part 
of the proponent. The simplest way to avoid problems with neighboring communities is to 
include, or at least inform any communities that might possibly be affected. 

Neighboring traditional communities may not all be on good terms with each other. This is 
especially true if they are not from the same cultural groups and may have completely 
different decision-making and value structures. Some communities may attempt to exclude 
others from the planning process. In these circumstances, it is your responsibility to make 
sure that the other communities are informed and involved. This is a situation where the 
assistance of an authority in cultural relations is of real benefit. 

 
PROPONENT GUIDELINE #10: 

RESPECT INDIGENOUS PEOPLES' DAILY ROUTINES 

GIVE PEOPLE THE NEEDED TIME 

Indigenous people will need sufficient time to undertake your project tasks and still carry 
out their daily routines. It takes a great deal of time to make sure all the indigenous people 
have been involved, to have time to reflect on the long-term implications of the project, and 
to ensure that the hunting, gathering, and cultural schedules of the community have been 
completed. Discuss the time schedule with the community and explain the proposed time 
frame. Define carefully what work you believe the community will need to undertake. Then 
listen to what time frame is comfortable for them. Finally, come to an agreement as to how 
much time will be required to carry out the work. 

The next step is to determine when the local community will be able to spend this amount 
of time on your project, as opposed to their daily needs. By combining these together, it is 
possible to get a good estimate of the time period over which the tasks can be carried out. 
After all, a traditional person may correctly answer your question by saying he or she can 
get the answer to your question in a week. You may incorrectly interpret this to mean 
starting now, whereas the traditional person may have many commitments that will mean 
the week's work will be spread out over two months. 



And as mentioned earlier, the best way to ensure a clear understanding is to translate your 
schedule into a traditional schedule, using their essential or traditional tasks and events 
(hunting, gathering, festivals) as markers for your deadlines. 

  



GUIDELINES FOR GOVERNMENTS 

SUMMARY OF GUIDELINES FOR GOVERNMENTS 

Governments have many ways to innovate, support, and encourage the inclusion of 
indigenous knowledge and the participation of indigenous peoples in the development of 
their national, regional, or local resources and the well-being of their citizens. The following 
five guidelines may assist governments at all levels to focus their attention in a few critical 
areas that can significantly improve the capacity of any government to benefit from the 
inclusion of indigenous peoples and their traditional knowledge. 

1) Establish policies to foster sustainable development 

Most indigenous peoples are interested in maintaining the cultural and natural environment 
in an evolving, but sustainable fashion that reflects generations of wisdom through 
traditional practice. Including indigenous peoples in developing the national concepts of 
sustainable practices helps to conserve both the environment of the government's 
jurisdiction, and also its cultural heritage. 

2) Develop strategies by involving all stakeholders 

Policies are implemented through strategies that use tools and resources available to meet 
the goals embodied in the policies. By including all the potential stakeholders, including 
indigenous peoples, a greater likelihood of reaching the goals is achieved. 

3) Separate program delivery departments from regulatory departments 

Strategies are delivered through programs. Programs take place in a regulatory and 
enforcement framework that is defined by government. Separating programs that 
encourage the use or harvest of resources from the departments or agencies that enforce, 
regulate, or conserve, removes much of the potential for conflict of interest. 

4) Acknowledge the traditional resource rights of indigenous peoples 

In many development projects, it is necessary to protect the livelihood and access to places 
and other resources that are used by indigenous peoples. The traditional rights to resources 
of indigenous peoples protect this access. Be sure your legislation and polices reflect these 
rights. 

5) Fund traditional knowledge capacity-building amongst your nation's indigenous 
people 

Indigenous knowledge represents a valuable resource that can benefit the development of 
any area. Indigenous peoples are usually willing to share this knowledge and understanding, 
but may not have the money to travel, the ability to read the documentation, the language, 
or other skills needed to participate in processes that can benefit from including their 
knowledge. Relatively small investments can build this capacity with a large net benefit to 
the larger community. 

 



GOVERNMENT GUIDELINE #1: 

ESTABLISH POLICIES TO FOSTER SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT 

Consistent with the national goal of ensuring the longevity and prosperity of the nation, 
specific policies to keep the nation's natural resources available over the very long-term 
should be a high priority. There are essentially three types of resource management: 1) 
non-renewable, 2) renewable a) wild, and b) domesticated. 

The distinction is made within the renewable resources because a significant proportion of 
indigenous people subsist or augment their diets and other needs with wild stocks. The 
management style is quite different between wild and domestic stocks. 

Development projects often consider that the management of resource utilization 
rationalizes the use of non-renewables and finds solutions for a balanced use and production 
or protection of renewable ones. 

SET POLICIES TO RATIONALIZE THE EXPLOITATION OF NON-RENEWABLE 
RESOURCES 

Mineral resources are finite and non-renewable. Development policies may be such that 
exploitation of mineral resources is based on national economic needs and commercial 
interests. Mining projects that affect rights of local communities should ensure that the 
commercial as well as traditional interests of local communities are given equal 
consideration. 

Especially when indigenous peoples are involved, however, the potential for both damage 
and benefit is very high. It is wise to understand that if non-renewable resources are sold as 
raw products, there is no value added to the national industrial capacity. Thus, extracting 
these when there is no immediate need to build the minerals into the technological capacity 
of the nation, must be based on a real and immediate need for the cash resources that 
result from selling your natural capital. 

Forest products can also be managed as a non-renewable resource. Typically in this style of 
management, the forest is cut down, the forest products sold, and the land transformed to 
some other use such as urban development. In some projects of transformation, the forest 
is burned to make way for agricultural use. These two approaches do not allow regeneration 
of the forest. As many indigenous peoples live in forest environments, this loss of forest 
may need to take these indigenous populations into consideration as a special factor. 

National and regional strategies should be established before wholesale reduction of forests 
is undertaken. The basis for these strategies should be to consider the long-term needs for 
self-sufficiency for both fibre and non-fibre forest products and by-products. While in the 
short or medium term, offshore purchase of forest products may be acceptable, in the long-
term, it will not be a sustainable practice. The strategy should also be based on the need to 
preserve a degree of diversity in forest plants and animals that will allow for the needed 
genetic diversity in case of crop failures and general ecosystem health. 



Traditional systems of management are often based on a sustainable use of all or most of 
the assets and products the forests provide. Selective enhancement of productivity without 
significant reduction of diversity is the principle of traditional management. Modern 
plantation management is based on very limited diversity to enhance productivity to the 
maximum – a risky long-term strategy, but an effective short-term strategy. 

Although a definition of the necessary diversity to maintain ecosystem health is not well 
established in science, there are some simple guidelines that can be used. In most habitats, 
a reduction of area by 90% reduces the diversity of life by about 50%. A 50% reduction in 
biodiversity has been sufficient in geological history to cause a landslide loss of life on the 
planet with the most affected species being the dominant forms. In such a scenario, human 
kind would be a victim. 

Many environmental experts suggest that a 30% to 40% maintenance of original 
ecosystems in any region may be sufficient to stabilize the decline of biodiversity at a 
sustainable level of health for the world's ecosystem. This assumes some reasonable 
resource management of urban and suburban environments as well. Targets such as these 
can form the basis for forest management strategies when removal, not renewal, is 
intended. 

Establish benchmarks and indicators for maximum use of non-renewable or extractive use 
of renewable resources based on scientific and indigenous knowledge. 

Natural environments can be better managed as a renewable resource. 

Managed this way, the indigenous peoples within them are able to sustain their traditional 
way of life. For the long-term health of the planet, as much of the natural environment as 
possible should be managed and harvested as renewable resources. 

Certain forest extraction processes, for instance, are not sustainable. Clear cutting in boreal 
forests can eliminate the forest under certain conditions. Clear cutting in certain tropical 
forests may expose lateritic soils that not only cannot support regeneration of the forest, 
but also cannot support agriculture. 

Many natural environments can be systematically harvested forever on an ecosystem basis 
(there is a vast literature on how to do this in a sustainable fashion). In other schemes, the 
ecosystem is replaced by a monoculture or plantation. Plantations are less able to maintain 
the biodiversity of the world, and the indigenous populations in a traditional life-style. 

Living wild resources, whether terrestrial or aquatic, can all be managed in a sustainable 
fashion if sufficient knowledge and political will supports the management policies and 
regulations. 

So far, the record is not good. In aquatic resources, for example, most world fisheries for 
wild stocks are over-harvested. The number of wild terrestrial stocks that are now 
harvested on a commercial basis is very limited, almost all have been brought to 
commercial extinction. 

Where they occur, wild terrestrial stocks may be harvested by indigenous peoples. New 
policies will need to be developed because the advent of modern weaponry and 
transportation systems, as well as the sharp increase in populations of indigenous peoples 



has placed even wild terrestrial stocks managed by indigenous peoples in significant danger 
of over-exploitation. 

SET POLICIES ON THE BASIS OF SUSTAINABILITY OF QUALITY OF LIFE FOR 
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

When these polices are being designed, it is important to remember that within projects to 
extract natural resources or develop infrastructure away from the urban core, interaction 
with indigenous peoples is common. Developing policies that encourage the participation of 
indigenous peoples in the development, management, and economic base that results from 
these projects avoids confrontations and enhances the capacity of the indigenous peoples. 
These same policies need to be based on the principle that indigenous peoples have 
traditional rights to use their traditional resources. 

Governments need to assist their indigenous peoples by combining traditional and scientific 
knowledge in cooperative ventures. This will help the participating members of these 
ventures to understand how to manage the population wild stocks under different regimes: 
1) natural traditional management styles, 2) during the transformation toward market-
economy-based management, and then 3) under full market-economy-based management.  

 
GOVERNMENT GUIDELINE #2: 

DEVELOP STRATEGIES BY INVOLVING ALL STAKEHOLDERS 

GOOD STRATEGIES COME FROM INCLUSIVE CONSULTATIONS 

Strategies for sustainability discover ways and means of developing resources without 
diminishing the resource. To be effective, the process of developing these strategies should 
include the many participants, stakeholders, shareholders, and special interest groups in 
meaningful consultation. 

Consultation intended only to inform may sometimes lead to increased short-term 
profitability, but sustainable development must be based on the inclusion of all parties. 
Good strategies are not the result of votes, or polls, or the lowest common denominator of a 
self-interested group. Good strategies are carefully designed to achieve sustainability while 
respecting the values and needs of all the people. 

A large body of literature is developing world-wide on multi-stakeholder or round-table 
techniques for communication, with case-histories to demonstrate the value of the end 
results. See the appendices on web sites, literature, and traditional knowledge centres for 
sources of information. 

CONSULTATION TECHNIQUES MAY REQUIRE FINANCIAL SUPPORT 

Round table consultation does not work in all nations or in all cultures. Other techniques are 
available to include many viewpoints. These include such techniques as involving people in 
training and capacity-building sessions. If certain groups are not able to participate directly, 
representatives from the community can be trained to train them. Informal groups can form 
networks of communication allowing information to flow through the community. 



One impediment to successful participation can be funds. A policy of requiring a certain 
amount of funding for potential intervenors and participants be part of the project can 
significantly improve the communication and negotiation process. 

DEVELOP AND PROMOTE A CODE OF PRACTICE FOR YOUR REGION 

Staff members of development proponents or government departments may not have had 
experience inter-acting with indigenous peoples. It may also be that they are not as well 
aware of the ancestral domains, the traditional rights to resources in your area the special 
ways in which local community make decisions when asked to share traditional knowledge. 

Consider using these guidelines as the basis for creating a draft code of conduct for 
proponents and for government that you can share with the indigenous peoples for 
suggestions and ideas for improvement. Let them know you are doing this to help them 
work with you. Suggest that your government will adopt the final draft as official 
government policy when dealing with indigenous peoples. 

ACCREDIT GROUPS REPRESENTING INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES 

Indigenous groups may want to form organizations such as corporations or NGOs to 
represent them. If an indigenous community has not already done this, governments should 
invite them to create their own representative groups. It is the best practice to have 
indigenous communities participate freely in creating or forming their own groups. It is also 
a best practice to provide advice and examples on how to do this in the context of national 
and regional laws. 

Once this has been accomplished and the indigenous community indicates their acceptance 
of the group, government can support this endeavor further by officially recognizing the 
representative group. 

There are several practices governments should avoid. 

1. Governments should avoid assigning indigenous peoples representative groups. Instead, 
the government initiative should be to invite the indigenous communities to form their own 
groups to represent them. 

2. Governments should avoid using indigenous peoples who are part of government 
departments, especially departments that are directly involved with the development 
project, as representatives of indigenous communities, unless the community has 
specifically recognized the government representative as their own representative. It is wise 
to follow this advice or the community will lose trust and respect for the government 
department. 

3. Governments should not appoint or select the representatives of indigenous communities, 
but should officially recognize representatives appointed or approved by local communities. 

4. Governments should avoid accrediting representative groups that have been formed 
using "divisive tactics, such as tribal leaders versus tribal dealers, or the use of tribal 
leaders as brokers in negotiations. 



5. Governments should avoid the use of promises to deliver basic service in return for 
obtaining indigenous peoples' consent for a development project. 

6. Government corporations should avoid unilateral planning and implementation of 
development projects within ancestral domains, even if they are within the charter of the 
government company, without proper consultation with the affected indigenous peoples. 

 
GOVERNMENT GUIDELINE #3: 

SEPARATE PROGRAM DELIVERY DEPARTMENTS FROM 
REGULATORY DEPARTMENTS 

REGULATORY AGENCIES SHOULD NOT HAVE AN INHERENT CONFLICT OF 
INTEREST 

Strategic development is achieved through programs and projects. Multi-stakeholder and 
round-table advisory groups can assist in supplying the knowledge base to support these 
programs and projects. This support creates a base of support for the strategies 
themselves. Creating a suitable infrastructure to monitor and enforce these policies and 
strategies is a crucial part of ensuring that the practice remains true to the goal of the 
strategy is attempting to achieve. 

Government policy departments should be separate from government departments that are 
responsible for delivering programs. When departments are responsible for both harvest 
and regulation, the goals become confused. 

If both functions are combined in one department, typically the department emphasizes 
harvest and the revenue that comes from that harvest. It is very difficult within a single 
department to rationalize the demands of both conservation and exploitation. 

Policies and strategies that seek to impose sustainable practices can all too easily be 
forgotten in the other departmental goal to increase productivity in the short term. This 
confusion of goals means that it is often difficult to develop a workable combination of 
strategies to both increase revenue and maintain a sustainable set of harvest practices. This 
confusion is not uncommon, but can ultimately lead to loss of economic health in a country 
or region. 

The solution is to separate policy and regulatory departments from program delivery 
departments. 

NEGOTIATE LAND CLAIMS BEFORE DEVELOPMENT IS PERMITTED IN GOVERNMENT 
PARKS AND RESERVES 

Parks and protected areas of various kinds are often set up specifically to protect or to use 
pristine rural landscapes in special ways. If these areas are also the ancestral domain of 
indigenous peoples, it is important to settle any land claims before the issues of 
development projects are considered. If land claims and development projects are 
considered at the same time, and especially if they are considered by only one department 
(for example the parks regulatory department), there is an inherent conflict of interest in 



which the land claims will be settled in the context of development, rather than from their 
inherent claim on the basis of ancestral rights. 

MANAGE ACCESS TO ISOLATED INDIGENOUS PEOPLES TO MAINTAIN THEIR 
SOCIAL, CULTURAL, AND PHYSICAL STABILITY  

Establish policies on access to indigenous peoples by non-indigenous peoples as a safeguard 
against health and social damage. Even today, projects can decimate traditional 
communities through the importation of diseases, or by introducing foods so unfamiliar that 
they cause digestive problems and malnutrition. The sudden introduction of non-indigenous 
peoples can be destructive to the social fabric of a traditional community. Sensitive policies 
can minimize the damage due to development. 

REQUIRE REGULATORY AGENCIES TO WORK TO THE BENEFIT OF THE 
SOCIOECONOMIC AND CULTURAL CONDITIONS OF TRADITIONAL COMMUNITIES 

The following checklist is a helpful guide to information a program officer in a regulatory 
agency might need before a program of public consultation begins with traditional 
communities: 

1. Is there a political, historical, or social tie between this community and others nearby 
that might influence the development project? 

2. Who are the community leaders? Do they represent the majority of the community, or a 
small segment? If the latter is the case, is it likely to be an important factor in the success 
of the project? 

3. Has there been a recent change in the community leadership; if so why? How might this 
affect the project? 

4. Is the community divided in its allegiance to the leaders, i.e. will you be dealing with 
more than one faction? 

5. What are the political systems within the community? How are they allied to external 
political systems? 

6. What significant changes to the social, cultural, economic, political, or environmental 
conditions of the community have taken place recently or even not-so-recently that could be 
important in how the development project is structured? 

7. What experience or participation has this community had with development projects or 
agencies? 

8. Has this community ever participated in a consultative process? If so, was it successful? 
Why was it successful? If not, why? 

9. Does the community in general approve of the project or its ideals and goals? 

10. What are the respective roles of Elders, men, women, and youth within the community? 



11. Who is most knowledgeable about the community's biophysical, socioeconomic, and 
spiritual resources? 

 
GOVERNMENT GUIDELINE #4: 

ACKNOWLEDGE THE TRADITIONAL RESOURCE RIGHTS OF 
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

BE AWARE OF RELEVANT INTERNATIONAL STATUES AND CONVENTIONS  

There are many international conventions, laws, and declarations that govern the traditional 
rights to resources that indigenous peoples have or should have. Use these as a guide to 
the manner in which the people are treated in your country. The following is a selected list 
of the most important such sources of information: 

1. Convention on Biological Diversity 

2. UN Convention to Combat Desertification in Countries Experiencing Serious Drought and 
Desertification, Particularly in Africa 

3. UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

4. UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 

5. UN Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime Of Genocide 

6. UN Draft Declaration of Principles on Human Rights and the Environment 

7. UN Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People 

8. UN Declaration on the Human Right to Development 

9. Draft International Covenant on Environment and Development 

10. International Undertaking on Plant Genetic Resources 

11. Non-Legally Binding Authoritative Statement of Principles of Global Consensus on the 
Management, Conservation and Sustainable Development of All Types of Forests 

12. UN International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

13. UN International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 

14. International Labour Organization Convention 169 Concerning Indigenous and Tribal 
People in Independent Countries 

15. Rome Convention for the Protection of Performers, Producers of Phonograms and 
Broadcasting Organizations 



16. Rio Declaration 

17. Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

18. Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and 
Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property 

19. Recommendation on the Safeguarding of Traditional Culture and Folklore 

20. Declaration on the Principles of International Cultural Cooperation 

21. Convention Concerning the Protection of World Cultural and Natural Heritage 

22. Model Provisions for National Laws on Protection of Expressions of Folklore Against Illicit 
Exploitation and Other Prejudicial Actions 

23. UN Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action 

In the long run, the world will need to adjust to the growing interest in individual rights. 
Governments set the legal limits on human rights, and corporations need to live within 
these limits. But it is never a bad thing to err on the side of excellence in caring for the 
human beings who live in traditional communities. Corporations and governments gain 
immensely in stature from managing these situations humanely. Increasingly, indigenous 
peoples are recognized as having traditional rights to resources. 

To read a concise and helpful summary of many of the important issues concerning 
indigenous rights in the international arena, see Posey, D.A. Traditional Resource Rights: 
International Instruments for Protections and Compensation for Indigenous Peoples and 
Local Communities. Published by the IUCN, Gland, Switzerland. 

 
GOVERNMENT GUIDELINE #5: 

FUND TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE CAPACITY-BUILDING 
AMONGST YOUR NATION'S INDIGENOUS PEOPLE 

BUILD LOCAL SKILLS 

Building the skills needed to cope with market-based economies and modern technology is 
an effective way of bringing indigenous peoples into the governing regime of any country, 
while enhancing the financial base of the indigenous peoples. Traditional knowledge does 
not need to be replaced or eliminated for indigenous peoples to enter a market-based 
economy. Parts of it can be transformed into products and services that are needed or 
desired by other societies. 

When development projects take place, indigenous peoples will want to shape their own 
futures by having a part in developing according to their own decisions and traditions, while 
at the same time participating in a meaningful way in the process of the evolution of the 
nation and its economy. 



Capacity-building can be carried out in a large number of ways. The most direct is to 
encourage local governments to empower indigenous peoples by holding training workshops 
or courses dealing with the way in which the indigenous peoples can fit into the project. If 
the resources or cultural values limit the number of people who can be trained by outsiders, 
consider offering courses to develop community trainers in the same subjects so they can 
offer the course work. This has the added advantage that the financial 

support that would have gone to non-indigenous trainers can be diverted to indigenous 
trainers. Aid agencies and NGOs from around the world are often willing to bring in the 
expertise and resources necessary to carry out the capacity building for your nation. 
Consider suggesting that the local communities be invited to offer their own training courses 
to assist the trainers to understand the local etiquette and value systems. Logistic support 
can often empower traditional communities to undertake these revenue-producing 
workshops or courses. 

BUILD HUMAN RESOURCE AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT SKILLS IN INDIGENOUS 
COMMUNITIES 

Governments can markedly increase the effectiveness of development projects and at the 
same time increase the capacity of indigenous groups to build sustainable projects within 
their own framework by assisting them in the development of human resource skills as well 
as the development of economic and business skills. 

WIDEN INFORMATION ACCESS 

NGOs can undertake newsletters or cooperatives to share knowledge. This approach can be 
supported by national, regional, or local governments. 

In areas where telephone access is possible, simple Internet cafés can be encouraged, 
possibly with a nation-wide or region-wide Internet service provider from the private sector 
on a contract basis, or provided directly by the government as part of its own internal 
system. The Internet is a huge reservoir of information available to all who can get access 
to it. 

  



GUIDELINES FOR  

NON-GOVERNMENT ORGANIZATIONS 

SUMMARY OF THE GUIDELINES FOR NON-GOVERNMENT ORGANIZATIONS 

Non-Government Organizations involved in development projects are usually one of three 
types: support (e.g. fiscal, technical, medical, educational), advocacy (e.g. environment, 
legal, special interest), or representative. The Guidelines are in roughly the order you will 
need to use them as the project approaches and is made operational, but only sometimes 
distinguish between the different types of NGOs. 

1) Ensure that your objectives and those of the indigenous peoples are the same 

The best practice in assisting indigenous peoples is to begin by asking if they would like to 
have your assistance, and by explaining how your group can provide it. This will usually, but 
not always, engender a very positive reply. Avoid making the assumption the indigenous 
peoples will automatically find your presence beneficial or welcome. 

2) Create a representative NGO for the community or join one 

Developing a coordinated way in which indigenous people can interact successfully with 
others is a very positive step. Be sure to involve them in developing the appropriate 
mechanism. 

3) Work with the indigenous peoples to help estimate the impacts 

NGOs are uniquely able to provide sources of information and expertise to assist in 
estimating the impact of development projects. With deliberate planning the information 
and expertise should carry no bias. 

4) Help by providing access to information 

Indigenous peoples often live in relatively remote areas and sometimes have little access to 
information that is readily available to others. NGOs can tap these external sources to help 
the indigenous communities. 

5) Assist indigenous peoples to communicate in different media 

By offering a variety of means of communicating both within the community and with other 
stakeholders and interest groups, the base of information available to indigenous peoples is 
increased. In return, the capacity of indigenous peoples to share their knowledge is also 
increased. 

6) Assist indigenous peoples to understand the powers at play 

Many influences work on the decisions during the planning and implementation of any of the 
development project. It will assist indigenous peoples to be aware of what these influences 
are, who is involved and how the community can interact with them. 



7) Be sure you understand the nature of traditional knowledge 

Indigenous knowledge is a way of life that embodies the knowledge of centuries in practices 
and ways of interpreting indirect signals from nature. Be aware of how it differs from the 
more scientific methods often used in development projects. This is an important factor in 
integrating indigenous knowledge. 

8) Encourage the inclusion of indigenous knowledge in finding innovative 
solutions 

While indigenous knowledge is full of interesting and useful information, it is most 
effectively used in development projects as a source of innovative solutions because of its 
perspective of being intensely local and long term. 

 
NGO GUIDELINE #1: 

ENSURE THAT YOUR OBJECTIVES AND THOSE OF THE 
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES ARE THE SAME 

MAKE SURE YOUR OBJECTIVES SUPPORT THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

If you are a special interest group (support or advocacy), your interest in this project 
probably comes from the impact of the project on your NGO's mandate or mission. Perhaps 
your group is interested in preserving the environment, culture, human rights, or health 

When you enter the realm of indigenous peoples, some of the players may be naïve about 
the larger world around us and others will be very sophisticated. The values of the 
indigenous peoples may be very different from your own. The values of the proponent and 
even the government of the nation where the project is about to take place may not shared 
you sense of priorities. 

One of the difficult decisions we all must make as individuals is to determine whether we 
are sufficiently informed and wise to be the final arbiters of what is best for some other 
individual, some other community, nation, or even of what is best for the world. Most 
special interest groups have one major focus. In dealing with indigenous peoples, it is wise 
to consider whether they share your special interest in that focus. Consult in ways that 
encourage the indigenous group to help consider the goal of your organization in the 
context of their traditional knowledge. Perhaps the two ways of examining the issues may 
provide new ways of thinking about the application of the goals of your organization, 
especially as it affects indigenous peoples. 

Now you must make the next decision: what other priorities take second place to yours. For 
example, if you are interested in preventing cruelty to animals, are you prepared to stop 
traditional hunting practices and thereby deny food to the people of the community? If you 
are interested in preserving the environment, are you prepared to stop a project from going 
ahead that a traditional community feels it needs and wants, even though there will be 
some damage to the environment? Your highest priority should be the lives and long-term 
welfare of the community, no special interest group has the right to endanger the lives of 
others for whom they have no mutually agreed responsibility or authority. 



 
NGO GUIDELINE #2: 

CREATE A REPRESENTATIVE NGO FOR THE COMMUNITY OR 
JOIN ONE 

NGOS CAN BE TEAM MEMBERS TOO 

If you are in an advocacy or support NGO, invite the local community to recognize your 
group as part of their support team. Work with the community to understand what limits 
they want on your actions. Make sure everyone in the group understands the limits to his or 
her authority to take action in your special interest. Having your group recognized by the 
entire community will make relationships easier to define and accept. 

If your views are in conflict with the proponent's views, the proponent may resist your 
official participation, claiming you have no real stake or place in the project. Temper your 
insistence on official recognition in concert with the best interests of the community. Special 
interest groups often have the most effective influence by remaining as support or by 
advocating a position in the background of the indigenous peoples' needs. 

PARTICIPATION BY WOMEN  

Since women will put different items on the agenda for discussion and review than men will, 
make sure that they are included, if possible, on the NGO team. In many cultures it is 
inappropriate for men to communicate directly with women on matters of business. Women 
on NGO teams can often act in ways that men simply are not allowed to act. This is 
especially important in training and medical assistance, but can also be a critically important 
factor in advocacy groups as well. 

If your NGO is representing the community directly, women make an important contribution 
by providing their own perspectives, which are often different from men's views because of 
their different roles. If your culture is not able to include women directly, try to find ways to 
draw their views into the agenda through informal means. 

ENHANCE THE COMMUNITY POWER BASE 

In addition to your own group, think of inviting the community to consider adding other 
international, national, and regional special-interest nature or environmental clubs and non-
governmental advocacy organizations to become a part of the community advocacy group. 
National or regional groups of indigenous peoples will be concerned about the potential 
impact on all aspects of the health of the community. Join forces with these other groups. If 
possible, cement the relationship in documentation; this will inform the proponent and the 
regulatory agency of your representation. 

LEGAL SUPPORT 

The community may need to have legal status. Can your organization offer support in this 
endeavor? If possible, use an existing corporate entity, such as an incorporated town or 
village. If there is no legal entity, consider creating one that includes the whole community. 
This will be part of the community's method of protecting traditional intellectual and cultural 



property rights, and traditional resource rights. NGOs acting as the representative of a 
community of people is a well-established practice in some countries, especially India. The 
approach is relatively simple, and basically allows the NGO to be one step removed from the 
day-to-day activities of the community. It is set up specifically to handle the project, and 
essentially reports back to the entire community, but has the power of being a legal 
representative without the authority to govern. 

TEACH THE PROPONENT HOW TO COMMUNICATE AND BEHAVE  

Non-governmental organization can help proponents and communities by teaching officers 
and managers of the project the ways of indigenous peoples. In Kenya, Africa, for example, 
the National Museum's Friend's Association offers courses to diplomats and business people 
on proper etiquette for interacting with the many tribes in the region. Representative NGOs 
can take this activity as part of their role in assisting proponents to understand how to 
communicate effectively with the community, and at the same time improve their financial 
base. This enhances the experience of business and indigenous peoples working together. 

OFFER MONEY AND EXPERTISE ONLY IF YOU ARE WANTED 

Many traditional communities may not have financial resources to plan or to participate. 
Many NGOs are capable of underwriting the costs of participation for traditional 
communities. Surprisingly small amounts of money can be made to serve great purpose 
with local communities. Transfer of expertise to the local communities is also an important 
part of ensuring excellence in participation. Members of the team of NGOs can bring a broad 
spectrum of skills and expertise that the local communities might not have. 

An old dictum states that it is better to train someone to fish than to give him fish for 
dinner. This applies to modern problems as well to old problems. 

At the same time, it is important to understand that the communities may wish to proceed 
on their own and avoid the risk of having too many aspects on the agenda. Once you have 
assured yourself that the community understands the potential you have to assist, but has 
nonetheless decided to enter the project without your assistance, it is best to back away 
gracefully. 

TRAINING TO BE INVOLVED 

The people who are most directly involved will have to learn quickly. Some of the concepts 
may be difficult and even troubling. Training and capacity building are important. Here is 
where international, national, regional, and even local NGOs can provide quick courses in 
transport and construction policy, marketing strategy, project evaluation as well as other 
subjects. Help the local community get as prepared as they can to participate in a process 
that may not be familiar. 

SET UP A TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE CENTRE:  

CREATE A NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATION WITH A BROAD MANDATE 

If you are a community of people who have extensive traditional knowledge, there will be 
others like you. Think about joining forces to develop a support group for your own 
traditions and knowledge base. These are themselves joined together in a worldwide 



network of centres. The hub is in the Netherlands and each national or regional centre is 
listed in the Newsletter. Refer to Appendix #5 for a list of Traditional Knowledge Centres. By 
creating a centre, you will be part of the world wide network and can gain both knowledge 
and strength from your association.  

 
NGO GUIDELINE #3: 

WORK WITH THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES TO HELP ESTIMATE 
THE IMPACTS  

GOOD PREDICTIONS MEAN GOOD DECISIONS 

Here is where many advocacy and support NGOs can shine. They often bring great skills 
and knowledge to the task of predicting outcomes of projects within the area of their special 
interest. Once these effects or impacts are defined, the community can make better 
decisions and plan what to do. In making your special interest case, however, remember 
that there are many other considerations that must be a part of the overall planning and 
decision-making. Try to cast your understanding of the specific situation so that it can be 
integrated into the rest of the community's concerns. 

When developing your information-base, be sure to put your findings on paper. Document 
the evidence for your predictions well. They will be of great interest and value to the 
community. Your predictions may also be subject to intense scrutiny. Make sure that the 
information base is copied and in the hands of the community. If they do not have proper 
storage facilities for the paper or other media on which the information is stored, create the 
storage facilities for them. Do not keep the information private from the community. You 
should be working on their behalf as well as your own. 

LEAVE BROAD MARGINS OF ERROR  

Special interest groups are perceived, correctly or incorrectly, to have biased views, or even 
grossly radical views. Because neither science nor traditional knowledge has particularly 
accurate means of predicting long-term effects, it is important to make the estimates of the 
impacts of a project with broad margins of error. While it is always wise to err on the side of 
caution, extreme doomsday presentations by advocacy NGOs, may erode the credibility of 
your group. 

Here is where your group can add traditional knowledge to its repertoire if it does not 
already use traditional knowledge. Complementing your views with the wisdom of ancient 
and modern indigenous peoples can increase the power of the final predictions. Don't forget 
that important knowledge can be derived by living on the land, and watching it react to 
natural forces over long periods of time. The locals have made this investment in time. 

ASK LOTS OF QUESTIONS 

In many countries, advocacy NGOs are not invited to participate as official stakeholders. 
Support and human health NGOs are often asked to participate in rescue operations. 
Prevention is often better than clean up. Get into the picture as soon as it is possible 
without destroying your credibility. "Early" is the right time to set up the way in which you 



will participate, and the way the proponent, government, and community will interact with 
you. 

What is the schedule? How much time do you have to react? What if you need more time? 
What regulations will be in effect? What enforcement agencies will be involved — and what 
is the community relationship with them? How will the community participate? Can we 
assume round-table discussions? Or will it be representative counsel and behind-closed-door 
decisions? To what degree will individuals and the entire community be involved in 
contractual arrangements? You need to get answers to all of these questions. 

REPORT CARD ON THE PROPONENT'S PAST 

Most proponents are good-intentioned and have the welfare of the local people in mind as 
the projects are implemented and managed over time. But nobody is perfect, and patterns 
of problems (small or large) can sometimes be discovered that will assist in shaping the 
negotiations. 

It is unusual for a traditional community to have access or to know how to get information 
about the proponent's past performance. NGOs generally have relatively sophisticated 
means of gathering this information, especially from the press. In North America, the Better 
Business Bureau, or similar organizations in other countries, will have records of complaints. 
A list of all law suits can be obtained in most countries through legal libraries, on-line annual 
reports, securities commission findings and other sources. A history of law suits can be very 
informative. 

All of this information, positive and negative can be drawn together and used to develop the 
strategy that will work best in negotiations with the proponent. This can also be helpful in 
predicting the impacts of their projects – not just from what their plans suggest, but also 
from their past performances. 

HELP PROTECT THE COMMUNITY FROM SOCIETAL IMPACTS OF ALCOHOL, DRUGS, 
DISEASES, MIGRATION TO CITIES  

Social support NGOs can be effective in local communities of indigenous peoples by alerting 
them to the dangers of non-traditional value systems. Traditional communities may suffer 
from alcohol and drugs inadvertently brought into their community. Young and old alike can 
fall victim to overuse of these substances. Health problems arise from the invasion of germs 
from non-indigenous peoples; these include simple viruses to sexually transmitted diseases. 
Indigenous peoples may be more vulnerable if the community does not regularly meet with 
people from outside their communities. 

Increased wealth often draws people away from the local community to seek work or riches 
in distant towns or cities. This may leave the community without the necessary infra-
structure and support system normally provided by the men. Under these conditions, 
disease and malnutrition are common results. Rapid erosion of the cultural and social norms 
follows abandonment of the local community by men and youth. If your NGO can move in 
early to assist in prevention, it will be less difficult to treat the problems that certainly will 
arise. 

HELP PREVENT A DISREGARD FOR COMMUNITY STANDARDS 



Traditional communities do not often have mechanisms to deal with whole scale 
mistreatment by more powerful forces. Most proponents will try to be careful of community 
standards. However, if a proponent does have a cavalier disregard for community 
standards, one of the actions a NGO might consider is to draw public attention to the 
misbehavior. 

Another possible option is to draw on the executive exchange programs that many countries 
offer. Many of these executives have considerable experience in handling difficult situations. 
Their experience in executive positions may allow them to deal directly with the executive 
levels of the proponent management in ways that can alleviate the difficulties.  

 
NGO GUIDELINE #4: 

HELP BY PROVIDING ACCESS TO INFORMATION 

BE ALERT FOR NEW PROJECTS 

Projects are usually planned in confidence until they reach a point where the planners feel 
there is reason to broaden the circle of advisors. Members of special interest groups are 
often normal parts of advisory groups. Encourage this participation by respecting the 
confidentiality requests of proponents while at the same time encouraging proponents to 
involve local communities before critically important decisions have been made or resources 
committed to the project. 

PRE-EMPTED DECISIONS ARE NOT ALWAYS PERMANENT 

Encourage communities to participate in subsequent decisions even if the proponent or 
government has pre-empted some of the decisions. If the local community is clearly 
opposed to the development plans as they have been presented, NGOs can be effective with 
media and public pressure to have decisions reconsidered. If your group has experience 
with taking an advocacy stand, this experience gives you considerable power to influence 
the decisions. If at all possible, be sure the local community agrees with what your are 
going to say if it is to be seen as speaking for them or speaking on their behalf. Moral 
persuasion with both the public and government agencies can be brought to bear through 
the media. Be careful, however, not all governments accept criticism. You could bring 
disaster to the community. 

If your group is a support group that has legal expertise, this can also be helpful. 

THIRD-PARTY INTERVENORS CAN HELP 

There may come a time when negotiations stall. If your NGO is skilled at intervening as an 
objective counsel, your assistance can be a means to get past non-productive situations. 
Perhaps your group can offer training to help the local community understand how to 
participate effectively if mediation or arbitration is required. 

HELP ASSESS THE AGENCIES 



The following questions are useful guides to evaluating the effectiveness of a regulatory 
agency that may be overseeing development planning processes: 

1. What is the history of the regulatory agency responsible for this project? Has the process 
changed recently — if so why? Was the process reliable for indigenous peoples? Did the 
agency follow through on its commitments? 

2. What legislation or policies does the agency use? Are the legislation or policies under 
revision? 

3. What resources do regulatory agencies offer to the traditional community? What 
resources can the traditional community offer to the agency to help the process? 

4. What techniques are used to involve the public, and when are they be used? 

Based on the answers to these questions, governments can adjust and improve the 
processes and practices of the agency without referring back to complicated changes in 
regulations, policies, or legislation.  

 
NGO GUIDELINE #5: 

ASSIST INDIGENOUS PEOPLES TO COMMUNICATE IN 
DIFFERENT MEDIA 

USE NETWORK COMMUNICATION TECHNIQUES  

Many NGOs, especially advocacy groups, are essentially networks. Invite the indigenous 
community to take full advantage of the many contacts that are part of the organization. 
Use the same techniques to come to understand the community and its needs. What are the 
best ways of keeping everyone informed? Whatever they are, use them all the time. 

In some communities, the only means is by sending people to talk to others. Ask the 
community if they would like to have your group help organize networks of people to get 
the word out. 

Some advocacy groups specialize in confrontation. Unless the situation is desperate, this is 
usually a poor way to get information across. If yours is a human rights advocacy group 
take great care not to implicate local people; it can be dangerous. Advocating changes to 
governments that are poor performers in human rights is also extremely dangerous for the 
advocates, including foreigners. The same is true for radical environmental activists. Be 
prepared to take the consequences yourself, but take care not to inflict them on the 
indigenous community. 

TAKE CARE: THE MEDIA IS A TWO-EDGED SWORD 

Often the media are extremely sympathetic to indigenous peoples' causes. But the intrusion 
of a well-meaning NGO can be used to create sensational side-effects by taking a twisted 
slant on a story. While your prime objective may be to promote your special interest, 



remember that the platform you are using may involve the lives and health of the 
indigenous community. Be careful in framing your story if you are going to use the media. 

The key to a successful interview when it might turn hostile is to establish about four or five 
messages and write them down. Then write down about two or three examples to illustrate 
each message. Finally try to find at least one very powerful phrase of about five to ten 
words to state each of the four or five messages. The phrase is what you want the media to 
pick up as headlines. During the interview, be message driven, not question driven. Always 
come back to your message as you answer the questions. Do not allow the interviewer to 
draw you into saying something you don't want to say. 

If you need time to think, tell the reporter you will call back in an hour, or that you are busy 
just now, but will be ready in an hour. 

 
NGO GUIDELINE #6: 

ASSIST INDIGENOUS PEOPLES TO UNDERSTAND THE 
POWERS AT PLAY  

INFLUENCE THE RULES AND THE PROCESS 

Support groups can assist by interpreting the rules and advising how to make best use of 
them. Advocacy groups usually attempt to get the rules changed. You must know the rules 
before you start, or you will be at a great disadvantage, and can potentially cause harm. 
The rules for project development and assessments are set by government regulatory 
agencies. Find out what they are before you begin to intervene. 

USE INTERNATIONAL AND NATIONAL PROTOCOLS 

The development of international instruments to protect the rights of indigenous peoples 
has been the single most effective areas where NGO advocacy and support groups have 
worked well together to assist in protecting the rights of indigenous peoples. The list is both 
impressive an useful when confronting situations where local people need to be helped to 
understand their rights and the ways in which the rest of the world can act on their behalf. 
Sometimes this is not very effective, but the influence of world opinion is growing. To 
prevent inappropriate process, use international protocols and conventions. They carry 
great political weight in some countries, but are ignored in others. 

There are many international conventions, laws, and declarations that govern the traditional 
rights to resources that indigenous peoples have or should have. The following is a selected 
list of the most important such sources of information: 

1. Convention on Biological Diversity 

2. UN Convention to Combat Desertification in Countries Experiencing Serious Drought and 
Desertification, Particularly in Africa 

3. UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 



4. UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 

5. UN Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime Of Genocide 

6. UN Draft Declaration of Principles on Human Rights and the Environment 

7. UN Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People 

8. UN Declaration on the Human Right to Development 

9. Draft International Covenant on Environment and Development 

10. International Undertaking on Plant Genetic Resources 

11. Non-Legally Binding Authoritative Statement of Principles of Global Consensus on the 
Management, Conservation and Sustainable Development of All Types of Forests 

12. UN International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

13. UN International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 

14. International Labour Organization Convention 169 Concerning Indigenous and Tribal 
People in Independent Countries 

15. Rome Convention for the Protection of Performers, Producers of Phonograms and 
Broadcasting Organizations 

16. Rio Declaration 

17. Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

18. Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and 
Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property 

19. Recommendation on the Safeguarding of Traditional Culture and Folklore 

20. Declaration on the Principles of International Cultural Cooperation 

21. Convention Concerning the Protection of World Cultural and Natural Heritage 

22. Model Provisions for National Laws on Protection of Expressions of Folklore Against Illicit 
Exploitation and Other Prejudicial Actions 

23. UN Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action 

KNOW ABOUT THE RIGHTS OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

Intellectual property rights are the key to many of the benefits that can accrue from the use 
of traditional knowledge. Intellectual property rights include the right to own, and therefore 
to sell or barter, ideas, information, special wisdom or understanding, and knowledge about 



plants and animals, that are the result of intellectual, artistic, or creative efforts. In non-
traditional society, ownership is protected by patents and copyrights. In certain situations, 
indigenous peoples have the right to own the genetic traits of plants or animals. If they 
routinely groom or "manage" wild stocks of plants or animals, it is likely the stocks have 
unique genetic characteristics — the indigenous peoples have the rights to those unique 
plant or animal traits. 

HELP PRESERVE CUSTOMARY TRADITIONAL RIGHTS 

All indigenous communities have a series of assumed or customary rights and privileges. 
These are termed "traditional rights to resources." Because they are assumed, they are not 
recorded anywhere. These can be traditional rights of way, hunting rights, fishing rights, 
dress, ceremonies, and a host of other rights and privileges that are so much a part of 
everyday life that the people using them no longer think about them. 

Many, but certainly not all countries, allow indigenous peoples to exercise these rights. In 
most countries, these traditional rights are allowed under certain conditions. In the past, 
when these rights have been challenged, many indigenous groups simply lost the rights. 
Best practices, encourage all stakeholders and participants to discuss and try to find ways to 
accommodate the rights that allow access to traditional resources. 

In a few cases, these challenges have been hear in courts of law. Most of the rights are to 
some form of land ownership or land access. In indigenous communities there is little 
likelihood that there will be legal documentation of these rights, so the local communities 
are at a distinct disadvantage. Several countries have formally recognized these rights but 
require demonstration of continued and constant use of the access. Sometimes this is not 
an accurate way of depicting the need to have access. Furthermore, evidence is not often 
allowed unless it is written. 

A recent court decision in Canada (the Delgamuukwa decision) recognized the use of 
traditional legends, song, and performance as evidence of the existence of these uses. The 
decision of the court further recognized that the right to the resources did not require 
continuous unbroken occupation of the area. If the area was used periodically and on a 
regular basis, and this was recognized in the stories, songs or other traditional means of 
conveying information, then the court ruling was that the rights should be acknowledged.  

 
NGO GUIDELINE #7: 

BE SURE YOU UNDERSTAND THE NATURE OF TRADITIONAL 
KNOWLEDGE 

USE TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE ON THEIR TERMS 

Traditional knowledge comes from experience in nature, from teaching and apprenticeship, 
from working with the land, by absorbing the feel of wild animals and plants, and by 
listening to legends and stories. Traditional knowledge is a way of life. The most effective 
way to use traditional knowledge is to request help solving the problem — not just to ask 
for the data. In this way, the traditional knowledge expert is bringing his or her own 



understanding to bear on the problem. This wisdom may bring a swifter solution than simply 
providing information. 

DISTINGUISH BETWEEN ANCIENT AND MODERN TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

Be sure to distinguish carefully between ancient traditional knowledge — passed down from 
generation to generation — and modern traditional knowledge — acquired in present-day 
circumstances. Ancient traditional knowledge is often more spiritually oriented. An argument 
is developing in some countries that there actually is a distinction between sacred and 
secular traditional knowledge. This is not consistent with indigenous traditional knowledge, 
but it is often true of other forms of traditional knowledge. In this view, there is "empirical 
knowledge" acquired from experience, and "belief" acquired through spiritual teachings. Be 
careful to understand that the traditional knowledge has its own context and can not 
necessarily be transferred directly to a western framework. 

ENGAGING HOLDERS OF TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

If possible, get traditional knowledge experts to participate in round-table or equal status 
discussions. They can be part of the research effort, using their knowledge to find answers. 
Ask if the local community would like assistance in establishing the worth of traditional 
knowledge advice so that a monetary value, or some other form of compensation, can be 
assigned to the traditional knowledge. One approach is to suggest Elders and other people 
who hold traditional knowledge be paid in the same way as scientific professionals, 
establishing payment of royalties, and many other financial aspects. Another is to suggest 
that the community consider other forms of compensation, such as training programs, 
building of schools, hospitals, or the assistance of other specialists. As a transfer executive 
or expert in some other field, your membership in an NGO can be valuable as source of 
information when the local people encounter resistance or outright rejection by the 
proponent of the request to pay for knowledge. 

Be careful not to fall into several traps. A superficial understanding of traditional knowledge 
does not provide the enough capacity to use the knowledge effectively, and may cause 
problems. 

The second trap to avoid is being fooled by poor quality traditional knowledge. Not all 
sources of traditional knowledge within the community are high quality. The community 
members can tell you who is good and who is not so good if you ask for help in 
understanding who you should rely on. Always ask the questions in a positive manner, not a 
negative one. For example ask who you should see to solve a particular question, not who 
you should avoid. 

Thirdly, translations may miss nuances of meaning that are important. Young people may 
do the translating, and may not have the maturity to know what they are missing. If 
possible, have a second person translate it back to the Elder who spoke the knowledge. The 
Elder can then correct any misinterpretations. Many Elders say that you can never know the 
traditional ways unless you speak the language. This implies that the better the translation, 
the better will be the understanding of the traditional knowledge being imparted or shared. 

DEVELOP AND PROMOTE A CODE OF PRACTICE 



Staff members and volunteers of NGOs may not have had experience inter-acting with 
indigenous peoples. It may also be that they are not well aware of the ancestral domains, 
traditional rights to resources, or the special ways in which local community make decisions 
when asked to share traditional knowledge. 

Consider using these guidelines as the basis for creating a draft code of conduct that you 
can share with the indigenous peoples for suggestions and ideas for improvement. Let them 
know you are doing this to help them work with you. Suggest that your organization will 
adopt the final draft as official government policy when dealing with indigenous peoples. 

 
NGO GUIDELINE #8: 

ENCOURAGE THE INCLUSION OF INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE 
IN FINDING INNOVATIVE SOLUTIONS 

WORK TOWARDS MEANINGFUL CONSULTATION 

NGOs are sometimes included in the table of participants in an official capacity. Because 
support or advocacy NGOs may not have any real stake in a particular project, it not 
appropriate for most NGOs be considered a formal stakeholder. The role of NGOs is usually 
as a special interest group, bringing special expertise in one focused area. These 
organizations are often simply informed and are not part of the intimate dialogue of the 
project, but are part of the public dialogue. 

This is not true for NGOs that have been formed specifically to represent communities, nor 
is it true of NGOs that have invested financial resources in the project. If you have some 
real stake in the project, and can demonstrate it, do not accept being informed rather than 
being involved and consulted. If there is a clear indication that the parties are not prepared 
to involve your group, and it does have the right to be involved, you may be forced to fall 
back on legal approaches or use the media to gather public attention and force a higher-
level of participation. 

Use this route carefully; confrontation of this sort almost never has clear winners. 

ENHANCE THE CREDIBILITY OF TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

Increasingly, traditional knowledge is included in environmental assessments or impact 
statements. Development project planning is also beginning to be interested in alternative 
knowledge bases. This is a wonderful development from the perspective of indigenous 
peoples, but it may be a problem for proponents and regulatory bodies if they do not know 
how to deal with the requirement. NGOs can play a prominent role not only in encouraging 
the inclusion of traditional knowledge in assessments and in project development, planning, 
and implementation, but also in providing guidance on how this is best accomplished.. 

Care should be taken that the NGO does not mistakenly allow itself to be seen to possess or 
represent traditional knowledge. NGOs that are formed by indigenous peoples are the only 
organizations that truly have this capacity. 

OPEN DOOR NEGOTIATIONS INCLUDING INDIGENOUS PEOPLES ARE BEST 



Occasionally, proponents will carry out closed door, or private negotiations in key areas 
while excluding community representatives. This often happens during government-to-
proponent negotiations in which permits, regulations, or licenses are set out. Both advocacy 
and representational NGOs can take a role in encouraging an open-door policy during these 
discussions.  

  



INDIGENOUS PEOPLES, PROPONENTS, NGOS, AND GOVERNMENTS 

Checklist of Best Practices 

WORKSHEETS 

Reminders about Traditional Representation  

When you are trying to ensure that the indigenous peoples and their traditional knowledge 
are included, here are few things to think about: 

 Encourage the local indigenous to community develop a representative group on basis of 
skills? What about establishing an NGO or indigenous knowledge centre? 

 Consider a liaison to neighbouring communities? 

 Suggest a network of communications and discussions established amongst indigenous 
communities and proponent. Establish local communities of practice or practitioners (i.e. let 
the experts talk to each other, the traditional healer with the medical doctor, the herbalist 
woman with the botanist etc.) 

 Within the joint ventures or participatory research, are team members assigned from the 
indigenous community? 

 Will time and work be remunerated? How have the local indigenous peoples participated 
in establishing a fair compensation? 

 Will the indigenous peoples feel they can influence the project so as to set their own 
priorities with respect to land and resources? 

 Are women and their special skills and knowledge specifically included on the team and in 
a culture-sensitive manner? If there can be no direct contact between men and women, do 
you have women ready on your own staff to be the contact people. 

 Provide for participatory impact monitoring and evaluation ensuring that the perspective 
of traditional knowledge is part of the assessment.. 

 Consider formal or informal partnership or joint venture agreements with the indigenous 
community. 

 Invite the indigenous community to begin joint classification of land use, joint 
assessments of impacts, joint decision-making. 

 Establish some form of equity share or joint venturing in the project between the 
traditional community and the project if it is appropriate. 

 Ensure local non-indigenous communities are included in the project planning and 
implementation, but distinguished from indigenous communities. 

 Are other stakeholders identified and represented as distinct from the indigenous groups? 



 Will the discussions and negotiations use some form of round table, community mentors, 
or other means? Check in the detailed guidelines for a range of participatory techniques. 

Project Design Reminders 

 Are the traditional knowledge holders who will be working with the project credible 
experts in the opinion of the indigenous community? 

 Have the community and proponent settled on a way to make joint decisions? 

 Does the indigenous group need to establish a legal entity, such as a representative NGO 
to have the capacity to engage in negotiations? 

 Will the traditional knowledge system become part of the final decision-making? If there 
is a difference in findings between the traditional methods and the project's determinations, 
how will these be resolved? Will indigenous knowledge be seen as an equivalent to scientific 
methods? 

 How will the two knowledge systems be integrated – is the entire system equitable? Are 
there people available who have the capacity to bridge the cultural and knowledge system 
differences? If not, how will you build the capacity? 

 Does the project plan to provide the community with a science / management interpreter 
/ advisor, if it wishes to have one? 

 How will the project be described to the community in terms that the indigenous peoples 
can understand? 

 After the project is operational, how will the project assess if the community fully 
understood the project and its implications? 

Traditional Rights Reminders  

 What processes have you set up to handle intellectual property rights? 

 Have you assessed the impact of traditional rights to resources and how this will affect 
the project? 

 Have all the land ownership issues been settled? 

 Have you made sure that the traditional people are satisfied that they will suffer no loss 
of rights without appropriate compensation? 

 Have you arranged structured traditional knowledge access agreements? 

 What mechanisms have you put in place to ensure the community is empowered through 
meaningful consultations, capacity-building, and capacity-maintenance? 

 What will you do to ensure that community knowledge is treated with equity and respect? 



Risk Analysis Reminders  

 What steps have you taken to prevent societal impacts of alcohol, drugs, and diseases. 

 How will you invite community participation in identifying potential risks to the traditional 
community from direct impacts on the environment? 

 Have you considered a joint cost-benefit analysis, or joint assessments of impact? 

 How will you and the community measure the project's level of sustainability, in the 
planning stages, and after the project is operational? What mechanisms are present for the 
local indigenous community to understand the objectives of the other major stakeholders 
(the investors, planners, managers, other communities) in the long term?  

 
PROPONENTS, NGOS, AND GOVERNMENTS 

Preliminary Reminders Before You Start 

 Have you checked for the presence of indigenous peoples? 

· Use the simple definition: indigenous peoples are self-identifiable as a people, wholly or 
partially self-governed, and live within a larger nation. 

 Have you been sensitive to the nature of indigenous knowledge? 

· Recognize that traditional knowledge is a way of life, an experience-based relationship with 
family, spirits, animals, plants, and the land, an understanding and wisdom gained through 
generations of observation and teaching that uses indirect signals from nature or culture to 
predict future events or impacts. 

 Have you been careful to incorporate indigenous peoples and their traditional knowledge 
systems as full partners in the design of a project when traditional people are directly or 
indirectly affected by the project? 

 Do you remember the four guiding principles on acquiring traditional knowledge? 

· Cause no harm. 

· Define the roles and responsibilities of participants carefully and in line with culture and 
knowledge systems. 

· Define the information to be collected; specify what information is proprietary and not to 
be shared. 

· Establish the use, ownership of information, and the means to interpret or communicate it 
at the outset. 

 Do you know the key aspects of a relationship with indigenous peoples? 



· Respect 

· Trust 

· Equity 

· Empowerment 

 Have you respected intellectual property rights derived from traditional knowledge? 

· Build in opportunities for indigenous peoples to benefit directly and equitably from 
commercial products derived from their traditional knowledge. 

 How did you handle proprietary traditional knowledge? 

· Allow indigenous peoples to define which parts of their traditional knowledge are for public 
consumption and which are private and confidential. 

· Ask where the development would best take place; do not ask where development should 
not take place. 

 How should you handle access to natural resources for indigenous peoples? 

· Respect and protect traditional rights to natural resources. Ensure that traditional access 
routes and places for hunting, fishing, and harvesting are undisturbed. 

 Have you taken into account the most common reactions among indigenous peoples to 
development projects? 

· Recognize that indigenous peoples feel that they belong to the land, so they may not 
easily accept changing it, or their relationship to it, in any radical way. 

· Engage traditional knowledge systems before initial decisions have been taken to help 
predict the impacts of a project. Be prepared to abandon the project or vastly modify it if 
there is a risk of harm to indigenous peoples. 

· You may be interested in how to make the project work, but they are interested in 
whether the project should even start. 

 Avoid a strategy of including indigenous peoples too late or in a trivial manner; it places 
both the traditional people and the project at risk. 

· Local indigenous people will want to be sure they have the authority to make halt a project 
if the potential damage to the community is unacceptable. 

 Developing a positive relationship with indigenous peoples requires sensitivity. Have you 
though about how this should be done? 

· Understand the local customs and etiquette and train staff who will interact with 
indigenous peoples before contact. 



 How have you gone about including local indigenous people and their knowledge in the 
decision-making process? 

· Make the participatory approach fit the cultural sensitivity of the traditional community. 

· Successful strategies variously include round tables or talking circles, training the trainers, 
co-management, and participatory action research. 

· Participation by indigenous peoples as autonomous groups is an essential ingredient to 
developing both mutual understanding and consensus to set strategic objectives, define a 
chain of expected results, identify underlying assumptions and risks, and select appropriate 
performance indicators. 

 Have you remembered to develop a comprehensive plan for meshing traditional and 
other methods? 

· Include traditional knowledge early and as a complement to scientific or western 
approaches. 

· Leave broad margins for error in predictive models, and include the socio-economic costs 
of the often invisible economy of "women's work" and the special vulnerability that 
traditional women face. 

· Include indigenous knowledge systems in both the interpretation of the knowledge and in 
its implementation in the program design by relying on credible traditional knowledge 
holders. These people can bring traditional concepts of self-sustainability to the project. 

· Assess the credibility of sources of traditional knowledge by using the community as a 
source of credentials. 

· Using science and traditional knowledge together in co-management or participatory action 
research can be a powerful tool to improve the effectiveness of projects, but it requires a 
relationship based on trust and respect for each other's information and for the different 
methodologies used. 

· Protocols for acquisition of traditional knowledge should be defined by the traditional 
community and agreed to by all parties. 

 Have you scheduled work using traditional methods of time-keeping? 

· Instead of using time scales in project planning, it is sometimes better to use indicators 
based on the traditions of traditional people such as harvest times, festivals, and hunting or 
fishing seasons. 

 What about working within another country's rules and regulations? 

· Understand the host jurisdiction's laws and regulations regarding indigenous peoples 
including constitutional rights, relevant legislation, policy statements, and recent practices. 



· ILO 169 recommends that no government incorporate discriminatory practices with regard 
to indigenous people. Where this has not been done, build the development project program 
design so that indigenous peoples benefit in an equitable fashion to other stakeholders. 

 What will you do if the traditional people would like to be paid? 

· If they would like money, engage traditional knowledge practitioners the same way you 
would engage scientists and other professionals. 

· Non-monetary, innovative ways of payment can also include training opportunities, 
construction of infrastructure such as schools and hospitals, or there may be something that 
the local community would like that is special for them -- ask and see what they would like. 

· Build in safeguards to protect traditional communities that are extremely vulnerable to 
unfair exploitation because of lack of experience with, or non-acceptance of, monetary-
based systems of resource sharing. 

Capacity Building and Capacity Maintenance Reminders 

 Encourage a socio-economic capacity needs-analysis be carried out. 

 Arrange for quality translation. 

 Consider capacity-building workshops or training programs for both indigenous peoples 
and for project staff. 

 Build in mechanisms for sustaining the skills and knowledge capacity acquired during the 
project. 

 Ensure financial assistance is provided so that participation will be possible by indigenous 
peoples? 

 Build in mechanism to evaluate and collect evidence of indigenous peoples' participation. 
Use this as a means to improve the performance and interaction the next time. 

Reminders about What to Do If Problems Occur 

It is an ominous sign when trust disappears and confrontation replaces cooperative 
negotiation. Examine your own performance with the community. 

 Did you unreasonably expect self-financed participation by the community? 

 Did you consistently ignore local practices, such as traditional hunting times or sacred 
ceremonies, to suit your project schedule? 

 In consultations, did you forget (or neglect) to make sure the community understood the 
consequences of each decision, and the specific actions that would follow? 

 When confronted with a problem, did corporate managers show contempt for or disregard 
community opinion? 



 Did your staff treat traditional knowledge as a poor second compared to technological or 
scientific knowledge? 

 If you answer yes to any of these questions, you need to re-think your strategy. If you 
are willing to train your staff, then go back to the community and tell them of your findings 
and that you want to change the way you operate to better suit the community.  

 
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES  

Reminders on How to Communicate 

 Has the community named its own spokesperson to media? 

 Does the community have a representative group or team? Have the powers and tasks of 
the team been decided? 

 What other people can step in if some members of the team must do other things in the 
community, or get sick, or must travel? 

 How will you be sure everyone in the community knows what is going on? How will you 
pass your own information to the media and to the proponent? 

 Have you made good arrangements for language translations for your community 

Reminders about Responsibilities 

 What is the schedule, and is it set in a schedule that fits your community's needs for 
harvests and events? 

 How much time will be available for the community to react to questions? 

 What will you do if the amount of time is too short to gather all the answers? 

 Do you understand what regulations the community and the proponent will get from the 
government? 

 What regulatory agencies of government will be involved? What have you decided to do 
to ensure your community and the agency understand each other? 

 To what degree will individuals and the entire community be involved in contractual 
arrangements? 

 What resources can the regulatory agencies offer to the local community? 

 What resources can the local community offer to the agency to help the process? 

 What techniques could be used to involve the general public, and when could they be 
used? 



 Most important, what techniques would your community like to see to ensure that your 
knowledge and expertise is used most effectively in the decision-making part of the project? 
How many people should represent the community for traditional knowledge and for other 
aspects like financing and organizing people? 

Reminders about Getting a Technical Summary 

 What is this project all about, what is it going to use, why is it here, and not somewhere 
else? 

 What is the complete schedule of the project, with dates for each major event? 

 What buildings, or other physical facilities will be built? What about sewers, clearing 
forest areas, digging holes or quarries or trenches? 

 What is the total area of land to be affected directly, and indirectly by construction or 
other project activities? 

 How much water is to be used and is there any way to recycle all the water? 

 Why was this location chosen, and what other locations were considered? 

 How big is this project, both in its development and construction phases? 

 Once it is completed and operational how many workers will there be? 

 Are workers going to be drawn from the local community or brought in from afar? 

 Of the locals, how many will be in management, how many in low-paying jobs? 

 What obvious changes will the community see and feel? 

 What are the waste materials and how is the waste to be treated? 

 What are the planned transportation routes? 

 What are the current plans for post-project clean-up? 

 What commitments has the project already made to other organizations to take care of 
these aspects? 

 Can the community take a role in some of the operations instead of hiring outside 
companies to do it? 

 Is this completely financed? Are there partners? Can the community play an investment 
role? 

 How long will the project last — both the development and construction phase, and also 
the operation of the project? 



 Does the proponent plan for a "permanent" home in the community? 

 Just what is the long-term picture from the proponent's perspective? 

 Do the community and the proponent both feel at ease with local men and women 
involved in the project? 

Reminders about Benefit Sharing 

 Do you understand how the project will make money, and how much it will earn? 

· Check out the profits from similar projects by this proponent. 

 What portion of the profits are likely to stay in the community? 

 Who from the community will be employed and to do what kind of jobs? How long will the 
project operate? Can the community be a permanent part of the industry? 

 What spin-off or support services can be started up? 

 If the community does become dependent on the industry from the project, what will 
happen when the project is finished or does not live up to expectations? 

 If fishing, or hunting, or traditional agriculture, will be reduced or destroyed, is the 
project worth it? 

If the community will receive a financial package to offset the loss of other opportunities, is 
it enough to make up for other changes to your cultural and social traditions? 

 
GOVERNMENT  

Program of Public Consultation  

 Is there a political, historical, or social tie between this community and others? 

 What significant changes to the social, cultural, economic, political, or environmental 
conditions of the community have taken place recently or even not-so-recently? 

 What experience or participation has this community had with development projects or 
agencies? 

 Has this community ever participated in a consultation? If so, was it successful? 

 Who are the community leaders? Whom do they represent? 

 Has there been a recent change in the community leadership; if so why? 

 Is the community divided in its allegiance to the leaders, i.e. will you be dealing with 
more than one faction? 



 What are the political systems within the community? How are they allied to external 
political systems? Does the community in general approve of the project or its ideals and 
goals? 

 What are the respective roles of Elders, men, women, and youth within the community? 

 Who is most knowledgeable about the community's biophysical, socioeconomic, and 
spiritual resources? 

You will probably be greeted with skepticism, but persistent good behavior will pay off. 

  



TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 
WEB SITES 

The following are a few of the most important traditional knowledge web 
sites to be found on the Internet. When searching for information the term 
"Aboriginal" tends to be used by Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, 
"Native American" or "Indian" by the United States of America, and 
"Indigenous" by the rest of the world. This can be helpful in specifying your 
search. 

 

Organization  WebSite

Aboriginal Canada Elders Traditional Knowledge Portal 

Atlantic Policy Congress of First 
Nations Chiefs 

Policy work for Mi'kmaq, Malisset, Innu, 
and Passamaquody First Nations 

Aurora Research Institute A division of Aurora College  

Australian Institute of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Studies 

Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual 
Property Rights  

Aseniwuche Winewak Nation of 
Canada 

Consultation and Traditional Knowledge 

Bill's Aboriginal Links 
List of TK and other aboriginal 
information  

Canada`s Polar Life (U of 
Guelph) 

Indigenous taxonomy, mythology, Tree 
of Life, etc.  

Canadian Arctic Resources 
Committee (CARC) 

Long-term environmental and social 
well-being of Northern Canada and its 
peoples. 

Centre for Indigenous 
Environmental Resources 

Sustainable First Nations Communities 
and a Healthy Environment 

Centre for Indigenous 
Knowledge for Agriculture and 
Rural Development (CIKARD) 

A Center within Iowa State University 

Centre for World Indigenous 
Studies 

Wider understanding and appreciation of 
the ideas and knowledge of Indigenous 
peoples 

Convention on Biological 
Diversity - Article 8(j) 

The cop out article defaulting to national 
legislation 

Danish International 
Development Assistance 
(DANIDA) 

Reducing global poverty and helping 
people to take charge of their own 
destiny  

Dene Cultural Institute 
Coordinating research and education to 
promote Dene culture, languages 
spirituality, heritage, tradition and 



customs  

Eagle's Nest Indian Village 
Advisory and Advocacy services to all 7 
nations in Treaty 7 

EJISDC 
Electronic Journal of Informaiton 
Systems in Developing Countries 

Environment and Natural 
Resources NWT Canada 

Featuring a traditional knowledge annual 
report 

Four World's International 
Institute 

A TK resource base for information and 
assistance 

Gwich`in Social and Cultural 
Institute 

Gwich'in Traditional Knowledge Policy  

Honey Bee 
A Newsletter of Creativity and 
Innovation at the Grassroots 

Honour the Earth 
Native-led organization: geographic and 
political isolation; funding for change 

Igloolik Research Centre 
A research facility of Nunavut Arctic 
College 

Aboriginal Affairs and Northern 
Development Canada 

Re-named from Indian and Northern 
Affairs  

Indian Specific Claims 
Commission 

Renamed from the Indian Claims 
Commission, now disbanded 

Indian World   

Indigenous Environmental 
Network 

Native peoples of the Americas 
organization for education, coalition 
building, and action 

First Peoples World Wide 
Originally called Indigenous Keepers 
Program 

Indigenous Knowledge and 
Development Monitor 

Archive location for the Monitor (1993 to 
2001) 

IBIN 
Indigenous Peoples Biodiversity 
Information Network  

International Alliance of 
Indigenous and Tribal Peoples of 
the Tropical Forests. 

World wide network fighting for 
indigenous and tribal forest peoples' 
rights  

International Development 
Research Centre, Canada 

Canadian government research 
organization working in many aeas 
including traditional knowledge 

Inuit Circumpolar Conference 
Multi-national NGO linking 15,000 Inuit 
worldwide 

KIVU Nature Inc. 
A source for information on traditional 
knowledge and environmental 
assessment guidelines  



Metis CentreMetis Nation 
Carries out research on traditional 
knowledge and its future Downloadable 
information on traditional knowledge 

Native Science 
Began with the Arctic Contaminiation 
Conference and carries out TK research 
in the Arctic 

Native Web 
Resources for Indigenous Cultures from 
around the World 

Native Alaska 
Alaska Native Heritage Center 
representing 11 cultural groups 

American Indian Heritage 
Foundaiton 

Established in 1973 to provide relief 
services to Indian people nationwide 

Native Net A resource for native craft infromation  

Nevada Indian Environmental 
Coalition 

See the Tribal Court Clearinghouse 

North American Native Online The resource center for Native Art 

Nclear Waste Management 
Organization 

Featuring KIVU photos and video  

Parliament of Canada TK and Intellectual Property Rights  

Samefolket (Sweden) 
Cultural resources for the Same (in 
Swedish) 

Santa Rosa Carib Community of 
Trinidad and Tobago 

One of the few Carib communities left in 
the West Indies 

Schoolnet First Nations Web Site 
A program of the Saskatchewan Regional 
Management Organization 

Traditional Knowledge Digital 
Library 

Has informaiton on bio-piracy of 
traditional knowledge for medicines 

UNESCO (Case Studies) 
Database of best practices on Indigenous 
Knowledge (no longer maintained)  

United Nations University TK 
Initiative 

Resources, news, TK and climate change, 
newsetter, pdfs of treaties, etc.events 

Wildlife Management Advisory 
Council (Yukon) 

To protect and conserve wildlife, habitat 
and traditionall Inuvialuit use within the 
Yukon North Slope  

World Bank 
The World Bank Africa program (47 
countries) 

World Conservation Union 
(IUCN) 

The IUCN is a multi-national 
governmental organization and its work 
is important to many indigenous peoples 

World Intellectual Property 
Organization 

Traditional Knowledge as intellectual 
property is fraught with issues. The 
WIPO has made some progress  



TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE NEWSLETTERS 

BIODIVERSITY CONSERVATION STRATEGY UPDATE. Biological Resources and 
Institutions Program, World Resources Institute, 1709 New York Ave. NW, Washington, DC 
20006 USA. 

CIKARD News. Center for Indigenous Knowledge for Agriculture and Rural Development, 
318 Curtiss Hall, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa 50011 USA. 

GATE – German Appropriate Technology Exchange, GTZ, Eschborn 

HONEY BEE: Newsletter for Documentation and Experimentation of Local Innovations 
Developed by Farmers, Pastoralists, 

ARTISANS, AND HORTICULTURALISTS. Centre for Management in Agriculture, Indian 
Institute of Management, Vastrapur, Ahmedabad-380015, India. 

IFPP Newsletter. Indigenous Food Plants Programme, P.O. Box 48108, Nairobi, Kenya. 

ILEIA Newsletter. Information Centre for Low-External-Input Agriculture, P.O. Box 64, 
3830 AB Leusden, The Netherlands. 

INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE AND DEVELOPMENT MONITOR: Newsletter of the Global 
Network of Indigenous Knowledge Resource Centers. CIRAN, P.O. Box 90734, 2509 LS The 
Hague, The Netherlands. 

INTERNATIONAL TRADITIONAL MEDICINE NEWSLETTER. Program for Collaborative 
Research in the Pharmaceutical Sciences, University of Illinois, P.O. Box 6998, Chicago, 
Illinois 60680-6998 USA. 

LA VOIX DU PAYSAN, Cameroun 

LE GRENIER, Service Inter Africaine de Technologiees Appropriees, Burkina Faso 

SEEDLING. Genetic Resources Action International (GRAIN), Apartado 23398, E-08080 
Barcelona, Spain. 

IWGIA Newsletter. International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs, Fiolstraede 10, DK-
1171 Copenhagen K, Denmark. 

IK NOTES, World Bank 1818 H Street NW, Washington D.C. 20433 Monthly Newsletter in 
English, French, Portuguese and soon on local languages 
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