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Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

The Native Renaissance

There is much that 
the world can learn from 
native peoples about 
conservation, and the 
protection of the diver-
sity that we call Planet 
Earth. But it has not been 
easy for these chasers of 
the sun. The lack of an 
indigenous policy has 
meant that in many cases 
the rights of native peo-
ples have been violated.

According to the 
World Bank, ‘ while In-
digenous Peoples own, 
occupy or use a quarter 
of the world’s surface 
area, they safe-
guard 80 percent 
of the world’s 
remaining diver-
sity. They hold 
ancestral knowl-
edge and exper-
tise on how to 
adapt, mitigate 
and reduce risks 
from climate 
change and natu-
ral disasters.’

It is estimat-
ed that in Latin 
America around 
40 million peo-
ple belong to 
600 indigenous 
‘nations’ and many of 
them are in Mexico, 
Peru, Guatemala, Brazil, 
Bolivia and Ecuador. In 
Guyana, the indigenous 
population constitutes 
one of the fastest grow-
ing in the country and 
holds the balance of 
power politically.    

The United Nations 
points out that, ‘ indig-
enous peoples continue 
to suffer discrimination, 
marginalization, extreme 
poverty and confl ict. 
Meanwhile, their belief 
systems, cultures, lan-
guages and ways of life 
continue to be threat-
ened, sometimes even by 
extinction.’

or assertive over indige-
nous land rights and the 
award of titles, accord-
ing to a 2003 study by 
Alexandra Xanthaki.

In February 2017, it 
was reported that indig-
enous communities in 
Bangladesh and India 
were protesting the plan 
of the government to 
expropriate their lands. 
In Africa too there are 
issues regarding land 
and the marginalization 
of indigenous commu-

nities. It matters 
little whether one 
is describing the 
Masai, Samburu, 
or the Turkana. 
The cultures and 
lifestyles of in-
digenous groups 
in Africa are un-
der threat and ‘in 
some cases to the 
extent of extinc-
tion.’

It is argued that 
hunter-gatherers 
make up a fraction 
of the population 
while pastoralists 

occupy more than 50 
percent of the land mass. 
While this may be the 
case there is need for pol-
icies to be implemented 
to improve the quality of 
life for all regardless of 
their circumstances. Af-
rican planning tends to 
see modernization from 
a western position and to 
neglect the contributions 
of the indigenous tradi-
tional sector in develop-
ment.

The African Commis-
sion has pointed out that 
the health and education 
of indigenous peoples 
need to be addressed 
urgently. According to 
the Commission the 

health situation, ‘is often 
very precarious…while 
school attendance is of-
ten less than 50 per cent 
below the national lev-
el and are usually very 
low.’

The welfare of in-
digenous peoples in the 
developed world also 
shows disproportionate 
levels of economic and 
social disadvantage. In 
2006 the aboriginal pop-
ulation was estimated at 
around 2.5 per cent of 

Australia’s population. 
Studies done by the Aus-
tralian government show 
that there are serious 
problems affecting the 
indigenous population.

There is a high rate of 
one-parent families and 
‘indigenous Australians 
comprised more than 
one-quarter of all pris-
oners as at June 2010.’ 
The Australian Institute 
of Health and Welfare 
states that during the 
period 2007 to 2009 in-
digenous Australians 
went to the hospital for 
cardiovascular diseases 
at 1.7 times the rate for 
other Australians.

In the United States, 
a total of 567 tribes and 
229 native communi-
ties are recognized by 
the government. These 
are to be found mainly 
in Alaska. Each tribe is 
a separate ‘nation’ with 
its own distinct history. 
But they inherit com-
mon challenges. Over 
40 per cent of them live 
in poor quality housing 
and one-third of the pop-
ulation are uninsured for 
health care. The lands of 
the natives are held in 
trust by the government 
which makes it diffi cult 

for them to access loans.
Suicide in the 15 to 

24 age-group is double 
that of the national rate. 
Only 50 per cent of Na-
tive Americans in the 
class of 2010 graduated 
from high school and 
there are reports that 
native languages are in 
danger of dying out. So-
cial workers in Canada 
report that a low level of 
education exists; accord-
ing to Statistics Canada’s 
2011 Aboriginal Survey, 
22.8 percent of Aborigi-
nal Peoples had complet-
ed high school and post 
secondary education.

The poor housing 
condition of the Attawa-
piskat First Nation at-
tracted the attention of 
the United Nations. The 
income gap between the 
aboriginal peoples and 
the rest of Canada is so 
big that it would take 
63 years to bridge. The 
other ills include a high 
rate of incarceration and 
suicide.

Given the challenges 
facing indigenous com-
munities how does one 
achieve the native Re-
naissance? The United 
Nations supported steps 
to protect indigenous 
peoples in its 2007 Dec-
laration. But we need to 
go further. The Renais-
sance has to include pov-
erty eradication, peace, 
freedom and security 
and social and environ-
mental protection.

Indigenous peoples 
are key actors in gover-
nance. It becomes nec-
essary for governments 
to respect the land rights 
of communities and to 
enact legislation to bring 
about redistribution. The 
participation of commu-
nities in decision-mak-
ing is central to inclusion 
and can help to shape the 
affairs of the nation.

The conditions of na-
tive peoples around the 
world pose tremendous 
challenges for govern-
ments and policymakers. 
In 2015, more than 50 ad-
vocates for Indian rights 
in Brazil were murdered 
because they highlighted 
illegal logging and min-
ing in Indian territories. 
But Brazil is not the only 
country in South Amer-
ica in which indigenous 
rights are disrespected.

There are reports that 
the Fujimori government 
sterilized ‘more than 

314, 600 women and 34, 
580 men from the indig-
enous population during 
the period 1996 to 2000.’ 
This was done as part of 
a family planning pro-
gram in Peru and it is 
only now emerging that 
the majority of men and 
women did not give their 
consent for sterilization.

There are also groups 
of Indians in isolated 
communities deep in the 
jungle areas of Brazil, 
Peru and Bolivia that 
feel threatened because 
of encroachment by 
miners and loggers. One 
such group is the Koru-
bo of the Brazilian Ama-
zon. The argument is that 

there is need for planners 
to take indigenous life-
styles into account when 
projects are planned.

Indigenous communi-
ties have been caught up 
in confl icts in many parts 
of Latin America. In Co-
lombia, over 2 million 
indigenous peoples were 
affected by internal wars. 
Their lands were used as 
battlefi elds and ‘ refuges 
and fi elds for illicit cul-
tivation of cocoa, which 
has fi nanced the opera-

tions of both the guerilla 
and paramilitary groups.’

Indigenous groups in 
other parts of the world 
also face problems. In 
South East Asia there 
are challenges relating 
to land rights. The Inter-
national Labour Organi-
zation Convention 169, 
‘ recognizes the rights 
of ownership and pos-
session of the peoples 
concerned over the lands 
that they traditionally 
occupy.’ However, it is 
argued that measures to 
protect those rights do 
not exist. In countries 
such as Malaysia, Thai-
land and the Philippines 
the law has not been clear 

What do Achuar, Altai, Awa, Gu-
nai, and Tat have in common? If 

you are not sure, how about Pee Posh, 
PNong, Yapa Yapa, and Yora? These 
are some of the languages of indige-
nous peoples across the globe. In fact, 
native peoples speak about 4,000 of 
the 7,000 languages that exist. The 
importance and value of native peo-
ples cannot be overestimated in to-
day’s discourses about the need for a 
balanced ecosystem.

The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do not 
necessarily represent the views of the 
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The Apatani people of Arunachal Pradesh, in India, are forced to leave their forest 
homes to make way for ‘progress.’

Indigenous peoples of Brazil are forced to move as forests are illegally 
cut for lumber.


