The Globalisation of Agricultural Biotechnology: Multi-Disciplinary Views From the South Workshop

11 – 13 March 2005

“Indigenous knowledge systems, global food systems and community sovereignty”

Priscilla Settee

 Indigenous Peoples Program Extension Division
Centre for the Study of Globalisation and Regionalisation

at the University of Warwick, Coventry, UK
Introduction:

In educational terms my cultural background today determines the “frame of reference” for my work.  I am a northern Canadian Cree woman who has worked for much of my life as an educator in both community based and higher education.  I have also worked as a community activist something that is not usually regarded or rewarded within higher learning.  It is a tension that is not always comfortable and is one that is faced by other of my colleagues who are First Nations.  When I worked as Program Director for the Engineering Access Program, at the University of Manitoba, I found that none of the curriculum applied to the 45 or so First Nations and Aboriginal men and women who were studying engineering.  That year I put together a course called The Impact of Western Development on Indigenous lands. Most First Nations and aboriginal communities have been negatively impacted by development such as mega dams, mines and deforestation.  As an environmental activist I have witnessed similar impacts throughout the world.   During that time I completed a Master’s of Education which leaned heavily on the engineering course elective that I had developed.  My Master’s degree was called Honouring Indigenous Science Knowledge as a means of Ensuring Western Scientific Responsibility.  This thesis made the case for Indigenous science.  It explored the work of Pam Colorado, Oscar Kawagley, Greg Cajete, David Boehm and others who considered Indigenous peoples knowledge as scientific and knowledge which modern science borrows from.  This thesis also described some of the nightmares that Indigenous communities have been forced to live with as a result of irresponsible science.  The nuclear-bombed islands of the South Pacific, the location of nuclear dump sites that many Indigenous communities are forced to fight.  The thesis also included the impact of such development on biodiversity, land, animals, local food sources, and the many plants and medicines that kept communities healthy and fed and supported a way of life.  

Shortly thereafter I became involved in the work of the Convention on Biological Diversity, with colleagues from throughout the world. This involvement broadened my understanding of the ways that the world’s biodiversity was under threat.  I met Indigenous groups who were fighting against genocide and biopiracy.  Indigenous lands are highly sought after as man’s neocolonial greed for money and resources intensifies.  Some have called this lust for earth’s last precious resources as the new conquistador, a reference to the gold seekers who first colonized and pillaged the so-called New World.  Feeling a great need to document some of the stories of the communities I visited, I decided to record it in the form of a Ph.D. program.  This was not my initial intention but I felt paralyzed by the information from my colleagues in the so called least developed nations, as it reflected the stories from my own community. 

This paper describes who Indigenous Peoples are locally and globally. It defines Indigenous Knowledge and includes a description of Indigenous contributions to the food and medicines of the world.  The paper describes concerns of the impact of some of the new sciences, notably the genetic engineering and modification of foods and germplasm. It gives examples of IK projects in community development and foods within a local and international context.    Lastly it describes some of the threats to the body of knowledge known as IKS and what the Indigenous response has been.

Who Are the World’s Aboriginal peoples:


Aboriginal peoples in the world currently number in the range of 500 million.  They comprise 8 percent of the global population living in over 100 countries (Burger, 1996). They represent thousands of language groups and have developed varied existences based on their natural surroundings.  They are as diverse as the lands they live on.  Throughout time tribal groups have developed a unique and harmonious relationship with their natural surroundings. This harmonious existence has developed from a respect, dependence and spiritual relationship with nature.   


Like my people the Cree, Nahiyawak "or the exact speaking people” Aboriginal peoples in all parts of the world have learned to sustain themselves skillfully under very rigorous climate conditions.  Nahiw, in the Cree language, means one, who is skilled in her/his particular performance, whether it is in battle, in hunting, in practicing spirituality, or in speaking.  Wiyaw means body in the sense of having a human body.  When put together the word becomes Nahiyew.  A Cree person is therefore a person who is skilled or careful in her/ his movements and speech.  By living in harmony and developing a respect of all living things Indigenous peoples developed a symbiotic relationship with nature. Through my various work and visits throughout the world I have noticed a commonalty which exists among Indigenous peoples with reference to plants, food production, and relationship to natural surroundings.  Their knowledge of nature is skillful and precise. 


While Aboriginal people did not refer to their knowledge as "science," they knew the requirements for existence with scientific precision often in harsh climates.   People still know which season and what time of the day that animals and plants are to be harvested as well as which plants are used in healing illness.  People know that each plant and animal has a use as well as a purpose in the natural order of existence.  This knowledge of natural surroundings and biodiversity has been developed over millennia and through a careful process of observation, listening, experimentation and adaptation.

Definition of Indigenous Knowledge

Indigenous Knowledge (IK) has many definitions depending on whether one is a scholar or is community based.  There are probably more questions than answers in relation to IK definitions and because I believe that this definition is ever developing I have included many questions in my definition.  As a body of knowledge, IK, albeit with different names, has gained currency in the last 20 years among researchers and governmental agencies as well as civil society organizations.  Indigenous peoples view IK as something that has sustained their communities since time immemorial. Dakota elder Ken Goodwill states that Indigenous Knowledge is valid in its own right and does not need to be validated by other systems. The Canadian International Development Agency uses the following definition.  Indigenous knowledge represents the accumulated experience, wisdom and know-how unique to cultures, societies, and or communities of people, living in an intimate relationship of balance and harmony with their local environments.  These cultures have roots that extend into history beyond the advent of colonialism.  They stand apart as distinctive bodies of knowledge, which have evolved over many generations within their particular ecosystem, and define the social and natural relationships with those environments.  They are based within their own philosophic and cognitive system, and serve as the basis for community-level decision making in areas pertaining to governance, food security, human and animal health, childhood development and education, natural resource management and other vital socio-economic activities. (CIDA document) Some see IK as a last hope in implementation of a sustainable future.

Others have defined IK as local knowledge that is unique to a culture or society that is outside the formal educational system.  IK is that knowledge which allows communities to survive and is the basis for decision making in health, agriculture, food preparation, natural resource management and education.  Communities rather than individuals hold it.  It is embedded in community practices, rituals and relationships and is difficult to codify.  IK is part of everyday life (SCECSAL, p.101).  Collectivity is central to Indigenous being and the collectivity of Indigenous Knowledge is reflected in many of the ceremonies and teachings. Aboriginal scholars and local people have described Indigenous knowledge with labels that reflect ancient knowledge for community life, well being and sharing values.  In the Cree language this is called pimatissiiwan. A core value is miyo-wicehtowin which means having good relations. Individually and collectively people have since time immemorial been instructed by their teachings to strive and conduct themselves in ways that create positive relationships.  My people the Cree begin each day by smudging with sage which help us to purify our thoughts, actions and deeds.   Smudging insures that our actions will be done with a good heart and a good mind and with gratitude for the gift of living another day.  This ritual also reminds us to perform our duties for the betterment of humanity.    Reference is made to the concept of all my relations, which means that all of humanity and living things are related and must be cared for by one other.   

Northern Athabascan values and world views are similar and focus on self-sufficiency, hard work, care and provision for the family, good family relations, unity, humor, honesty, fairness and love for children.  They also include sharing, caring, village cooperation, responsibility to village and respect for elders and others and knowledge.  Wisdom from life experiences, respect for the land, respect for nature, practice of traditions, honoring ancestors and spirituality round out the outlook of Athabascans. (Alaska Native Knowledge Network poster). In time of conflict or when mistakes were made the emphasis within the Indigenous world was on reconciliation, healing, and fitting back in rather than punishment and isolation.

Even when a person had made mistakes in life, there were people that would counsel them.  There was a process of reconciliation.  It was done through the oral language.  It was done through the elders.  There they talked about that person getting back into a balanced life and were made aware of how (to) focus (on) what was important in life.  And if that person had listened and took the appropriate guidance from those kinds of people and they would get back into a balance and be able to help them, to learn from these things.  To become a part of the family, part of their nations (Cardinal, Hildebrandt, p. 16).

Songs and legends today strengthen community and predate recorded history.   IKS is not a singular body of knowledge but reflects many layers of being, knowing and methods of expression. IKS includes knowledge about economics, politics, music, leadership, transportation, building, astronomy, women's unique contributions, art, literature/stories, humour, and community conduct and values.  Expressions of IKS are interconnected; hence Indigenous science knowledge is not separate from our art knowledge.  The lovely birch bark basket, which has been constructed and dyed, embodies knowledge of science, engineering for strength and botanical knowledge of plant dyes.  Similarly the ancient pot made from the clays of the Missinipe River in northern Saskatchewan is one that has the scientific properties to endure the most extreme heat and cold and is lovely to behold.  Communities which have been exploited for their natural wealth (mining, deforestation, dams) and beauty (tourism) are now the least productive for hunting and gathering societies whose knowledge depends on these natural resources. That being said IKS is not something, which is frozen in time, some knowledge adapts to reflect the dramatic changes occurring within Indigenous community today.  Some communities are in a state of disruption with devastating impact largely as the result of western encroachment and colonialism.  I believe these factors must be figured into the IK equation.

Indigenous Knowledge Contributions: 
Jack Weatherford is a non-Indigenous scholar who has spent a lot of time learning and writing about Indigenous knowledgecontributions.  Prior to writing his book Indian Givers, Weatherford spent considerable time in South America and other parts of the world learning about Indigenous knowledge, particularly in reference to food contributions.  He claims that, 

without the experimental and trial and error methods of early Indian farmer,modern science would have lacked the resources with which to start.  The limited agricultural background of the Old World would have been far too meager and would have required centuries more of research before science reached its present level.  (p. 82)

According to Weatherford, Indigenous peoples in South America were the first to develop the "planting" method (as opposed to the Old World "broadcasting" method) of planting seeds.  Corn was adapted to grow with a protective husk that saved the corn seeds from both drought and insects.  Prior to their adaptation away from wheat-based foods to potato diets, many Old World people died from famine when wheat was wiped out more easily than underground potato crops.  Weatherford states that without potato crop many populations (including the Irish and Russians) would not have survived.  Indigenous peoples of South America were the first to freeze-dry potatoes for storage, and to use after the growing season had come and gone.


In the tiny jungle community of Genaro Herrera, the South American Indians are teaching scientists how to cultivate a wide variety of yams, potatoes, and tubers.  These Western trained scientists have no understanding, knowledge, or language for many of these plants.  Weatherford (1988) stated:

The American crops required new ways of farming that appeared bizarre to Old World farmers and violated all past agricultural principles of good farming.  The scientist working at Ganaro Herrera strive to unravel the complex technology of native agriculture and food processing as much as they strive to understand more about the biology 

of the plants themselves. (p. 82)

Weatherford talks about the general superiority of Indian medical knowledge and pharmacology.   It is common knowledge that Indigenous peoples saved the live of many men who came with Jacques Cartier during the early voyages.  Today the Incas still prevent goiter with seaweed (high iodine content) and kelp is harvested by large commercial ships from California to Peru for a variety of pharmaceuticals, foods, and toiletries (Weatherford, 1988). Other Indigenous medicines are petroleum jelly, oil of wintergreen, aspirin, quinine, and muscle relaxants from curare.  The Andean region has been identified by Western science as one of the eight centers of origin of cultivated plants.  The variety of cultivated plant species is legion.  The Indigenous peoples grow some 1,500 varieties of quinoa, 330 of kaniwa, 228 of tarwi, 3,500 of potatoes and 610 of oca, another tuber. (Apffel-Marglin, 1997)

Similarly Sandra Harding in Whose Science Whose Knowledge, credits the knowledge of Indigenous African cultures.  According to her sources, agricultural sciences developed in Africa at least seven millennia before appearing on any other continent.

Barley and wheat were cultivated and harvested near the Nile and farther south in Nubia more that 10,000 years before the Egyptian dynasties. Cattle were domesticated in the Kenya highlands more than 15,999 years ago. It now appears that the Euphrates River Valley, familiar to North Atlantic schoolchildren as the cradle of civilization was developed through the diffusion from Africa of information, ideas, and technologies. (p. 225)

In the field of medicine, Africans used many of the components of some modern drugs, including, antibacterial agents, Kaopectate, aspirin, and reserpine.  African societies had treatments for malaria fever, snakebite, neurotoxic venoms,  intestinal parasites, catarrh, tumors, skin ulcers, venereal disease, conjunctivitis, bronchitis, urethral stricture, and others.  Mathematics was highly developed in ancient Africa as evidenced by records of an 8,000-year-old numerization system, which was found in Zaire.

While it is indisputable that Indigenous knowledge in the sciences predates much of Western science, and forms the basis for many contemporary scientific wonders, recognition for these contributions is not evident.  The contributions are not only not recognized but something far sinister is happening to the knowledge bases of Indigenous peoples.

The Impact of Globalization on Indigenous Knowledge Systems, Community Rights and Community Development

Indigenous peoples have been very clear in their analysis and understanding of global forces that impact their daily lives.  I have had the opportunity to be part of the process, which is currently underway.  Since Indigenous leaders first stepped into the international arena at the United Nations in the early 1970s solidarity networks developed and continue to grow stronger to this day.  Indigenous peoples clearly understand the impact of western development on their lands.  Food security and food quality are major issues for Indigenous peoples and are critically linked to the preservation of Indigenous Knowledge.   The food and knowledge systems is also linked to the situation of declining health and premature deaths in the Aboriginal communities.  My own community of Cumberland House in northern Saskatchewan is an example of these concerns.  As a result of an upstream dam, which was built in the 1940’s, Cumberland House faced near economic collapse.  This dam wiped out local gardens ,and dried up natural wetlands forcing the wild bird, duck and moose population to disappear from the community.   Any disruption to the natural environment can have devastating impacts on local and Indigenous peoples in a hunting and gathering society.  Cumberland House was no exception. Within a few short years the community went from a thriving subsistence economy to one that was no longer able to adequately provide for all it's members, because of the dam.  Today Indigenous peoples are faced with epidemic rates of diabetes and other preventable diseases brought on by a number of socio-economic/development factors.  The destruction of traditional lands, disappearance of traditional foods, loss of traditional and usually outdoor work and means of production and the dumping of imported, unhealthy and price inflated foods from urban areas are some of those factors.  It's a simple equation a local economy has been destroyed along with the sense of identity and a people’s physical, and spiritual health deteriorates.  Cumberland House is only one example of a community disrupted by development.   Many other Indigenous communities have been victim to similar losses of local food resources.

As if development was not enough to worry about new powerful forces impact our Indigenous communities.  International trade liberalization, investment, and trade agreements are having huge impacts on Indigenous human rights. Some of the developments that concern Indigenous peoples are those that are being masterminded by the most developed G7 countries through the World Trade Organization. Included in this network of powerful nations are the international financial agencies such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.    Lost in the powerful market forces are the dreams and livelihoods of the world's Indigenous nations.  Aboriginal communities suffer the most extreme poverty, resource depletion, and environmental degradation.  Other losses include Indigenous knowledge systems and issues of power, control and sovereignty within their communities.

In our modern world national borders are virtually disappearing and money can be transferred in seconds from one part of the world to another.  Powerful transnational corporations control more than one-third of the world's productive assets, and their production and distribution systems give little regard to national or regional boundaries.  Decisions about locating factories, sourcing materials, processing information, or raising capital are made on a global basis; and a single product may include components from several countries.    Indigenous Peoples have little say in global governance but feel the daily impact from decisions that are made mostly by developed country governments.  Some have referred to the split in the developing and developed world as the north/south divide and others have referred to this phenomenon as east/west.  Whichever term we subscribe to, the final impact can be referred to as the haves and the have-nots in terms of power and wealth.  In order to fully understand how this relationship fully impacts Indigenous Peoples and their knowledge systems a bit of background is necessary. 

Today's national governments are experiencing challenges in their ability to protect local resources and jobs and to hold foreign interests at bay.  Canada's national laws have been superceded by international agreements giving open access to our precious natural resources.   This situation has been developing for many decades.  The impact in the north has only recently been felt as the race for power and control escalates. The disappearance of jobs because of their relocation to the south has had a huge impact in Canada particularly within the service industry largely filled by women.  Work that was previously produced by people with union wages now finds competition in the south where people will work for much lower wages.  This situation is a direct result of the opening of new international markets and trade liberalization.  This same process allows developed nations to dump their products in least developed countries thereby undercutting local production of goods and services.   

From a Canadian perspective the unique political situation of Indigenous Peoples and their relationship with the Canadian government has not been analyzed nor is it completely understood.  The Treaty relationship, which Canada’s First Nations has signed with the crown, has not been figured into the equation of international trade liberalization.  Questions such as what will happen to the unsettled land claim issues and the resources which rests on those lands have not been answered.  Other vital questions include what impact will agreements such as the Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) have on Indigenous knowledge and community collective biodiversity.   Based on the experience other Indigenous peoples throughout the world Canada's First Nations treaty rights could be abrogated. Powerful influences are at work that have unilateral rights and powers.  The General agreement on Trades and Tariffs (GATT) was established in 1947 and embodies the rules on international trade.  The GATT laid the groundwork for the establishment of the World Trade Organization in January 1995.  The World Trade Organization, located in Geneva, is responsible for administering all international trade agreements and declarations that pertain to areas of commerce including agriculture and copyright protection.  The WTO also operates as a forum for trade negotiations, handling trade disputes and monitoring trade policies.  Presently 135 countries belong to the WTO but others have applications pending.  Membership in the WTO gives members access to the markets of other member countries as well as the opportunity to influence future trade negotiations.  Potential members must be willing to open their markets to all WTO members and be bound by its rules.  In theory WTO decisions are made on consensus with two-thirds majorities.  In reality the decision making authority resides with those countries with the greatest economic and political clout, which is the European Union, the United States, Japan and Canada.  The majority of WTO members, especially the poorer nations are without the resources to assess complex economic and trade policy issues with the WTO.

The process, according to most developing countries is undemocratic and the WTO agenda is viewed as the exclusive domain of its wealthiest members.   Such issues as labor standards, investment and competition policy, information technology and government procurement has little to do with the concerns of 98% of WTO members. A coalition of peoples group describe the WTO as follows:

The WTO is not just about imports and exports of goods, but each round of negotiations sees increasing encroachments on every aspect of economic and social activity.  The WTO seeks to extract wealth from the South, to continue servicing both the debt of the North and the burdens of over-consumption within the North.  By bringing investment, services, agriculture, food, competition policy and government procurement under its ambit and inventing 'intellectual property', the WTO undermines people's access to and democratic control over resources, and usurps governments' authority to regulate the economic, social and cultural spheres for the benefit of human development.  The neoliberal, free-trade paradigm institutionalized in the WTO subverts the interests of people both in the South and the North.  The undemocratic and unaccountable system of operation, which facilitates arm-twisting by the powerful over the weak, has created a legacy of greater poverty, inequity, gender inequality, and indebtedness throughout the world.  It has promoted unsustainable patterns of production and consumption and accelerated the destruction of the global environment. (AIDC, p. 5)

It is being proposed to protect Indigenous knowledge through a concept of Intellectual Property Rights.  This belief of intellect as a commodity which can be owned and protected through legal means is unacceptable to Indigenous communities.  The Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) Agreement of the WTO has been the cause of much debate by Indigenous peoples throughout the world.  On one hand, Indigenous peoples believe that they must be present where the protection of their knowledge through non-Indigenous methods is being discussed.  However the premise for protecting their knowledge through property rights is contradictory to community rights.  While recognizing that their knowledge is being expropriated by outside interests,  Indigenous peoples ask how can something as collective as knowledge, and what is inextricably at the heart of what makes community, be owned privately.   For the most part Indigenous peoples have chosen to be have their views understood because to not do so will inevitably result in the undermining their sovereignty and rights to their natural resources.   

Since the first United Nations World Summit on Sustainable Development in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 Indigenous peoples have been participating in many international events concerning sustainable development including the drafting of the Convention on Biological Diversity. The CBD was established in 1992 to  address biodiversity concerns.  It is a work in progress and has been signed on by over 100 countries including Canada but not the United States.  The drafting process has been characterized by unequal partnerships. The wealthiest countries, called the G7 countries, have access to and are represented by lawyers, paid government officials and large contingent of staff.  All of this support ensures that have the interests of G7 members are well represented. Even though the U.S. is not a signatory it wields considerable power within the process.  The Indigenous peoples have few resources to attend and participate fully in the meetings and have even fewer official delegations to negotiate their rights and concerns within the framework of the Convention. 

Since meeting in November 1997 in Madrid, Spain and on a more organized basis Indigenous Peoples primarily from the least developed countries (LDC) have met regularly to express their concerns with the Convention on Biological Diversity and more particularly Article 8(j).  Article 8(j) of the CBD states:

Subject to its national legislation, respect, preserve and maintain knowledge, innovations and practises of Indigenous and local communities embodying traditional lifestyles relevant for the conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity and promote their wider application with the approval and involvement of the holders of such knowledge, innovations and practices and encourage the equitable sharing of the benefits arising from the utilization of such knowledge, innovations and practices. (Handbook of the Convention on Biological Diversity, (p.8)

Notwithstanding the fact that much of the wording of the CBD puts Indigenous concerns secondary to nation states’ interests, Indigenous peoples have other concerns.  Because they are not recognized as parties to the CBD Indigenous peoples lack full participation rights in relation to the drafting process of the Convention.  Other concerns are that the CBD does not recognize the relationship that exists between Indigenous Peoples, their lands and territories and their knowledge and biodiversity.  With the power and control of nation states and the interests of transnational companies who control them, Indigenous peoples have no control over their lands and natural resources.  Parties to the Convention do not address biopiracy (theft of flora and fauna) and uncontrolled access to genetic resources on Indigenous lands.  There is no linkage between article 8j and other international instruments which address the rights of Indigenous Peoples for example the Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.  Such concerns led to the establishment of the open ended working group on Article 8j and related provisions of the CBD.  The open ended working group’s mandate is to establish guidelines and mechanisms for the application and implementation of article 8j and related ones of the CBD.  Its other mandate includes promoting international co-operation of Indigenous peoples and governments and other international organizations.   The working group also addresses implications of the CBD in matters of prior consent, fair and equitable sharing of benefits and in situ conservation on Indigenous lands, meaning the protection of species within Indigenous communities. The work of this committee and other related ones continue presently.

Indigenous Peoples Knowledge Rights and Biotechnology 

A thorny issue has reared its head within the community.  Genetic modification of foods and seeds are being touted by the scientists of developed countries as a means of feeding the world's poor and starving, especially in developing countries.  Many community-based leaders of developing countries or Indigenous peoples have not greeted this latest scientific development with equal enthusiasm.   Throughout the process of the development of the Convention on Biological Diversity many leaders of least developed countries have expressed a resounding cautionary voice opposing the genetic modification of foods and plants in general.   Reflecting similar concerns the CBD's Biosafety Protocol and The Precautionary Principle has been established to ensure any potentially adverse developments will be monitored or studied before they are permitted to proceed. 

Indigenous peoples at the international level are joining a growing number of people who are concerned with the fact that more of our foods are being genetically modified without our knowledge and without being labeled.  Some have referred to genetic modification as anti-life and as white people trying to play god. Others are concerned that there is too little information and there has been no transparency about research whose long-term effect has yet to be determined.  Some concerns include the fact that there has been little to no opportunity for citizens’ concerns to be raised. Some are particularly concerned with genetic modification, which causes seeds to not reproduce, referred to as terminator technology or suicide seeds.   Indigenous peoples opposition to this type of genetic modification is straightforward.  Based on the concept of self-sufficiency Indigenous communities survival has always relied on their ability to save seeds to provide for the next generations.   Largely women's work, seed saving and improvement is based on the idea that the best and strongest seeds are kept for growing next years crops.  Deep spiritual attachment to life giving forces is the prime factor in Indigenous resistance to modification of nature's gifts.  This view contrasts sharply with industrialized countries practices in which today’s seeds have been designed to meet the institutional priorities of commercial plant breeders, agribusiness companies and multilateral finance and development agencies, often to the detriment of local and small farmer needs.   Those who are opposed to the genetic modification of seeds and the impact on food production fear that local control of food production is no longer possible.  The issues of genetic modification, food security, food safety and Indigenous sovereignty is being felt locally as well as globally.

White Earth Land Recovery Project (WELRP) 

One North American Indigenous community whose traditional food sources is currently under threat is the White Earth Land Recovery Project.  WELRP was established to recover the original land base of the White Earth reservation in northern Minnesota.  It's work includes preserving and restoring traditional practices of language fluency, sound land stewardship, strengthening spiritual and cultural heritage through community development and growing traditional foods such as wild rice.  However recently the WELRP has been embroiled in sovereignty fight concerning the seed of life, manomin and patents.   In Australia scientist have been "shooting" DNA from wild rice into the DNA of other plants and animals and claiming intellectual property rights to the process and manomin.   The WELRP has  responded by drafting an Intents and Rights document, which lays out their claim to their traditional food manomin.  The Anishinaabeg claims are as follows:

1. Wild rice is central and sacred to the heart and spirit of the Anishinaabeg and other Indigenous peoples.

2. The Anishinaabeg territories are the center of origin for natural diverse original strains of wild rice.

3. Wild rice is an essential part of Anishinaabeg sustenance and survival, and its integrity is threatened by corporate control and genetic engineering.

4. The right and responsibility to protect wild rice for future generations is an inherent right of the Anishinaabeg, and is further protected by our self-governance, sovereignty and treaty rights (Internet source).  

WELCP has suggested local, regional and national strategies to respond to the threats posed to their manomin.  These suggestions can assist Indigenous groups who face similar challenges and include educating community members of the threats to this local and traditional food product.   Other suggestions include the establishment of laws by tribal governments designed to prohibit genetic research.  Tribes are recommended to do research to find out if field trials are being conducted in the communities.  Tribal leadership can work with other communities to establish protective policies at state, provincial and national levels to protect traditional foods.  They can host workshops for local communities on genetic technologies and threats to local foods.  In cases where patents exist on traditional foods these patents can be challenged.   Community can work to educate consumers and thereby diminish the market for hybrid rice.  Finally communities can educate themselves about international treaties, conventions, and declaration that support of the collective rights of Anishinaabeg peoples.

The Philippines, an International Picture:

Indigenous peoples in the Philippines have clearly identified government policies responsible for the destruction of Indigenous farming communities and their food production and values.

The imposition of the government political system has eroded the traditional socio-political institutions in the village, which served as a comprehensive governing body.  As many Indigenous peoples are subsistence farmers who have a unique non-entrepreneurial relationship with their land and territories must be recognized and promoted. (Khor, p.142)

There has been a cry for the examination of the politics of food and to recognize the merits of Indigenous subsistence farming.  

Most agriculture-related curricula are presently geared toward the promotion of cash cropping on a massive scale.  There is a need to review these present curricula with a view to introducing revisions and even total reorientation to support a food-first policy and self-reliance food production programs.  Indigenous farming systems are now being relegated to being mere research topics for students, while Western farming models are promoted instead. (Khor, Lin, p.141)

Indigenous women of the Philippines have been the impetus for sustainable rice production and meeting their communities basic food needs. Women's major role includes selecting seeds to storing grains.

The interplay of technical and socio-cultural practices seems to have made this kind of farming sustainable.  The combination of green and animal manure, the availability of water, the correct reading of the biophysical signs for proper planting times and the socio-cultural regulations of the Indigenous village leadership help to produce food for a significant portion of the population on a sustained basis. (Khor, p. 127)

Rice farming is determined by the climate of the rice region and depends on the elders' reading of biophysical, hydrological and meteorological factors.   Indigenous rituals accompany the rice growing cycle which includes seedbed preparation, irrigation-canal cleaning, field preparation, sowing, transplanting and care and eventual harvesting of the rice.  The start of the rice season is signaled by the appearance of a migratory bird known by different names.  Indigenous cultural ceremonies accompany the various phases of rice production.

The transplanting of seedlings from the seedbed to the prepared field is a very important event.  A village holiday is usually declared for the ceremonial opening of the planting season.  In many villages, the Central council of Elders identifies a woman of prestige who will wake up early on the appointed date and go to her rice field to plant gabi (taro) to signal the start of the planting season. This marks the start of, usually, a three-day holiday. (Khor, p.131)

Indigenous knowledge in the socio-economic systems plays a major role in the rice production.  Under a traditional leadership structure the council of elders exercises power and authority over the community.  A Central Council oversees the management of agricultural-related activities. 

An important function of the Council is the declaration of holidays to synchronize work during the important phases in the growth of the rice plant.  This declaration is done after careful study of the combination of factors which the farmers deem important in the growth of the rice plants: water volume or level, temperature, appearance of the moon, stars, birds and rainbows, and the blooming of some plants. The use of such natural indicators is a product of long experience, which has some scientific basis. (Khor p. 134)  

Spiritual and religious beliefs have an impact of growing practices.  For example a rice field which is located near a spring is considered sacred.  Cordillera people consider springs to be living entities that harbour spirits who guard the field and the water.  Fields are considered the common heritage of community that cannot be sold or bought.   Every year a ritual is performed to show reverence and respect for the water spirits a life giver for the whole village.

The ritual is a reminder to the custodian that effort must be made to preserve the resource for everyone.  The taboo on the sale of the sacred fields is a form of control to prevent their appropriation for private use.  (Khor,  p.135)

Sanctions are imposed on people who do not observe the taboos.  This is a way of forcing everyone to protect the food security and well being of the entire community. 

This seemingly idyllic Philippine situation has been disrupted by a number of problems brought on by change mostly serving interests of so called developed countries.  The introduction of northern imported high yielding varieties of rice and commercial fertilizers meant surplus rice in community.  These surpluses produced extreme pest problems such as rat infestations in 1986.  The high yielding varieties also slowly replaced the traditional rice varieties whose seeds were slowly lost in circulation.   The government has made a push for converting traditional small-scale farms into corporate ones and introducing a foreign land tenure system based on privatization and individual ownership.  The opening of mines in the regions, which employed able-bodied young people, meant that rice production had fewer workers.  The introduction of Christianity viewed the rice rituals as pagan and forbade them and thus destroyed aspects of the traditional socio-economic and Indigenous practices of rice production. The introduction of commercial logging and government introduction of cash cropping has meant a greater draw on water supply, leaving less irrigation water for rice production.  The cash cropping issue has a more fundamental effect on the Indigenous communities.  The traditional councils of elders were considered taboo and even satanic.  All of these events helped erode Indigenous socio-political institutions, which had a drastic decline on the production of rice.

Related to colonization and to the breakdown of the indigenous socio-political institutions is the legislation, which consolidated state control over national patrimony.  The law, which required show of proof of ownership of lands in order to get titles to lands is an alien concept to the indigenous peoples who had long cultivated the land, based on the usufructury principle.  The papering of this right provided a negotiable instrument, which easily alienated the land from the users/producers.(Khor, p. 139)

Similar to other parts of the world the region has experienced dramatic climatic changes contributing to the unpredictability of the rains.  For the first time in history food security has become a problem and an entire way of life based on Indigenous values and traditional knowledge is being undermined for the people of the Cordillera.  Leaders from this region have recognized the impact on sovereignty that all of these changes have meant for their people and are now working to reestablish local control and a return to traditional farming and land tenure practices. The ancient method of seed exchange is once more making a come back in the Philippines.

Subsistence production has been neglected as a key component of food production in many countries.  It has been shown that if farmers have "ownership" over their production processes and inputs, especially land, they can be productive.  This means that support in terms of research and development, recognition of land rights (whether as farmers or as indigenous peoples), programs for irrigation, organizing and education, and others must be given by government. (Khor p. 140)


The situation for peoples from the Cordillera represents the struggle that smallscale farmers are experiencing in other parts of the world with global agricultural production largely driven by the European Union and American farm policies.  Large agribusiness corporations have enjoyed great financial benefits from these policies by securing markets throughout the globe.  They have done this by flooding the international markets with cheap agricultural commodities, which undersell local products.  Corporate farmers have received large government subsidies to produce cheaper products.   Local farmers abandon any hope of establishing their own indigenous agricultural economies. (Shrybman, p. 44)

Indigenous Community Response:

The Indigenous Environmental Network located in Bemidji, Minnesota was formally established in 1985 to address community well being and environmental issues. In the past it has organized annual conferences to address environmental issues in Aboriginal communities.  Recently it has taken on food and water safety security, climate change and addressing biodiversity issues.   In 2001 at its 12th annual meeting the IEN produced the document Food Safety which was established within a community forum called Sustainable Agriculture, Traditional Food Systems and the Right to Food.  The Okanagan First Nations community near Penticton, British Columbia and addressed Indigenous concerns of food security, food safety and community well being hosted the forum.   The disappearance of biodiversity is directly impacting all three issues. Of particular concern to food and Indigenous Knowledge are the Food Safety articles, which refer to genetically modified organisms and seeds.  Genetic modification poses a threat to native seed stocks and plants cultivated by Indigenous agriculturalists.  An example is the recent genetic contamination of native maize in Mexico.  The manner in which food is produced is another important issue for Indigenous peoples.  Local control and sustainable production are key issues to Indigenous sovereignty.   Other issues identified by the Food Safety document concerns access to and protection of traditional lands and water rights, the conservation of seed stocks and continuation of traditional food production.   All of these practices are prerequisites to food security and the eradication of hunger and have important communal and spiritual practice aspects for Indigenous peoples.  Co-operative and collective harvesting and distribution are required in traditional Indigenous food production to ensure that everyone participates in and receives an equitable share.

The IEN also worked with other groups, which promote food security to produce the Statement entitled Food Sovereignty - A Right for All from the Forum for Food Sovereignty in 2002.  The World Food Summit representing, Indigenous Peoples', farmers, fishers, pastoralists’, women’s’ organizations, trade unions and non-governmental organization voiced their views on food security.

Food sovereignty is the right of peoples, communities and countries to define their own agricultural, labour, fishing, food and land policies which are ecologically, socially, economically and culturally appropriate to their unique circumstances.  It includes the right to food and to produce food, which means that all people have the right to safe, nutritious and culturally appropriate food and to food-producing resources and the ability to sustain themselves and their societies. (Food Sovereignty Document)

This diverse group of people maintains that food sovereignty means that food production must be for domestic and local markets, based on agroecologically-based production systems and peasant and family farmer diversified.  Farmers must have fair prices for their foods and be protected from low-priced imports, which are dumped in their communities.  Food producers need access to land, forests, water, forces and communities must have control of these resources.  Women's role in food production must also be recognized.   Seeds must be protected for free exchange and for the use of farmers.  This means that there can be no patents on life-giving seeds.  The group also call for a moratorium on the genetic modification of crops which they claim leads to genetic pollution of essential plant and animal diversity.  Public investment should support the activities of families and communities, local control and production of food for local markets and people over production of food for export.

International Indigenous movements address food security as well.  The Declaration of Indigenous Peoples of Eastern Africa calls for the recognition of traditional economic systems as viable economic activities.   This document recommends that the World Summit on Sustainable Development and nation states recognize the values and worldviews of Indigenous peoples in the development process and in regards to rights to food, health and education.   The document states that Indigenous peoples must have the right to define policies and strategies for sustainable production, distribution and consumption of food with respect for culture and Indigenous systems of managing natural resources.  Multi-stakeholder Dialogue on Governance, Partnerships and Capacity-Building

Conclusion:

Indigenous peoples knowledge systems have contributed greatly to global health in the area of foods and medicines.  For the most part this knowledge is seldom acknowledged.  Indigenous peoples have suffered devastating losses when they have had contact with colonizing forces.  Today Indigenous peoples are going through a process that has been referred to as recolonization as a result of the forces of globalization. The loss of human rights among Indigenous peoples has resulted in a global struggle for sovereignty.  However this time the issues involve more than just Indigenous peoples. Indigenous peoples, farmers and other concerned communities need to unite around issues of food sovereignty, food safety, and food security.   The well-being the earth and all who live on earth require concerted action.
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