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The ILO's second Global Report on Discrimination under the Follow-up to the Declaration of 
Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, released last week,1 emphasizes that indigenous 
peoples continue to be subject to discriminatory exclusions and practices world-wide. They are 
among the poorest sections of society, with limited opportunities to pursue the occupation of 
their choice, including their traditional occupations and livelihood activities, or to find 
employment. 

The World Bank estimates that indigenous peoples constitute approximately 5% of the world's 
population but 15% of the poor2. They often have limited access to basic social services 
(including education and vocational training) and are disproportionately represented among the 
victims of fundamental labour rights violations regarding child labour and forced labour. Among 
the causes for the high incidence of poverty among indigenous and tribal peoples are the 
obstacles they face in engaging in their traditional occupations and livelihood activities. 

The main problem faced by indigenous peoples with regards to their traditional occupations is 
the lack of recognition of their rights to lands, territories and resources. Throughout history, 
indigenous peoples have struggled to maintain control over their territories but many 
communities have been marginalised and alienated, due to land grabbing, large-scale 
development projects, population transfer or increase, and the establishment of protected areas 
among other things. Lack of respect for indigenous peoples' rights and cultures often lead to 
discrimination against their traditional livelihood strategies and occupations and may also be the 
cause of discrimination against indigenous individuals seeking employment and economic 
opportunities outside their traditional lands. 

Decision-makers are often unaware of the importance of land rights for the exercise of 
indigenous peoples' traditional occupations, as well as for the goals of poverty reduction, food 
security and sustainable development and for the national economy in general. Traditional 
occupations are often unjustly regarded as being outdated or unproductive or are even, in some 
cases, prohibited by law. This is, for example, the case with shifting cultivation in certain 
countries in Asia. Despite its centrality to the traditional economy and culture of the indigenous 
peoples in that region, is has been successively discouraged by the state and other mainstream 
development actors, who regard it as outdated and destructive of environment and wildlife. On 
the contrary, shifting cultivation is actually regarded by soil scientists as a sustainable response 
to erosion and environmental degradation inherent in other cultivation practices. 

ILO responses 

Promoting respect for indigenous peoples' rights relating to their territories, lands and natural 
resources and assisting countries to address land rights issues are key objectives of the of ILO's 
work for indigenous and tribal peoples. The Convention on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples, 1989 
(No. 169), is a key instrument that provides guiding legal principles for the recognition of rights 
of indigenous peoples' to lands, territories and resources. Furthermore, the Discrimination 
(Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. Ill) provides an additional framework for 
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