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IWGIA joins celebration for the adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples

n the 13" of September 2007, the United Nations General Assembly, the highest body of the United Nations system, in an
historic session adopted the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, after more than 20 years of
intensive negotiations between nation-states and Indigenous Peoples.

The vote won with an overwhelming majority in favour, 143 with only 4 negative votes cast (Canada, Australia, New Zea-
land, United States) and 11 abstentions (Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Burundi, Columbia, Georgia, Kenya, Nigeria, Rus-
sian Federation, Samoa, Ukraine). Indigenous peoples from around the world, many of whom have worked tirelessly for the
adoption of the Declaration since its inception, were present to witness its passage at the United Nations Headquarters in New
York.

The Declaration adopted by the UN General assembly recognises the wide range of basic human rights and fundamental
freedoms of indigenous peoples. Among these are their right to self-determination, use and control of lands, territories and
other natural resources, as well as their rights in terms of maintaining and developing their own political, religious, cultural
and educational institutions along with the protection of their cultural and intellectual property. The Declaration highlights the
requirement for free, prior and informed consent, as well as indigenous peoples participation in activities of any kind that have
an impact on them. The Declaration also provides for fair and mutually acceptable procedures to resolve conflicts between
indigenous peoples and States.

The adoption by the General Assembly of this long-awaited human rights instrument is a great collective achievement,
after over twenty years of work by government representatives and

Indigenous leaders working in close collaboration. As Les Malezer, Chair of the Global Indigenous Peoples” Caucus stated
in his statement to the UN General Assembly on the 13" of September “The Declaration does not represent solely the view-
point of the United Nations, nor does it represent solely the viewpoint of the Indigenous Peoples. It is a Declaration which
combines our views and interests and which sets the framework for the future. It is a tool for peace and justice, based upon
mutual recognition and mutual respect.”

The real challenge ahead is now its practical implementation. IWGIA calls on all States to seize the historic opportunity
presented by adoption of the Declaration to enter into a new relationship with Indigenous peoples based on the commitment
of States and the whole international community to protect, respect and fulfil indigenous peoples collective and individual
human rights without discrimination.
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EDITORIAL SOl

Migration is a global phenomenon affecting
ever greater numbers of people, many of
whom often migrate very long distances. Current
migratory processes are massive and global in na-
ture, sometimes involving whole countries or re-
gions. Indigenous migration forms a part of this
process, sometimes the most important part if a
majority of the migrants are indigenous.

The articles in this issue of Indigenous Affairs bear
witness to various aspects of the phenomenon of in-
digenous migration, its features and the processes it
involves. Above all, however, they offer an insight
into the way in which these people experience their
migration. Its aim is not to examine migration in de-
tail but rather to offer individual snapshots of indig-
enous migration as it takes place in different parts of
the world.

The causes of indigenous migration are many.
Poverty or a lack of land resulting from the growth in
size of the communities” populations, external pres-
sure on the communities” natural resources, depletion
of resources such as water or animal fodder, droughts,
natural and environmental disasters, armed conflict
and forced displacement are all causes, as is the in-
creasing dependence of local economies on external
trade circuits, as this leads to a monetization of their
economies and the local labour market.

The massive scale of migration and its root causes
are thus setting a global scene of deterritorialized
communities, establishing human groups which, for
one reason or another, are losing or have lost their
links with their ancestral territories, inhabited since
time immemorial. This is particularly the case in mi-
gratory processes that involve a break - often a violent
one - with their native territories, such as forced dis-
placements due to war, drugs trafficking or policies of
genocide and extermination, as in the case of Guate-
mala.

Pressure on the communities’ natural resources is
also causing population movements and forced mi-
grations. Many communities are pressured into such
displacements because governments and states ig-
nore their special rights to natural resources such as
forests, water and subsoil. Such is the case of the in-
digenous migration from the Cordillera region in the
north of the Philippines, as noted in Flora Belinan’s
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article. This situation is widely repeated across the
world.

This abandonment of their territories also has its
roots in the environmental crisis that many countries
are experiencing. In these cases, migrants leave their
land because it can no longer provide sufficient re-
sources for their survival. This is the case of the
Mbororo in Cameroon and the indigenous pastoral-
ists of Kenya. Both the Mbororo and the Kenyan pas-
toralists can no longer feed their livestock because of
the scarcity of land and its poor quality and so they
are forced to leave for the city where they encounter
problems in adapting and difficult living conditions.

However, deterritorialization is also giving rise to
processes of reterritorialization and transnationaliza-
tion among indigenous people and communities. It is
clear that, in many cases, migration entails a separa-
tion and a breakdown of community ties and yet, as
some of the articles in this issue demonstrate, there
are many experiences that show that migration is also
a process by which the native community, through its
migrant members, becomes a part of a chain of dis-
continuous spaces and different social experiences.

But migration and the consequent creation of in-
tercultural interaction and contact leads not only to
discrimination and exclusion. Some of the articles
show that the migration of indigenous peoples has
become a process that enables a reaffirmation of iden-
tity through new intercultural learning and experi-
ences. Migration brings individual and collective ex-
periences together that are often decontextualized
from the native communities but which manage to or-
ganise around a reaffirmation or re-creation of identi-
ties.

Similarly the cities are not always synonymous
with hostility; they are also spaces in which new so-
cial bonds are built. As Frank Sejersen shows in the
case of Greenland, urban centres form a key setting
for cultural creativity and production between Green-
landers and Inuit in general. Migration therefore im-
plies new challenges for the adaptation of indigenous
identities, which are moving towards spaces of great-
er multiculturality.

Migration also forms part of a family strategy by
which particular community members and families
are intended to provide continuity to the community



project. Migration enables new bonds and forms of
community attachment to be constructed, creating a
process of continuity and change. This is why, for
some indigenous peoples, migration has become a
process of “successfully adapting” to globalisation.
Such is the case of the Kichwa-Otavalo people of Ec-
uador, although their situation is not without its prob-
lems given that the centrality of migration to this
group’s economy has introduced new dynamics of
socio-economic differentiation that have an impact on
the native communities.

Migration concerns not only individuals or indi-
vidual experiences of moving in search of better liv-
ing conditions. It is generally a question of whole
families and even whole communities and ethnic
groups that have accepted migration as a way of sur-
viving and adapting to the new conditions imposed
by globalization. For indigenous peoples, this pattern
of spatial mobility is nothing new. Since time imme-
morial the Mapuche in Chile, for example, have
moved within their territories and within adjacent na-
tional and international spaces, now living in large
numbers in the country’s capital.

The nature of indigenous migration in a globalized
context raises a series of questions as to the future of
indigenous peoples and their native territories, as
well the conditions they face at their destinations.
These questions are also linked to the role states must
play both in tackling the causes of migration and ad-
dressing the living conditions of urban migrants.
There is also a challenge facing the international hu-
man rights framework in general and that of migrants
and indigenous peoples in particular, as these need to
be adapted to the new conditions of the world’s in-
digenous peoples. One basic principle must be that
the rights of indigenous peoples are applicable to all
members, regardless of where they live. Cities must
also be viewed as multicultural spaces and not as ar-
eas hostile to diversity.

Alvaro Bello M.
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NDIGENOUS MIGRATION IN CHILE:
TRENDS AND PROCESSES




Introduction

he migration or displacement of people from

one place to another is a phenomenon and proc-
ess that has been occurring among indigenous peo-
ples for centuries. Over time, indigenous displace-
ments have taken place in Chile outside the frame-
work of nation states as well as within them or influ-
enced by them. So although mobility may be a spe-
cific feature of these indigenous peoples, the condi-
tions under which these movements occur must also
be taken into account. The current importance of mi-
gration to indigenous peoples must be considered in
particular, with economic migration — caused by a
decline in local and community economies, a scarci-
ty of land and the subordinate political, social and
cultural status of indigenous peoples - representing
a fundamental break with the greater autonomy of
the past.

The large indigenous territories are thus being
transformed to service a resource extraction/prima-
ry export economic model. The forestry sector is one
example, with more than a million hectares of exotic
tree plantations producing cellulose in the south of
Chile, and the expansion of the large mines in the
north is another. These are changing the nature of
migration, along with the links between communi-
ties and urban areas and the socio-political demands
related to these processes.

This article will describe and analyse the main
trends and processes involved in the indigenous mi-
gration in Chile, with particular focus on the
Mapuche. It will establish a number of factors of
continuity and change in the indigenous migrations,
from a perspective of greater breadth and diversity.

Indigenous migrations:
specific moments and general trends

The current migratory processes of indigenous peo-
ples in Chile are more or less following the same pa-
rameters as in other Latin American countries. The
only exception is the fact that a large part of the mi-
gration is taking place within the national territory,
probably due to the country’s relative isolation, and
other historical and sociological reasons. In line with
the processes occurring in other Latin American
countries, indigenous migration in Chile has there-
fore been linked to two key factors: access to and
control of the land and natural resources of the an-
cestral indigenous territories and the modernisation
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processes that have been affecting rural parts of the
country since the 1940s.

Indigenous migration is thus just another com-
ponent of internal migration and tends to fluctuate
over time, sometimes in line with the rest of the pop-
ulation, sometimes not. The main problem in study-
ing indigenous migrations, however, continues to be
the availability of information and the approach to
take when tackling the issue. In the first case, it has
only been in recent years, particularly with the 1992
and 2002 population censuses, that a disaggregated
database has been available with which to distin-
guish the trends, volumes and features of indigenous
migration in Chile. Prior to this, studies into indige-
nous migration were based on partial censuses, his-
toric studies, ethnographies and qualitative data in
general which, despite offering useful information
on particular migratory moments or periods, did not
enable the magnitude of the processes, their quanti-
fication or different waves over periods prior to the
1990s to be assessed. To this day there is thus still the
challenge of bringing knowledge of the movements
of Chile’s indigenous population back on track so
that it is possible to shed light on the different proc-
esses and their different causes and consequences
over time. This leads us on to the issue of approach-
es, perspectives and emphasis when analysing in-
digenous migrations.

A global study of indigenous displacements must
distinguish between the different migratory proc-
esses that have taken place over time, including
those population movements in the context of na-
tion states and those that took place during the in-
digenous peoples” period of “independence” which,
in Chile’s case, lasted until the end of the 19th cen-
tury. Population movements caused by the people’s
“own” (or relatively autonomous') economic, politi-
cal and cultural dynamics, for example, along with
the Mapuche movements to the Argentine Pampas
up to the 19th century therefore have to be distin-
guished from the economic migrations now being
caused by the country’s modernisation processes,
which are taking place in a context of neocolonial-
ism and internal colonialisms (Valdés, 2007). Forced
displacements that occurred as a product of the new
territorial and political orders brought about by na-
tion states through the establishment of borders and
boundaries, both national and international, land
policies, natural disasters or epidemics must also be
distinguished from movements created by the new
economic conditions, which have dislocated the ter-
ritorial communities. It is this latter phenomenon
that has pushed the community members into sea-
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sonal or permanent migration, a situation that can be
seen more clearly from the mid-20th century on, in
both the north and south of the country.

The lack of information or studies enabling an
analysis of the more historic migratory processes
makes it difficult to distinguish between the different
modes and causes of migration over time. However, it
is possible to deduce some key moments in indige-
nous spatial movements in Chile from the available
ethnographic and historical information. Older cen-
sus information can also be used, such as partial pop-
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ulation records (Gundermann, Vergara and Foerster,
2005).2

Indigenous migratory processes in the north
of Chile

In terms of northern Chile, there are various studies
that bear witness to the migratory processes of the
peoples of the altiplano, such as the Aymara, Quechua,
Linkan Antay and Colla. Some of them are linked to



transhumance imposed by cattle-rearing activities
following the Spanish Conquest. Such activity contin-
ued over long periods of time until the national bor-
ders were established following the War of the Pacific,
which brought Chile, Peru and Bolivia into conflict. In
some cases, this dynamic lasted throughout the 20th
century, although with growing difficulty in terms of
transnational movements. The current migration of
peoples from the Chilean altiplano began, according to
Gundermann (Informe de la Comisién, 2003: Section
I, p.27), some forty years ago, with ebbs and flows in

the northern and southern altiplano. Migration from
the valleys, meanwhile, dates back much further, be-
ginning in the 1930s as a consequence of the impact of
the saltpetre crisis on regional economic activity
(Idem).

For Chile, the War of the Pacific signified the an-
nexation of vast areas of Peru and Bolivia, territories
where the most stable population was made up of the
indigenous peoples. Both the war and the process of
integrating into the new national situation deeply af-
fected indigenous ways of life, their territories, settle-
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ments and spatial mobility. The impact of these
changes can be appreciated if we consider that this
integration took place alongside a process of modern-
isation and capitalist expansion, through the mining
of, first, saltpetre and, later, copper.

In the case of the Aymara, the population dynam-
ics from 1880 onwards began to be marked by the
Chileanization campaigns conducted by the authori-
ties, particularly during the first three decades of the
20th century. These were aimed at increasing and
marking out the sphere of influence of Chilean na-
tional identity in areas and territories that had previ-
ously belonged to Peru. This situation became more
acute around 1929, when Tacna was reincorporated
back into Peru and Arica annexed permanently by
Chile following a referendum. The Chilean state’s
strategy thus contributed to breaking the links be-
tween the populations of the altiplano and the inhabit-
ants of border areas with Peru and Bolivia. This situa-
tion was, albeit in a different way, repeated at the time
of the border conflicts between Chile and Bolivia dur-
ing the military dictatorship of Pinochet (Informe de
la Comisién, 2003 and Gundermann, 2001).

On the basis of the new economic dynamics that
arose from mining activities adjacent to the Andean
communities and the pressure from population cen-
tres along the coast such as Arica, Iquique and An-
tofagasta, the rate of migration increased throughout
the twentieth century, particularly from the 1970s on-
wards. Trade routes linked to a market-oriented agri-
cultural economy introduced new forms of spatial oc-
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cupation and put pressure on the highland Andean
populations to migrate from the countryside to the
city, with a consequent relative depopulation of their
historic settlements. The use of the valleys as a basis
for the agricultural economy, founded on greater de-
mand from the cities, created dynamics and flows
that linked spaces such as the city - where agricultural
products were sold - with the valleys - where they
were produced - and the altiplano, where the ancestral
communities continued to exist. The corporated com-
munities tended to become diluted into a group of
new settlements very often interconnected amongst
themselves, and between which the population
moved on a daily or seasonal basis. The development
and persistence of these processes over the last fifty
years has pushed the Aymara population towards ur-
ban areas, such that most of them now live in the
coastal cities.

Factors in Mapuche migration to the cities

In the case of the Mapuche, the establishment of the
national borders and a situation of neocolonialism
from 1883 onwards meant the end, in relative terms,
of free movements between the nearest territories and
through the Andes, at least as they had taken place up
until the campaigns conducted by the nation states.
“Mapuche country” thus found itself limited to clear-
ly marked out and controlled areas, while the rest of
the old Mapuche territories fell into non-indigenous



hands, with ownership mapped out on the basis of
European and national settlement, spontaneous oc-
cupation, the establishment of towns and villages,
the opening up of roads and railway lines and the
administrative demarcation of the Chilean state. The
period 1883 to 1930 was thus a time of constant and
traumatic movement on the part of the Mapuche
population. On the one hand population displace-
ments were occurring as a result of military action,
both in Chile and Argentina and, on the other, the
policy of “southern ownership” that was being es-
tablished in Chile led to the movement of large num-
bers of people between indigenous areas. The estab-
lishment of European settlements meant that people
were displaced, and they had to move to other areas
inhabited by the Mapuche, causing intra-ethnic ten-
sion and different adaptations that disrupted the ter-
ritorial, social, economic and cultural structures of
the Mapuche people.

From 1883 to 1910, the Mapuche territory was the
setting for a number of migratory processes, from in-
ternal migrations caused by epidemics and forest
fires that affected vast areas of the former indigenous
territory to cross-border migrations to Argentina. In
the mountainous regions of Araucania and Valdivia
province, such as Panguipulli, Villarrica, Cunco and
Melipeuco, population movements took place to-
wards the neighbouring Argentine provinces of Neu-
quén and Santa Cruz. A significant segment of this
population was to return in subsequent years, par-

ticularly following the stabilisation of the Mapuche
situation on both sides of the Andes.

In any case, the occupation of Mapuche lands
by settlers and occupiers did not put an end to in-
digenous cattle trading, or to commercial trade in
general, and the border at Araucania became a po-
rous line. Mapuche contact between Araucania,
Neuquén and Santa Cruz thus continued through-
out the following decades. Despite the effects of
the military occupation, the Mapuche continued
to trade cattle both among indigenous populations
and with the new inhabitants of the Pampas, par-
ticularly settlers and occupiers, as these people
could not access products of the kind made by in-
digenous people, such as articles made of silver,
wool and leather, in any other way.

In spite of everything, the persistent desire of
the Mapuche to continue their way of life, linked
for centuries to the territories of the Pampas, led to
a harsh military policy of controlling the mountain
routes and passes. In addition to mountain forts,
the authorities put in place a range of measures
such as the movement of indigenous border peo-
ples, aban on the movement of indigenous-owned
cattle and the establishment of sanitary barriers.
All these measures ended up destroying the cattle-
rearing base of the Mapuche economy, particularly
for those groups living in the mountains and for
whom this was their only source of food and mon-
ey (Bello, 2004).

In subsequent years, the Mapuche migration
from Chile to Argentina followed a different
course. A seasonal labour force migrated tempo-
rarily while, for some, it was a permanent migra-
tion. The former was linked to work on ranches
and fruit plantations. Migration for the apple har-
vest, to work on cattle ranches and in market gar-
dening had been common since the 1940s. This
kind of migration affected primarily the commu-
nities situated on the Chilean border, adjacent to
the mountain passes, but stories of this kind of mi-
gration can also be found in the coastal communi-
ties and those of the Araucania central valley. A
significant proportion of those who migrated in-
tended to settle permanently on Argentine land.
The depopulation of the Pampas following the
“Desert Campaign” in Argentina meant that the
Argentine authorities were aware of the need to
repopulate vast areas such as Neuquén, Santa
Cruz and Chubut. Paradoxically, many of the peo-
ple who commenced this repopulation process
were Mapuche from Chile.



From the mid-20th century on, the Mapuche mi-
gration took other directions in terms of its flows and
volumes. There was a gradual and growing move-
ment towards the large Chilean cities, particularly Te-
muco, Concepcién, Santiago and Valparaiso. The mi-
gration of groups of Mapuche to urban areas has been
interpreted as a consequence of the Chilean state’s
land policy which soon began to suffer the effects of
the subdivision of land into areas insufficient for fam-
ily subsistence, at a time when families were increas-
ing in number. However, the Mapuche migration
from the countryside to the town was also a result of
the influence of modernizing processes, such as the
boom in and diversification of urban work and the
attraction of salaried work and city life for some com-
munity members. Salaried employment and the cash
income that entered the community in this way were
important for the reproduction of community life, as
well as for facing up to the gradual impoverishment
of indigenous reservation economies, particularly af-
ter 1970. The Mapuche communities thus became in-
creasingly dependent on migrant remittances (Bengoa
and Valenzuela, 1984).

Over this period, migration for the most part re-
lated to men but, from the 1980s on, women began
increasingly to enter into domestic service, while the
men concentrated on bricklaying, building, baking,
shop work and general unskilled labour. Mapuche in-
tegration into the cities was poor and marginal and
their presence outside of a community context made
them stand out, subjecting them to discrimination in
the workplace, as migrant Lorenzo Aillapan relates in
Munizaga'’s classic work.

“I encountered many difficulties and opposition at
work from the beginning. Everyone thought I was
uneducated and that I would always make mistakes
in my work, in other words, whatever I did it would
be bad. They told me that people of my class should
work in a bakery, or as a domestic help in a private
house. They told me that we prefer bad habits above
all else and that if we do well we become proud and
ungrateful to others.” (Munizaga, 1971a)

From the 1960s to the 1980s, various studies identified
this migration, its possible causes and its impact on the
communities. They also depicted the life of migrants in
Santiago, their social and working life, the situation of
women, and so on (Munizaga, 1961, 1971b, 1971b; Ben-
goa and Valenzuela, 1984; Montecino, 1990).

In 1984, Bengoa and Valenzuela indicated the pos-
sible causes of the Mapuche migration to the cities:

“The relationship between people and land broke
down very rapidly, giving rise to very strong waves
of migration in the 1950s and 60s. Not only did in-
fant mortality rates fall, causing a rapid rise in
growth of the indigenous population but pressure
on the land also became unsustainable.” (Bengoa
and Valenzuela, 1984: 93-94).

After some decades, permanent and sustained migra-
tion has brought about the emergence of small neigh-
bourhoods and districts of migrant workers in San-
tiago, on the basis of the successive migratory waves
of the last few decades. This fact has only recently
been demonstrated (Valdés, 1996), highlighting the
existence of districts with Mapuche population con-
centrations of up to 20%, and in which 57% of the
Mapuche population of the Metropolitan Region of
Santiago live. The existence of urban concentrations
of people could mean the creation of conditions ap-
propriate to the reproduction of indigenous identities
in urban areas.

In recent decades, and despite the fluctuations in
migration as a result of economic transformations,
community dynamics and state policies, the Mapuche
have continued to migrate, not only to the cities but
also to smaller towns closer to their places of origin.
In this context, migration, its quantification and size,
has taken on new meaning.

Indigenous diasporas in Chile today

The 1992 Population Census was the first to include a
specific question on ethnic belonging at national level,
and this continued with the 2002 Census, which again
asked a question about ethnic origin. The problem
was that the question changed between the first and
second census, making data comparison difficult.’ In
fact, the size of the indigenous population as calcu-
lated by the 1992 Census was 998,385, of which 928,060
were Mapuche, while the 2002 Census gave a total in-
digenous population of 692,192, or 4.6% of the coun-
try’s total population. This enormous difference is
significant not only in terms of the drastic decline in
number of people identifying themselves as indige-
nous but also because the number of indigenous peo-
ples included in the question increased in the 2002
Census and the question was extended to all people,
not only those aged 14 or over, as in 1992. In any case,
Valdés (2006) indicates that this decline is not a demo-
graphic one but related to the kind of census ques-
tions involved and the way in which the issue of eth-



nic identity was processed in order to enable projected
figures to be obtained.

This difference in figures between the two census-
es clearly has an impact on migration figures and on
the number of urban indigenous inhabitants, which is
fundamental when considering recent migratory
processes. In the case of the Mapuche population liv-
ing in the Metropolitan Region of Santiago, the figure
fell from 409,079 people in 1992 to 182,918 in 2002
(Millaleo, 2006).

This decline between the censuses may be due to a
number of factors. The first and most obvious is the
change in question. This assumes that the question on
self-identification in 1992 was far more open to over-
declaration, that is, the possibility of non-indigenous
peoples declaring themselves to be indigenous, while
in the latter census the question was more precise,
with less room for doubt as to how people had to re-
spond. There are other possible hypotheses that can
be mentioned in addition to those related to the kind
of question asked, such as the political and social con-
text and moment when both questions were asked. In
1992, there was a social fervour in favour of recognis-
ing Chile’s indigenous peoples, a draft law was being
discussed in parliament and the 500 years since Co-
lumbus’ arrival were being commemorated in Chile
and Latin America. This led to huge indigenous dem-
onstrations in support of a recognition of their rights.
In 2002, on the other hand, the situation was very dif-
ferent. The so-called “Mapuche conflict” was taking
place in the south of the country, in a context of a
criminalization of social protest. From that point on,
the indigenous image being portrayed in the mass
media was a negative one, which could prevent self-
recognition as indigenous, given the hostile environ-
ment and devaluing of all things indigenous. Some
others consider that the “decline” of the indigenous
population in the census may have raised a concern in
some sectors regarding a reduction in state budgets
for indigenous peoples (Sanderson, 2006: 112). In any
case, this hypothesis has thus far not been proven. A
third hypothesis is that, regardless of the context in
which they were applied, these census questions had
different logics, and one managed to capture data on
the indigenous population better than the other. It
may be possible to make a better analysis of the pos-
sible causes of this discrepancy at the time of the next
census, provided the question does not change again.

In recent years, a number of studies have been
conducted on the basis of the 1992 and 2002 census
information. In some cases, the censuses have con-
firmed or refuted ideas put forward on the basis of
case studies or samples. Among other things, the cen-

suses confirmed some of the findings made by studies
prior to 1992, which indicated a growing process of
masculinisation of the Mapuche population in rural
areas as an effect of the significant migration of wom-
en. The women who leave are generally those of re-
productive age, thus presumably affecting the repro-
ductive processes of the rural Mapuche population in
general.* One study conducted on the basis of figures
from the 1992 Census confirmed the existence of this
trend but also offered an additional finding: of the
women who migrate, most of them between 18 and 28
years of age, a very high percentage — 50% - return to
their communities, most of them from Santiago, while
the men do so to a lesser degree from Argentina (Ben-
goa, 1997: 23). On this basis, Bengoa comes to a very
important conclusion or hypothesis. Firstly, he as-
sumes that a significant number of these women will
return with their children in order to look after their
elderly parents in the village. If this is the case, this
forms an important migratory counter-tendency,
“given that it would offer better reproductive condi-
tions for Mapuche society” (Idem.).

Bengoa’s second finding was an increasing trend
towards salaried work in the indigenous communi-
ties. The expansion of the forestry sector, bordering
onto the indigenous communities, is one pole of at-
traction for this workforce although temporary work
harvesting export fruit crops in the country’s central
region is also important, along with a series of other
new jobs in the large cities.

The 2002 Census showed that the indigenous pop-
ulation migrate more frequently than the non-indige-
nous (INE/MIDEPLAN, 2005: 41). It also showed
that, among the indigenous population, the Rapanui
are the group that migrates most frequently (11.57%)
while the Aymara migrate the least (3.44%), with the
Mapuche more or less in the middle.

Despite the difficulty of comparison with the 1992
Census, the 2002 Census also confirmed the trend for
indigenous men, all groups considered, to migrate
more than women, in contrast to other countries of
Latin America. The exception to this is in the case of
the Mapuche from the Bio Bio and Araucania regions,
where migration is higher amongst the women. The
census also showed that the main poles of attraction
for the migrant indigenous population are the Metro-
politan Region of Santiago, Araucania region and Los
Lagos/Los Rios regions. These are the regions that are
experiencing the highest levels of out-migration,
which shows that a great deal of migration centres
around areas historically inhabited by indigenous
peoples. When migration is towards more distant ar-
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eas, the destination tends to be Santiago (INE/MIDE-
PLAN, 2005: 42-43).

The 2002 Census enables us to confirm a trend to-
wards the salaried employment of the rural Mapuche
workforce. However, 43.5% of the rural indigenous
population work as farmers, while most of those in
the city are unskilled workers, employees, office
workers and sales people, according to the census cat-
egories.

Indigenous migration to the cities

Over the course of the last few decades, indigenous
migratory trends in Chile have followed the same
course, to the point where 64.8% of the indigenous
population now live in urban and 35.2% in rural are-
as, although these figures are below the national to-
tals (86.6% urban and 13.4% rural). This not only
demonstrates the significance of the indigenous rural-
urban migration but also probably reflects a greater
self-identification on the part of the urban indigenous
as such. If this is the case it would show that, whilst
migration to the cities is a factor of cultural loss (lack
of use of language, weakened links and social interac-
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tions on the basis of ethnicity, etc.), it does not neces-
sarily mean a loss of identity, as was once thought.

According to the 1992 Census, most of the Mapuche
population were living in urban areas, and specifi-
cally in the urban districts of the Metropolitan Region,
where 43% of Mapuche aged 14 years or over were
living. Some of the districts with the highest percent-
age of Mapuche were: Lo Prado (16.2%), Renca
(15.3%), San Ramon (15.1%), La Pintana (15.1%) and
Pedro Aguirre Cerda (15.0%). These districts had large
Mapuche populations (15 districts with a concentra-
tion of more than 10% Mapuche) and were also
among the urban districts with the highest levels of
poverty.

In the workplace, the most common jobs for peo-
ple living in these districts were, according to the 1992
Census: self-employed trading activities, office work-
ers, public sector employees, bricklayers and other
building-related jobs, domestic work, freight trans-
port workers, teachers (particularly the women),
cashiers, secretaries. Most of the work is low skilled
and hence low paid, and this seems to have a struc-
tural aspect because Munizaga recorded a similar
composition in the employment structure at the start
of the 1970s (Munizaga, 1971a), which explains the



poverty in which urban Mapuche live and how it is
also closely linked to the quality of - and access to -
education.

On the basis of the 2002 Census, the National Cor-
poration for Indigenous Development (CONADI)
conducted a study in selected districts, gathering data
that would enable it to illustrate the growing urbani-
zation of Chile’s indigenous population (Sanderson
2006). 76.3% of the Aymara population were found to
be living in urban areas and 23.6% in rural areas. Most
of the Aymara were involved in trade (23%), agricul-
ture (21%) and transport (10%), three economic activi-
ties that they have linked through small family enter-
prises. Among the Atacamefio or Likan Antay of the
Antofagasta region, the situation is much the same:
79.9% of the population is urban, while 20.3% is rural.
According to the census, the Quechua numbered
6,175 people in Chile, i.e., 0.8% of the country’s total
indigenous population.

There are deep inequalities between men and
women within the Mapuche work structure. While
the men become involved in areas of work that allow
them some degree of social mobility, the women con-
tinue to be trapped in the “captivity” of domestic
work.? This situation has deeply marked relations be-
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tween the productive and reproductive spheres at
family and community level, along with that estab-
lished by Mapuche men and women.

Another important fact that was already high-
lighted in the 1992 Census is the high number of peo-
ple migrating to study. A significant number of young
people who migrate do so to complete their primary
and secondary school education, and thus both cen-
suses show an increase in numbers of people with
higher levels of education. This is important as it
means that the profile of the population in terms of its
training and preparation for the working world is
changing and the possibilities for upward social mo-
bility are improving. In fact, the migration of some
family members or even whole families to the city is
related to strategies linking the move to the need for
their children to continue their education, which they
would not be able to do if they remained in the coun-
tryside where there are neither the resources nor in-
frastructure for this. Some families even have two
homes, one in the town and one in the country, be-
tween which family members move. Many of these
second homes, located in poor sectors of medium-
sized towns such as Temuco, Concepcién or Villarrica
in the south of Chile, or Arica, Iquique or Antofagasta
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in the north of the country, serve to house children in
secondary or higher education.

As another study has indicated (Bello, 2002), the
indigenous migration, particularly the Mapuche mi-
gration to the cities, is creating new challenges for
the rural world, for the Mapuche’s political projects
and their demands for recognition of their rights.
One of the visions that exists within the organisa-
tions is that the political struggle must take place es-
sentially on the ancestral lands, in the old communi-
ties and, although there has recently been some inte-
gration of urban and rural political processes, the
rhetoric and demands of the Mapuche continue to
highlight their interest in the rural sphere, tending to
overlook the city as a space in which to make de-
mands. This does not mean that urban demands do
not exist; the problem is that they carry less weight
in general within the Mapuche political strategy, as
it is thought that a move towards the urban sphere
would weaken this strategy.

Several works have, however, shown an increase
in urban indigenous organisations, and an increased
visibility of indigenous people in the cities through
the resumption of traditional fiestas and ceremonies
or the creation of organisations and organisational
spaces in general (Millaleo, 2006; Bello 2002). These
processes can be interpreted as part of a strategy of
ethnic reaffirmation and promotion of their identity
in a context (the city) that has generally been hostile
to indigenous people, whether Mapuche, Aymara,
Rapanui or other. In addition, the implementation of
a state indigenous policy from 1992 onwards has had
a strong impact on indigenous organisation in gen-
eral. The existence of state programmes and projects
has encouraged the formation of different kinds of
organisation in the city, increasing indigenous visi-
bility and creating spaces for migrants that previ-
ously did not exist, despite the lack of an explicit
policy for them.

This is important if we consider that migration,
as we have said, does not imply an automatic loss of
identity. On the contrary, the migrants — or at least
some of them — take with them a great deal of knowl-
edge and a whole range of practices that they re-cre-
ate and develop in the cities (Abarca, 2006; Bello,
2002).

Despite this, the state’s concern for migrants and
for the urban indigenous population has been rela-
tively minor. It has implemented programmes and
policies which, whilst recognising the existence of an
urban indigenous population, have not managed to
grasp the magnitude and impact that migration has
on its subjects and their communities. In the Chilean

context of neoliberal modernization, migration goes
hand in hand with economic transformation, with
higher levels of salaried employment and with a
transformation of rural life into something now
closely linked to the city. The main problem lies in
recognising the rights of migrants and implement-
ing specific policies for the urban population. Only
recently has a policy aimed at the urban indigenous
population begun to be developed (Comisién Aseso-
ra Ministerial, 2006). The aim is to begin to have a
more integrated view of those who have migrated to
the cities and who, because of their indigenous sta-
tus, continue to be the victims of direct discrimina-
tion or of a more complex form of discrimination
that takes place by means of meagre incomes and
jobs, exclusion, poverty and less opportunities in
general. However, this policy is not aimed at ad-
dressing the problem of migration itself but rather
the situation of those already living in the cities.

One of the problems with this new policy is the
state’s insistence on treating the “indigenous prob-
lem” as a poverty-based issue that can be resolved
by means of welfarist policies “with identity” which,
basically are no different from any other social poli-
cies. It is clear that the arrival of migrants into the
cities represents a challenge for the state in terms of
improving services, working conditions and over-
coming discrimination. However, the search for wel-
farist solutions does not enable the deeper issues fac-
ing indigenous people in Chile today to be confront-
ed.

The alternative to welfarist policies would be the
implementation of a policy that takes account of the
different causes and effects of indigenous migration.
Rather than a disjointed view of the indigenous real-
ity, rural on the one hand and migrant on the other,
migrants on the one hand and permanent urban res-
idents on the other, this would require a policy of
recognition of rights that would enable actions and
measures to be formulated in relation to different
spheres, approaches and views.

Finally, indigenous migration in Chile raises the
need to revise concepts of what is rural, interactions
between the countryside and the city, between com-
munity identities and identities that develop in ur-
ban areas. Otherwise, indigenous migration will
continue to be seen as a factor linked only to the
countryside, as a world apart from the city. a



Notes

1 It would be foolish to conceive of colonial and Republican in-
digenous dynamics in Chile without the clear influence of the
neighbouring states in formation. The interaction and inter-
ethnic relations were key to the processes of transforming in-
digenous societies, even before the processes of neocolonial
incorporation and subordination, which began towards the
end of the 19th century.

2 Such as the 1907 Census, which recorded the Mapuche popula-
tion in la Araucania and the more southerly provinces.

3 In 1992 the question was one of self-identification whilst in
2002 it was about belonging. Thus the 1992 question, addressed
to people of 14 years or more, asked “If you are Chilean, do you
feel you belong to one of the following cultures?: Mapuche, Ay-
mara, Rapanui, None of the above”. The 2002 question, put to
all people, was “Do you belong to one of the following native
or indigenous peoples?: Alacalufe (Kawaskar), Atacamefio,
Aymara, Colla, Mapuche, Quechua, Rapanui, Ydmana (Yagéan),
None of the above”.

4  Women migrate in high numbers but the migratory trend is
slightly towards men if we look at global indigenous migration
figures.

5 Nationally, the figures for Mapuche women in domestic work
are 26%. In the urban districts of Santiago with a high popula-
tion of Mapuche (mentioned above), the percentage varies be-
tween 19% and 24%. The city of Temuco has the highest figure,
38% of the economically active female population are in do-
mestic work. Own calculations. Source: 1992 National Census
of the Population.
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ETHNOCIDE AND IDENTITY
IN THE MEXICAN EXILE
OF THE GUATEMALAN MAYA

Carlos Camacho Nassar!




The Maya of Guatemala have long crossed the bor-
der into Mexico to work on the coffee plantations of
Chiapas, and this migration in search of work has
become one of their strategies for material reproduc-
tion. This article describes another, qualitatively dif-
ferent, migration, caused by the violence of the early
1980s onwards and which led to significant trans-
formations in Mayan identities. This migration, as-
sociated with genocide and ethnocide, continues to
this day, towards both Mexico and the USA, because
the structural causes that led to a four-decade-long
war have still not been remedied.

n 1972, the Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres

(‘Guerrilla Army of the Poor’) crossed the Mexi-
can border into Guatemala. Their political agenda
included ethnic issues and their political and mili-
tary leadership incorporated Maya.? Exclusion,
discrimination and poverty were prevalent in the
areas where the guerrillas established themselves
and, consequently, the seeds of organised support
for the insurgents could be seen among local peas-
ant farmers.® This was the justification used by the
army for their indiscriminate targeting of the civil-
ian population. To them, women, children and the
elderly were their enemies and this was how they
rationalized their massacres and scorched earth
operations.*

The Guatemalan Maya lived primarily in small,
relatively isolated, rural hamlets, farming largely for
subsistence® and with links to the market at municipal
level.® There were almost no basic public services in
these small villages and linkages with the national
state were poor. The victims of the appalling genocide
unleashed by the Guatemalan army were massacred
and thrown out by an entelechial state that was, in
practical terms, a remote structure whose only contact
with the Maya was to dispossess them of their lands,
compel them into forced labour, recruit them into the
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armed forces and charge them taxes that were beyond
their capacity to pay.

Initial migration: from the altiplano to
the northern plains

The contradictions present in Guatemalan society,
and in particular the lack of land in the most popu-
lated altiplano (highland) areas, led to zones along the
agricultural frontier being settled from the 1960s on-
wards. The border regions with Mexico were the main
pole of attraction, in particular Ixcan in Quiché de-
partment and also the department of Petén.
Colonization of the northern forests was also un-
derpinned by a religious legitimisation. For the Maya,
it was a question of building a just society on a new
land, untainted by segregation and social injustice.
This population flow represented a founding move-
ment that left forced labour, the exploitation of the
plantations and racism behind. In Guatemala, this
was tantamount to a criticism of the status quo and, as
such, for the army and the oligarchy it placed these
pioneers in an ideological niche that was closer to the
former Soviet Union than their Mayan ancestors.

“The State could not tolerate the existence of a coop-
erative movement that was outside of its control,
and so it resorted to violent repression. The most
tragic instance was that of the Ixcin Grande RL co-
operative. This covered an area of 2,288 manzanas
and incorporated 2,200 families (...) Family income
increased from 300 to 2,000 dollars between 1970
and 1976. The cooperative’s success was dangerous
for the government as it represented a model that
could be followed by other peasant farmers (...) Ar-
my action in Ixcin between 1975 and 1982 resulted
in the loss of 773 civilian lives, justified by a coun-
ter-insurgency campaign in the region.””

The need for land, along with a desire to free them-
selves from seasonal migration and from poverty,
were at the root of the settler movement. And this
movement found its ideological legitimisation in the
Mayan interpretation of the Bible, which embraced
the mosaic concept of the Exodus. At around the same
time, just like in Guatemala, the Maya of the Altos de
Chiapas were migrating to the Lacandon Forest and
to the Mexican Ixcan, also with the support of the
Catholic church. This migration could also be consid-
ered a founding movement.
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“Their catechism firmly underlined the analogies
between the migration of the Tzeltal to the forest and
the departure of the Hebrews for the Promised Land
(...) “God wants us to leave for freedom like the an-
cient Jewish people,” the religious leaders said. “The
Jewish people were living on the lands of another
people (...), the land was not theirs. They were work-
ing as slaves, suffering many needs. Then God spoke
into the heart of one of the leaders and told him: I
have seen the suffering of My people, I have heard
their cry because of the men who make them work. I
have come down to save them from their suffering
and 1 shall take them to a better land.” ®

This drew the Maya communities of the Guatemala/
Mexico border together in a spirit of organisation that
surpassed the bounds of traditional communities.
The Guatemalan and Mexican Ixcan formed an eco-
nomic, social and cultural region that took no account
of borders and had a socio-economic dynamic that
was, in some ways, unaffected by developments in
either country.

Second migration: from hell to Mexico

The Guatemalan state’s policy of genocide, which
was at the immediate origin of the exodus of Guate-
malan refugees, was a tragedy that will never be for-
gotten by those who suffered its effects. The Report of
the Commission for Historical Clarification estab-
lished that the Guatemalan army had committed gen-
ocide against the Maya. And, with this, it unleashed
political, social and cultural processes that caused
changes in the way in which ethnic and cultural iden-
tities were defined on both sides of the border.

The Maya living in the war zones found themsel-
ves faced with the dilemma of remaining in their vi-
llages with the risk of further massacres, fleeing el-
sewhere in the country or abandoning it altogether
for Mexico, Honduras or Belize.

“There is no explanatory provision in the divine system
of the Ixil for the destruction of entire villages, massacres
of children, the rape and dismembering of women and
the torture of men, women and children”. °

Most recall the topic of daily conversation on the dif-
ficult journey through the forest as being centred
around how soon they would be able to return. Little
did they know that they would spend more than a
decade abroad and that their culture and the structure
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of their social relations would suffer transformations
that were to give a whole new shape to their identity.

During the government of General Efrain Rios
Montt, a minister in the Church of the Word,!° the re-
pression took on a religious aspect. Catholics were
associated with the uprising and, as such, were wat-
ched, persecuted, kidnapped, beaten up, tortured, di-
sappeared and murdered."

The concrete representation of this tragedy could be
seen in the flight to Mexico, Belize, Honduras and other
countries, even as far as the USA, of more than 100,000
people, of which around 47,000 obtained their refugee
status in Mexico and a little over 2,000 in Belize.

“...what with helicopter bombardments on the one
hand and army attacks on the other, what could we do?
There was nothing for it but to go so we left for Mexico.
As my house was 30 minutes from the border, and we
had even bought food in Mexican shops, I knew the
way. By ten o’clock I was at the border, I crossed it and
then I could relax, I was out of danger now.” >

Through exile, the refugees” awareness changed in two
important ways: first, the provincialism of their native
villages became transformed into a national vision in
which the borders of the community expanded until
Guatemala was conceived of as their country and, sec-
ond, the violence acquired a political and social expla-
nation that became a factor of cohesion and identity.

The refugees’ organisational history was related to
the process of rebuilding their identity. The exodus
and refuge meant adding new points of reference to
their symbolic order of identity. An understanding of
the political as a category that surpasses the bounda-
ries of local traditionalism was one unexpected ele-
ment in this new discourse.

Despite the proximity of Mexico, travelling
through the dense tropical forests with children, ex-
pectant mothers, the wounded, elderly and sick, with
no food and carrying the few belongings they had res-
cued from their poor villages was a difficult journey.

“...we passed by where a massacre had taken place
eight days previously in order to reach a refugee
camp called Fortuna. We were four families, but
there we had to walk around the dead bodies that had
been left by the army along the path, in the bush.
Once, we found a pile of bodies covered with leaves,
we didn’t stop to find out how many, all we wanted
to do was get out of there ...”"

The arrival of the refugees in Mexico created a diffi-
cult situation along the border. The first groups that
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settled in the border area were relatively small in
number and it seemed unlikely they were going to in-
crease in the near future.

“When they arrived they were anaemic, malnour-
ished and exhausted. They were a group of families
that had come from the cooperatives, that had fled
their villages in May of that year. In other words,
they had been walking through the forest from May
until October, trying unsuccessfully to find a way of
getting into Mexico but there were always obstacles
in their path. Hounded by the military, the only way
they could avoid being seen was not to start any
fires and so they ate no cooked food throughout all
this time. They lived on roots, fruits and leaves.
Within a week we had already buried around a hun-
dred of them, particularly children, the children
were dying on us like flies.”*

Many of the Guatemalans who fled to Mexico did not
obtain recognised refugee status. They settled in Mex-
ican communities, most of them as farm labourers
and some of them renting land to farm.

In Chiapas it is estimated that there were around
23,000 refugees in 128 camps concentrated in the areas
of Comalapa, Las Margaritas and La Trinitaria. Nine-
ty percent of these were Maya peasant farmers.
Among the Maya, the Q’anjob’al (51%), the Mam
(16%) and the Chuj (15.6%) were the most prevalent
groups, all from the department of Huehuetenango
on the border with Mexico. In lesser proportions were
the Jakaltekos (7.2%), the K’iche’ (0.2%), other ethno-
linguistic groups (0.3%) and non-indigenous people
(9.7%). Of these, 75% were women and children and
6.5% were female-headed households. Estimates for
Quintana Roo indicate that there were around 6,000
refugees in four settlements, also mostly Maya from
the following groups: Q’anjob’al (32%), Mam (31%),
Q’eqchi” (20%), K’iche” (5.5%), Jakalteko (4.5%), Ka-
qchikel (2.5%) and others (3.5%). Here, 56% of the
refugee population was under the age of 15. In Cam-
peche there were approximately 12,500 refugees, pre-
dominantly from the following groups: Mam (27%),
Q’anjob’al (20%), K’iche’ (13.1%), other indigenous
groups (8%) and Spanish speakers (28.7%)."5

This combination of people from different ethno-
linguistic groups, backgrounds and experiences led to
rapid socio-cultural change. Indigenous and non-in-
digenous peoples with different traditions and lan-
guages had to understand each other and face up to
the new conditions that were thrusting them upon ea-
ch other in a foreign land and where their status im-
plied restricted movements.

“...to avoid problems during the migration, indige-
nous women stopped wearing their traditional dress
so that they wouldn’t be recognised (...). Elderly
women were opposed to this, considering it disre-
spectful to leave behind the clothes that they had worn
since childhood and to start the last stage of their lives
in light clothes in which they felt uncomfortable.”®

Neither the refugees nor the Mexican peasant farmers
thought that this situation was going to be a long-
term one. Social and economic links were thus created
on the basis of an incorrect assumption. In other
words, when the refugees arrived, the Chiapas farm-
ers offered them all the support their scarce means
permitted, from hospitality, food, medicines and
clothes to land on which to live and grow food. But
conflicts arose. Scarce services, land and jobs were in-
sufficient for both refugees and locals and rivalry
erupted, the intensity of which depended on the na-
ture of each area of refuge. Although the Mexican
farmers in the border areas were aware of the wide-
spread conflict in Guatemala, the mass exodus had
still come as a surprise.

While the refugees acknowledged the Mexicans’
hospitality and the efforts of the local Chiapas farmers
to help them adapt to a different reality and even
overcome the communication problems that arose,
they were also aware of the problems their presence
caused to some communities:

“We realised that we were affecting our Mexican
brothers, because trees were being used up, the hills
were becoming bare. They never told us to go. But we
realised that we were causing them problems...”"

The Diocese of San Cristébal de Las Casas bought
land on behalf of Mexican cooperatives which it allo-
cated temporarily to the refugees; once they had re-
turned to Guatemala it was to be given permanently
to the cooperatives.

Even in the context of these problems, particularly
problems deriving from a lack of land, relations bet-
ween the Chiapas communities and the refugees ne-
ver caused unmanageable levels of conflict. Since
1994, it has not been possible to dissociate these rela-
tionships from the Zapatista uprising:

“...this changed (...) with the armed conflict that
arose in Chiapas. Then the communities suffered, as
did all the Mexican communities in the area, the
problems of the army’s presence, and the problems of
internal displacement that was occurring in Chia-
pas. Conflicts did arise in some cases between the



two communities but this was a factor that compli-
cated their presence in Chiapas and could be seen in
the issue of land, which was not a passing problem
but a structural problem of Chiapas state (...). On
closer inspection, however, in their cooperative com-
munity or indigenous community environment in
general, their relationships were viewed positively
by both cooperative members and cattle farmers in
the area. In general, the Guatemalan presence in the
region was viewed positively. The problem arose
from 94 on, when everything became confused and
problems of confrontation, social polarisation arose
and so then the refugee issue no longer enjoyed the
same sympathy as in the past.”'®

Finding themselves in a different society, with neither
the repression nor the appalling racism they had ex-
perienced in their country of origin, the refugees were
able to take a critical look at their culture. The Maya
women organised and reflected on their situation as
women and their specific demands. Analysing their
reality, they found a patriarchal structure that restrict-
ed their possibilities as people. This gave rise to a

Photo: Jean Sébastien Durocher

process of changing gender relations that overturned
the traditional structures of Mayan society.

The intensification of the conflict in Guatemala
and the fact that the army believed the refugees were
acting as a cross-border base for rebel groups meant
that camps close to the border were subjected to ar-
med raids. The Guatemalan army were the cause of
many border incidents. Sergio Aguayo' recorded a
total of 68 between May 1980 and May 1983.

Third migration: from the border to the inte-
rior of Mexico

The refugees” insecurity in the border zone and the
lack of land on which to settle were both factors in the
Mexican government’s decision to move some of the
refugees to the states of Campeche and Quintana Roo.
For the refugees, who still believed they would soon
be able to return home, leaving the border created in-
creased feelings of uprootedness.

To these difficulties were added the fact that the
journey implied a greater physical and mental dis-
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tancing from Guatemala and, to a certain extent, a
kind of final and permanent destination in an exile
that they had thus far considered temporary. Settling
in Campeche and Quintana Roo involved significant
changes in the lives of the refugees. In these camps,
land was available for farming, there were jobs for the
young people in the towns and on modern farms, and
opportunities to study. Here, the refugees faced anoth-
er process of socio-cultural change, intensified by a so-
cio-economic integration that enabled them to abandon
their dependence on humanitarian assistance.

Fourth migration: the return

On 8 October 1992, representatives of the Guatemalan
refugees in Mexico signed agreements with the Gua-
temalan government enabling them to return collec-
tively and with dignity.

The collective and organised return was a continu-
ation of the organisational processes of the Ixcan and
El Petén cooperatives during the 1960s. The migratory
flow to these areas of the agricultural frontier repre-
sented the first experience of organising outside tradi-
tional structures. The links created during the migra-
tion and in the cooperatives continued during their
exile and were reproduced once more on their return,
which was a symbolic replication of their first migra-
tion to the forest, leaving their villages.

Returning to Guatemala meant rebuilding social,
economic and cultural ties with the old communities
and the people living in the villages around the re-
turnees’ settlements. Just as they had done in exile,
they again had to integrate as if they were foreigners.
Returning meant abandoning fifteen years of history,
experiences and hopes in Mexico. And they also had
to convince those born or brought up in Mexico to re-
turn to a territory which, in the collective memory of
their people, was synonymous with terror.

For many young people and, in particular, for the
women, the return represented a step backwards in
their social, cultural and political development, and
also in their hopes for the future. There were no edu-
cational opportunities for young Maya in Guatemala,
even less so in the areas they were returning to, and
no opportunities for work outside of agriculture. The
women suddenly found themselves back in a patriar-
chal society and with the gender violence they had
begun to overcome in Mexico. The same leaders, com-
rades, sons, partners and relatives who had encour-
aged them to organise and fight for their rights now
made it clear to them that the return meant re-estab-
lishing the traditional rules of women’s exclusion.

Fifth migration: to the north

Years after their return, the returnees’ expectations
had still not been fulfilled. The resettlement areas
lacked infrastructure, housing, funding, schools,
drinking water. This led to worsening poverty, food
insecurity and a lack of future prospects. It brought
about a last journey, the genesis and cultural symbol-
ism of which were far removed from the first four
long journeys of the Maya. The fifth journey was one
of economic refuge in the USA or illegal return to
Mexico, where it was possible to find work.

The iconography of a journey

To begin with, the Maya left their villages in the inte-
rior, under the guidance of religious leaders, with the
goal of building a new life on virgin land. Then, the
violence made them embark on a new journey, escap-
ing from hell to Mexico and other countries. The third
journey took them deeper into the Republic of Mexi-
co, further from the border with Guatemala. In
Campeche and Quintana Roo, they encountered other
Maya and the old cities of their ancestors. As in Chia-
pas, the Maya of Guatemala discovered the universal-
ity of their identity and also their original nationality.
Guatemala country, for them, was no longer an en-
telechy but a symbol of identity. Their return implied
rebuilding their society once more. Returning to their
old lands or to new farms, to form cooperatives, sym-
bolically replicated their first journey. The similarities
established a symbolic mimicry between one process
and the other.

The reality of the return, as expressed in poverty, a
lack of work, services, schools and clinics, etc., was
the reason behind the return to Mexico for some, ur-
ban marginalisation for others and a long journey
north for yet more. Chicago, Los Angeles, New York
and Boston have ended up being the last leg, for the
time being, of the long journey of the Maya. They are
no longer searching for the Promised Land but simply
for survival. In order to support their families and
lands, many opted for illegal immigration. This way,
at least, their relatives could continue to live in the
community. This journey, unlike the others, is a more
solitary one. The community disappears and links
with one’s home village are established in a different
way. The telephone, the Internet and financial remit-
tances now characterise the relationship. And this is
perhaps why the long journey that commenced with
genocide will now, instead, end in ethnocide. a
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INDIGENOUS URBANISM REVISITED

Frank Sejersen
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tlement patterns quite dramati-

cally. The Danish government has pursued differ-
ent settlement policies ranging from decentralisa-
tion to centralisation, depending on its specific
resource and welfare strategies. In the post Second
World War period urbanisation was, for example,
seen by the Danish government as a necessary step
to improve conditions in Greenland. Greenlanders,
on the other hand, very often considered urbanisa-
tion to be a destructive colonial project, as the im-
provements in living conditions were also linked to
a radical change in their way of life and cultural
orientation. Today, 80% of the population in Green-
land lives in cities, and numbers are increasing
(Grenlands Statistik 2006: 79).

Since 1979, Greenland has had regional self-gov-
ernance, and the Greenland Home Rule, which is
dominated by Inuit, is in full charge of most domestic
matters and policy-making. Today, the Home Rule
government is promoting centralisation and urbani-
sation based on arguments that are quite similar to
the former Danish colonial and post-colonial policies.
This apparent paradox can only be fully understood if
it is appreciated that contemporary urbanisation is
the government’s strategy by which to strengthen In-
uit self-determination. Thus in Greenland, urbanisa-
tion of the indigenous population, promoted by its
own government, casts a new perspective on some is-
sues related to the urbanisation of indigenous peoples
in general.

Colonisation
Whereas the Danish preferred a decentralised settle-
ment pattern when Greenland’s primary resources

were marine mammals (seals and whales), the cen-

Nuuk - Photo: Jakob Christensen Medonos

and improved living conditions. In
1968, for example, the Danish government decided to
close down the mining town of Qullissat because it
was considered unprofitable (Dahl 1986: 51). More
than 1,000 people had to be moved to other places in
Greenland.

In the few towns selected as the primary engines
of development, substantial investments were chan-
nelled into infrastructure, housing, production facili-
ties and educational as well as health institutions. The
construction and running of these fast growing cities
was primarily in the hands of Danes and, increasing-
ly, Greenlanders felt like bystanders in the develop-
ment of their own homeland. Consequently, they very
often perceived urbanisation, and the city itself, as a
Danish colonial project. During the 1960s and 1970s,
Greenlanders fighting for self-governance used the
cities as a symbol of Danification, i.e. the colonial proc-
ess of assimilating Greenlanders into a Danish way of
thinking and behaving. Not surprisingly, the hunting
and fishing way of life in the smaller communities
was singled out by these political activists as more in
line with the Greenlandic culture and way of thinking
than the hectic urban city life.

Social problems

As part of the critique of the urbanisation and mod-
ernisation policy pursued by the Danes, Greenlanders
moving to the city were portrayed as free hunters be-
ing turned into (seasonal unemployed) workers. Val-
ues associated with gender roles, being on the land,
traditional skills, family etc. were challenged in the
city, which many saw as being culturally and socially
destructive. In fact, the 1950s and 1960s are often con-



sidered as the period when Denmark’s colonial pres-
ence had its strongest impact.

For many, urbanisation was traumatic, and people
still talk of city life as being ‘non-Greenlandic’. Nuulk,
the biggest city in Greenland, is for example often re-
ferred to by Danes and Greenlanders alike as a non-
Greenlandic town in the following way: “If you've only
been to Nuuk you've not seen the real Greenland”. The
town was seen as the place of acculturation and mod-
ernisation - a point of view that often led to city life
being described as one of anonymity and loneliness.
This is not unique to Greenland. Referring to Iqaluit,
the capital of Inuit-controlled Nunavut in northern
Canada, journalist Jane George (2001) says that: “Nu-
navut’s capital can be a cold place, where — unlike any
other community in Nunavut — passers-by don't au-
tomatically greet each other on the street”. This under-
standing of urban life as destructive of the cohesive
mechanisms that maintain traditional social order and
life in the small communities has dominated theories
of urbanisation since the end of the 19 century.
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For many Greenlanders, moving to the city meant
facing up to a number of problems (if not personally
then as part of city life): alcohol abuse, domestic vio-
lence, suicide attempts, social fragmentation and cul-
tural disorientation. Added to these were unemploy-
ment, housing problems, language shortcomings and
health issues. Many explain the root of the problem in
the following way: “The development took place too
fast”.

Self-governance

1979 was a turning point for the Inuit in Greenland.
Home Rule was introduced and a regional govern-
ment was established that was quite rapidly handed
responsibility for most domestic matters (Nuttall
1994). Every year, the Inuit-dominated government
receives a considerable block grant from Denmark in
order to ensure the financial basis on which to pro-
vide welfare services for the region’s estimated popu-



lation of 57,000 (including approximately 6,500
Danes). Only a few matters remain under the control
of Denmark. Foreign policy is one political area in
which Greenland has tried to gain more influence
over the last decades. In 2005, an agreement was fi-
nally reached between Greenland and Denmark that
gave Greenland a far bigger say in foreign policy, as
well as the possibility of pursuing limited independ-
ent negotiations with foreign states.

Today;, it is Greenland’s ambition to obtain a great-
er degree of independence from Denmark, and eco-
nomic dependence on the yearly block grant has been
singled out as the main obstacle to establishing a more
self-sustained Greenland capable of developing on its
own terms. A Greenlandic Commission on Self-Deter-
mination recently suggested a reorganisation of the
economic structure in order to advance this process.
In its report, the Commission puts great emphasis on
changes that may result in more cost-effective pro-
duction and administration. The concentration of
people in cities is only mentioned indirectly insofar as

the preconditions for the proposed development
are based on the idea that production should be
located where the conditions are best. This means
where overheads are as low as possible and where
an educated workforce is available. Due to the
high costs of transport, water and electricity in
Greenland, and in the Arctic in general, this has to
mean the towns. The Greenlandic government de-
cided to follow the Commission’s suggestions and
implemented real-cost prices for transport, water
and electricity. So it has now become more expen-
sive to live in remote areas than in densely-popu-
lated areas, where costs can be maintained at a
lower level. This policy encourages centralisation
in a few centres and thus threatens the livelihoods
of thousands of Greenlanders living in smaller
communities. Centralisation, which has been not-
ed by Greenlanders as being a colonial Danish
project, has now turned into a prerequisite for the
development of a truly self-sustained non-colonial
Greenland. But this admirable goal may also have
its negative side-effects.

Contemporary urbanisation

Compared to the rapid increase in size of other cit-
ies around the world, Arctic cities are definitely
small, scattered and invisible in the global econo-
my. Many people therefore often feel uncomforta-
ble talking about urbanism and urbanisation in
the Arctic. It does indeed sound a contradiction in
terms. But cities like Iqaluit (Canada), Nuuk
(Greenland), Yakutsk (Siberia), Anchorage and
Fairbanks (Alaska) are important drivers of devel-
opment in the Arctic. In Greenland, three major
cities can be singled out: Nuuk — the capital -
(15,000 inhabitants), Sisimiut (6,000) and Ilulissat
(3,000). 40% of the population of Greenland live in
these three cities. What’s more, over 80% of the
Greenlandic population live in cities. These cities
are major economic drivers. Six out of ten land-
based industries in Greenland are, for example,
based in Nuuk, as are seven out of ten consultancy
firms (Nielsen 2005). It is a fact that urban life is
the reality for a major part of the population, and
even the remotest small community in Greenland
is tied structurally into the urban centres and de-
pends on them for a number of services. The vul-
nerability and resilience of smaller communities is
thus closely linked to the development of urban
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centres. Because of this structural integration Green-
land can, as such, be termed an urban society.

What is interesting is not the size of the Greenlan-
dic cities, even though this does of course influence
urbanity. The importance of these cities lies in the sig-
nificance Arctic people ascribe to them and what so-
cial, cultural and economic capital they invest in them.
Arctic cities have indeed become movers of change
with respect to education, employment, politics, ad-
ministration, art, sport, recreation, investment, health-
care and so forth. The urban centres constitute a pri-
mary arena for cultural creativity and cultural pro-
duction among Greenlanders, and Inuit in general. In
the urban areas, a multiplicity of Inuit identities and
numerous strategies by which Arctic peoples can en-
gage in modernity and post-modernity can be found.
These urban centres are, for example, arenas for ex-
perimenting with new ways of understanding com-
munication, conflict resolution, neighbouring, social-
ity, family life and family obligations. The urban arena
in Nuuk is also a setting where Danish entrepreneurs
and Thai restaurant owners add to the cross-cutting
social and cultural life. This multicultural setting may
establish new ways of understanding belonging and
social organisation. In the Arctic cities, fragmentation
of the social order, and of the economic and social het-
erogeneity of Arctic communities, is becoming evi-
dent and, at times, it is being mapped out in the urban
space. Areas of poor and marginalised Inuit are devel-
oping as well as areas of rich and successful Inuit. Un-
bearable housing problems, homelessness and social
polarisation are also facts of urban Arctic life.

But we also see that Arctic city dwellers definitely
engage, invest and flourish in the cities. Nuuk is al-
ways referred to as a Danish town. It is not supposed
to reflect the real Greenland. But 26% of the Greenlan-
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dic population actually lives in Nuuk and a study by
Danish anthropologist Bo Wagner Serensen (2005) in-
dicates that the inhabitants of Nuuk like it, and have
made the city their own. This should not come as a sur-
prise, as Nuuk and other big cities in Greenland have
become more attractive and now constitute dynamic
arenas where Inuit and human cultural and social crea-
tivity can be lived out, exposed, challenged, trans-
formed and communicated. Cities are doing their best
to promote themselves as attractive. This was seen, for
example, in 2006 and the spring of 2007 when the cities
of Nuuk, Sisimiut and Maniitsoq competed to appear
as attractive to investment as possible. At stake was a
potential agreement with a foreign company to estab-
lish a large aluminium smelting plant which could lead
to the creation of several thousand new jobs. Such com-
petition over limited resources (including an educated
workforce) is quite frequent.

When Greenlandic cities stand for possibilities and
welfare they attract people (especially the young) as
well as industry. This urban orientation has increas-
ingly made it more difficult for smaller communities
to maintain their position in the modernisation proc-
ess defined by the Home Rule. If this continues, it will
most likely be ever more difficult to maintain a liveli-
hood in small and remote communities, and part of
the Greenlandic population will probably feel like by-
standers in the development being pursued by the
Home Rule’s policy to strengthen the economy and
independence of Greenland.

Urban cultural and political platforms

When young urban Greenlanders engage creatively
in the hip-hop culture, present themselves on Myspace



or are attracted to a career as a mining engineer, it is a
part of contemporary Greenlandic culture. This is be-
cause they enact and fulfil themselves as Greenland-
ers in a — for them — meaningful and self-ascribed way.
When the Inuit-run Home Rule government aims to
strengthen self-determination for Greenland by creat-
ing an effective economy in which urbanisation, in-
dustrialisation and globalisation are central elements,
it can be seen as a part of Greenlandic culture and so-
ciety. The endeavours of the indigenous people of
Greenland to strengthen their society and to break the
asymmetric relationship with Denmark — a process
termed Greenlandisation - have increasingly been
based on claiming their right as political agents to de-
termine their own future rather than on the basis of a
well-defined cultural agenda. Even though Greenland-
isation may, for many, entail a degree of specific cul-
tural perspective, I claim that it primarily entails the
wish that Greenland should be run by Greenlanders
(Sejersen 2004). It can therefore be claimed that the
future of Greenlandic culture and society is based on
the possibility of making choices and dealing with the
positive and negative consequences of those choices,
rather than on the content of the choices. The focus on
the political possibility of making choices rather than
the content of the choices does, of course, not rule out
the fact that governments may take uninformed and
devastating choices that may have consequences for
parts of the population. The degree and direction of
urbanisation is one of these difficult choices.

The case of urbanisation in Greenland shows that
there is no one-to-one relationship between urbanisa-
tion and indigenous peoples. In the post Second
World War period, urbanisation was part of a colonial
and modernising project determined and operated by
the Danish authorities. Today, urbanisation is deter-
mined and operated by the Inuit-run government as
part of a strategy to create a more self-determined
Greenland, loosening its colonial ties with Denmark.
The temporal and spatial specificities of urban forms
and processes therefore have to be acknowledged as
they offer an appreciation of the alternatives for or-
ganising urban societies (Leeds 1994: 52).

It is also important to appreciate that the Green-
land case is quite unique. Few indigenous peoples
around the world have the same political and eco-
nomic possibilities that may make urbanisation a vi-
able strategy. The Greenlandic political institution of
the Home Rule and the municipal councils discuss,
coordinate and evaluate decisions. Quite in contrast
to this situation, millions of indigenous people living
in urban areas worldwide have to make uninformed
and uncoordinated choices on an individual or family

level, where the “urban dream” often turns out to be
a life of extreme poverty and socio-cultural disorien-
tation.

This century has been named the urban century, as
more people now live in cities than in rural areas. An
increasing number of individuals belonging to indig-
enous groups also live in urban areas for a number of
reasons (Dahl and Jensen 2002) and they face a struc-
turally enforced culture of poverty and discrimina-
tion. The potential to make urban life meaningful and
viable for indigenous peoples may lie in the creation
of urban political platforms through which they can
articulate their demands and raise their problems in
more coordinated ways. Such urban platforms, found-
ed on the awareness and rights of indigenous peoples,
may even hold the potential to improve the lives of
indigenous peoples living outside urban areas, and of
non-indigenous peoples sharing similar living condi-
tions in the city. |
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EXTREME POVERTY

AND SURVIVAL:

CORDILLERA INDIGENOUS PEOPLES
AS MIGRANT WORKERS

Flora Belinan



o xtreme poverty in the countryside of the Cor-
e il S dillera region of the Philippines has pushed
o AT indigenous peoples towards the urban centers in

SRR, the hope of finding economic relief. The Cordillera
AT I !"A experience shows that migration to Baguio City
b "‘%1} has not addressed such poverty, given the preva-

" ;/ : lence of joblessness and underemployment. Be-

! y = cause of this, the indigenous peoples of the Cor-

dillera have become the urban poor in Baguio.
Also striking is the trend among the Cordillera in-
= : digenous peoples to migrate abroad as Overseas
T L Filipino Workers (OFWs) when the economic hard-
T ship in their homeland becomes unbearable.

In general, the social costs of this migration are the
same for all communities or countries on an equal
economic footing with the Philippines. The OFWs’
problems begin as soon as they decide to work abroad
because before they leave they are already in deep
debt. Many are deceived by “fly-by-night” recruiters
who defraud them and run away with their money.
Some make it abroad but end up jobless and facing
the threat of either imprisonment or deportation.
Money is then required to process the necessary pa-
pers at exorbitant fees. On top of this, they are charged
excessive processing fees by recruitment agencies.
Many are forced to mortgage or sell their meager
properties. Among the indigenous peoples of the Cor-
dillera, selling property is traditionally greatly dis-
couraged, even supposedly taboo. But, as a matter of
survival, we have been forced to this.

While extreme poverty is a common factor in emi-
gration from poor countries, the specific feature of
national oppression of indigenous peoples is an add-
ed cause, thereby making the whole process twice the
cost and dilemma. What is striking is that this has re-
sulted in a process of ethnocide, with a tendency to-
wards the rapid disintegration of indigenous culture
and a weakening of the tight social fabric of the indig-
enous communities.

National oppression and extreme poverty

As Filipinos, the indigenous peoples of the Cordillera
face the same basic problems as the rest of the nation.
As indigenous peoples, we additionally suffer the
specific problem of national oppression and ethno-
cide at the hands, previously, of foreign colonial pow-
ers and, now, the present Philippine state and its for-
eign masters.

The very existence of national oppression and eth-
nocide violates our inherent right to self-determina-

Indigenous Affairs 3/07 3 3




Joining the WTO Ministerial protest in 2006

tion: state denial and non-recognition of our rights to
collective ownership; priority use and management
of our ancestral lands and resources; development ag-
gression (imposition of destructive socio-economic
projects in the name of “national development” or the
“national interest” such as mega dams, large-scale
mines, mega-tourism, national protected areas and
agricultural liberalization); militarization; political
misrepresentation; commercialization of indigenous
culture; institutionalized discrimination; violation
and non-recognition of our indigenous socio-political
systems and processes; and the government’s failure
to provide basic social services to indigenous peo-
ples.

The destruction of our ancestral lands and villag-
es, the bastardization of our indigenous culture and
ways of life, militarization and the breakdown of so-
cial order within indigenous communities all wipe
out the material bases of our existence as a distinct
people. And, once separated from the land that nur-
tured generations of our peoples, we fall prey to eth-
nocide.

Furthermore, the present ruling system denies us
our full rights to our ancestral lands and the resources
these hold under the framework of the Regalian Doc-
trine, as the state and foreign capitalists have treated
the Cordillera region as a resource base for extraction
and plunder. The state and big business use brute
military force and political assassinations of members
and leaders of protesting communities to squeeze the
remaining riches from the land.

And now, despite the riches of the Cordillera, there
is the irony of extreme poverty and national oppres-
sion that beset the Cordillera indigenous peoples,
where drastic measures have to be taken to temporar-
ily overcome the threat to our survival. This situation
of extreme poverty and marginalization forced and
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Manila

displaced us out of our villages and into urban areas,
where we thought we could find relief. But the urban
centers are no friendlier to us, and livelihood op-
portunities are scarce, if they exist at all. The situa-
tion is twice as harsh when one is forced out of
one’s country due to economic hardship, into a
strange land where no clear future awaits. We be-
come estranged from the land of our ancestors, and
driven into foreign lands only to be confronted by
further tragedies.

This is the unfortunate irony: the Cordillera re-
gion is rich, yet its people are poor. We are therefore
forced to find risky, alternative means of survival to
provide for our families. Forced because we have
no choice, and many of us have had to sell our re-
maining properties or obtain loans from sharks to
temporarily offset this marginalization.

Cordillera indigenous peoples as Overseas
Filipino Workers (OFWs)

This diaspora of indigenous peoples, like other Fili-
pino workers, illustrates the severity of the socio-
economic crisis in the Philippines, as manifested by
massive unemployment and very low wages.

In the case of indigenous peoples, both our lands
and people have been commoditized. The result is
twice the impact and gravity, with a weakening of
community ties and cultural disintegration.

Independent Philippine-based databank IBON
Foundation reports that, during 2006, 3,400 Filipino
workers were leaving the country every day to
work as overseas contract workers (OCWs), while
there are around 9 to 10 million documented OFWs



Cordillera Day in Hong Kong - 2001

in 192 countries all over the world. Around 120,000
Filipino domestic helpers live in Hong Kong, of
which 10,000 are from the Cordillera region. In
2003, the Overseas Workers Welfare Administra-
tion-Cordillera Administrative Region (OWWA-
CAR) documented 50,836 OFWs, mostly women
and domestic helpers. This figure would be even
more if those who apply outside the Cordillera re-
gion and those who leave illegally were included.

The life of many OFWs is very difficult. They
have to bear the emotional and psychological im-
pact of leaving their loved ones behind. They have
to adjust to a new and different setting with an un-
familiar culture, language and physical environ-
ment.

Cultural disintegration additionally confronts
the Cordillera indigenous peoples as migrant work-
ers, being far away in a foreign land, with a new
and strange way of life, being forced to assimilate
foreign values, cultures and lifestyles to survive
and feed their families back home. Most often,
OFWs have to adapt to the culture of their employ-
ers if they are to be accepted for work in the family.
There are employers who are adamant in this re-
gard, and could make this a reason for terminating
a contract. Some convert to other religions through
loneliness and homesickness as this provides some
spiritual upliftment. As strangers in a foreign land,
they do not know much about the language, tradi-
tions, laws and policies of the host countries.

While working abroad can bring economic im-
provement to the family situation back home, it is
still an artificial arrangement because it is a tempo-
rary situation while they are working abroad. The
artificial improvement in living standards mostly

Stop killings campaign

results in unhealthy family relations, especially
when these standards are not maintained. Some
couples separate because the spouse who is left be-
hind becomes obsessed with a lavish lifestyle and
squanders the income from abroad on gambling, al-
cohol and womanizing. Some children get hooked
on drugs because of the absence of the parent/s
working abroad and the availability of extra cash. It
is mainly the long separation between loved ones,
however, that creates emotional and psychological
problems for the OFWs and their families. Many
families are shattered.

On top of these hardships, many OFWs are ex-
ploited and mistreated by their employers. They
experience wage and racial discrimination, and are
denied basic rights as foreigners. They do not ob-
tain adequate protection from the Philippine gov-
ernment, despite their enormous contribution to
the country’s economy through their remittances.
They often fall victim to their employers’ false ac-
cusations and are imprisoned. Worse, some are
killed. Sexual abuse from employers is a common
problem. Loneliness sometimes leads to partners
seeking other relationships.

Migrants also suffer the exploitative policies of
host countries, such as the wage cuts that were im-
posed on migrant workers by the Hong Kong gov-
ernment, drastically reducing the existing monthly
minimum wage by HK$400 in 2001.

The Philippine government does nothing to ad-
dress these problems. Instead, it has enacted laws
to intensify its labor-export policies as a priority, of-
fering a temporary way out of the chronic financial
crisis by exporting cheap and docile labor, and ex-
tracting money from the OFWs.
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Commoditized lands, commoditized people

In 2003, President Arroyo signed the Overseas Work-
ers Welfare Administration Omnibus Policy institu-
tionalizing the forced collection of US$25 from OFWs
and limiting membership to working migrants. It
makes no mention of services for repatriating OFWs
in distress, for medical assistance or support for OFWs
suffering from mental illness.

The Arroyo government’s anti-OFW policy inten-
sified the policies and programs of earlier administra-
tions that arose from the permanent socio-economic
crisis in Philippine society. While past governments
fueled the exploitation of migrant workers through
legislation (e.g. the Labor Export Program under Fer-
dinand Marcos, Corazon Aquino’s economic recovery
program, Fidel Ramos’ globalization policies and
Joseph Estrada’s mechanisms for training a cheap and
docile workforce), it is the Arroyo government that
has ultimately completed the “global sale” of Filipino
women. It has continued to regard overseas employ-
ment as a way of providing jobs for the growing
number of unemployed in the country and has need-
ed the remittances to prop up an ailing economy. One
million Filipinos are sent abroad yearly as part of the
government’s job creation program. It is responsible
for the exodus of indigenous workers and profession-
als seeking employment abroad as an alternative be-
cause they see no future in this country, thus leaving
our ancestral villages.

Challenges facing migrant workers and indig-
enous peoples: the Hong Kong experience

Faced with these problems, Cordillera migrant work-
ers in Hong Kong have been consistent in defending
their rights as migrants. They are actively involved in
organizing and educating their ranks to further
strengthen the capacity of their organizations as an
expression of their unity as migrant workers and in-
digenous peoples abroad. Along with other migrant
organizations in Hong Kong, they have unceasingly
and bravely asserted their rights as migrants.

There are currently two large migrant workers’ al-
liances of Cordillerans in Hong Kong, the Abra Ting-
gian Ilocano Society (ATIS) and the Cordillera Alli-
ance (CORALL). Established in October 1997 during
the Tribal Filipino Sunday celebration, at the height of
the protests and campaign against large-scale mining
in the Cordillera, CORALL is now an alliance of 22
organizations from the different provinces of Kalinga,

Apayao, Mountain Province, Benguet, Baguio City
and Ifugao. ATIS is an alliance of around 22 organiza-
tions of OFWs from the province of Abra. CORALL
was founded with 11 member organizations.

The two alliances serve to raise awareness among
their members around asserting their rights and the
welfare of OFWs, and they support the ongoing strug-
gle for the defense of their ancestral lands, life and
resources in the Cordillera homeland. Significant
gains have been achieved over the years.

During the WTO Ministerial Meeting in Hong
Kong in December 2005, the Arroyo government fur-
ther promoted the International Exchange for Human
Resources or the “GATS Mode 4”. As if this were not
enough, to further squeeze the OFWs President Ar-
royo then issued the New Philippine Overseas Em-
ployment Administration Guidelines requiring OFWs
to undergo skills assessment or training before de-
ployment, prompting over 10,000 Filipino migrant
workers in Hong Kong to protest in the streets. COR-
ALL was one of the organizers of the protest rally op-
posing the guidelines as another means of extorting
money from the OFWs.

Member organizations of these alliances are scat-
tered throughout the Central District. Many can be
seen at Statue Square, especially during the early
morning and late at night during their holidays. Some
have their “tambayan’” as if it is their ancestral do-
main, such as the Kalinga tribes and Bontoc tribes at
Ice House Street. This is due to the cultural value
placed by the Cordillera peoples on being together.
Through these organizations, efforts are also being
made to preserve, promote and practise the traditions
and cultures of the Cordillera indigenous peoples, de-
spite their distance from their homeland and the
threat of cultural assimilation. One concrete example
is the annual Cordillera Day in Hong Kong, which
provides a venue for both cultural exchange and
awareness raising among Cordillera migrants.

Inspired by increasing membership, the alliances
consistently support struggles on the home front, in-
cluding burning issues. Cordillera Day and the Tribal
Filipino Sunday are held in Hong Kong, and these
also serve as a venue for discussions around the cur-
rent situation in the region, and to gain support in
these struggles. CORALL has invited speakers and
guests from the Cordillera region, particularly from
the Cordillera Peoples Alliance, to provide updates
on these struggles. Such exchanges and activities
bring renewed commitment to support and partici-
pate in the struggle of the Cordillera people, even
from distant lands.



We are still reminded that such struggles can be
won through the concerted efforts of all Cordillera
peoples and Filipinos. The struggle of the Cordillera
people will not be achieved until Philippine society is
free from foreign domination, feudal exploitation and
bureaucratic capitalism. Only then will the Cordillera
peoples be able to take control of their ancestral lands
and their lives, and only then will forced migration
from the Cordillera region be minimized, if not eradi-
cated.

Convinced that we will not be in foreign lands
such as Hong Kong forever and that there is no place
like home, we will one day return to our Cordillera
homeland where we can draw our sustenance, our
identity, our life, to the homeland where our struggle
for our collective rights will be primarily pursued.

As migrant workers and indigenous peoples, we
say, “We are worth more than the dollars we send. We
dream of a society where families are not broken up
by the urgent need for survival. We dream and will
actively work for a Cordillera homeland where there

is the opportunity for indigenous peoples and every-
one to live a decent and humane life”. a

Note

1 Tambayan is a Filipino word which literally means “meeting
place”.

Flora Baniaga Belinan is a Kankanaey indigenous wom-
an from Sagada, Mt. Province in the Cordillera region,
Philippines. She worked in Hong Kong as an OFW for 12
years (1993-2003) where she was an organizer and leader
of Cordillera migrant workers. She was one of the founding
leaders of CORALL before becoming its Adviser. Back home
in Baguio City, she became the Founding Chairperson of
MIGRANTE-Metro Baguio, and a member of the Cordill-
era Peoples Alliance Regional Council. Ms. Belinan is the
Third Nominee of Gabriela Women’s Partylist (GWP) at
the House of Representatives.
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MIGRATION OF INDIGENOUS
PEOPLES IN KENYA TO
URBAN AREAS

Johnson Mali ole Kaunga



his article describes some as-

pects of rural-urban migra-
tion among indigenous commu-
nities in Kenya (who are mainly
hunter-gatherers and pastoral-
ists), with a particular focus on
the indigenous youth.

Certain indigenous families
and/or households have become
permanently urbanized and rarely
visit their traditional homes despite
their emotional and social connec-
tion with their ancestry. A few of

the lowest levels of access to basic
services: education, communication,
infrastructure, public health and nu-
trition to name but a few.

Despite decades of continued
marginalization, domination by
mainstream societies, non-recogni-
tion, top-down development ap-
proaches and assimilationist educa-
tion policies, the pastoralists have
largely managed to conserve and
maintain their unique way of life,
cultural practices and identity. The

these households have become suc-

cessful in their own way and have formed a magnet
attracting their relatives to the cities. But the majority
of those who have migrated to urban areas have joined
the slum dwellers as a source of cheap labour for the
ever increasing urban demands.

Given ever increasing levels of poverty, environ-
mental change, social disruption of community life
and social institutions, it is safe to assume that the
number of indigenous peoples moving to urban areas
in Kenya will increase sharply. There is no strategy or
any existing mechanism that can be used to arrest ru-
ral-urban migration and, as such, it is only apt to de-
vise strategies for making individuals, households and
communities understand the impact and consequences
so that they can prepare, plan and make the most of it.

There are no organizations or projects addressing the
urban-based indigenous peoples’ needs and challenges
as a specific target group. In most circumstances, they
tend to be considered “temporary urban residents” who
will, at some point, go back to their ancestral homes. As
such, it is perceived that their or their family’s needs can
be better addressed in their home districts.

The terms urban and rural have different meanings
and connotations to different people, institutions and
societies and, as such, it is important to capture the in-
digenous peoples’ notion and understanding of the
term. In Kenya, pastoralists consider any trading cen-
tres with some shops, social amenities such as a dis-
pensary, school, government department offices and a
concentration of different communities as an urban
centre.

Unique cultures

The pastoralists are one of the most disadvantaged sec-
tors of Kenyan society. The pastoralists” districts or oc-
cupied areas, mainly the Arid and Semi-Arid Lands

(ASALs), have the highest incidences of poverty' and
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pastoralists” identities and cultures,
in their diverse forms, are considered the backbone of
Kenyan national heritage.” There is no doubting their
contribution to Kenyan cultural diversity. They also
contribute greatly to the national economy and to bio-
diversity conservation. The indigenous peoples who
have moved into urban areas are struggling to main-
tain their own identities and to be constant flag bearers
of their communities” identities wherever they are.

It is not known exactly when the Kenyan indige-
nous peoples began trickling into urban centres. How-
ever, we can explore some of the positive and negative
factors and the day-to-day challenges they encounter
in the urban environment.

Formal education as a driving force

The experience of the Maasai pastoralists living in the
Laikipia District of northern Kenya serves as one exam-
ple of the start of the migration process. Some Laikipia
Maasai elders who were interviewed on this subject
gave an account of how the rural-urban migration proc-
ess began in Laikipia. There were very few schools es-
tablished and all of them were in the urban centres and
so their children could not make it to school and back in
the same day. This forced some households to move into
the towns and rent a house where all the children of one
family stayed and attended school and then moved back
to the village during the school holidays. Until 1989,
there were no high schools in the areas inhabited by the
Laikipia Maasai and all children who qualified for high
school had to move to Nairobi or Nanyuki.

There are still no tertiary institutions in the rural ar-
eas and more and more indigenous youth who have
completed high school are moving into the urban cen-
tres to enrol in colleges of further education such as
computer schools, tourism colleges and universities.
Experience has shown that only a small percentage
ever return to the rural areas they came from. This is
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due to a lack of employment opportunities or gainful
occupation back in the village and so they tend to stick
around the major urban areas where they can gain ac-
cess to information via the Internet and newspapers
and make contacts regarding potential opportunities.

Formal education prepares the indigenous youth
for employment in the urban centres, where they can
potentially achieve a good life, a good house, a car etc.
It is thus understandable that some find solace in the
towns and prefer this kind of life to that of the village,
where they would face the same challenges as those
who have not been to school.

Menial jobs and low social status

The frequent and prolonged droughts and the frequent
and violent incidents of so-called cattle-rustling® in Kenya
have continued to decimate the livestock and other assets
of the pastoralists and hunter-gatherers, leaving house-
holds with no means of rebuilding their livelihoods and
hardly any means of survival. The droughts have dis-
rupted the entire social support network and the ensuing
impoverishment, hopelessness and frustration force an
increasing number of pastoralists and hunter-gatherers to
move to the cities in search of work. However, most pas-
toralists and hunter-gatherers are illiterate and can find
hardly any employment other than menial jobs.

There is no disaggregated data on the number of
indigenous peoples who have moved to urban areas. It
is, however, important to note that more than 50% of
security guards in the major cities are from pastoralist
and hunter—gatherer communities. The pastoralists
and hunter—gatherers are known to be trustworthy and
tend to easily find employment as security guards.

Pastoralists are endowed with cultural and heritage
resources that make them renowned tourist attractions
worldwide. The culture of the Maasai and Samburu
has been a driving force in the growth of tourism in
Kenya and some urban indigenous youth find employ-
ment in the tourist industry. Young girls and boys liv-
ing around the popular tourist destinations are being
lured to work as tourist attractions, as dancers, for ex-
ample, often for low pay. There are a high number of
young Samburu morans (Maasai word for young war-
rior) who migrate to major urban centres such Mom-
basa and Malindi along the coast. Here they work as
beachboys, roaming the beaches selling traditional ar-
tefacts and performing as dancers. Due to their illitera-
cy, these indigenous youth are often exploited by the
hotel owners. The morans often perform traditional
dances in the hotels by day and work as night guards
by night.
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The young Maasai and Samburu who have moved
to the cities have become innovative in using their cul-
ture as a source of income. The Maasai morans are fa-
mous for their long, plaited hair and they use their tra-
ditional skills of hair plaiting to make an income by
plaiting women’s hair.

Some of the indigenous youth who have migrated to
the cities have learned skills such as driving and have
ended up becoming tour guides. Some have also ac-
quired skills in starting and running small enterprises.

The illiterate youth face serious challenges, such as
social and language barriers, that end up making them
socially discriminated — to a level that limits their inter-
action with the rest of urban society.

The majority of indigenous youth streaming into
urban areas suffer from high levels of illiteracy and
cannot negotiate fair and proper payment or working
conditions. Most of them end up being employed on a
temporary basis for as long as they continue working.

Consequences of migration in the rural areas

Newly initiated youths* and able-bodied men are in-
creasingly streaming into the cities and leaving the
children, elders and women back home. This has in-
creased the workload of women, who have to play
both the traditional male roles and their own.

This urban migration of able-bodied men also
weakens the local traditional leadership structures
since the pool from which potential new and compe-
tent leaders are chosen is becoming limited. Tradition-
ally, it was the role of the community to contribute to
the welfare and upkeep of their leader to ensure that he
would never leave the community in search of work.

Creative and constructive use of urban
environments

The urban environments are very challenging and in-
digenous peoples who end up there are forced to be
creative and innovative. As described above, many in-
digenous youth live in highly difficult circumstances
and end up in the most menial and low paid jobs.
However, many also manage to use the new urban op-
portunities in creative and constructive ways.

Urban indigenous youth often become an impor-
tant source of information and channel of communica-
tion to and from their own rural communities. For in-
stance, they pass on important information to their sib-
lings and families about new developments such as
government recruitments and services and they provide



Maasai demostration in Nairobi - Photo: MPIDO
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information about meetings that the rural communities
often cannot access due to lack of regular newspapers
and the non-existence of electronic media.

Those who end up in decent jobs generally create im-
portant social networks that link them with all the youth
and members of their communities in the same urban
centre. These social networks become a strong pull fac-
tor, as unemployed relatives will use them as a launch
pad from which to begin their efforts to find a job.

The urban indigenous youth are increasingly becom-
ing an important voice that represents their communi-
ties in urban centres. They attend meetings and raise is-
sues relevant to their communities both in the city slums
and in the rural areas. They are also members of various
social movement forums in their rural areas and they
volunteer their services to represent the communities’
interests. The Laikipia Maasai Association is an example of
how indigenous peoples based in urban areas such as
Nairobi have organised themselves in order to articulate
the voice and aspirations of their rural home communi-
ties, in this case the Laikipia Maasai. It is a membership
organization that consists of professionals, students and
other volunteers, and the broad membership base helps
the organization to widen its contact network. The as-
sociation also organises fundraising for members who
are in extreme financial need. For example, in Septem-
ber 2007, the Laikipia Maasai Association contributed
over 100,000 Kenya shilling (approximately 1,500 US$)
to a fundraising activity aimed at improving the Soit
Oudo primary school in Laikipia.

Another example are the Maa-speaking women
based in Nairobi who have established an organization
called the Reto Women Association with the objective of
helping to build and strengthen solidarity among and
between the Maa-speaking social groups. One of their
main activities has been to organize a large annual Maa
Cultural Festival to which they invite the Maasai lead-
ership in Kenya and Tanzania. This initiative has
helped and contributed to uniting the Maasai leader-
ship and has consolidated the voice of the Maasai peo-
ple. The Reto Women Association has also started
Maasai classes for Maa children based in Nairobi as a
long-term strategy of ensuring that Maasai children
meet, talk and identify with their culture and heritage.

The urban migration also has significant economic
importance for the rural indigenous communities. It can
be estimated that up to 50% of the livelihoods in pasto-
ral areas are actually being supported by low-paid pas-
toralists and hunter-gatherers working in urban areas,
as security guards for example. Such security guards
earn as little as 3,000 Kenya Shilling (equivalent to 44
US$) per month. And yet they are still able to remit part
of this meagre income to support their families and rela-

tives. They use the income to reconstruct their tradition-
al livelihood by purchasing livestock that end up be-
coming key assets for the household.

Potential for coping strategies

As away forward, the indigenous youth in urban areas
should be supported through training and skills devel-
opment to increase their chances of finding good em-
ployment. Indigenous peoples’ organizations can as-
sist by helping to organize the youth and support skills
needs assessments and inventories that reflect the true
needs and aspirations of the youth. The indigenous or-
ganizations need to give priority to the youth when it
comes to on-the-job training and skills development.

The ultimate responsibility lies with the govern-
ment, and the indigenous peoples” organizations will
need to lobby the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports
Development to ensure that the recently formulated
National Youth Policy and the National Youth Fund
take cognizance of the needs and aspirations of the in-
digenous youth.

The youth are the backbone of any community and
they need to be supported to organize themselves and
participate in community life and planning. Capacity
building for youth in all areas should remain a priority
and the governments need to be lobbied to undertake
serious projects. |

Notes

1 Pulling Apart, 2004: Facts and Figures on Inequality in Kenya,
Society for International Development.

2 Indigenous Affairs: 2004, Johnson Ole Kaunga: Indigenous peo-
ples’ experiences with the formal education system.

3 Cattle rustling involves violent raids organized by different in-
digenous communities who steal livestock from their neigh-
bours. With the increasing and continuing proliferation of small
arms, these raids have become extremely violent and cause
many deaths, mainly among the women and children. Indige-
nous communities are using cattle—raids as a means of rebuild-
ing their livelihoods, having lost most of their livestock during
severe drought.

4 Transition from childhood to adulthood is defined through tra-
ditional initiation ceremonies that are accompanied by circumci-
sion. The boys and girls are initiated into “adulthood” at a ten-
der age, between 10 and 15 years, and they are expected to start
building their identity and livelihood.

Johnson M. Ole Kaunga, is team leader of the organization
“Indigenous Movement of Peace Advancement and Conflict
Transformation” (IMPACT) and a part-time consultant to
the International Labour Organization, Project to Promote
ILO Policy on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples.
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INDIGENOUS MIGRATION
FROM RURAL TO URBAN AREAS

lbrahim Njobdi
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n recent years, in Africa in general and in

Cameroon in particular, there has been a
steadily increasing movement of rural people
to the cities. This rural exodus has not spared
the indigenous people of Cameroon, particu-
larly the pastoralist Mbororo of the eastern,
northern and north-western savannahs of the
country.

The Mbororo are a semi-nomadic cattle-rear-
ing people spread throughout Cameroon, Niger-
ia, the Central African Republic and Chad, and
inhabiting the savannah areas of these countries
in particular. They depend solely on cattle rear-
ing and do not cultivate crops since they move
from one area to another in search of pasture for
their animals. Farming has never been a part of
their culture as it has for the other farming popu-
lations of Cameroon mainstream society.

The Mbororo have never lived a communal
sedentary life and that is why you will not find
an Mbororo village or town in Cameroon. How-
ever, there are Mbororo settlements with houses
dotted here and there on the savannah plateaux.

Cattle rearing has, by and large, framed the
way of life of the Mbororo people. Traditional
cattle rearing requires vast spaces and each fam-
ily will therefore strive to be alone on a particular
hill so that their cattle can get enough land to
graze and roam freely without disturbance from
the herds of other families. This is why families
live apart and never unite in communal life as a
village.

This factor has fundamentally contributed to
the political marginalisation of the Mbororo be-
cause, in Cameroon, representation in the politi-
cal system and in decision-making bodies starts
at the village level, where each village has a rural
council with an elected mayor and councillors
plus a member of parliament. Being spread all
over, the Mbororo people tend to be minorities in
all the village jurisdictions in which they find
themselves.

Recently, there has been an increasing de-
mand on the part of the Mbororo elite and NGOs
for the government of Cameroon to appoint
Mbororo representatives to parliament, after
consulting the people. The government has not
yet responded to this demand. The Mbororo
hope to receive a response soon, however, and
are keeping up the pressure.
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Factors causing migration

A number of reasons could be advanced as to why the
Mbororo people, and especially the youth, are increas-
ingly migrating from the rural savannahs of Cam-
eroon to the cities and towns.

The primary and most fundamental reason is the
enormous and steady decrease in cattle wealth. In re-
cent years, the Mbororo people have grown poorer
and poorer as cattle stocks have diminished by the
day while the Mbororo population has increased.

This decrease in cattle has largely been caused by
a reduction in land. Farmers have invaded large areas
of grazing land to establish their farms, and this dis-
possession has led to the death of many cattle.

Another factor is the increase in cattle ranches,
which has further dispossessed the Mbororo of their
land, led to the death of their cattle and made them
even poorer. The only alternative is for them to mi-
grate to the cities for their survival.

Yet another reason is the cattle pest that has im-
poverished the Mbororo, as many cattle die every
year from this and other cattle diseases.

Many Mbororo families have grown very large
due to a lack of family planning, given that the Mboro-
ro culture is against birth control. The mouths to feed
have largely outnumbered the amount of milk and
meat produced, with the consequence of hunger and
poverty. The only solution is to adventure for a better
life in the cities.

Mbororo people in the cities

Due to interaction with other communities, the
Mbororo have now discovered amenities, such as
electricity, which are only found in cities. Some
Mbororo youths tend to migrate to cities to enjoy the
facilities offered by electricity, such as night clubs etc.

Some Mbororo youths now have primary school
education and this opens them up to the world. They
do not want to remain on the hills herding cattle but
prefer to venture to the cities for a better life.

The search for employment has also pushed many
Mbororo youths to the cities. Most of them engage in
unskilled jobs, as security guards and so on, given
that they are unable to read or write. A number of
them work as drivers, while some are engaged in pet-
ty trading.

Over 500 Mbororo youths of both sexes can now
be found in the big cities of Douala, Yaoundé, Bafous-
sam, Bamenda and Bertoua, and in smaller towns.

Advantages of migration

The migration of Mbororo youths from rural to urban
areas in Cameroon has both advantages and disad-
vantages. Among the advantages are the following:

For many Mbororo youths, whose cattle wealth
has been drastically reduced or even destroyed, the
migration to urban areas at least offers an alternative
living - even if it is still a miserable life. Most urban
Mbororo youth live on an average of one dollar per
day!

A few urban Mbororo youths - especially those
with at least primary school education -have succeed-
ed in learning skills such as driving, tailoring, shoe
mending, carpentry and so on, and are working in the
cities.

Some urban youths have also become involved in
petty trading, for example, selling basic necessities.
Some have small stores while others are mobile trad-
ers moving from street to street with their goods on
their heads or shoulders.

Some Mbororo youths who have migrated to ma-
jor cities such as Douala and Yaoundé have obtained
employment in restaurants, supermarkets, or in pri-
vate residences as security guards, cleaners, etc.

Migration to the cities has also given the Mbororo
youths an opportunity to sell their traditional medi-
cine. The Mbororo are well-known for their tradition-
al herbs (medicinal plants), which can cure a number
of diseases. Some Mbororo youths have become tradi-
tional doctors in cities like Yaoundé and Douala, and
are managing to make a living out of it.

Another advantage of migration is the social inte-
gration with other communities and the opening up
of the Mbororo people to the outside world. By living
in the cities and coming into contact with different
people and other cultures, they become aware of the
complexities of the world as a global village. This en-
riches their minds and is a source of learning, increas-
ing their capacity to advocate for a better life for their
communities. Mbororo youths who have migrated to
the city have also become aware of social justice is-
sues and some have been empowered to demand
their rights. One example of this is a group of Mboro-
ro youth in Douala who have recently formed a pres-
sure group called “SURAMAMA”. They have estab-
lished an office where they meet to discuss the prob-
lems affecting their lives in Douala.

(right) Mbororo youths in Yaunde - Photo: Marianne Wiben Jensen



Disadvantages

There are, however, also a number of disadvantages
to the Mbororos’ urban migration:

When Mbororo youths migrate to the cities, they
are not used to urban life and, given the fact that most
of them have never been to school, urban life can be-
come too complicated and difficult for them to stand.

In most cases they do not have the means to feed
and lodge themselves nor to obtain medical care. This
has pushed many urban Mbororo youths, especially
the boys, into crime, for example burglary and high-
way robbery. Recently, a group of around ten Mbororo
youths attacked a passenger bus on the Yaoundé - Ba-
foussam highway and robbed the passengers of their
money, mobile phones and other valuables. One of
the boys was strangled to death by the passengers
while the rest ran away.

Similar incidents involving Mbororo youths have
been reported in Bafoussam, on the road between
Ndu and Mbo-nso in north-west Cameroon. Follow-
ing investigations, it was discovered that all the boys
were Mbororo youths who had migrated from their
villages and were now living in Bafoussam town.

Yaunde - Photo: Marianne Wiben Jensen
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Some of them were killed by shots fired by the Cam-
eroon police, some escaped and yet more were arrest-
ed and are languishing in various prisons in Cam-
eroon.

While the boys are engaged in banditry, the girls
have turned to prostitution to earn a living in the cit-
ies and towns. A number of Mbororo girls aged
around 20 can now be seen loitering around bars,
night clubs and the streets of Douala, Bafoussam, Ber-
toua and Bamenda. In Bamenda city for example, they
can be found in a neighbourhood called “Old Town”.
Twenty years ago, one would hardly see an Mbororo
girl living in the cities because they would be married
as young as fifteen.

Another serious and damaging problem is the
spread of contagious diseases within the Mbororo
community. When the Mbororo girls and boys from
the city visit their families in rural areas they spread
diseases such as HIV/AIDS, which were previously
unknown in indigenous communities living in isola-
tion from the mainstream society.

Due to the contact with the city, the Mbororo peo-
ple are rapidly losing their culture. This is because the
youths in the city tend to influence their relatives in
the villages and inspire them to admire the modern
way of life. They then start to abandon their old way
of life and culture.

There has been a steady increase in the urban
slums around Yaoundé and Douala. These two main
cities receive thousands of unemployed youths from
rural areas, including indigenous youths, and this
leads to an increase in the slums and shantytowns.
Good examples are the “New Bell” neighbourhood of
Douala, “Briqueterie” in Yaoundé and the Old Town
neighbourhood of Bamenda, where one can find as
many as ten people sharing one room with no elec-
tricity!

Failure of the government

A number of non-governmental organisations have
blamed these problems of urban migration and deg-
radation of indigenous cultures on the Cameroon
government. The government has failed to implement
rural development projects that could keep these
youths in rural areas. It has made no efforts to intro-
duce modern cattle grazing to the Mbororo, which
could allow their cattle economy and way of life to
continue to exist despite the reduction in land.

The failure of the Cameroon government to ensure
that the education system is suitable to indigenous

cultures is also a problem. Education becomes assimi-
lation and hence an abandonment of indigenous cul-
ture.

Prospects for the future

A number of measures could be taken by the Cam-
eroon government and other stakeholders, including
NGOs, to discourage the migration of Mbororo pasto-
ralists to urban areas. The introduction of modern
methods of cattle rearing would enable the Mbororo
pastoralists to rear their cattle in a sustainable
way while also contributing to solving the problem of
land scarcity.

The provision of basic social amenities such as
electricity, clean water, hospitals and so on would
help to improve life in the villages, thereby discourag-
ing migration and also attracting youths back to their
settlements.

Finally, projects should be initiated to mobi-
lise and support the Mbororo youth who have already
settled in the cities, enabling them to earn a living
there. For example, they could be offered training in
driving, tailoring and other professions that do not
need a high level of education. d

Ibrahim Njobdi is Mbororo. He is a journalist by profes-
sion and holds a bachelor’s degree in English language. He
has been active in the advocacy work for the rights of indig-
enous peoples in Cameroon - especially the Mbororo pasto-
ralist - since 2001. He has been involved in this process
both at national and international levels in his capacity as
the press officer for the Mbororo Socio-Cultural and Devel-
opment Association (MBOSCUDA). Ibrahim Njobdi is
currently the president of LELEWAL - a young indigenous
organization, which he founded in 2006 with the main goal
of disseminating information to advocate for the rights of
indigenous peoples in Cameroon notably the Mbororo pas-
toralists and the pygmies.



IWGIA - INTERNATIONAL WORK GROUP FOR INDIGENOUS AFFAIRS

IWGIA’s aims and activities

The International Work Group for Indigenous
Affairs - IWGIA - is a non-profit making, po-
litically independent, international membership
organization.

IWGIA co-operates with indigenous peoples all
over the world and supports their struggle for
human rights and self-determination, their right
to control land and resources, their cultural in-
tegrity, and their right to development.

The aim of INGIA is to defend and endorse the
rights of indigenous peoples in concurrence
with their own efforts and desires. An important
goal is to give indigenous peoples the possibility
of organising themselves and to open up chan-
nels for indigenous peoples” own organizations
to claim their rights.

IWGIA works at local, regional and international
levels to further the understanding and knowl-
edge of, and the involvement in, the cause of in-
digenous peoples.

The activities of IWGIA include: publications,
international human rights work, networking,
conferences, campaigns and projects.

For more information about IWGIA’s activities,
please check our website at: www.iwgia.org

Publications

IWGIA publishes a yearbook, The Indigenous
World/El Mundo Indigena, and a journal Indig-
enous Affairs /Asuntos Indigenas. Furthermore,
a number of books thematically focussing on in-
digenous issues are published each year.

IWGIA'’s publications
can be ordered by

* e-mail: iwgia@iwgia.org
* fax: +45 35 27 05 07

BOARD

Espen Weehle (Chair), Diana Vinding, Jenneke Arens,
Mark Nuttall, Maria Teresa Quispe, Robert Hitchcock
and Christian Erni
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Acting director: Lola Garcia-Alix
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® Russia: Maja Hojer
® Human Rights: Lola Garcia-Alix
o Communication & Publications: Kathrin Wessendorf
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Secretarial staff: Annette Kjeergaard & Kithe Jepsen
Website: Miguel Vega & Sille Stidsen

Photo archive-library: Berit Lund
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Coordination of publications:
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Indigenous Affairs: Kathrin Wessendorf

Asuntos Indigenas: Alejandro Parellada

Graphics, layout and typesetting: Jorge Monras
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INDIGENOUS RIGHTS - THE UN SPECIAL RAPPOTEUR

This publication is a result of the dialogue from the International Expert Seminar on
Best Practices for the Implementation of the Recommendations of the UN Special
Rapporteur on the situation of human rights and fundamental freedoms of
indigenous peoples. The purpose is to look at the Special Rapporteur mechanism,
the function, and what has been achieved so far. Finally, the publication gives
recommendations on best practices to the Human Rights Council and to the Office
of the High Commissioner for Human Rights on how to strengthen the mechanism
and finally to the UN system in general.

Sile Stdsen (ed CANADIAN FRIENDS SERVICE COMMITEE -
ille Stidsen (ed.) RIGHTS AND DEMOCRACY & IWGIA - 2007
ISBN 9788791563270 — 57 pages

REPORTS OF THE AFRICAN COMMISSION'S WORKING GROUP ON

INDIGENOUS POPULATIONS /COMMUNITIES

RESEARCH AND INFORMATION VISITTO THE REPUBLIC OF CONGO - SEPTEMBER 2005

The African Commission’s on Human and Peoples” Rights established a Working
Group on Indigenous Populations/Communities in 2001. This Working Group has,
during 2005, undertaken research and information visits to the Republic of Burundi
and the Republic of Congo. The report from each of these visits give an account of
meetings held with government authorities, civil society organisations, indigenous
communities and other stakeholders. The reports describe the situation of indigenous
populations in the each of the countries and make recommendations to the respective
governments. The reports are published in a combined English-French version.

AFRICAN COMMISSION ON HUMAN AND PEOPLES RIGHTS & IWGIA - 2007
ISBN: 9788791563317

LANGUAGE OF THE LAND

THE MAPUCHE IN ARGENTINA AND CHILE

This is the first book in English to examine the contemporary Mapuche: their cul-
ture, their struggle for autonomy within the modern-day nation state, their religion,
language and distinct identity. Leslie Ray looks back over the history of relations
between the Mapuche and the Argentine and Chilean states, and examines issues of
ethnicity, biodiversity and bio-piracy in Mapuche lands today, their struggle for
rights over natural resources, and the impact of tourism and neoliberalism.

IWGIA - Document 119 - 2006
Leslie Ray ISBN 97-88791563379 — 292 pages
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