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POST 2015 DEVELOPMENT PROCESS: WATER
Indigenous peoples constitute 5 % of the world’s population but 15 % of the world’s poor. They make
up around 1/3 of the world’s extremely poor rural population. Many lack access to, control over and
suffer pollution of their water resources, severely damaging their health, livelihood and cultural
survival. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) offer a unique opportunity to address these
concerns and to take indigenous peoples’ right to water into consideration. This note, produced by
the International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA) in collaboration with Tebtebba and with
contributions and advice from indigenous peoples’ experts,1 aims to inform stakeholders about the
issue of water from an indigenous perspective in the post 2015-development discussion.

A holistic view of water

I

ndigenous peoples have a strong and special relationship with
water. Like all human beings, most indigenous peoples need
and use water in order to live and subsist, but water is also an
essential element of their worldview and spirituality. Water is used
in ceremonies and in prayer and serves as a symbol of the interconnectedness of all life. Lakes, streams, springs and coastal
waters are considered as having spiritual and living attributes,
and regarded as sacred.2 When a river is “managed” by diverting
water into, for example, a canal or a dam, there is a wider set of
considerations beyond the physicality of the water itself or the le-

gal water rights as determined by manmade laws. There are also
spiritual laws and ritual customs to consider.
Indigenous peoples consider it a collective responsibility to
ensure and protect the availability and purity of water for present
and future generations. As a consequence, they have developed
complex systems of water harvesting, conservation and management, as well as intricate systems for distribution and dispute
resolution.3 These systems are based on traditional ecological
knowledge and principles and practices that balance immediate
and future human needs with the needs of plants, animals and
spirits.
Indigenous peoples’ traditional knowledge and practices are
recognized as valuable contributions to sustainable water conservation and management systems. Yet the fundamental difference
between indigenous peoples’ concept of water and that of many
non-native dominant societies, which see water as a resource that
can be privatized and/or developed for human benefit, continue to
be the basis for innumerable social conflicts between indigenous
peoples and mainstream society.

Violations of indigenous peoples’ rights to water
Indigenous peoples’ rights to water include the right to clean
drinking water and sanitation but are also closely interlinked
with their right to self-determination, participation and with their
right to land, territories and resources. According to the United
Nations High Commissioner for Human Right’s fact sheet on
water, access to safe drinking water for indigenous peoples is
also closely linked to their control over their ancestral lands, territories and resources. Lack of legal recognition or protection of
these ancestral lands, territories and resources can, therefore
have far-reaching implications for their enjoyment of the right
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to water.4
These rights, as defined by a wide range of international
instruments, including the United Nations Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP),5 which sets out the
minimum international standards for the protection and promotion of the rights of indigenous peoples, are all too often violated.6 The poor implementation of indigenous peoples’ right
to water and sanitation is often exacerbated by deep-rooted
patterns of discrimination and inequality in indigenous peoples’
access to public service delivery and closely connected to violations of their rights to land, territories and natural resources,
self-determination and participation.7
Studies of water development projects in indigenous peoples’ communities show that one major obstacle to providing
sustainable, safe and acceptable water and sanitation services
to indigenous communities may be the lack of acknowledgement and involvement of traditional leaders and institutions.8
To overcome institutional isolation and language barriers and
establish long-term and respectful partnerships, governments
and development actors must change procedures and practices
and embrace an intercultural approach to water management.9

Major concerns for indigenous peoples
At the Rio+20 UN Conference on Sustainable Development in
2012, indigenous peoples presented four major concerns with
regard to water resources:10
Lack of access to water. Indigenous peoples have benefited little
from the Seventh Millennium Development Goal targeting drinking water and sanitation. While this target has been almost met in
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urban areas, more than one billion people around the globe still
lack access to safe drinking water. Indigenous peoples are overrepresented in this figure. Most indigenous communities, whether
rural or urban, lack the necessary infrastructure to access water
on a par with the population at large. This lack of access has been
identified as one of the root causes of illness among indigenous
peoples.11
Rural indigenous peoples furthermore lack access to water
for subsistence and ritual purposes. Land grabbing, logging, conservation initiatives, mega dams, mining, irrigation schemes, etc.,
have significantly decreased the availability and quality of water
resources, and indigenous communities also see their access to
water threatened by water-intensive industries, for example agricultural plantations which systematically and unsustainably tap
water from their local aquifers and streams. Today, many huntergatherers, pastoralists and peasant farmers around the world no
longer have access to their traditional water sources. This has
a harmful impact on their health, their economy and social wellbeing and compromises their culture and spirituality.
Contamination of water. Contamination of water affects innumerable indigenous communities. In urban areas, contamination
is due to inadequate or non-existent sewage systems and polluting industries; in rural areas, contamination originates from the
wastewater and tailings produced by mining and oil exploitation
and from chemicals used by agro-industries. The pollution of
watersheds and water-related ecosystems has had damaging effects on the quality of water for drinking and represents a serious
health threat to numerous indigenous communities. It also affects
indigenous farming and cattle herding, as well as traditional fishing in rivers and coastal waters. With increasing contamination,
water resources have become unsafe for human consumption,

posing a serious threat to the food sovereignty and food security
of coastal and riverine indigenous communities in particular.
Privatization of water. In direct contrast to the indigenous concept of water as shared and sacred, many countries now treat
water as a commodity and a property interest that can be traded
on global and domestic markets. The privatization of water resources in many countries, especially in Latin America and Africa,
is a trend that threatens to deprive many indigenous communities
of their traditional access to land and water and has frequently led
to violations of indigenous peoples’ basic human right to water,
having already caused several social protests or “water wars”.
Climate change. Indigenous peoples are increasingly confronted
with periods of severe drought and/or severe inundations caused
by climate change. In both cases, their access to water is critically
affected. The competition for scarce water resources is already a
key motive behind conflicts between indigenous communities and
local farmers. As indigenous peoples already live in some of the
world’s most fragile ecosystems and under the stress of extreme
poverty, the impacts of climate change have, for many, elevated
water management to a life and death issue.

Key priorities and indicators for Sustainable Development Goals on water
These four major concerns reflect the fact that the Millennium
Development Goals neglected several vital water-related issues, and these need to be addressed in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) if we are to secure universal access
to water “for all, forever”.12 The conclusion from the UN global
thematic consultation on water13 states that, alongside WASH

(Water, Sanitation and Hygiene), the SDGs must include water
resource management, wastewater and water quality management from an indigenous perspective. A more holistic and human rights-based approach to water is also needed.14 Such an
approach must take into consideration the fact that indigenous
peoples’ right to water is not limited to access to safe drinking
water and sanitation but is also closely linked to and intertwined
with a range of other rights including to self-determination, to
their traditional land, territories and resources, and participation
in decision-making processes, as well as their right to maintain
and strengthen their distinctive spiritual relationship with their
waters and coastal seas.15
Implementation of the SDGs requires that countries have
the necessary data collection and statistical capacities to support robust indicators of success. Monitoring the situation of
indigenous peoples through the use of relevant indicators and
disaggregated data is essential if we are to make progress in
addressing the human rights and well-being of indigenous peoples in the post-2015 development framework.
It is important to note that indigenous peoples have developed their own holistic monitoring systems to evaluate sustainable self-determined development, based on their traditional
knowledge. Data generated in this way can significantly contribute to action plans, strategies, monitoring and evaluation
processes at local, sub-national, national and global levels.16
Indigenous monitoring systems should be acknowledged for
their contribution to our understanding of sustainability and indigenous communities should be empowered to act on the basis
of the information they have gathered, monitored and analysed.
On this basis, key priorities are:
•

That international and regional bodies as well as govern-
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mentsand authorities acknowledge and protect the rights of
indigenous peoples to self-determination. By virtue of that
right, indigenous peoples have the right to freely exercise full
authority and control over their natural resources, including
water. Self-determination includes practising their cultural
and spiritual relationships with water, and exercising the authority to govern, use, manage, regulate, recover, conserve,
enhance and renew their water sources without interference.
•

That states and regional bodies adopt, in close collaboration
with indigenous peoples, a comprehensive and long-term
strategy for sustainable and equitable resource use in their
respective regions.

•

That water-related policies, programmes and activities that
affect indigenous peoples are based on a human rights approach and an understanding of the cultural and spiritual
values indigenous peoples attach to water and water bodies.

•

That indigenous peoples are fully involved in the planning and
development of these policies as well as in leadership and
decision-making in water-related programmes and activities.

•

That the principle of Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC)
is recognized, respected and implemented in all situations
where water policy decisions affect indigenous peoples.

•

That adequate disaggregated data concerning indigenous
peoples are produced and made available.17

Potential indicators for the SDGs are:
On the basis of the above, we have identified the following as potential indicators:
•

Indigenous cultural and spiritual understandings of water are
understood and respected by mainstream society
		 - States treat water as a social and cultural good, and in
		
ways that ensure its sustainability for present and future
		 generations
		 - Indigenous communities participate meaningfully in
water policy and planning processes that affect them
		 - Indigenous customary access and rights to water resources on their ancestral lands are recognized and
these water resources are legally protected from en
croachment and pollution
•

Indigenous peoples are included, at all levels, in decisionmaking processes regarding all aspects of water management, including commercial use, irrigation and environmental
management, that affect their communities
		 - Free, Prior and Informed Consent is implemented
		
- Indigenous peoples’ traditional knowledge on water
management is acknowledged and incorporated into
conventional water management
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		 - The cultural, economic and commercial rights of indig
enous peoples to use their traditional water bodies for
hunting and fishing are recognized and protected
		 - Industrial practices are monitored in order to end and
prevent uncontrolled, unmanaged and unsustainable
practices
•

Indigenous peoples are consulted and able to participate in
identifying strategies aimed at mitigating the impact of climate
change on water availability
		 - Indigenous peoples’ traditional knowledge on combat
ing drought and desertification is acknowledged and in
corporated into strategies and practices
•

Ensure equal and just access for indigenous peoples to infrastructure and culturally-appropriate basic services, including
access to water that is clean, sufficient and reasonably priced
for personal, domestic and community use
		 - Indigenous peoples have the necessary resources to
determine and effectively control their access to water
		 - Funds are made available to indigenous communities
for water supply and sewage infrastructure
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