The economic autonomy of Indigenous Women: different paths to recoup and
protect territories and their resources
Background
Environmental degradation due to over-exploitation of natural resources and the
impact of climate change directly affects the natural resources that lie at the heart
of the lives of Indigenous Peoples and Women, whether in terms of food
sovereignty, cultural identity or economic autonomy. This is why the struggle for
environmental justice has mobilised different strategies from strengthening the
ancestral wisdom of Indigenous Women to expanding and reinforcing alliances, as
well as sharing experiences and information—all in order to restore their collective
dignity and identity, and their confidence in their own strength.37 Moreover, the
sacred value of natural resources, land, territory and all living beings in interrelation
and interdependence makes economic autonomy a key aspect of environmental
justice, whilst explaining its close ties to the cosmovision of Indigenous Peoples.38
In this sense, traditional knowledge is passed on with a major spiritual value,
playing an essential role in conserving territory and all its resources and inhabitants.
In this vein, the reappraisal of practices that take place in a recovery and
regeneration process of the web of life is differentiated from the global capitalist
economy, in the sense that the Indigenous community economy is a collective and
cooperative system based on care and protection, taking advantage of nature's
gifts for the common good and seeking to ensure the future of generations to
come.39 With regard to these ancestral practices, Belén Itahi Bautista, member of
the Grupo Etnimitocológico de la Mixteca (Ethno-mytho-cological Group of the
Mixtecs), in Oaxaca, Mexico, states:
(…) Women [...] know how to weave, make the loom, and did not have to go out and
learn it, the knowledge they have enables them and they take advantage of it to
generate a good, in this case money, and they do it without harming the ecosystem
[...] from dyes, wool, thread; from tending to and caring alongside sheep, the use of
waste to make fertiliser, to nourish plants, a conservation network... all this in the
field of environmental justice, they are highly responsible and reasonable, but on a
subconscious level... from spirituality, from knowledge.40

In this context, economic autonomy is an end and a means. Through their everyday
practice, and using ancestral knowledge in practice, Indigenous Women care for,
feed and heal their Peoples and Mother Nature, as well as contributing to the
integral reproduction of their culture. Whether by producing food, textiles for
clothing or preparing medicines, as well as by taking products to markets, they
seek the reproduction of life based on their own autonomy and in harmony with
Mother Nature.
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In turn, economic autonomy is also linked to the implementation of
awareness-raising, capacity-building and leadership programmes that seek to
break the cycles of violence against Indigenous Women, whilst promoting the
prominence of Indigenous Women as agents for change to protect and promote
their individual and collective rights, as well as protecting biodiversity and
mitigating the impact from climate change. Along these lines, the resolutions from
the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) are important, especially
Resolution 56/4: 'Indigenous women: key actors in poverty and hunger
eradication' 41 as well as several recommendations from the United Nations
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, especially Recommendation 18.89 on
'Decent work for Indigenous young people' and 17.84: 'Resources to carry out
commitments to Indigenous Peoples'. 42
Indeed, despite the major advances in recognising the prominence and specific
needs of Indigenous Women internationally, these recommendations also
demonstrate the gaps between the demands of philanthropic organisations and
governments and the needs of organisations and Indigenous Peoples and Women
who work for their own rights. In fact, the lack of complete information and data
on the funding of Indigenous Women's groups is a major point. Moreover,
according to a report from FIMI, AWID and IFIP written over 2010 to 2013,
Indigenous Women's groups have only received 0.7% of all registered funding for
human rights, i.e. less than a third of what corresponds to them in relation to their
representation in the global population. 43
As a response to these difficulties accessing funds, new philanthropic
organisations from Indigenous Peoples and Women have sprung up, focused on
their specific rights and needs. These organisations incorporate the priorities of
Indigenous Peoples and Women not only in the profile of their beneficiaries but
also in the very structure and selection process for projects that receive funds. The
AYNI Indigenous Women's Fund of the International Indigenous Women's Forum,
for example, mainly directs its resources to empowering Indigenous Women, thus
granting full authority to the fund recipients. In order to be awarded funds,
assessment committees decide in a participatory way alongside Indigenous
Women leaders and previously sponsored groups. The key element to this
approach is the control of Indigenous Women over the budget for the sponsored
project.

In turn, the Pawanka Fund—an Initiative for Indigenous Forms of Knowledge and
Learning—is committed to the concept of intercultural philanthropy, based on the
ancestral practices of solidarity and reciprocity of Indigenous Peoples. Along
these lines, intercultural philanthropy is based on the knowledge of Indigenous
Peoples of their own learning processes, knowledge systems and ways of
integrating new information, values and interpretations, and sharing them with
younger generations.
Another way economic autonomy for Indigenous Women is expressed is linked
with the marketing of goods and services, particularly their products (agricultural,
artisanal, etc.) at local, national and international markets. Thanks to the sale of
their fabrics, crafts and gastronomy, Indigenous Women are able to cover expenses
and fulfil the needs of their families. In addition, Indigenous Peoples have shown
themselves to be great entrepreneurs in new formal economic activities, such as
developing the so-called 'green economy' for sustainable respectful tourism
programmes on their cultures and territories. Nonetheless, the prosperity of these
businesses varies and they often depend on external factors such as the impact of
climate change, a peaceful environment and global economic health. This is why
instead of concentrating efforts on a single project, the income from this
entrepreneurship is often complemented by other activities, thus diversifying their
income sources.
All these forms of economic autonomy are linked to the self-determination of
Peoples, their governance and their independence in decision-making processes. In
this vein, the participation of Indigenous Women in different local, national,
regional and international spaces is appropriate as decisions there can have major
impacts on their economic autonomy, such as the inter-governmental negotiations
that take place at the World Intellectual Property Organization headquarters
regarding traditional knowledge, genetic resources and traditional cultural/folklore
expressions. 44 As Indigenous Women stated at the First World Conference of
Indigenous Women on their priorities 45 , and as reflected too in the recent ILO
report on the implementation of Convention No. 169 on Indigenous and Tribal
Peoples, 'to build an inclusive future of work, one capable of achieving the SDGs
and shaping a low-carbon economy, the aspirations of indigenous women should
be understood, and their important contributions recognized, respected and
promoted'. 46

Guiding questions:
What is the level of economic autonomy of women in your community?
What are the best practices in your community linked to the economic autonomy of
women?
What challenges are there to achieving economic autonomy?
How has the Covid-19 crisis affected the economic autonomy of women in your
community?
What role does intergenerational dialogue play in realising economic autonomy in your
community?
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