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Introduction 

Indigenous peoples govern their economy and people with rules and laws based on their traditions and 

local resources. They have developed three main principles for building and running their economy: 

reciprocity, which is a form of barter, social responsibility, and sustainability of resources. They manage to 

establish efficient and productive systems, mostly thanks to their harmonious cooperation. This 

cooperation is ensured by not only rituals, principles and collective work, but also by a rigorous and 

tradition-based justice system. 

Indigenous economies are characterized by various small-scale economic activities. This means that a 

community may have an economy that has the same amount of activity as one corporation, but that 

amount is achieved through a variety of different and small activities. They also regulate their land, 

territories, and resources, which is another form of expanding their economy. 

The biggest economic challenge that indigenous communities face in the modern world has been their 

inability to keep up with gigantic industrialized economies. Even though there have been examples of 

traditional and modernized economic systems successfully co-existing in societies, their natures and 

purposes are constantly clashing. While the ritualistic economies of indigenous people focus on supplying 

for their own needs, industrial economies are focused on the demands of the entire marketplace. 

That balance began shifting in recent years as indigenous communities started to commercialize due to 

their financial difficulties. However, this shift has ended up either damaging the economies of indigenous 

peoples due to their inexperience in a competitive marketplace or downgrading the quality of their 

products by the use of chemicals. 

Indigenous communities should be able to sustain beneficial economic structures without having to adapt 

to the unhealthy or over-competitive nature of global industrial markets. Therefore, this issue must 

become a priority for agencies, governments, and international organizations.  

 

Definition of Key Terms 



 

 Indigenous 

Indigenous people are “descended from the pre-colonial/pre-invasion inhabitants of a  region that 

maintain a close tie to a  land in both our cultural and economic practices. Recently they suffer from 

economic and political marginalization as a minority group”(Indigenous Peoples Literature). 

Barter  

“Trading in which goods or services are exchanged without the use of cash” (What  Does Barter Mean?) 

This is a method that indigenous communities have used throughout history. It is an old method however 

it has some adaptations for the modern-day economy. 

 

Niche markets 

"A niche market is the subset of the market on which a specific product is focused. The market niche 

defines as the product features aimed at satisfying specific market needs, as well as the price range, 

production quality and the demographics that is intended to impact. It is also a small market segment.The 

niche market is highly specialized, and aiming to survive among the competition from numerous super 

companies” (Niche Market). Some of the indigenous communities have been working through niche 

markets where they sell organic products from their region. 

 

General Overview 

Indigenous peoples are minorities that face many challenges, no matter which country or society they live 

in. In the modern industrialized world, economic challenges rank at the top of that list. Indigenous 

communities have their own way of structuring and governing their economy, which is arguably much 

healthier and more natural than the competitive marketplaces that large societies harbor.  

Industrialization turns economy into a race of who can produce the most products in the shortest amount 

of time, and who can sell it at the largest profits. This not only encourages but even requires corporations 

to decrease their quality, in order to increase their quantity. Many of the health issues that have 

significantly increased in the past years have been tied to the increase in this profit-focused economic 

environment.  

The approach of indigenous peoples had been to focus on small-scale activities to fulfill solely their own 

needs at the time. The productivity of this system was not forced by the need to compete with others but 

was instead fueled by harmonious cooperation, thoughtful tradition, and rigorous legal structures. Their 

economy focused on reciprocity, social responsibility, and sustainability of resources, and they had built 

efficient and smooth-running systems until they began to involuntarily be in competition with an 

industrialized marketplace. 

Economic struggles forced many indigenous communities to try to adapt to modern industries. However 

they were mostly exploited due to their lack of experience, so this approach was anti-beneficial towards 

their economy. Furthermore, they had to start using chemicals in an attempt to catch up to giant 

corporations, and this greatly decreased the quality of their products, as well as their work.  



 

While it may seem impossible for indigenous economies to compete with corporations, many communities 

have started to take different approaches to solving this issue. From creating a niche organic market to 

promoting the communal principles of indigenous peoples; it is possible for indigenous economic 

structures to survive and to thrive, even in the modern world. However, they must be supported by their 

governments, their respective agencies, and NGOs, and also by international governmental structures 

and organizations. If the right steps are taken, there may come a time when corporations try to adapt to 

indigenous principles. 

 

Major Parties Involved and Their Views 

New Zealand 

The indigenous people of New Zealand, Maori, have been 

residents of the country for over 1000 years and make 15% of 

country's population. This group of people has their own 

language and cultural heritage. Even though they are 

represented individually in areas such as politics and media, 

recently they have been facing social and economic obstacles, 

especially due to the fact that they earn lower incomes 

compared to other New Zealand ethnic groups, an increase in 

criminal activity, health problems and lack of education. Socio-

economic initiatives have been implemented aiming to bridge 

the gap between Maori and other New Zealanders; however, 

these implementations have not been sufficient, and broader action in a variety of areas is needed to 

tackle the issue.  

Canada 

The number of indigenous people living in Canada exceeds 1.4 million. These indigenous inhabitants are 

categorized into three groups: Inuit, Métis and First Nations. They especially live in the Northern parts of 

the country. Even though all indigenous rights are protected by section 35 of the Constitution Act of 1982 

and there are other treaties or legislation aiming to maintain the relationship between indigenous people 

and the Crown, there are still people who are not registered with the federal government, called Non-

Status Indians. 

Peru 

Indigenous peoples of Peru, consisting of Achuar, Aguaruna, Ashaninka, Shipibo, Huambisa, Quechua, 

and Aymara, comprise 45 percent of the national population. Since the Congress passed a new law 

criminalizing racial discrimination in 1997, indigenous peoples are represented more in the media and 

prejudice towards them in the job applications have been reduced. More recently, a common problem 

these communities have been facing is the invasion of their land for the benefit of the private sector, such 

as oil and mining companies. In the face of this threat, indigenous communities have become more 

politically organized, uniting with other minority groups to pressure the government about economic and 

social policies, rejecting intervention on their land. Despite their efforts, royalty payments made by 

transnational corporations to make amends with indigenous peoples who have been negatively affected 

by their mining activities are below international standards. 



 

International Labor Organization (ILO) 

Since 1920, The ILO has been engaged with indigenous and tribal communities’ issues. “It is responsible 

for the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169), the only international treaty open for 

ratification that deals exclusively with the rights of these peoples. The ILO's Decent Work Agenda, with 

gender equality and non-discrimination as a cross-cutting concern, serves as a framework for indigenous 

and tribal peoples’ empowerment. Access to decent work enables indigenous women and men to 

harness their potential as change agents in poverty reduction, sustainable development and climate 

change action” (ILO) 

Timeline of Events 

 

1982 “Working Group on Indigenous Populations (WGIP)” was 

established as a subsidiary organ of the Sub-Commission on 

the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights. 

1993 UN declared the year 1993 as “International Year of the World’s 

Indigenous People” in order to encourage new partnerships 

between States and indigenous peoples, and between the 

international community and indigenous peoples based on 

understanding and mutual respect. 

1994 Declaration of “the International Decade of the World’s 

Indigenous Peoples” 

2000 Establishment of “the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous 

Issues” 

2001 Appointment of “Special Rapporteur on the rights of indigenous 

peoples” 

2007 Establishment of “The Expert Mechanism on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples (EMRIP)” 

2007 Adoption of “The Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples” 



 

2014 The first World Conference on Indigenous Peoples was held. 

  

UN Involvement 

The United Nations specifically recognizes the necessity of the improvement of the indigenous economy 

in its Sustainable Development Goals for 2030. The goal reads as: "By 2030, double the agricultural 

productivity and incomes of small-scale food producers, in particular women, indigenous peoples, family 

farmers, pastoralists and fishers, including through secure and equal access to land, other productive 

resources and inputs, knowledge, financial services, markets and opportunities for value addition and 

non-farm employment”(Indigenous Peoples at the UN For Indigenous Peoples). The UN also has a 

branch called “Permanent Forum on Indigenous” that functions as an advisory body to the ECOSOC. This 

forum mandates to “provide expert advice and recommendations on indigenous issues to the Council, as 

well as to programmes, funds and agencies of the United Nations, through the Council, raise awareness 

and promote the integration and coordination of activities related to indigenous issues within the UN 

system, prepare and disseminate information on indigenous issues”(Indigenous Peoples at the UN For 

Indigenous Peoples). Furthermore, the first world conference on indigenous people where participant 

states had the opportunity to share their perspectives on the issıe was held in 2014. 

 

 

Relevant UN Documents 

 

1. UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) 

This is a comprehensive statement of the rights of indigenous people and adoption of this document 

indicates that the international community is committing itself to protect both individual and collective 

rights of indigenous people. 

2. Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 25 September 2015; Transforming our world: 

the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (25 September 2015, A/RES/70/1) 

Treaties and Events 

In 2005, the AIPP, detailed in the section below, began to organize conferences on indigenous 

development. The conference was effective in the sense that it began a conversation on integrating 

indigenous economies into the global economic structures. This has paved the way for creating niche 

markets and promoting indigenous principles. 

 

Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 



 

The Asia Indigenous Peoples Pact Foundation (AIPP), mentioned in the section above, was founded in 

2003 with the goal of conducting studies and organizing workshops on the economy of indigenous 

peoples and how they interact with competitive marketplaces. 

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has published an extensive report on integrating traditional 

economies into contemporary resource management, in which it also laid out several possible solutions. 

Though these attempts were very beneficial, many more crucial steps have to be taken to fully and 

effectively resolve this issue.  

 

Possible Solutions 

 

One of the main problems indigenous communities face is that their economy is not recognized or 

promoted enough by their governments. This prevents the development of their industry and causes the 

extinction of their traditional marketing principles. In order to solve this, projects supporting the indigenous 

rights and economy among the international community is a necessity. Furthermore, Member States 

should actively lobby and cooperate to find solutions for the aspects of globalization that negatively 

influence indigenous economies. Indigenous people usually market their products using resources near 

their living areas. Therefore, stopping or regulating any projects that prevent their access to natural 

resources will increase their production rate. Member States may also refer to this issue in their 

legislation. Considering that indigenous economies are disadvantaged compared to the globalized 

economy, incentives and loans given by the governments for the creation of niche markets would provide 

the opportunity for indigenous communities to set up their sector. The UN has several branches that have 

been dealing with problems regarding indigenous rights and the reconstruction of their economy, and it is 

recommended for the Member States to cooperate with such bodies in their resolutions. 
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