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Follow up to the UN Food Systems
Summit 2021 and responding to Food
Crises

The transformation of global food systems is needed to
eliminate hunger and achieve the sustainable develop-
ment goals. There has been a call for solutions to trans-
form food systems to increase sustainability, resilience
and efficiency in the wake of the United Nations Food
Systems Summit 2021 (UNFSS 2021). Indigenous Peo-
ples’ knowledge, practices and worldviews differ from
mainstream science and may provide a valuable contri-
bution to current debates on sustainable food systems.?
However, Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’
knowledge and practices continue to be marginalised in
policy and decision-making, as Indigenous Peoples’ and
local food systems cannot be characterized according to
the conventional concepts of food systems. Indigenous
Peoples’ food systems emphasize circularity and include
various ways of utilizing food and are embedded in a
biocentric approach intimately tied to nature, while pro-
moting the equitable distribution of resources.?

Science and research are critical for innovations that
accelerate the transformation of food systems.® Combing
evidence-based local and Indigenous Peoples’ knowl-
edge with science in a spirit of mutual respect between
experts from various knowledge, cultural and academic
backgrounds can be an opportunity. This brief makes
policy recommendations for linking Indigenous Peoples’
as well as local communities’ knowledge and science
potentially serving the transformation processes for sus-
tainable food systems.*

Indigenous Peoples’ and local knowledge

Numbering over 476 million worldwide, Indigenous Peo-
ples live across over 90 countries and seven socio-cultur-
al regions® and are understood to have their own distinct
cultures, languages, and traditions, while they may have
a special relationship with the land and natural resources
in their area. Indigenous Peoples tend to reside in sites
of rich biodiversity and possess rich biocultural diversity

and knowledge that has been preserved for generations,
which highlights the importance of their participation in
the drafting and implementation of food policy for the
future continuation of their livelihoods.®

Indigenous Peoples’ practices are diverse and vary
depending on the geographical region and territory, i.e.
some indigenous crops show outstanding performance
and adaption in (semi-) arid regions while contributing
to cultural and ecosystem services. Indigenous Peoples’
food systems in tropical rainforests are built on a diversity
of local or traditional management practices and Indig-
enous Peoples’ knowledge in mountainous regions is
often linked to mixed farming systems including pastoral
activities.”

Local and Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge about food
systems exists all over the world. It refers to a mix of
traditional knowledge systems adapted to site-specific
conditions and based on informal yet systemic experi-
ence. Farmers and Indigenous Peoples are not only recip-
ients of introduced knowledge or technologies. They
are also innovators who often develop new techniques
or improve existing practices to fit them into their local
conditions and adapt to global changes. Local farmers’
and Indigenous Peoples’ innovations include technolo-
gies or practices which can be applied along the value
chain, differ from common or traditional practices, and
are developed by a farmer or a group of farmers or in a
communal base by Indigenous Peoples without external
assistance. Both, Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge sys-
tems, and farmers’ own potential for the development
of innovative local solutions had been neglected histor-
ically. Instead, when generating agricultural innovations,
they were attributed to research organizations. Howev-
er, in the last three decades, the benefits emerging of
cooperation between research and farmers for instance
in on-farm research, have come more into focus. Close
contact between researchers and farmers revealed the
wealth of knowledge about dynamic innovation pro-
cesses and can help expand a tenuous knowledge
base.® Farmers’ and Indigenous Peoples’ innovations



can play a critical role in addressing agriculture’s chal-
lenges because their innovation process leads to the
creation of site-appropriate technologies (hybridizing
technologies and innovations).® Additionally, if the inno-
vation capacity of local farmers and Indigenous Peoples
can be further stimulated, their ability to autonomously
adapt to changing conditions can be increased. Between
2016 and 2018, PARI and respective national partners,
organized a series of farmer innovation contests in Afri-
can countries that revealed interesting innovations, such
as new formulations of animal feeds and the discovery of
ethno-veterinary medicine for the treatment of livestock
diseases using local herbs. 1°

The speed of climate change threatens to overtake the
adaptation capacities of Indigenous Peoples’ food sys-
tems and other local food systems knowledge systems.
Science and local and Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge
systems need to jointly explore their true innovation and
adaptation capacities.

Outcomes of the UNFSS2021

Collective work by Indigenous Peoples’ representatives
and experts, scientists, researchers and UN staff, coor-
dinated by the Global-Hub on Indigenous Peoples’ Food
Systems, lead to the publication of the White/Wiphala
Paper on Indigenous Peoples’ food systems!. The paper
provides evidence on the sustainability of Indigenous
Peoples’ food systems and articulates the importance of
respecting Indigenous Peoples’ rights to ensure the pres-
ervation of their food systems. It was a relevant paper to
show the game-changing nature of Indigenous Peoples’
food systems during the UNFSS21. The importance and
potential of local and Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge
was highlighted in the Secretary-General’s Chair Sum-
mary and Statement of Action on the UN Food Systems
Summit 2021.22 In the aftermath of the UNFSS 2021,
thanks to the leadership of the United Nations Perma-

nent Forum on Indigenous lIssues, Indigenous leaders
around the world, seven member countries (Canada,
Dominican Republic, Finland, Mexico, New Zealand, Nor-
way and Spain), the Food and Agriculture Organization of
the United Nations (FAO) and other UN agencies, a Coa-
lition on Indigenous Peoples’ Food System was formed
with the purpose of ensuring understanding, respect,
recognition and protection of Indigenous Peoples’ Food
Systems. 3

After the UNFSS 2021, 118 countries developed national
pathways, providing strategies for transforming food
systems. An analysis of countries’ attention to science,
research, innovation and technology (SRTI) for food
systems based on SRTI keyword mapping from National
Pathways reports, shows that in 62 percemt of the coun-
tries’ strategies science, research, technology and inno-
vation are more or less significantly mentioned. Quality
of governance effectiveness is identified as a strong driv-
er of more attention to science in countries’ strategies.**

However, only 36 percent of the countries mention
Indigenous Peoples’ food systems. In this, Oceania
leads with 58 percent of the countries with mentions,
followed by the Americas with 56 percent, Africa with
33 percent, Asia with 28 percent and Europe with 19
percent. This indicates that even though the impor-
tance of Indigenous Peoples contribution to food sys-
tems is emphasized, plans for implementation need
further promotion of local and Indigenous Peoples’
knowledge.
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Policy recommendations for promotion of Indigenous Peoples’ and local knowledge

Local and Indigenous Peoples and their food systems are at the forefront of climate action not only because they are
highly threatened by it but also because they are champions of resilience. They have adapted to the conditions that
many people consider hostile or marginal sites, e.g. extreme climatic conditions (arid or freezing environments),
what conventionally is called poor soils>, among others. Yet, responding to climate change and transforming food
systems requires all available knowledge and science. Therefore, promoting, and preserving local and Indigenous
Peoples’ knowledge and practices is essential as well as enabling environments for them to continue evolving and
adapting to changing conditions. In the same way, recognizing the relevance of Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge and
contributions to mainstream science is essential to respond to the climatic crisis and food security needs.

Three priorities for Action in Support of and Partnership between knowledge carriers of Indigenous Peoples Food
Systems and scientists can be state:

1. Policy positioning: Inclusion of Indigenous Peoples’ perspectives in UNFSS National Pathways if they wish to
contribute while respecting their Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC), and considering Indigenous Peo-
ples’ own pathways and transnational for the way forward.

2. Learning and knowledge sharing: Partnership with science communities (Indigenous and non-Indigenous) in
countries and internationally, and Indigenous Peoples, to explore the contributions of Indigenous Peoples’
food systems to healthy diets, biodiversity, resource protection (with and versus other food systems in the
same contexts) while ensuring Indigenous Peoples FPIC at all the time.

3. And vice versa: Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge and local food systems’ expertise should critically assess sci-

ence-based technology innovations in the food systems while guaranteeing PFIC.
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