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Local Ecological Knowledge: A Global Issue

It was during the development of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) at the end of the 1980s that the issue of local ecological knowledge first emerged.

This was an original and spectacular development: original because the global nature of local ecological knowledge was not straightforward — its conservation and means of transmission had always been managed at the local level and, as no demands were made concerning it, this knowledge was not considered a matter of national public policy, let alone international policy; spectacular because in less than ten years it largely invalidated the division that emerged in the 1980s between the concepts of the common heritage of humankind and national sovereignty.

This change was nevertheless part of a broader approach that saw globalization call into question the monopoly of the State when dealing with common affairs, in favor of new stakeholders with interests and skills of a diverse and sometimes contrary nature. More than any other subject, biodiversity relates to a multitude of local situations, especially when taking into account the knowledge and practices associated with it. The classical approach of the division of responsibilities — local stakeholders managing local resources, national stakeholders developing public policies, and States negotiating international standards — is being replaced by a moving network of varied stakeholders who operate at the different levels.

Indigenous and local communities have therefore found, within international forums, a place for negotiating the protection of their lifestyles, knowledge and rights to land as a condition for their contribution to the common good and to sustainable development. They have restructured certain global collective interests. Consequently, the protection of biodiversity also depends on the protection of lifestyles that are inextricably linked with ecosystems and destabilized by the dominant form of development.

In discussions on traditional knowledge within the framework of the CBD, France plays a specific role. Until the agreement of 1998 establishing the new status of New Caledonia, the French diplomacy had dismissed the concept of traditional knowledge, which it saw as too closely linked with that of indigenousness, fearing it would challenge the republican principles of citizenship and equal rights for individuals. Indigenousness and tradition were seen as the recognition of a collective identity that was indissoluble in the Republic. Hence the importance of showing that another interpretation was possible.

It is with this in mind that Biodiversity and Local Ecological Knowledge in France puts into perspective the territorial dimension of practices and knowledge, especially using the concepts of heritage and the terroir*. This new interpretation, which is not only rhetorical or scientific, although it is based on numerous research projects, has shown itself to be fully operational. The many examples given show the effectiveness of the link between traditional knowledge and territory in protecting and exploiting ecological know-how. Traditional knowledge is thus transformed into knowledge that forms part of the territorial continuity, and therefore a history and a local development movement.

This is why IDDRI (institute for sustainable development and international relations), along with the other partners involved, especially the IFB (French institute for biodiversity), has endeavored to gather these contributions in order to foster the international debate, whether within the Convention on Biological Diversity, the WIPO or the WTO.

Laurence Tubiana 
Director of IDDRI 
www.iddri.org




Access to the Benefits of Sharing

On reading the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), anthropologists are surprised to discover the concept of “traditional lifestyles” in article 8(j), which deals with in situ* conservation. Economists, on the other hand, wonder how to protect and, where necessary, remunerate knowledge that is not attributed to rightful owners with a legal, private or individual personality, and does not relate to defined and legally identifiable property rights.

During the IFB-IDDRI symposium, which was the starting point for the main part of this work, the director of the Potager du Roi historical vegetable garden in Versailles told of how the seeds of the Paris artichoke — an old-fashioned variety conserved in the Vavilov collection in Saint Petersburg — were turned into thistles. Knowing nothing of artichokes, the gardeners in Saint Petersburg were unable to maintain the characteristics of the original plant. “It is impossible to conserve a cultivated plant without the knowledge that goes with it”, he concluded. By extension, conserving a genetic resource with a given use implies also preserving the knowledge relating to this use.

If local knowledge is associated with a product, for example a cheese, geographical indications may provide an effective means of protection, as shown by the AOC, appellations d’origine contrôlée* (registered designations of origin) in France.

However, if the local knowledge associated with genetic resources does not give rise to a marketable product upon harvesting, then how can it be protected? The exploration contract is one of the only options available: it anticipates the consequences of potential discoveries and makes provision for ways of sharing the benefits, while defining access to resources. In theory, a contract of this kind recognizes equality between parties, as well as their respective rights and duties, but it does not create it; when unequality pre-exists, a contract is only a tool of power. But despite everything, it remains the best solution.

It is impossible to manage the use of resources as long as access to them remains free. Only when access is controlled can the use of these resources be efficiently managed. In the case of highly localized resources and knowledge, access should be managed as closely as possible with local communities. When this condition is met, it becomes possible to share the benefits if the ‘rightful owners’ can be identified and legally acknowledged. However, as local communities have no legal personality, the application of article 8(j) is compromised. The approaches presented in Biodiversity and Local Ecological Knowledge in France open up promising possibilities for meeting the objective of protecting the “knowledge, innovations and practices of indigenous and local communities embodying traditional lifestyles”.

From the point of view of the IFB, this book constitutes a continuation and development of the findings of the reflection group on local uses of biodiversity, which the institute launched in 2002. It highlights the value of associating research on the dynamics of the living world and local management (IFB) with work dealing with the international governance of biodiversity (IDDRI). The result is more than the sum of both, and could have an impact on negotiations within the framework of the CBD, by providing international negotiators with arguments.

I would like to end by highlighting the excellent work of the members of the editorial committee, whose determination overcame all the difficulties that arose, leaving us with nothing but the pleasure of reading this fine work. With many thanks to each and every one of them.

Jacques Weber 
Director of the IFB 
www.gis-ifb.fr




Feeding International Debates

Since the emergence in the 1990s of concerns relating to sustainable development and the conservation of biodiversity, local knowledge and know-how of nature — a vast collection of ecological knowledge, agricultural practices, animal breeds, plant varieties and landscapes — has taken on a new dimension. Not only does it contribute to the sustainable use of natural resources, but it has become a fundamental element of the natural and cultural heritage that must be conserved and exploited.

At the heart of the political and strategic issues of sustainable development and the protection of biological and cultural diversity, this knowledge forms the subject of negotiations within international authorities, the list of which is constantly growing: the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO), the World Trade Organization, the FAO, UNESCO, the United Nations Commission on Human Rights and, of course, the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), of which article 8(j) is devoted to this issue.

The growing interest of the international community in local ecological knowledge has given rise to a high demand for information, expert appraisals and case studies. In key meetings, the examples most often used, commented upon and analyzed come from English-speaking and Latin American works and research, which place great importance on issues linked to indigenousness. The French experience is struggling to take these issues into account, but by focusing on local communities, it has developed original and effective approaches and tools making it possible to better understand, conserve and exploit local ecological knowledge and know-how.

IDDRI (institute for sustainable development and international relations), and the IFB (French institute for biodiversity), therefore decided to gather the scattered elements of the French experience and to analyze them in the light of international debates.

In 2002, IDDRI drew up an initial inventory that made it possible to identify the organizations involved in the conservation and exploitation of heritage, territorial development and supporting local products in France and its overseas departments and territories. At the same time, the IFB organized a reflection group called “Access and Local Uses of Biodiversity”, to consider research questions linked to this theme, leading in particular to the publication of a call for research proposals.

In 2003, IDDRI and the IFB organized a symposium in Paris open to all French stakeholders in this field — researchers, public authorities and associations. This meeting was the opportunity to compare points of view, identify the unifying themes and create an editorial committee to develop the summary of a collective book.

The interest of the international community in the process under way and the usefulness of the work were confirmed during events organized at the same time as official meetings — the CBD in Kuala Lumpur (February 2004) and WIPO in Geneva (March 2004) — and during the international conference on “Biodiversity: Science and Governance” in Paris ( January 2005). Aimed at all those who are interested in these issues or involved in international debates (negotiators, scientists, NGOs, State and private institutions, regional authorities, consular organizations, etc.), Biodiversity and Local Ecological Knowledge in France collates original contributions from varied sources and disciplinary backgrounds, with different forms and registers, including summaries, experiments, case studies and interviews. It is a rich collection that opens the way to collective, concise and critical thinking, highlighting the French specificities, their qualities and also their limits.

The Editorial Committee




General Introduction

Sélim Louafi, Bernard Roussel


 An agro-economist, Sélim Louafi is in charge of IDDRI’s (institute for sustainable development and international relations) biodiversity program. He focuses especially on local ecological knowledge and on access to biodiversity resources and the benefit sharing.


 Bernard Roussel is a professor of ethnobiology at the MNHN (French natural history museum) in Paris. Member of a team from the IRD (French research institute for development), his research revolves around the local management of natural heritage in tropical Africa. He participates in negotiations on the Convention on Biological Diversity.



 It is clear that negotiations carried out within the framework of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) have greatly contributed to bringing to the forefront knowledge and practices that have long been neglected or ignored by scientists and developers: local ecological knowledge. This term seems the most apt to express what the rather heavily worded article 8(j) of the Convention describes as the “knowledge, innovations and practices of indigenous and local communities embodying traditional lifestyles”. These terms leave room for theoretical and political debate.

It was during the Jakarta Conference in 1995 that the parties to the CBD first decided to include the application of article 8(j) in the agenda for their next meeting, in Buenos Aires in 1996. Since the treaty was opened for signature in 1992, this subject had always been considered to be a marginal or even minor point compared with the principal objectives: conserving biodiversity, using its elements in a sustainable way and creating a system for the equitable sharing of benefits arising from its use. Few of the observers and negotiators imagined at the time the importance that the respect, recognition and preservation of local ecological knowledge would take on in the field of biodiversity.

Between Buenos Aires and Kuala Lumpur, where the last conference of the parties was held in 2004, between the workshops in Madrid in 1997, Seville in 2000 and Montreal in 2002 and 2004, the work carried out under the aegis of the CBD has brought about a significant change in thinking and shown the importance of the problems raised by the application of article 8(j). It is true that this article has been applied first and foremost to the Amerindians or the Australian Aborigines, whose struggle to survive and be recognized has been given a great deal of media coverage. But its field of application goes much further. Article 8(j) has unmistakably become a kind of test for measuring the success and progress of the CBD.

To understand the nature of this progress, it is necessary to bear in mind one of the most significant innovations of the CBD: it recognizes in the preamble that States have sovereign rights over the various components of their biodiversity. These components are no longer considered as being part of the common heritage of humanity. The initial determination to manage the biosphere at the international level using a scientific basis (the creation of a network of scientists) and regulations (the definition of taxons* and protected areas) is being abandoned in favor of a system for coordinating the use of biodiversity and especially access to the resources it provides, while striving to respect equity between countries. We have therefore moved from a collective interest in our common heritage, to a common interest in the management of a whole host of different forms of heritage, all under State responsibility. This State pre-eminence is nevertheless tempered in the aforementioned preamble by the obligation for parties to take into account a category of key stakeholders in the conservation of biodiversity: local communities and indigenous populations.

Under its harmless exterior, this turnaround has changed the very nature of debates and the content of decisions made. Local knowledge has been reinstated: it can no longer be reduced to mere mining predation; on the contrary, it is presented as sustainable, especially knowledge “embodying traditional lifestyles”. The reasoning behind this appears self-evident, although its veracity is far from universally accepted: belonging to a tradition seems to guarantee a certain antiquity, and if the components of biodiversity are still in existence today, then this is because their use is sustainable. Human activities are therefore no longer excluded from conservation initiatives recommended by the CBD, which advocates, for example, on-farm conservation of agricultural biological resources. Decisions give an important place to humankind, and use an ecosystem approach that includes anthropic factors that are no longer reduced to their negative consequences alone. This revival has an immediate corollary, with serious implications: the change of status granted to ecological knowledge and know-how. From tools for sustainable use and management, they are increasingly seen as objects of conservation, and key components of the heritage to be conserved, in the same way as the other elements of biodiversity. They thus become potential tools for identity demands and are found, for example, at the heart of struggles relating to the recognition of the political and land rights of indigenous peoples. The link between the indigenous issue and ecological know-how is present in debates and has gained such importance that the CBD now plays a key role in international negotiations concerning the rights of indigenous communities.

Today, the aim is thus to conserve local practices, to control their use and to exploit them. This implies identifying them in order to draw up an inventory and to set up conservation and monitoring mechanisms. It is also vital to reinforce the rights of the custodian populations by promoting access legislation and usage contracts. In this context it is no surprise that intellectual property rights are thrust to the forefront. In fact, a large part of the negotiations concerns intangible resources (knowledge), especially those attached to the biological resources in question. The challenge is to ensure that the exchange complies with objectives for conservation and sustainable use, and that it is seen as equitable by those involved.

The work of the CBD on local ecological knowledge is far from complete. The process has in fact only just begun. Wishing to remain open and available, negotiators from most international authorities concerned with these issues have not yet adopted the definitions and limited the meaning and content of the often polysemic and controversial terms at the heart of debates: tradition, natural heritage, local communities, indigenousness, etc. The first part of this book contains points of view and thoughts on these concepts and the institutional agreements that make it possible — or have done so throughout French history — to acknowledge, or on the contrary to marginalize, the local level and the indigenous issue.

The conservation and exploitation of ecological knowledge hold an important place in current international concerns: these issues are discussed in the second and third parts. The second part examines various inventory and conservation mechanisms, such as regional parks and conservatories. The third part reviews initiatives concerning the exploitation of heritage, territorial development and support for local products, among which the protection of geographical indications plays a key role today.




From the Local Level to Indigenousness: Recognizing Cultural Diversity





Introduction

Marie Cegarra, François Verdeaux



 Marie Cegarra is a professor of anthropology and member of CERSATES (center for studies and research on knowledge, arts, techniques, economies and societies).

Her research concentrates on three subjects: the production of identity and culture; memory and heritage; the body and affect.


 François Verdeaux is an anthropologist and director of research at the IRD (French research institute for development). He has studied the ways in which nature is appropriated in East and West Africa. After concentrating on regulating access to fishing and forest resources, he is currently involved in coordinating a program aiming to set up a geographical indications system in Ethiopia.




 In France, the ‘local’ status has experienced changing fortunes throughout history. Since the Revolution, the French model has been characterized by both the ‘republican compromise’ — which by tending to merge nationality and citizenship, relegated cultural differences to the background — and by an institutional system that ensured the central planning of the country, asserting the pre-eminence of the capital and the powers located there. The idea of belonging primarily, or even exclusively, to ‘the nation’ was instilled at school (M. Cegarra). Educational curricula provided everyone with common cultural and historical references that were to transcend any other sense of belonging, whether regional, cultural or religious. However, this model could not be applied as it stood in the colonies. The colonized populations acquired French nationality, but their customs, rights and beliefs raised problems. The invention of a regime that was specific to this category of nationals — the indigenous regime — attempted to get around this difficulty, but at the cost of seriously breaking with the republican doctrine, as the category thus established was granted the status of ‘French subject’, with fewer rights than fully-fledged citizens. This exception to the republican principles was based on the pretext of the specific cultural and customary identities of these populations. Finally, in this context the notion of indigenousness implied a relative position, if not of autochthony, then at least of anteriority in relation to the single authorized referent and speaker: the colonizing power.

It was not until the late 20th century, with its specific political circumstances, that the issue of cultural and customary diversity within the ‘one and indivisible’ Republic was approached from a new perspective: that of indigenousness (M. Djama). Having long been denied in spite of, or perhaps because of, its colonial past, the acceptability of the indigenous issue began to take precedence over the doctrine previously enforced: only the equality of all before the law guaranteed citizenship.

It was therefore within a nation-state with a marked centralizing tradition — mastering both economic and social tools and also the ability to remodel the territory — that new awareness arose, often in opposition to previous approaches. These developments, which began to take shape in the 1960s (the decolonization period and a time of doubts concerning the cultural omnipotence of the colonizing countries), gained momentum in the 1980s (the effect of the industrial and economic slump). Known as the ‘return to the local level’, with associated concepts such as ‘community’ and ‘tradition’, which had previously been linked to archaism and opposition to progress, new social forces stepped in to encourage original local dynamics and the appearance of new stakeholders. The local level was henceforth seen as a renewed framework capable of mobilizing skills and exploiting potentialities providing a sense of belonging (M. Cegarra).

The concept of heritage was revived, or perhaps even reinvented. The notion of the terroir*, with its many meanings, became one of the principal tools for reasserting the value of local agricultural knowledge, at a time when practices had been standardized to meet the needs of mass production and the economic rationale. This trend stood out from the agricultural approaches previously favored, and also from the proliferation of generic and standardized sites. It was part of a broader movement in which the link with unique places was revived and the relationship between local groups and their environment taken into account. This was the beginning of a political, economic and cultural watershed.

The concepts of the terroir, heritage and indigenousness play a key role in discussions and mechanisms for recognizing and protecting local culture, especially know-how relating to biological diversity.


Heritage, culture and identity

From the 1960s onwards, a true change in the perception and treatment of local cultural specificities began to take shape. France modified its notion of culture, acknowledged cultural differences and rediscovered local specificities. The social sciences began to take an interest in the subject and this renewal of interest was accompanied in the 1980s by a revision of the notion of heritage. This key concept was henceforth applied equally to natural objects (animals, plants and landscapes) and to cultural objects, whether tangible (buildings or tools, for example) or intangible (knowledge, forms of expression and communication, etc.) (T. Charnay). Over the following decades, the components of heritage were set out and formed the basis of policies aimed at inventorying resources and planning and organizing their protection and conservation. The objective was to identify sites, objects, practices and traditions in order to pass them on.

This evolution came at a time of rapid destructuring, in all areas of French society, of local economic tissue and professions — along with corresponding social categories and identities — that had been maintained, after a fashion, during the Trente Glorieuses (from 1945 to 1975). Heritage was seen as a solution to the crisis and illustrated the move from a productive use of certain goods to a cultural use (M. Cegarra). Various structures were set up to institutionalize this movement: the Mission du Patrimoine Ethnologique (mission for ethnological heritage), created in 1980 within the ministry of culture, encouraged initiatives for collecting, protecting and analyzing local heritage. Local and regional museums, ecological museums, and various other spontaneous organizations for heritage protection all contributed to reviving local culture. National parks and regional nature parks inventoried, conserved, restored and exploited natural heritage.

The trend for reviving heritage was increasingly extended to intangible elements, and especially to local technical and ecological knowledge. But not without a certain element of selectivity: some of this popular knowledge was kept outside the process and constitutes the hidden or ‘dark’ side of heritage (M. Cegarra). Specialist debates on the concepts of tradition, identity and heritage led to a new and more open approach to museology. The structures created exploited technical systems, and social systems linked to a particular trade or environment, and combined educational activities and research. They began to have a tangible regional effect, creating jobs and encouraging new tourist flows. These revival initiatives became a resource that the regions — a newly created scale for territorial organization — took back under their control. Some private companies even used them to develop their organizational culture and promote their image. Cultural heritage thereby became a tool for promoting and developing the territory by revitalizing activities that were in danger of disappearing, and which consequently regained a value that was no longer simply economic, but also social and symbolic.





Terroir and local ecological knowledge


In France, an idiomatic expression is used to describe the relationship between a local rural community and the natural environment it uses, and this is the idea of the terroir. This is an old French term that is difficult to translate into other languages, and has experienced various semantic changes over time depending on the circumstances in which it was used. It is still important from different viewpoints; its recent path reflects the move from an almost exclusively naturalist usage to one that has gradually come to include the social and cultural dimensions of places and products (J.-P. Deffontaines). The word has various meanings and its content differs depending on those using it (farmers, environmentalists, tradespeople, etc.) and on its interpretation by the different scientific disciplines (life and earth sciences, agronomy, ethnology, geography, etc.).

In certain cases, the terroir refers to a specific rural space possessing distinctive physical characteristics. These specific characteristics are increasingly seen as the product of the interaction between a human community and the place in which it lives. This relationship results in a tangible and visible outcome: food or agricultural products and the landscapes associated with them (such as a vineyard or a chestnut grove). Seen in this light, the site did not exist as such before the arrival of the current population; on the contrary, it is considered as being the product of an ‘invention’, to use the phrase coined by certain anthropologists. The recognition procedures for sites are similar from one society to another. They systematically combine symbols and practices: the intrinsic properties and characteristics attributed to them are usually maintained, or even induced, and like the limits and contours of these territories, they typically relate to exemplary or even legendary events that root them in both space and time. Furthermore, this explains how what can only be referred to as the socialization of sites almost inevitably leads to certain elements of the biodiversity and landscapes concerned becoming heritage. The site becomes a terroir: natural resources are no longer inherited as they are, but selected and appropriated; knowledge applied to these resources is not simply passed on, but constructed and renewed; areas are assigned to particular uses and access to production resources is governed by institutions and, more broadly speaking, by the social organization of the group.

The concept of terroir has also been approached from a planning and development point of view. As early as 1963, the pioneering work of geographers studying African and Madagascan farming practices described the agrarian landscape as a system associating a community with specific knowledge and products. In this sense, the terroir became an area of land that was claimed and planned by the group who lived there and used it for their survival (P. Pélissier). This notion was originally introduced to counter the widespread belief amongst agronomists at the time that the only existing agricultural systems in Africa were shifting slash-and-burn programs. The aim was to show that African farmers also had roots and that their production areas were planned. In this context, the idea of terroir is explicitly used as a tool for the revival of local practices and knowledge. For almost thirty years, the work of an entire generation of French, African and Madagascan researchers proved the relevance of knowledge and farming production strategies, and also the validity of the method, using cartographical surveys and figures to support their findings. This approach has been continuously improved and is still used today to prepare and evaluate agricultural development initiatives implemented by French aid agencies in Africa. It existed long before participative studies and other community-based projects currently advocated and backed by international sponsors, especially the World Bank.

This meaning of terroir is closely akin to the understanding that emerged in France further to the broader work of geographers, ethnologists and agronomists on local production systems. The terroir became a spatial and ecological unit of action and management, associating stakeholders, their history, their social organizations and their activities, especially farming practices. It was henceforth used to refer to an area of rural space where people attempt to resolve the problem of exploiting the land and creating specific products using renewable resources (J.-P. Deffontaines). Establishing social organization in order to carry out projects depends on stakeholders’ perception of this concept. When a human group develops its own technical culture on its lands, “the short production time interferes with the longer period of heritage, where natural and cultural elements become intermingled. The human group can take the shape of a local society” (Sautter, 1993). An organized space is built. By laying down roots in the area in this way, the group becomes a local society. Today the term terroir has even become part of everyday language in French society. French consumers use the word to refer to products they immediately associate with the idea of a geographical origin, a quality or a taste considered as being authentic or traditional.

The concepts of terroir and heritage cannot therefore be understood outside their field of application, the people concerned, and the circumstances in which they are developed and transformed. Polysemic and evolutionary, these two concepts have been exploited in order to implement regional cultural policies, in local development programs, for example. Perhaps they will later contribute to the design and implementation of sustainable development strategies.




Acknowledging indigenousness

Although the issue of acknowledging the cultural diversity of the different groups making up the national community appears to be more or less resolved in a Republic that has absorbed the past tensions between a policy of standardization and the assertion of local identities, the recognition of indigenousness raises political and legal problems. This acknowledgement can result in the creation of collective rights applying to specific groups (indigenous communities), thereby calling into question the principle of the equality of all citizens before the law. The challenge facing the French State with regard to indigenousness, as explained by M. Djama, ties in with the traditional dilemma of politically managing multiculturalism within the rule of law: the need to simultaneously guarantee equality for all citizens before the law and the right of individuals and groups to difference.

However, despite popular belief, the French Republic recognizes the existence of indigenous communities in its overseas territories, such as the Kanaks of New Caledonia and the Amerindians of French Guiana. This recent acknowledgement of indigenousness (dating back to 1998) marks an evolution in the French doctrine (M. Djama). It is the result of a set of circumstances within France — the resolution of a political crisis linked to the demand for independence by the indigenous Kanak populations — and an international movement for the recognition of minority populations and the definition of their rights. France nevertheless has different approaches to the indigenous issue: while it grants the Kanaks — who are involved in a decolonization process — the status of a people within the Republic, it refuses to do likewise for the Amerindians of French Guiana, opting instead for the more neutral concept of ‘community’.

Furthermore, the recognition of indigenous communities and their rights is not an ex nihilo concept. It represents the continuation of a previous approach to managing difference and culturally unique groups established during colonization. It began with the indigenous regime (repealed in 1946) and was pursued from 1956 onwards within the framework of the Union Française (French Union). This regime, which was close to autonomy, tested for the first time the compatibility between shared citizenship and local cultural specificities (I. Merle). Thus, the French citizenship recently acquired by indigenous populations and ex-subjects of the Republic was henceforth reconcilable with the simultaneous recognition of specific customs that did not comply with civil law.

This experiment was short lived: it ceased with the struggles for independence of the early 1960s. But it carried in its wake the specific legal arrangements that made it possible to take certain local characteristics into account. In fact, afterwards in several overseas collectivities (Mayotte, New Caledonia and Wallis and Futuna), French law strove to develop legal pluralism, combining a specific or customary legal status with the rules of common law (X. Dupont). The acknowledgement of indigenousness also has a political dimension that French lawmakers cannot ignore, especially from the point of view of recognizing and exploiting ecological knowledge. This dimension is inherent in the definition of an indigenous community as a society that lived in a given territory before the arrival of the current population and now finds itself in a position of political, economic, social and cultural domination (P. Karpe). This concept only applies to certain overseas collectivities and the situation of domination there, as in other parts of the world, is the result of colonization and most often of populating the area. It is precisely the recognition of the colonization of New Caledonia and of Kanak indigenousness that makes the Nouméa Agreement so valuable in the eyes of the Kanaks (P. Néaoutyine).

The demand for rights of access to resources and intellectual property rights is therefore inextricably linked to the numerous actions and initiatives aimed at recognizing indigenous minorities. This is the case of the French Guiana National Park, a project that has been on hold for over 12 years due to differing demands from the local communities concerned (M. Fleury). It is therefore important to consider indigenous demands within the political context in which they are made. In this sense, the French experience of the recognition of the role of local and indigenous communities has been marked by pragmatism. It breaks new ground compared to its tradition by striving to satisfy the demands for specific rights for local communities while working to limit the effects of exclusion. Although French law includes no specific legal standards to protect the rights of indigenous communities to their intellectual property, it is not lacking in tools to meet these demands. In fact, legal mechanisms make it possible, as things stand, to recognize and protect the rights of indigenous communities to their intellectual property, including their ecological knowledge, in the same way as those of other local groups (P. Karpe).

The French State has therefore finally succeeded in overcoming its doubts: it now recognizes an exceptional status for certain local cultural groups...




OEBPS/images/e9782738012227_cover.jpg
Biodiversity
and Local
Ecological
Knowledge
in France

CIRAD - IDDRI
IFB - INRA





