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Discrimination in government schools due to 
their indigeneity and gender combine to 
discourage Indigenous Girls from continuing 
with their education. Poverty, long distances to 
schools, low quality of available education 
and at times cultural attitudes toward gender 
roles combine to lead many families to keep 
their children, especially girls, at home. 
Education inequality impacts girls, especially 
indigenous ones, more than boys because 
their families may need them to stay home 
and help with chores rather than going to 
school, and some communities are hesitant to 
allow girls to travel long distances to schools.
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In Cambodia, Indigenous Women have been 
facing several intertwined issues, including 
lack of access to education and exclusion 
from political participation. These factors are 
interrelated – lack of access to education 
means Indigenous Women have higher rates 
of illiteracy in Khmer language (often their 
second language), and illiteracy in Khmer 
leads government officials and others in 
Khmer society to dismiss them as unqualified 
for leadership.

The lack of access to education is one of the 
factors that puts Indigenous girls in a 
subordinate position in society, while local 
and mainstream attitudes can themselves be a 
barrier to education for indigenous girls.

Furthermore, the high rate of 
early marriage is one factor that 
prevents girls from continuing their 
higher education. The rate of 
married indigenous gir ls in 
Cambodia whose age are 15 or 
under is 10.5%.
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Lack of formal education and Khmer literacy also impact 
recognition of Indigenous Women’s capacities and skills 
within their community and in Khmer society. Many 
indigenous communities carry on traditional norms 
related to gender roles, so their participation in the 
political sphere may be hindered by gender 
discrimination and male domination. Women’s 
responsibilities for household chores and family care 
work also prevent them from participating in politics and 
local decision-making, and from participating in literacy 
or other educational opportunities as adults. Both local 
and mainstream perspectives further marginalize 
Indigenous Women not just in decision-making process, it 
also leads to continual education inequality as girls’ 
education is not seen as an important investment.
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HA also engaged different stakeholders 
within Indigenous communities to 
p r o m o t e ge n d e r e q u a l i t y . To 
mains t reaming gender ro les at 
community level, HA used a tool on 
Gender Action and Learning (GAL); this 
tool is bringing all parties to analyze 
and learning on gender perspective in 
i nd igenou s comm un i t y con tex t . 
Furthermore, HA used Gender Impacts 
Assessment tool to evaluation on the 
impacts of gender in development 
activities process especially in mining 
project. HA conducted family forums 
where they invited community members 
of all ages and genders to participate. 
They were encouraged to discuss 
customs and rules that were imposed 
differently on boys and girls as well as 
how those could be changed to create 
more opportunities for girls. Local 
authorities were also involved to learn 
about women’s rights and gender 
mainstreaming. HA also contributed their 
financial support to rent a venue for 
students from remote areas to stay, so 
they could continue their higher 
education. HA reported seeing a 
positive change in that the numbers of 
girls and boys who came to stay are 
roughly the same comparing to the past 
where there were only boys.

In order to address the interconnection between 
education and political participation, Indigenous Peoples’ 
Organizations applied different methods to engage 
within Indigenous communities and with government and 
other outside actors. With the application of Sustainable 
Development Goal 5 (SDG5) on Gender Equality into 
their work with Indigenous Peoples in Cambodia, 
Highlanders Association (HA), the Cambodian Indigenous 
Women’s Working Group (CIWWG) and other 
Indigenous People’s Organizations were able to help 
improve Indigenous Girls and Women’s livelihoods, 
participation, and access to education.

Through workshops convened by HA, members of 
CIWWG provided their inputs on Indigenous Women’s 
issues and barriers to participation to local government 
officials. CIWWG also held a sharing session on women’s 
roles and how to engage with decision makers and 
relevant stakeholders. With this, Indigenous Women’s 
collective action was strengthened and local engagement 
was promoted.

“Women are  the  key important actors  to involve 
in decision-making, and in the family as to maintain 
the  family economy as well as in good connection 
in the whole community.” – a member of CIWWG
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A perspective shared by an Indigenous Woman who 
participated in one of these forums illustrates that in 
the past, her community did not understand and was 
not aware of how to address gender inequalities 
whereas now, she feels comfortable making decisions in 
the family and joining community gatherings. A more 
understanding perspective within her community on 
Indigenous Women also led to better education access.
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• The integration of SDG5 is relevant in increasing 
Indigenous Women’s participation and access to 
education. However, not only women should be 
included in the process, men, youth, and elders 
are also important to provide their perspectives 
and find common solutions.  

• Participatory approach should be applied when 
conducting a project or writing a report to 
increase Indigenous Women’s self-esteem and 
collective demands.

Lessons Learned
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Extractive industries and infrastructure projects, 
labeled “Development Aggression” by many in the 
Philippines, threaten Indigenous Peoples’ ancestral 
territories and livelihoods. The Build-Build-Build 
policy of the Duterte administration has led to the 
expansion of large-scale development projects 
including dams, mining, and plantation agriculture 
including palm oil. These projects often involve land 
grabbing and other serious violations of IPs’ rights, 
as well as contributing to food insecurity in 
Indigenous Communities. For example, the Kaliwa 
Dam project, strongly supported by President 
Duterte, displaced over 1,400 Indigenous Dumagat 
families in 2020.

Indigenous women are often at the forefront 
of resistance against these policies, despite 
facing intersectional discrimination. Repression 
of and threats against Indigenous Women 
prevent them from participating in decision-
making, slowing the Philippines’ progress 
toward SDGs 5 and 16 by excluding women 
from political participation and access to 
justice.
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Increasing Indigenous Women’s Confidence to Negotiate with 
Government and Stand Against Development Aggression.

Indigenous Peoples Major Group. (2020). Special Report: Continuing Discrimination and Disempowerment of Indigenous 
Women. https://fimi-iiwf.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Special-Report-Continuing-Discrimination-and-Disempowerment-
of-Indigenous-Women.pdf; Farah Sevilla, “Mining and Indigenous Women in the Philippines”, 167 World Rainforest Movement 
Bulletin (6 June 2011), https://wrm.org.uy/articles-from-the-wrm-bulletin/section1/mining-and-indigenous-women-in-the-
philippines/

10

11

12

9

10

11

12

Indigenous women often bear the brunt of 
many impacts of development aggression, 
including because they are often the ones 
responsible to gather food and other 
necessities for the household using traditional 
forest products.
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Indigenous Women leading resistance to development 
aggression are “red-tagged” and targeted as 
terrorists, and many face trumped-up charges against 
as a result of their involvement in the protest against 
development aggression in their lands. Some 
Indigenous cultural practices have been found to 
discriminate against women, including traditional 
political structures which exclude women, and 
customary land systems that exclude women from 
owning land. This further restricts women’s ability to 
resist harmful development projects, though women 
are starting to gain recognition as leaders in their 
traditional systems.

Facing these challenges, many Indigenous Women at 
community level face barriers to speak up for their 
rights and their communities, including lack of access 
to education and low confidence. However, BAI 
Indigenous Women’s Network aims to work with 
Indigenous Women and assist them in this regard, 
aiming to broaden and deepen Indigenous Women’s 
leadership while building networks to support their 
movements.
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BAI played an important role by conducting 
trainings on public speaking for Indigenous Women 
for them to be able to speak out. BAI themselves 
were very active in showing their collective 
demands on rights and speaking out. Supported by 
AIPP, BAI built many networks and their members 
became spokeswomen in national and regional 
levels. Correspondingly, BAI disseminated 
knowledge on public speaking by working with 
local communities to carry out capacity building 
targeting Indigenous Women, especially the 
leaders, to speak out for their own people. The 
public speaking training includes the leadership 
discussion and how to become a good speaker in 
the public. The information was then contextualized 
for each Indigenous Community they worked in. 
This empowerment allowed Indigenous Women to 
be more confident in expressing their issues and 
discussing with the government.

BAI also maximized the use of technology to 
provide virtual space for Indigenous Women 
such as holding online forums, webinars, and 
Zoom meetings. With this being done, 
Indigenous Women were more visible and 
credible in the wider public. Despite 
COVID-19 and lockdowns, Indigenous Women 
could still amplify their situations, issues, and 
struggles against the mining company, dam 
construction, and human rights violations.

“Women are  the  key important actors  to involve in  decision-
making, and  in the family as  to maintain the family economy as 
well as in good connection in the whole community.” – a member 
of CIWWG

Since BAI believed in the power of the community 
that local people should be the ones who take 
action, they always supported them with the space 
to call for their rights. BAI tried to maximize the 
venue as a space for Indigenous Women to share 
their issues. They encouraged this group of women 
to join them when there were provincial, regional, 
and national dialogues and lobbying where the 
government officials were present.

Public speaking is one of the most 
important skills to increase Indigenous 
Women’s confidence when voicing out their 
demands with the government.

Both physical and virtual spaces should be 
provided as much as possible to let 
Indigenous Peoples express their struggles 
and raise public attention.

Lessons Learned




