
Indigenous 
philanthropy
Seeking justice for the world’s 
Indigenous communities pinpoints  
a more effective way of working  
for the whole of philanthropy.
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Overview

On their  
own ground

Guest Editor  
Mónica Alemán

If you want to build strong partnerships  
with Indigenous people, you have to approach 
them as equals and on their terms
Machu Picchu in Peru, Teotihuacan in Mexico, 
or Tikal in Guatemala: what do these places 
have in common? Rich in history, these sites 
represent Indigenous Peoples’ determination 
to persist, even as their civilisations are 
appropriated, commercialised and taken  
out of their control. 

A decade ago, James Cameron’s film Avatar 
brought to life a fictionalised version of the 
Indigenous experience that is not too distant 
from the myths that engulfed the sacred 
territories of Peru and Guatemala. It was, 
however, a rare moment of mainstream 
attention to the lives – and stories – of 
Indigenous Peoples. Avatar follows a former 
marine who is hired by a government agency 
to mine on Pandora, a moon that is inhabited 
by the Indigenous Na’vi people, for a 
valuable mineral that will solve Earth’s 

energy crisis. Now think about what was 
happening in the Amazon and countless 
other traditional lands and territories when 
the movie was released, and is still 
happening today: Indigenous Peoples are 
being displaced, and their communities 
destroyed, in order to extract natural 
resources like oil and gas. 

One of the first films ever to generate more 
than $2 billion, Avatar broke box-office 
records. Compare this to the amount of 
resources Indigenous Peoples and 
traditional communities have in order to 
exercise their self-determination and fight 
the exploitation of their land and traditions. 
According to the Human Rights Funders 
Network’s latest research on funding for 
human rights, in 2016 Indigenous people as a 
population group received just 4 per cent of 
the share of the total human rights funding. 
This level of support is not nearly enough to 
address the complex needs and mounting 
challenges facing Indigenous communities 
representing some 370 million people in 
more than 90 countries, especially when 
much of that support comes as restrictive, 
project-specific grants, or requires regular 
renewal. This is not to say that we don’t value 
and recognise the wealth that comes from 
their traditional knowledge and the 
preservation of humanity but rather from a 
place of understanding that monetary 

Mónica Alemán is senior programme 
officer for BUILD at the Ford 
Foundation. 

 m.aleman@fordfoundation.org

around 2.5 per cent of the global population. 
And as expressed in the article from Teresa 
Zapeta and Lucy Mulenkei in this issue on the 
survey conducted by the International 
Indigenous Women’s Forum in 45 countries 
(see page 52), women continue to face 
violence, including human trafficking as well  
as criminalisation and murder; they lack public 
policies and specific budgets and are severely 
under-represented in decision-making spaces 
at all levels. Zapeta argues that there is an 
urgent need for the philanthropic community 
to intervene and find effective forms of closing 
the inequality gap. 

Partly in response to this trend, in 2016 the 
Ford Foundation launched BUILD, an 
innovative programme aimed at offering civil 
society organisations – including Indigenous 
and traditional organisations – the kind of 
flexible, reliable funding that can help them 
plan for the long term and do their best work. 

resources are a necessary evil to sustain 
advances in their rights at a scale that is 
comparable to their needs and realities.

In my view and in my own experience working 
in donor institutions, philanthropy is missing 
the full picture of the extent to which these 
communities contribute to the well-being of 
humanity, and the urgency of the issues they 
face. From a ‘gender’ or rather women’s rights 
perspective, the numbers are even more 
striking: International Funders for Indigenous 
Peoples (IFIP) reports that Indigenous women 
receive no more than 0.7 per cent of overall 
human rights funding, despite making up 

Philanthropy is missing the full 
picture of the extent to which 
these communities contribute 
to the well-being of humanity, 
and the urgency of the issues 
they face. 

Left: Tikal in 
Guatemala.
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Relationships first, 
money after

Guest Editor  
Manaia King 

Philanthropy can help restore the power  
and dignity of Indigenous Peoples and their  
cultures, but it takes more than writing cheques, 
having meetings and making the right noises 
He aha te mea nui o te ao, he tāngata,  
he tāngata he tāngata’ – ‘What is the most 
important thing in this world, it is people, 
people, people.’ (Māori whakatauak /proverb).

Māori are tangata whenua – the Indigenous 
people of Aotearoa New Zealand. As a Māori 
man chairing the board of a family foundation, 
I find myself in a very exclusive club. At the end 
of 2018, I was elected as the first Māori chair of 
the J R McKenzie Trust which also meant that I 

was the first Māori chair of a family foundation 
in Aotearoa. The very fact that this didn’t occur 
until 2018 might seem anomalous to those who 
see this country as a trailblazer when it comes 
to the advancement and recognition of 
Indigenous rights and freedoms. 

However, the truth is that our immeasurable 
traumatic experience of colonisation, the 

confiscation of our lands, and the deliberate 
and pervasive destruction of our culture and 
heritage had pushed us near to collapse as a 
people. It’s only relatively recently, through the 
leadership and bravery of many Indigenous 
rangatira or leaders such as Tawhiao Te 
Wherowhero (the second Māori king), Dame 
Whina Cooper, Princess Te Puea Herangi and 
many others, that we have begun to reclaim 
our identity, our language, our land and our 
right to be at the decision-making table in 
every aspect of Aotearoa New Zealand society. 
This includes philanthropy. 

I see philanthropy as one of the bastions that 
Māori are yet to fully breach and perhaps the 
enduring impact of colonisation might play a 

Manaia King is chair of the 
J R McKenzie Trust. 

 manaia.king038@msd.govt.nz 

Indonesia, have been engaged in a 40-year 
legal battle to protect their 9,405 hectares 
of customary forest. The Dayak have 
preserved their traditions, clothing and diet, 
and are role models for other Indigenous 
communities, developing credit unions and 
other forms of generating revenue while  
also maintaining their rich cultural heritage 
(see page 48). 

These communities need philanthropy’s 
support. Their very survival is at stake.  
But that support must come in the form of 
thoughtful, meaningful partnership centred 
on Indigenous ideas, values and voices.  
No funder can do this alone. We need all of 
philanthropy to recognise the urgency of 
these issues and this moment and we need 
governments to participate. By coming 
together like this, we can work toward  
justice for Indigenous communities, and  
see an impact on the social, economic and 
environmental challenges tied to their 
well-being. Not only that, we can model a 
more participatory and effective way of 
working for philanthropy as a whole. My 
hope is that you take a moment to sit back 
and reflect as you review this special issue  
of Alliance. We bring a collection of voices 
that although not perfect are making 
tremendous strides in advancing the rights 
of Indigenous Peoples and re-thinking the 
ways in which we see and talk to each other. 

And lastly, because it is 2020 I call you to act. 
Do whatever is possible to make a difference. 
And to you Mr Cameron – we are awaiting  
the release of your new movie and hoping 
that an important percentage of the income  
is dedicated to Indigenous organisations  
and their causes. I know for sure that while  
I remain in this sector I will commit to do  
my part.  

Through BUILD, we are working hand in 
hand with Indigenous and traditional 
communities to support the issues that 
matter to them most and, most importantly, 
invest in strengthening the infrastructure of 
the multiple movements that represent them 
across the world. We understand that 
funding is always political and does not by 
itself guarantee progressive change; we 
know that to make a lasting impact, we will 
need to rebuild our own conception of the 
balance of power between donors and 
grantees if we want these partnerships to  
be effective and long-lasting. 

In learning from, and listening to, close allies, 
friends and partners in the sector, we have 
been testing IFIP’s suggested principles for 
effective partnership, the four Rs: respect, 
reciprocity, responsibility and relationships. 
The four Rs point to how philanthropic funds 
can be used more effectively to respect 
Indigenous Peoples’ traditions, actively 
connect people and their beliefs, give 
Indigenous people a space to speak for 
themselves, and engage with these 
communities in accordance with their 
traditional cultural norms, lands and spiritual 
concepts. At the expense of challenging our 
own notions of what it means to have 
effective, durable and resilient organisations.

These principles have proved invaluable  
in guiding our programme’s implementation. 
They have shown us that when it comes  
to strengthening institutions, 
self-determination could not be more critical. 
Although BUILD has a framework for 
organisational strengthening that includes 
attention to areas such as leadership, 
governance, financial health and strategic 
clarity and coherence, we make sure that 
partners like National Indigenous Peoples 
Organisations of Colombia (ONIC) get to 
define what strategic clarity means for them, 
in their own terms and through their own 
culturally appropriate processes. In ONIC’s 
case, this meant using Ford Foundation’s 
support to bring together more than 50 
leaders from across Colombia to define  
what their own institutional strengthening 
priorities would be, and most importantly, 
what strategic clarity and coherence meant 
in their own lives and communities.

Another lesson from the four Rs: when it 
comes to sustaining a long-term relationship, 
reciprocity and traditional knowledge 
systems are of equal value. To see this 
principle in action, consider Ford’s 
partnership with AMAN, the Indigenous 
Peoples’ Alliance of the Archipelago. With 
AMAN’s support, the Dayak Iban community 
of Sui Utik long-house in West Kalimantan, 

There appears to be a  
strong desire by philanthropic 
organisations who are not 
currently engaging with  
Māori, to take an initial step. 

Above: IFIP Latin 
American Indigenous 
funders conference.

Above: Natural 
beauty of 
Aotearoa New 
Zealand.
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Therefore, build a relationship first. Seek to 
understand the dreams and aspirations of 
the Māori that you wish to partner with. 

Third, understand Māori customs, values and 
practices within your organisation. It is not 
sufficient to have hard structures in place 
that give effect to Māori desires. Your 
organisation and the people within it, board 
and staff, need to understand these. Much  
of Te Ao Māori exists on a higher plane, 
accessed through mediums such as waiata 
(songs), karakia (prayers) and tikanga 
(rituals). By understanding the importance 
of these things, an organisation will naturally 
become more authentic when engaging with 
Māori and be seen as being more culturally 
responsive.

While these three key themes might help 
organisations seeking to better engage  
with Māori, it will ultimately come down to 
people. I kicked this article off with a Māori 
whakatauak  about people being the  
most important thing. In the context of 
philanthropy, focusing on people and their 
experiences, their aspirations and dreams, 
and supporting self-determined approaches 
to achieve their goals, will bring you closer  
to forming an enduring and respectful 
relationship. 

I am truly privileged to be part of the 
philanthropic movement in Aotearoa 
because I have been given an opportunity  
to help restore my people through 
philanthropic means to the position they 
occupied before colonisation. I am also 
proud to be walking alongside 
non-Indigenous philanthropic organisations, 
as many take their first steps towards true 
engagement with Māori. I am hopeful that 
we in Aotearoa can be seen as a positive 
example, notwithstanding the long path that 
we must still take to restoring the full mana 
(power) and dignity of Māori, one board and 
one philanthropic organisation at a time.  

role in that. While I can attest to the desire 
and willingness of my own organisation to 
embrace Māori leaders, values, customs  
and practices, and to move away from 
systems and beliefs that could be seen as  
a manifestation of colonial tendencies  
(for example, the idea of doing to, as 
opposed to doing with), I believe that there  
is still some way to go. However, it is not all 
bleak. I sense a shift happening across 
philanthropy in Aotearoa.

Philanthropy New Zealand’s recent edition  
of its magazine Philanthropy News, was 
dedicated entirely to philanthropy and  
Te Ao Māori (The Māori World). The primary 
message was that philanthropic 
engagement with Māori and grantmaking 
towards Māori initiatives continues to grow, 
and there appears to be a strong desire by 
philanthropic organisations who are not 
currently engaging with Māori, to take an 
initial step. This is positive news. There are  
a number of highly respected philanthropic 
organisations in Aotearoa such as the  
Todd Foundation and Foundation North, 
who, along with the J R McKenzie Trust, are 
willing to help guide others on how to walk 
alongside Māori as partners, because it 
offers much more opportunity to achieve  
the aspirations of all parties.

A desire to work closely with Māori cannot 
be accidental or opportunistic. It has to be 
deliberate and calculated and driven by 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous leaders in 
the philanthropic sector who are dedicated 
to enhancing the impact of philanthropy. 
Many of the conversations that I have had 
with philanthropic leaders and organisations 
who have a desire to engage better with 
Māori, but don’t know where to begin, have 
usually centred around three key themes. 
First, examine your own organisation and 
ask yourself, are you ready to have a 
relationship with Māori? Do you have the 
right people at governance and operational 
level to steer and implement your desire to 
engage and partner with Māori? Do you have 
a strategy that prioritises Māori outcomes 
and have you set aside the resources and 
funding to commit to those priorities? And 
ask yourself, do you actually believe in why 
partnering with, and investing in, Māori is the 
right thing to do?

Second, build a relationship with Māori,  
don’t just rush in with your money. While 
money might open the door, many will find 
themselves pushed back out of that same 
door because of an approach that lacks  
the desire to create a true and meaningful 
relationship coupled with the hope that  
one day it could evolve into a partnership. 

Above left:  
Tawhiao Te 
Wherowhero, 
second  
Māori king.

Above right: 
Dame Whina 
Cooper.
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A snapshot of the key funds, foundations  
and networks at the heart of the growing 
Indigenous philanthropy movement

Indigenous-led funds

The AYNI Fund (FIMI)

Launched in 2008, 
the AYNI Fund is one 
of several strands of 
activity led by the 
International 
Indigenous Women’s 
Forum (FIMI). AYNI is 
a Quechua/Kichua 

word meaning reciprocity, equality, 
and justice. The only fund directed 
by and for Indigenous women in 
Latin America, North America, 
Asia, Pacific, and Africa, it practices 
‘an innovative intercultural 
philanthropy’, the object of which  
is to co-invest human, financial  
and other material resources with 
Indigenous women’s organisations 
and communities to achieve both 
their individual and collective 
human rights. It has three main 
lines of action: seeding and scaling 
up projects, the Indigenous 
Peoples Assistance Facility (IPAF), 
and the Leading from the South 
Programme.

 www.lfs-ayni-fimi.com/eng

Fundo Podáali (Brazil)

Formed in 2017, Fundo Podáali,  
the Indigenous Fund of the 
Brazilian Amazon, aims to support 
community mobilisation of the 
Indigenous Peoples of the region 
and strengthen their organisations, 
create access to resources for the 
Indigenous Peoples of the Amazon 
basin, to support projects which 
promote the participation of those 
Peoples in their own development 
and the management of their own 
territories, and to promote the 
conservation of the biodiversity of 
Indigenous territories. 

Podáali means ‘giving without 
asking for a return’ in the language 
of the Baniwa people of the 
Amazon basin. 

 www.fundopodaali.org.br/

In Profile

Indigenous 
philanthropy 

Colorado Plateau 
Foundation (US)

The Colorado 
Plateau Foundation 
(CPF) was created 
to support the 
lands, waters,  
and cultures of the 
Colorado Plateau 
region. Its mission  
is to connect the 

philanthropic community to 
on-the-ground initiatives by 
growing a sustainable supply of 
resources and providing grants 
that enhance the work of 
Native-led organisations on the 
Plateau. Grants are focused on 
capacity building for communities 
and organisations, and general 
support for long-term grantees. 
Since 2012, CPF has given nearly 
$2.2 million to over 75 Native-led 
initiatives. 

 https://tinyurl.com/
colplatfoundation

Koondee Woonga-gat 
Toor-rong (Australia)

Launched earlier this year, Koondee 
Woonga-gat Toor-rong (KWT) is  
the first Aboriginal and Torres  
Strait Islander Community-led 
philanthropic fund to focus 
exclusively on the Australian state  
of Victoria. Its name means ‘to give 
jointly, to share together’ in the 
Woiwurrung language. Developed 
out of Towards a Just Society, an 
existing sub-fund of Australian 
Communities Foundation, whose 
members decided to move the fund 
to Indigenous control, KWT aims to 
create a distinctive Indigenous 
grantmaking practice, based around 
traditional cultural values and the 
principle of self-determination. 

 www.kwtfund.com.au

Pawanka 
Fund

Established in 2014, 
Pawanka Fund is  
an Indigenous-led 
fund committed  
to the concept of 

intercultural philanthropy, based on 
ancestral practices of solidarity and 
reciprocity of Indigenous Peoples. 
The fund is steered by a Guiding 
Committee comprising leaders from 
the global Indigenous movement 
and has approved around  
20 grants a year, ranging from 
$15,000-30,000, so far allocating 
140 grants in 45 countries, in North 
America, Latin America, Asia, Africa, 
Arctic, Pacific, and Russia, to 104 
local partners’ organisations, for a 
total of $3.75 million. The fund 
supports and links traditional 
knowledge, skills, stewardship of 
land and sacred sites, instruments, 
objects and cultural spaces 
recognised by communities, groups 
and individuals as part of their 
Indigenous cultural heritage.

 www.pawankafund.org

Other donors

Lush Fresh Handmade 
Cosmetics

Through its Charity 
Pot programme, 
Lush, which 
produces 
ethically-sourced 

cosmetics, provides grants to 
grassroots groups working on 
environmental justice, animal 
protection and human rights, a 
number of which are drawn from 
Indigenous Peoples. Grants go to 
registered and unregistered 
organisations, non-profits, 
Indigenous and community 
organisations with an annual revenue 
of $500,000 or less. Tricia Stevens, 
who manages Lush’s charitable giving 
and ethical campaigns for North 
America, is also on the board of the 
International Fund for Indigenous 
Peoples. Lush’s charitable giving arm 
also supports initiatives such as the 
Arctic Funders Collaborative.

 www.lush.ca/en/charity-pot.html

Tamalpais Trust (US)

Created in 2012, Tamalpais Trust 
works closely with a core of 
Indigenous-led grant partners  
and advisers around the world.  
The trust and its partners are 
committed to supporting the 
development of Indigenous-led 
initiatives, organisations and global 
networks that promote and serve 
Indigenous cultures, economies, 
ways of life, values and knowledge, 
human rights, ceremonial practices, 
and which protect sacred waters  
and lands. Grant partners include  
the Indigenous People’s Alliance of 
Archipelago Indonesia, the Cultural 
Conservancy (US), FIMI and the 
Saami Council (Norway, Finland, 
Russia and Sweden). Grants are in 
the range of $100,000-300,000 per 
year and are typically multi-year and 
support long-term relationships. 

 www.tamtrust.org

NoVo Foundation (US)

Through its Supporting Indigenous 
Communities in North America 
Initiative, NoVo Foundation aims  
‘to help restore and strengthen 
Indigenous knowledge and life-ways 
as potentially transformative in 
addressing some of the world’s  
– and similarly, some of Indigenous 
communities’ – most pressing 
problems’. The initiative has five 
focus areas: Violence against Girls, 
Women and the Earth, Leadership  
of Indigenous Girls and Women, 
Indigenous Cultural Expression, 
Healing from Historical Trauma  
and Oppression, and Indigenous 
Education. The foundation also 
supports the Spirit Aligned 
Leadership Program which 
acknowledges and celebrates 
Indigenous elder women who are 
working to share and promote 
traditional wisdom in their own areas 
of work with their communities.

 https://novofoundation.org
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The Circle on 
Philanthropy and 
Aboriginal Peoples  
in Canada 

The Circle on 
Philanthropy and 
Aboriginal Peoples in 
Canada (The Circle) 
transforms philanthropy 
and contributes to 
positive change with 

Indigenous communities by creating 
spaces of learning, innovation, 
relationship-building, co-creation, 
and activation. With The 
Philanthropic Community’s 
Declaration of Action as a foundation, 
it works alongside Indigenous-led 
organisations, Indigenous-informed 
organisations, organisations with 
Indigenous beneficiaries, and 
philanthropic signatories of The 
Declaration of Action to encourage 
individuals and organisations to learn, 
acknowledge and understand more 
about reconciliation and the 
decolonisation of wealth. 

 https://www.the-circle.ca/

Native Americans in 
Philanthropy 

Native Americans in Philanthropy 
(NAP) is a membership organisation 
that promotes reciprocity with, and 
investment in, Native Peoples to 
build healthy and sustainable 
communities. It consists of Native 
and non-Native organisations 
representing a wide range of sectors, 
namely non-profits, foundations, 
tribal programmes, and community 
groups. NAP supports efforts in the 
areas of educating philanthropic 
organisations, fostering and growing 
Native non-profit leadership, and 
investing in data and research 
projects benefiting NAP’s mission.  
It facilitates convenings, offers 
trainings, and organises advocacy 
campaigns. 

 https://nativephilanthropy.org/

International Funders 
for Indigenous Peoples 

International 
Funders for 
Indigenous 
Peoples (IFIP) is 
the only global 
donor network 
dedicated to 

Indigenous Peoples worldwide. 
Rooted in partnerships that 
incorporate Indigenous values to 
re-frame funding relationships,  
IFIP advocates for increased funding 
to Indigenous Peoples and a new 
paradigm of giving based on  
‘The Four R’s of Indigenous 
philanthropy’ – respect, reciprocity, 
responsibility and relationships. 
IFIP’s global community includes 
donors, Indigenous-led funds, 
philanthropic leaders, and 
organisations committed to 
Indigenous philanthropy. IFIP’s 
Learning Institute programme builds 
capacity for donors interested in 
learning how to strengthen, develop 
and adopt funding strategies and 
practices that respect Indigenous 
Peoples, their rights and incorporate 
values in what and how donors 
engage with Indigenous communities.

 https://internationalfunders.org/

Philanthropic 
networks

Arctic Funders 
Collaborative

Arctic Funders 
Collaborative 
(AFC) is a 
network of 
funders that 
promotes  

more informed and effective 
grantmaking to support healthy 
Arctic communities and 
ecosystems. It leverages support 
for opportunities across the Arctic 
that advance land and water 
stewardship, capacity building for 
Indigenous Peoples, and 
community and cultural well-being. 
In 2018, a subset of its members 
established the Arctic Indigenous 
Fund, led by young Indigenous 
leaders from across the Arctic to 
distribute philanthropic funding in 
ways that better support the needs 
of Northern communities and align 
with existing Indigenous-led efforts 
and leadership shaping the future 
of the North.

 www.arcticfunders.com

Indigenous Peoples 
Assistance Facility 
(Italy)

The 
Indigenous 
Peoples 
Assistance 
Facility 

(IPAF) is an innovative funding 
instrument whose objective is to 
strengthen Indigenous Peoples’ 
communities and their 
organisations. IPAF supports 
projects designed and 
implemented by Indigenous 
Peoples’ communities through 
grants ranging from 
$20,000-50,000 for a maximum  
of two years. Supported projects 
build on Indigenous Peoples’ 
culture, identity, knowledge and 
natural resources. IPAF is one of 
the instruments to implement the 
principles of engagement of the 
International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD) Policy on 
Indigenous Peoples. At the global 
level, IPAF is directed operationally 
and strategically by a board mostly 
consisting of Indigenous leaders. 
At a regional level it is co-managed 
and coordinated by regional 
Indigenous Peoples’ organisations 
as the implementing partners.

 https://www.ifad.org/en

Swift Foundation (US)

Swift Foundation’s mission is to 
support ‘land and water stewards 
who protect and defend biocultural 
diversity and community-based 
resilience systems essential to a 
healthy planet’. It works with a 
small number of long-term 
partners, providing grants in the 
range of $20,000-100,000, access 
to networks and contacts and to 
other investment capital. Its main 
areas of work are biocultural 
diversity, Indigenous leadership 
and agroecology, with special 
attention to the promotion of 
Indigenous food sovereignty and 
the defence of territorial rights to 
land, water, seeds and food 
producing habitats. It is active in 
the Pacific north-west of the US, 
Ecuador, Peru and Colombia and 
among the North America Native 
networks and Africa-based food 
sovereignty networks.

 https://swiftfoundation.org

The United 
Nations 
Declaration 
on the Rights 
of Indigenous 
Peoples
The United Nations Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UNDRIP), was adopted 
on September 13, 2007 by the  
UN General Assembly. UNDRIP  
is the most comprehensive 
international instrument 
regarding the collective and 
individual human rights of 
Indigenous Peoples. Negotiated 
between Indigenous Peoples and 
states for more than 30 years, 
UNDRIP affirms a wide range of 
political, civil, social, economic, 
and cultural rights. Despite 
Indigenous Peoples being 
protected by the same human 
rights as all other Peoples, 
Indigenous Peoples continue to 
experience disproportionally high 
rates of human rights abuses.  
Full and effective implementation 
of the Declaration requires 
contributions by diverse actors 
from many sectors, including  
the philanthropic and donor 
community. As key actors 
working to promote equity and 
social justice, and the protection 
of the environment and human 
rights, funders must also partner 
with and fund Indigenous 
organisations and networks,  
as well as other national and 
international organisations 
focused on Indigenous  
Peoples’ issues.

 https://tinyurl.com/UNDRIP

Free, prior and informed consent
A central concept in funding  
for Indigenous Peoples and one 
that underpins, either explicitly 
or implicitly, the work of these 
organisations is that of free,  
prior and informed consent 
(FPIC). This derives from the 
right of Indigenous Peoples to 
fully participate in decisions 
about the processes that directly 
or indirectly affect their lives. 

A corollary of FPIC is that there 
should not be coercion, 
intimidation or manipulation, that 
the time required for a consensus 

to emerge is respected and  
that accurate information is 
shared in ways that are available 
and intelligible to Indigenous 
Peoples (for example, 
appropriate translation). 
Participatory processes need to 
include young people and elders 
to ensure intergenerational 
transfer of knowledge and 
experience. A full and effective 
participation of Indigenous 
Peoples guarantees the 
sustainability and continuity  
of the initiatives. 
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Peer dialogue

Justice is key 
to real social 
progress 

Lourdes Inga (Peruvian of Quechua descent) of the 
International Funders for Indigenous Peoples talks to  
Darren Walker, president of the Ford Foundation about the 
importance of placing Indigenous perspectives centre-stage

Lourdes Inga: International Funders for 
Indigenous Peoples (IFIP) has now run for 
20 years and we wanted to use the special 
feature in this edition of Alliance both to 
share the work of our members, including 
the Ford Foundation, to support Indigenous 
people and to expand our influence and 
reach new audiences. So I’m delighted, 
Darren, that you agreed to do this interview. 
First of all, I noticed that among the pieces 
you’ve written since you became president 
of the Ford Foundation, and in your recent 
book1, you talk about Indigenous Peoples 
and I wondered what has shaped your views 
and Ford’s decision to work with them? 

Darren Walker: For years, Indigenous 
Peoples have tried to help governments  
and other institutions whose mission is 
development and social change to 
understand that we can’t have development 
and social progress without putting the 
people who are closest to the challenge  
at the centre of our work. And so for the 
Ford Foundation, it is a natural thing to see 
Indigenous people as essential to unlocking 
the solutions to the problems we are facing 
in the world. 

LI: What have you drawn from your personal 
experience of working with Indigenous 
Peoples and their organisations? 

DW: First of all, while there are unique 
characteristics of the very heterogeneous 
community of Indigenous Peoples around 
the world, they have some similar 
experiences to other excluded communities. 
For example, the experience of being 
overlooked and not respected by 
mainstream societies and by the institutions 
like foundations and development agencies 
who are supposed to be helping solve 
problems. One of the reasons we have not 
made as much progress as we should have  
is because we have not fully understood the 
needs and priorities of the very communities 
we are missioned to serve. Bryan Stevenson2 
speaks from the experience of being an 
African-American when he talks about the 
need to be proximate. In order to build a 
more just world, privileged institutions  
need to get more proximate to the people 
and communities they are seeking to help. 
This is a global phenomenon across all 
societies, and in some cases, it manifests 
itself in attitudes to Indigenous communities 
– in Brazil, with Indigenous Peoples and 

Afro-Brazilians, in the US with Native 
Americans and African-Americans,  
and in India with the Dalits.

LI: I want to pick up on that idea. I’ve been 
around really amazing Indigenous leaders  
and one in particular comes to mind, Peter 
Aldenhoven, a descendant of the Peoples  
of Quandamooka of Australia. At the IFIP 
Pacific Regional Hui in New Zealand, he asked 
philanthropy to listen to us deeply. To walk 
with us not in front of us, but beside us as 
friends, partners, and co-imaginers.  

One of the things we need to look at is how  
we move away from sometimes forgetting  
to acknowledge that Indigenous communities 
know what their solutions are and coming  
with what we think are the solutions.

DW: I think that comes from the way in  
which governments and philanthropy have 
privileged their own acquired knowledge  
over the authentic experience of people 
closest to the challenge. Villages across Africa 
are littered with the carcases of agricultural 
equipment and water and sanitation projects 
that did not work because the knowledge and 
voice of the very people in those communities 
was overlooked in the planning and 
implementation and ultimately, they weren’t 
sustained. I’m not saying that’s the only reason, 
but there is no doubt that it’s only in recent 
years that we working on international 
development, human rights and social justice 
have come to fully understand how our 
privilege blinds us to the solutions that are  
in the hands and heads and hearts of 
Indigenous Peoples.

One of the things we need to look at is  
how we move away from sometimes 
forgetting to acknowledge that 
Indigenous communities know what  
their solutions are and coming with  
what we think are the solutions.

Above: Weavers in 
Peru supported to 
sell their textiles.
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connection with climate change, when you 
wrote, ‘Indigenous people are doing their  
part, managing their lands as a legacy of  
their ancestors and for the benefit of future 
generations. Now it’s time for all of us to help, 
to fight for the rights of these communities, 
and to see the connections between how we 

treat people and how we treat the planet.’3  
In your new book, you interview Carly Hare 
(Pawnee/Yankton) of Change Philanthropy, 
and she said something that really struck me 
and which echoes what you’ve been talking 
about. There are still foundations or funders 
that approach philanthropy from a charity 
perspective, but there are others that are 
leading the way in what philanthropy should 
really look like, and in the context of what 
you’re writing and what Ford is doing, justice  
is key to that. We’re now in 2020, the start of  
a new decade. Given what you know of 
philanthropy and of the funding landscape, 
and what Ford sees you’re learning from the 
BUILD initiative, how would you see the state  
of funding to Indigenous Peoples?

DW: It is not all that it might be because the 
notion of Indigenous Peoples being in the 
driver’s seat has not always resonated,  
even where funders themselves are seeking  
to help Indigenous Peoples and communities.  
I think that requires a shift in mindset and the 
challenge of doing that is what Carly raises in 
my book because the root cause of these 
problems are prejudice, low expectation and  

LI: I think you’re right. Justice is a big piece 
of it. In 2015, you sent a video to ECMIA, the 
Continental Network of Indigenous Women 
of the Americas which met in Guatemala, 
and it was nice to hear your message to  
the over 200 Indigenous women who  
were there. I wanted to hear about your 
experiences of working with Indigenous 
organisations and how that has informed  
or guided Ford’s work.

DW: I think one of the most important 
initiatives during my presidency has been 
our BUILD programme which seeks to 

identify and strengthen key organisations 
across the entire 1,500-plus grantees and 
really go deep with them. Over half of the 
organisations in the programme are led  
by women, women of colour, Indigenous 
women. Putting them at the centre of  
the process showed me just how much 
power there is and how the perspective  
of Indigenous Peoples in the room can 
change the tenor, the understanding, the 
authenticity of the entire experience and 
make the product better, because it is more 

a belief in the supremacy of Northern 
organisations and in solutions that work in  
the North. Some of them may work in the 
South, but they are not easily transportable.  
So in the new decade, we have to commit to  
a new paradigm of equity for Indigenous 
Peoples, people of colour and women, and  
we have to recognise that, yes, we want to 
support those organisations in the North that 
are doing authentic, grounded work, but we 
need to lift up and resource Southern-led, 
Southern-based and Indigenous-led 
organisations, because until those 
organisations are resourced adequately,  
we’re not going to make sustained progress. 
What I’m hoping in this new decade is that  
we will have the courage to take this on in 
meaningful and material ways.

LI: I’m excited to hear that. One last thought 
around Indigenous Peoples’ rights. How is 
Ford looking at Indigenous rights, and how 
does it work, not just in grantmaking but in 
other ways to influence the sector? I’m thinking 
about how it might also support the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples.

DW: Certainly our grantmaking is going to 
continue and hopefully will grow. Secondly,  
we support all of the efforts to strengthen  
the work with Indigenous Peoples at the UN, 
the networking, the meetings, the ongoing 
engagement to build power at the UN and in 
other forums. We have to think about our own 
practices, too, our own hiring, the ways in 
which we interrogate our own internal bias, 
and really make sure that we’re doing all we 
can to be inclusive. In some places, that’s 
harder than others. For example, one of the 
criteria for working at Ford is proficiency in 
English. In some places we work, you find that 
Indigenous Peoples or Afro-Brazilians haven’t 
been given the opportunity to learn English, 
and so we have to work extra hard to make 
sure we don’t allow that to be a barrier. So we 
have to really look at ourselves and we have  
to use the platform of the Ford Foundation to 
proselytise the importance of this idea of the 
inherent rights of Indigenous Peoples. If our 
mission of dignity for all is to be achieved,  
it will only be achieved if we recognise the  
full humanity and full rights and the  
leadership potential of Indigenous Peoples.  
It’s that simple. 

LI: I echo that loud and clear. I understand  
the challenge with language, also being an 
immigrant, but working with Indigenous 
leaders, we have to identify potential activists 
or others who can speak English, which then 
limits some of the messages but that’s the 
context in which we work. We’re trying to 
figure out how we move outside that.

informed, it is more intelligent, it’s more 
realistic and it’s more likely to succeed.

LI: That’s what I’ve seen in my role at IFIP, 
too. It is about sharing that message with 
funders and others in the philanthropic 
sector, about listening, about also prioritising 
Indigenous solutions to many problems.

DW: Our work around land has been an area 
where I have seen very important progress, 
even in my own understanding. Most people, 
when they think about climate change, don’t 
think immediately of Indigenous Peoples as 
the solution, but when you think about the 
impact of the forest on our climate and that 
Indigenous Peoples occupy millions of 

hectares of land across 
the globe, the solution  
is right in front of us.  
The question is, are we 
willing to ensure their 
rightful ownership of 
these lands? Are we 
willing to put our 
privilege on the line to 
guarantee their agency, 
their legal rights? Are  
we prepared to spend 

the resources to take on the private sector 
which often seeks to suppress those rights? 
So the work that we support of Indigenous 
Peoples’ organisations to have autonomy 
and sovereignty over their land is among  
the most important work we do at the 
foundation.

LI: I want to again acknowledge that Ford 
has led, and continues to lead the way in 
supporting Indigenous Peoples. But I want 
to go back to 2018, to your article in 

The work that we support of Indigenous 
Peoples’ organisations to have autonomy 
and sovereignty over their land is among 
the most important work we do at the 
foundation.

We need to lift up and resource 
Southern-led, Southern-based and 
Indigenous-led organisations, because 
until those organisations are resourced 
adequately, we’re not going to make 
sustained progress. 

Above: Indigenous 
women leaders 
from the Colombian 
Amazon.

Below: Lourdes Inga 
and Darren Walker in 
discussion at the Ford 
Foundation offices in 
New York.
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DW: But the English doesn’t have to  
be perfect – I just say that to offer my 
encouragement of your work and 
appreciation for what you’re doing  
and affirm our support and belief in it. 

LI: Thank you. To close, I’d like to ask what 
message you have for other foundation 
presidents and CEOs, particularly those  
who have not thought of including 
Indigenous Peoples either as a distinct 
programme or across their other 
programmes, or haven’t invested time  
in learning from Indigenous Peoples?

DW: This is an opportunity to improve your 
chances of impact. Working with Indigenous 
people, supporting their leadership, investing 
in their institutions is an opportunity for 
impact. So this is not ‘please do us a favour’, 
this is a proven way of making impact in the 
world and if you believe in justice, justice is 
calling and justice won’t be achieved without 
walking hand in hand and resourcing and 
supporting Indigenous Peoples, their 
organisations, their leadership, and believing 
in them. They deserve it.

LI: They also have leadership that is ready  
to share.

DW: Absolutely, leadership that is ready to 
be activated and that is already working. It’s 
not like they’re waiting for us to put them to 

work, they’re already working. We just need 
to acknowledge that they’re doing that but 
without sufficient resources and yet they’re 
determined. It’s that determination and 
courage that you see on the faces of those 
Indigenous leaders that inspires me and that 
compels me to do all that I can to be of some 
service.  

1 From Generosity to Justice: A new gospel of wealth  
(see Book Reviews, page 63)

2 American lawyer and social justice activist who 
founded the Equal Justice Initiative

3 http://news.trust.org/item/20180907102724-tb2fv

Above: Warmayu 
intercultural 
meeting in Peru.
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Working with Indigenous people, 
supporting their leadership,  
investing in their institutions is  
an opportunity for impact.
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China Ching (Native Hawaiian)  
is director of grantmaking at the 
Christensen Fund.  

 china@christensenfund.org 
 @christensenfund 
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Mantras and 
the arch of 
leadership

The best way philanthropy can support Indigenous 
Peoples is by backing the continuum of leadership 
between, within and across communities

A few months ago, I found myself 
in the middle of the rainforest in 
Borneo. We had been invited by 
the Dayak Ibanic community of Sui 
Utik1 in West Kalimantan who are 
protecting their territory from 

logging and the encroachment of 
oil-palm plantations. This is no 
small feat. Borneo is ground zero 
for oil-palm devastation. Nowhere 
else in the world has more native 
rainforest been destroyed. We 

By the time we got to the last 
question: ‘Who is an Indigenous 
person leading a non-Indigenous 
organisation that supports our 
people?’, I was the only one in the 
centre. Of course, the question was 
partly designed for me. I am used to 
this position of being one end of the 

arch. I looked to the rafters and 
thought, ‘mantras’. 

Following the exchange, the group 
travelled back to Jakarta. We were 
celebrating the 20th anniversary of 
the Alliance of Indigenous Peoples 
of the Archipelago (AMAN), the 
largest Indigenous Peoples’ 
organisation in the world. Today, 
AMAN represents 2,366 member 
communities (19 million people). Its 
roots lie in the 1980s as an activist 
group and it has evolved as a social, 
economic and political force in 
Indonesia. It was instrumental in the 
historic 2013 Constitutional Court 
ruling that contributed to the 
recognition of customary forests 
(and subsequent law). Of course, 
AMAN’s path has not been easy. 
Mothers and fathers of the 
movement, some now in their 80s, 
spoke and former youth activists, 
now leaders of national 
organisations and members of 
government, talked about how their 
work and strategy had evolved over 
time. They spoke of success. And 
failure. Of the arch of leadership. 
AMAN’s secretary general, Rukka 
Sombolinggi, who had travelled with 
the group to Sui Utik, held back tears 
in front of the crowd of several 
thousand as she reflected on how 
the dream of her parents (two of the 
founders of AMAN, who have since 
passed) had still not been realised. 
How violence against Indigenous 
Peoples hadn’t ceased or even 
lessened. Yet, we are still here.  
We persist.

Left: Cultural sharing 
by Pawanka Fund 
youth participants. 

Right: Dr Myrna 
Cunningham of  
the Pawanka Fund 
relaxes in Sui Utik 
long-house. 

‘It’s amazing how there are  
no mosquitos,’ I remarked. She 
pointed to the rafters which held 
offerings. ‘Mantras (prayers),’  
she replied. ‘Mantras.’

were travelling as part of a 
learning exchange which brought 
together 25 Indigenous youth 
from 14 countries, hosted by  
the Pawanka Fund. Pawanka,  
an Indigenous-led grantmaker 
(see page 38), has built its  
model on Indigenous worldviews. 
Exchanges are not only designed 
to be experiential, support 
capacity and strengthen 
leadership but, importantly,  
to build solidarity. 

Once in the forest, the rhythm of 
community began to hum: some 
went to the river to swim, others 
sat sorting forest greens, laundry 
was hung, cups of sugary coffee 
appeared, rumours began about 
what we might have for dinner. 
One group, we heard, had gone  
in search of boar, another deer.  
I settled on the steps and watched 
the forest change colour in the light. 
One of our hosts came and sat  
with me. ‘It’s amazing how there 
are no mosquitos,’ I remarked.  
She pointed to the rafters which 
held offerings. ‘Mantras (prayers),’ 
she replied. ‘Mantras.’ 

As the night settled in (our  
deer hunters were victorious), we 
began playing a game. ‘Everyone 
who works on their Indigenous 
language, come to the centre of 
the room.’ Ninety per cent of those 
present moved to the middle and 
the group erupted in cheers, aglow 
with the light of recognition.

The game continued, working 
through (and celebrating) all the 
ways we each serve. Often, when 
visitors come to a community,  
they are heralded as ‘experts’ but 
the purpose of this night was to 
highlight the expertise and power 
that was shared among the group. 
Understandably, as we moved 
from community-level change  
to national and international 
advocacy, the number of people  
in the centre began to reduce.  

I am often asked, ‘what is the most 
effective strategy for philanthropy to 
support Indigenous Peoples?’. Being 
in Indonesia, I could see how our 
movement has not only grown but 
transformed on a local (Sui Utik), 
national (AMAN) and international 
(Pawanka) level. The power of 
community work is not its 
uniqueness or its isolation and, the 

value of national 
and international 
work is not its 
scale. It’s the 
relationships 
between these 
parts, how they 
inform and serve 
communities. 
The way 

philanthropy can best serve is to 
partner, to see itself as part of the 
arch of leadership and to support the 
continuum of Indigenous leadership 

that vibrated in the long-house in 
Sui Utik. The mantras have already 
been offered.  

1 Sui Utik received the 2019 Kalpataru Prize 
which is Indonesia’s national environment 
award and are also recipients of the 2019 
Equator Prize, awarded by the United Nations 
Development Programme to recognise 
community efforts to reduce poverty 
through the conservation and sustainable  
use of biodiversity.
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After years of relying on international NGOs, 
funders are beginning to value the contribution 
Indigenous Peoples can make to environmental 
conservation

In October 2020, the 15th 
conference of Parties for the 
Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD) will be held in Kunming, 
China. As governments who attend 
this historic meeting weigh their 
achievements over the last ten 
years and build consensus around 
the priorities for a post-2020 global 
framework, the contributions of, 
and participation by, Indigenous 
Peoples in meeting ‘in situ’ 

biodiversity targets will no doubt 
play an increasingly pivotal role. 
Yet, the road to having Indigenous 
Peoples more clearly recognised 
within the global conservation 
agenda has taken decades of work 
and is still often overshadowed by 
the agendas of large international 
NGOs and the scientific community.

The reasons for this are many.  
For years, conservation NGOs  
and their funders worked within a 
paradigm of ‘fortress conservation’, 
where the emphasis was on 
keeping people out of protected 
areas reflecting deep held notions 
that nature and culture are 
separate. Over time, this approach 
has shifted within academia and 
increasingly within the NGO  
sphere to where people are seen  
as part of nature and larger 
socio-ecological systems. 

Anne Henshaw is programme officer, 
environment, at Oak Foundation. 

 Anne.Henshaw@oakfnd.org
 @AnneHenshaw3
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Indigenous territories

Arctic 
conservation 
harnesses 
Native skills

rooted in Western-based ideologies 
of environmentalism that do not 
easily accommodate diverse cultural 
ways of knowing and approaches to 
conservation. Instead, grants to 
Indigenous communities are largely 
funnelled through intermediaries, and 
in the world of conservation this 
generally means large national and 
international environmental groups. 
The result has led to power disparities 
between Indigenous communities 
and the large NGOs that dominate 
the world’s conservation agenda.

Yet, in recent years philanthropy has 
increasingly shown a willingness to 
invest more directly in Indigenous-led 
stewardship initiatives. In the case of 
Oak Foundation, the Arctic marine 
conservation portfolio centered its 
investments on Alaska Native-led 
organisations working at the forefront 
of biodiversity conservation. Here, 
the foundation recognised the 
importance of a ‘conservation 

grounds from oil and gas 
development; Kawerak and First 
Alaskan Institute and its work to  
grow and empower young leaders  
to engage in policy and resource 
management well into the future.  
Oak also continues to work with 
intermediary organisations that 
redistribute funds to Indigenous-led 
organisations. The foundation is 
making a deliberate effort to level the 
playing field so that more funds flow 
directly to community-led initiatives 
and institutions. At the same time,  
the foundation recognises that 
Indigenous Peoples need allies, but 
that those relationships need to be 
initiated by Indigenous Peoples 
themselves and based on mutual 
trust and reciprocity.

Key to the implementation of an 
Indigenous focused strategy is 
recognising that grantmaking is more 
than a financial transaction or the 
furthering of a donor-driven agenda. 
It is about developing relationships 
with people, being open to 
Indigenous ways of knowing, listening 
to and understanding how funds can 
best serve communities, developing 
tailor-made administrative and 
evaluation mechanisms, and sharing 
lessons learned with philanthropic 
colleagues in ways that will grow a 
community of practice. Oak is not 
alone in its efforts as an increasing 
number of large conservation and 
development-focused foundations 
are engaging with Indigenous 
communities and organisations 
directly. But the resources required 
still fall far short of recognising 
Indigenous Peoples’ existing capacity 
and wisdom to conserve biodiversity 
and to overcome the challenges we 
all face during an unprecedented time 
of change in our planet’s history.  

1 Büscher, Bram and Fletcher, Robert. 2020. 
The Conservation Revolution: Radical ideas  
for saving nature beyond the Anthropocene. 
Verso Books. See also Henshaw, Anne. 2012. 
‘Fostering resilience in a changing sea ice 
context: a grant maker’s perspective’. Polar 
Geography. Volume 36, Issue 1-2: 126-141.

The road to having Indigenous 
Peoples more clearly recognised 
within the global conservation 
agenda has taken decades of work. 

Above: Arctic Bay, 
Nunavut, Canada. 

Left: Tribal drum 
dance in the village 
of Gambell, Saint 
Lawrence Island, 
Alaska. 

A recent publication The 
Conservation Revolution1 captures 
this trend and convincingly argues 
for a more integrated approach to 
practising conservation in the age 
of the Anthropocene. Indigenous 
Peoples and their deep and holistic 
understanding of environment have 
always taken this view but only 
recently have others realised its 
importance especially for 
producing lasting and durable 
conservation outcomes. 

What has philanthropy’s role been 
in the evolution of this thinking? 
Direct investment in Indigenous-led 
organisations is largely a departure 
from the norm in biodiversity 
funding. In part, the lack of direct 
investment is due to the fact that 
donors do not easily recognise 
existing capacities so they perceive 
the risk of investment to be higher. 
Also, many US foundations are 

through use’ approach where marine 
resources lie at the centre of 
Indigenous Peoples’ cultural identity 
and food sovereignty. Investment in 
Indigenous-led work has led to 
important precautionary policy 
outcomes that put Indigenous 
stewardship and knowledge at the 
centre of protecting regions from 
large-scale development, advancing 
sustainable job opportunities and 
supporting community-based 
adaptation in a region undergoing 
transformational change. In this 
context, Oak has funded a range of 
organisations in this effort including: 
the Bering Sea Elders Group and its 
work to protect habitat in the Bering 
Sea from destructive fishing 
practices; Bristol Bay Native 
Association and its efforts to create 
multi-species management plans that 
build on Indigenous knowledge and 
stewardship practices and to protect 
rich traditional fishing and hunting 
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Teresa Zapeta is executive director 
of the International Indigenous 
Women’s Forum (FIMI). 

 teresa-z@iiwf.org 
 @teresazapetam 

Lucy Mulenkei (Masai from Kenya) 
is founder and vice-president of the 
FIMI Board.  

 mulenkei@gmail.com
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Indigenous women

Indigenous 
women changing 
philanthropy

For Indigenous women, there is no distinction 
between individual and collective rights.  
How can philanthropy help them achieve  
those rights and where are the challenges?

Indigenous women are part of 
ancient civilisations, culturally 
diverse and present in different 
regions of the world. According to 
the information shared in the Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the 
UN webpage1, Indigenous women 
total approximately 185 million 
worldwide, belonging to more than 
5,000 Indigenous Peoples.

That said, it is worth underlining 
that there isn’t specific quantifiable 
data on Indigenous women due  
to the lack of ethnic and gender 
disaggregation in official statistics. 
However, it’s clear that the 
inequalities in the world become 
deeper in the case of Indigenous 
women. The UN Development 
Programme’s 2014 Human 
Development Report2 states that 
Indigenous Peoples represent 15 
per cent of those living in poverty, 
categorising this as a violation of 
the right to social, economic and 
political development.

These realities and the demands  
to change them are summarised in 

the Lima Plan of Action, a global 
agenda adopted by delegates from 
seven socio-cultural regions of the 
world in Lima, Peru, launched at the 
World Conference of Indigenous 
Women (2013), which will be 
reviewed and updated during the 
Second World Conference of 
Indigenous Women (2020).

We, as part of the Indigenous 
women’s movement, actively 
participate in other movements, 
such as those of trade unionists, 
environmentalists and feminists  
and other movements of  
Indigenous Peoples.

Working in solidarity with other 
feminist movements has helped 
advance the cause of Indigenous 

relevance for us, with content in our 
Indigenous languages and based on 
the wisdom of our ancestors as part 
of our collective right. This reflects in 
our collective political participation, 
our advocacy and in our political 
papers at different levels. 

On the threshold of a new decade 
and within the framework of Beijing 
+ 25, some challenges remain for 
Indigenous women, highlighted by 
the Global Survey launched by FIMI 
in September 2019 involving 
Indigenous women from 45 
countries. Its findings focus on 
increasing violence against women 
and girls, including human trafficking 
and sexual violence, as well as 
criminalisation and murders of 
Indigenous women’s defenders,  
the lack of public policies and 
specific budgets to deal with  
the realities of Indigenous women 
and under-representation in 
decision-making spaces at all levels.

Another great challenge and 
therefore one of the priorities of 
Indigenous women is economic 
empowerment and autonomy based 
on their own vision and traditions. 
This involves access to development 
opportunities and urgent access to 
technical, financial, human and 
professional resources. Indigenous 
women from 15 African countries, 
participating in the African Regional 
Preparatory Meeting Beijing +25, 
which took place in Yaounde, 
Cameroon in November last year 
said that none of their organisations 
had received resources from their 
states for the development of their 
human rights. Why? One of the main 
reasons is that most states do not 
recognise them as having rights. 
Many highlighted that 
institutionalised discrimination  
and marginalisation still exist.

This is where the philanthropic 
community could intervene, 
discussing together with Indigenous 
women effective forms of 
partnership for development,  
to move from a vertical, ‘aid’ 
perspective towards the 
complementary use of resources, 
skills and reciprocity in knowledge  
to challenge and transform systems 

that perpetuate 
inequality.

Drawing on the 
experience of  
197 Indigenous 
women’s 
organisations 
from different 
regions of the 
world, at 

AYNI-FIMI Indigenous Women’s 
Fund, we have brought together  
our resources for organisational 
strengthening, leadership and 
advocacy, capacity building in fund 
management, territory protection 
and natural resources, climate change 
mitigation and violence prevention.  
In this way, the philanthropic arm of 
FIMI advocates the end of the 
paradigm of funding as charity.

The fund has looked at how this 
complementarity of resources has 
worked in practice, by identifying  
and quantifying the contributions of 
Indigenous women in each process  
or project. Looking at their ancestral 
knowledge, we take into account their 
organisational spaces, spirituality, 
languages, and use of time. For 
example, the fund co-invests in the 
spiritual resources of Indigenous 
women on equal terms with human  
or economic resources. 

Human Development  
Report 2014
Sustaining Human Progress:
Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience

Empowered lives. 
Resilient nations. 

Empowered lives. 
Resilient nations. 
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Another great challenge and 
therefore one of the priorities of 
Indigenous women is economic 
empowerment and autonomy based 
on their own vision and traditions. 

We are not first women and then 
Indigenous or vice versa, we are all 
one, individual and collective. 

These are good practices that have 
led us to unlearn many years of 
colonisation which forced us to 
internalise ways inappropriate to our 
traditional culture, which in turn, has 
led to our devaluing ourselves. Thus, 
our participation with other funds and 
donors helps us to see our practices 
in terms of reciprocity. 

Reciprocity is a key concept. It implies 
trust and recognition of Indigenous 
women as actors of change and its 
practise has allowed us to strengthen 
our capabilities. For 2020, we have 
instruments and tools that enable us 
to manage and make decisions about 
our resources and those that are 
managed on our behalf. Indigenous 
women believe in co-investment. Not 
the kind that generates profits, but 
the co-investment that produces the 
transformation of inequalities. In the 
Maya K’iche language, it is defined as 
the Kuchuj, the pooling of resources 
for the well-being of everyone.  

1 www.fao.org/indigenous-peoples/
indigenous-women/en/

2 Human Development Report 2014: 
Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing 
Vulnerabilities and Building Resilience, 
available at: http://hdr.undp.org/sites/
default/files/hdr14-report-en-1.pdf

women. The Fourth World 
Conference on Women of the 
United Nations, held in Beijing 
(1995), is a good example. This was 
a crucial milestone in the global 
articulation of the role and identity 
of Indigenous women, thereby 
beginning the creation of the 
International Indigenous Women’s 
Forum (FIMI). 

In the same way, in the Indigenous 
women’s movement, individual 
rights don’t eclipse or take 
precedence over collective rights, 
but the two enhance and interact 
with each other; highlighting and 
stimulating campaigns against 

poverty, 
malnutrition, 
violence, 
environmental 
pollution, 
dispossession of 
territories and 
forced evictions, 

among others. We are not first 
women and then Indigenous or vice 
versa, we are all one, individual and 
collective. As Indigenous women, 
therefore, we have contributed to 
the struggle for access to 
education, health and other public 
services as individual rights. At the 
same time, we have fought for 
quality services, which have cultural 
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moving toward economic justice. 
Yet they have not had resources  
to advance their own solutions. 

So how do we bridge the gap 
between philanthropy and 
Indigenous women’s activism?  
I come to the question humbly, 
recognising that FJS, where I am 
the CEO, is only just starting to 
learn how to be a real ally to 
Indigenous women’s movements. 

As a feminist funder, we believe 
that when people who experience 
the deepest forms of oppression 
actively represent their own 
interests, the solutions are more 
effective and progress is more 
enduring. Indigenous women have 
lived at the intersection of multiple 
systems of oppression for 
generations, and they have long 
organised for more just societies 
and a sustainable world. 

In 2018, we committed to increasing 
our funding to organisations led by 
Indigenous women. We started 
with a grant to the International 
Indigenous Women’s Forum (FIMI). SP
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When Teresa Zapeta and Lucy 
Mulenki affirm on the previous 
pages that ‘we are not first women 
and then Indigenous or vice versa, 
we are all one, individual or 
collective’, I feel an immediate 
resonance as a feminist. While  
their analysis is rooted in specific 
Indigenous approaches, it is a way 
of thinking that will be familiar – and 
compelling – to anyone who takes 
an intersectional feminist view. 
Intersectional feminism, too, tells  
us that gender is inextricable from 
other aspects of identity, and that 
all struggles for justice are 
connected. This insight is at the 
core of Indigenous women activists’ 
work and worldview, positioning 
the rights of women within a 
broader strategy of strengthening 
entire communities. For funders like 
Foundation for a Just Society (FJS) 
who seek to support Indigenous 
women, understanding this 
approach is critical. 

With an integrated view of 
individual and collective rights, 
Indigenous women’s organisations 
are fighting for individual women’s 
and girls’ rights while strengthening 
the collective voice of their 
communities. This means they are 
not going to leave any part of their 
community, or the environment, 
behind. Indigenous women bring 
an intersectional analysis and a 
holistic approach to some of the 
most pressing challenges of our 
time, from climate justice to land 
rights to ending violence and 

FIMI’s AYNI Fund, which is staffed 
by Indigenous activists, is a 
mechanism through which they 
support – with small to medium 
grants – grassroots Indigenous 
women-led initiatives across  
the globe.

As we build out our grantmaking to 
Indigenous women’s organisations 
across all of our regional portfolios 
and in our global portfolio, we are 
aware of how much we have to 
learn. So we are doing a lot of 
listening.

We hear Indigenous women asking 
for a paradigm shift from vertical, 
aid-based philanthropy, to 
reciprocal philanthropy, where  
skills and resources are shared 
horizontally. 

We hear Indigenous women 
recommending that funds be 
established with structures through 
which Indigenous women can 
represent themselves rather  
than relying on well-resourced 
organisations to represent them. 

We hear that philanthropic 
approaches to supporting 
Indigenous women should  
not perpetuate colonial  
power dynamics. 

If we want to transform the world, 
we need to heed the call for 
transformative approaches to 
philanthropy, approaches which  
are based on trust, justice and 
reciprocity. We are being asked  
to put resources in the hands of 
Indigenous women-led 
organisations and to support their 
decision-making about how best  
to use the resources.

At FJS, we are at the very beginning 
of our journey of learning how to be 
genuine allies and true supporters 
of Indigenous women’s work to 
transform our world. We invite 
other funders to join us in 
recognising – and supporting –  
the leadership, visions and 
strategies of Indigenous women 
working on multiple fronts for a 
just, sustainable world for us all.   

The author wishes to thank Maitri Morarji, 
director of programmes, and Mónica 
Enríquez-Enríquez, programme officer at  
the Foundation for a Just Society, for their 
invaluable contributions to this article.

Following the 
leadership of 
Indigenous women

Listening to Indigenous women activists will move 
philanthropy closer to achieving meaningful change

Nicky McIntyre is chief executive  
of Foundation for a Just Society.

 nmcintyre@fjs.org
 @nickymcintyre

Indigenous women’s 
organisations are fighting 
for individual women’s  
and girls’ rights while 
strengthening the collective 
voice of their communities.
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There is no one model for success 
to foster sustainable livelihoods. 
Support for local Indigenous 
governance and self-determination 
can use different vehicles based on 
tribes, cooperatives, entrepreneurs 
or individuals. Key is helping to 
create non-extractive, renewable 
and resilient livelihoods that focus 
on local markets and needs while 
being sensitive to Indigenous 
cultures and local conditions. 

Funders should respect Indigenous 
Peoples’ determination of their 
own priorities. While donors may 
have funds, they don’t have the 
ideas, people and energy to make 
an investment real. Constructively 
engaging in conversations about 
the terms of capital and the 
governance surrounding who 
profits from an endeavour help 
address issues of power in finance. 

The varied examples below 
demonstrate how Indigenous 
communities, entrepreneurs and 
cooperatives come together in 
consensual investing relationships.

Ejido Verde social enterprise
Ejido Verde engages Purépecha 
communities in Michoacán, Mexico, 
in a community lending model for 
regenerative forestry. Its use of 
crowdfunding is unusual and 
provides ten-year no-interest loans 
to help families secure land and 
plant and tend native pine trees. 
Other finance supporting the 
project engages investors in 
long-term, low-interest loans.  
‘If we look at our crops, we can see 
we are suffering the consequences 
of climate change,’ says farmer  
Juan Javier Juárez Figueroa, ‘ 
[This project] means that I will  
have a better income for my family. 
We want to plant trees against 
climate change and for the 
environment.’ Historically, these 
communities produced high-quality 
pine resin used in industrial 
products. By replanting pine forests 
destroyed by drug cartels, local 
Indigenous communities create  
jobs and sustainable livelihoods 
while restoring land for future 
generations. 

Jennifer Astone is principal at 
Integrated Capital Investing.

 jen@iciaptos.com
 @JenAstone

Steven Heim is managing director at 
Boston Common Asset Management.

 sheim@bostoncommonasset.com
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Indigenous innovation

Investment, 
innovation  
and respect

Money is often not the most important element of  
investments in Indigenous communities, taking a  
backseat to building long-term partnerships

Indigenous communities, 
foundations and entrepreneurs 
have launched creative structures 
and approaches to access financial 
capital, link to markets and promote 
the well-being of their communities, 
traditions and lands. They have 
been spurred on by the unequal 
burdens of climate change, the rich 
knowledge, traditions and land base 
of Indigenous Peoples, and 

persistent wealth inequities. All of 
these investments are founded on 
fostering long-term partnerships in 
which money takes a backseat to 
economic justice and engaged 
participation in setting the terms 
and conditions of investment. They 
require creative financing structures 
and demand that foundations and 
investors bring a fresh mindset to 
the role of capital. 

Raven Indigenous Impact Fund 
Raven Indigenous Capital Partners 
runs an impact-first capital fund out 
of Vancouver, Canada, for 
Indigenous-owned, -led and 
-benefiting businesses. Emerging 
from the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission on Residential Schools  
in Canada, Raven Fund’s founders 
recognised that no existing funds 
focused on First Nation entrepreneurs 
and the fund is an attempt to remedy 
that. Raven’s first funded businesses 
focus on Indigenous technology and 
digital media, natural cosmetics 
enriching the lives of Indigenous 
youth, and financial technology 
enabling financial and social inclusion 
for Indigenous individuals and 
communities. Raven Indigenous 
Impact Fund is a strong example of 
how to empower Indigenous 
entrepreneurs to scale businesses 
that also help their communities 
through employment and services. 

Buen Vivir Fund 
The Buen Vivir Fund is a 
community-centred evergreen fund 
in which investors and investees 
co-define goals. By shifting control, 
grassroots partners who have been 
innovating practices for business, 
investment, saving and lending, are 
not only able to generate prosperity 
but also well-being. It describes its 

model as regenerative finance as it 
commits all parties to learning and 
changing their practices. One 
investment involves a $15,000 grant 
alongside a $75,000 loan for a Mayan 
Medical Clinic to the Asociación 
Femenina para el Desarrollo de 
Sacatepéquez (AFEDES) in 
Guatemala. AFEDES will make a  
5 per cent Aporte contribution or 
solidarity payment on top of its loan 
repayment to create a reserve fund, 
demonstrating the commitment of all 

parties to the fund’s financial 
well-being.

First Nations Oweesta 
First Nations Oweesta is a financial 
intermediary based in Colorado, US, 
that lends to Native-led Community 
Development Financial Institutions 
(CDFIs) to build wealth and capacity 
within Native communities. First 
Nations Oweesta has provided 
technical assistance and capital to 
Native CDFIs for 20 years, thereby 
increasing the capacity and 

well-being of 
front-line 
financial 
institutions that 
serve Native 
families, reducing 
payday loans, 
providing 
financial 
education, and 
supporting 
asset-building 

opportunities such as small business 
creation and home mortgages. This 
kind of tailored due diligence and 
education work is beyond the 
capabilities of most funders. 

Challenges to investing in 
Indigenous Peoples
Indigenous Peoples, foundations and 
entrepreneurs are working in creative 
and innovative ways to overcome 
persistent capital gaps. All of these 
efforts benefit from start-up capital 

Above: Community of Ucaréo, 
Michoacán, Mexico beginning 
the reforestation season in 
alliance with Ejido Verde.

(grants, first-loss capital, low-interest 
loans, etc) to create investment 
opportunities, incorporate culturally 
relevant returns and provide capital 
for transformative economies.

Native-led efforts such as the Raven 
Indigenous Impact Fund and First 
Nations Oweesta are good examples 
of foundations stepping back and 
supporting Indigenous-run 
institutions. Both Ejido Verde and the 
Buen Vivir Fund showcase creative 
capital deployment and structures. 
Ejido Verde’s regenerative forestry 
work requires long-term investment 
in Indigenous communities’ forest 
management. The Buen Vivir Fund 
illustrates how Indigenous 
communities can work with investors 
to create a fund where grants and 
other kinds of support complement 
investment and enable benefits to 
flow in both directions. 

Strong relationships form the basis 
for investing needed capital in 
Indigenous communities. The 
enterprises with the greatest returns 
for Indigenous Peoples and the 
environment are those that adopt 
approaches to investment that 
prioritise community engagement 
and well-being. 

Left: Buen Vivir Fund 
learning exchange in 
Guatemala. 

By shifting control, grassroots 
partners who have been innovating 
practices for business, investment, 
saving and lending, are not only able 
to generate prosperity but also 
well-being. 
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A more 
comprehensive 
idea of well-being

Indigenous Peoples’ idea of welfare goes beyond the material  
– often encapsulated in Latin America in the notion of buen vivir.  
The role of engaged funders is to embrace this, and to have a  
long-term commitment to partnerships rooted in dialogue and trust

In 2008 the W K Kellogg 
Foundation undertook an in-depth 
review of its mission and vision, 
which also led to a review of its 
programmes. From this, a focus 
emerged on vulnerable children, 
racial equity and a place-based 
approach. 

The highlands of Chiapas and the 
inner lands of the Yucatan 

Peninsula, territories of the Tseltal, 
Tsotsil and Maya Peoples, were the 
two regions in Mexico chosen to 
pursue this interest in partnering 
with communities and promoting 
comprehensive development under 
a racial equity approach. Indigenous 
Peoples were chosen because they 
are more vulnerable, and face 
discrimination and constant 

struggles for survival to a greater 
degree than non-Indigenous 
populations. 

What they also have are a lot of 
social capital, deep-rooted 
community networks, a strong 
sense of solidarity, profound and 
valuable knowledge and models of 
sustainable practices and resilience.

Among our partnerships is that with 
Indigenous grassroots organisation, 
Ka Kuxtal Much’ Meyaj1. Six years 
into this partnership, here are some 
joint takeaways from the 
experience:

Find common ground. As easy as  
it sounds, this requires dedicating 
time to know each other, and learn, 
not pretend to know everything. 
This also means identifying the 
connections between each other’s 
missions, as well as the intentions 
and values of the people involved.

Be honest about each other’s 
interests and possibilities and don’t 
be tempted to appropriate from 
others’ successes.

Commit to horizonal relationships. 
When we allow each other to  
be present, and be part of the 
conversation as ourselves, we are 
able to create together, promote 
spaces for exchange with a focus  
on the vision and cosmogony of 
Indigenous Peoples.

Focus on the territory and what  
is meaningful for the people and  
what centres their identity.

Have a systemic approach. 
Understand and recognise 
intersectionalities, and the diversity  
of Indigenous Peoples, and be open 

to approaches that prioritise 
well-being beyond economic 
outcomes and production indicators.

Build and honour trust. At the end,  
it all comes down to building a 
respectful and trusting relationship, 
based on dialogue and flexibility.

Together we’ve built a collaboration 
to strengthen the Mayan Seeds 
Guardian Network, which helps to 
conserve, celebrate and defend 
native seeds, agro-food systems and 
territory. This process connects the 
work of farmers and Indigenous and 
peasant organisations, and has 
expanded to include more collectives 
from the south and south-east of 
Mexico; and it has grown as a local 
and regional movement’s response  
to the need for pertinent agricultural 
practices, incorporating a long-term 
vision and consideration for identity, 
spirituality and sense of community.  
If Peoples are spiritually well, they 
have more strength to defend their 
territories, their sovereignty and  
their way of achieving buen vivir. 

However, barriers 
remain. First, we 

need to ensure that funding actually 
gets into the hands of Indigenous 
organisations, leaders or 
communities, and not only through 
the usual intermediaries, who 
sometimes have different priorities 
and goals from those of communities. 
Second, we face challenges to ensure 
our grantmaking processes are 
adequately targeting Indigenous 
organisations and that our 
requirements don’t represent more 
barriers to their access to funding.

Third, we have not yet found 
mechanisms to ensure that 
the evaluation and monitoring 
processes incorporate the vision of 
Indigenous Peoples, which would 
allow us to measure the impacts in 
more pertinent ways, taking into 
consideration what success means 
for them. We would like to reach 
a position where evaluation can 
be contextualised and consistent 
with Indigenous people’s values 
and aspirations so they reflect 
communities’ impact on children’s 
well-being more appropriately. 

Fourth, we need to fund more 
Indigenous grassroots organisations. 
We need to commit with their 
priorities and facilitate further 
connections. We need to go beyond 
funding specific actions and support 
the strengthening of their networks 
or movements. A final challenge is 
understanding both the short- and 
long-term problems communities 
face. We need to partner with both 
in their responses to urgent needs 
and, at the same time, support them 
to eliminate systemic barriers that 
reproduce the issues and challenges 
they face.

Thus, we work at different levels, with 
a long-term commitment, connecting 
with organisations doing similar work 
so that we can learn and emerge 
strengthened, and help create spaces 
for constant growth and which favour 
the formation of networks and 
collaborations that can truly be allies 
for Indigenous Peoples.  

1 Mayan Indigenous organisation based in 
Hopelchen, Campeche, in the Yucatan 
Peninsula.

Indigenous Peoples were chosen 
because they are more vulnerable, 
and face discrimination and 
constant struggles for survival to a 
greater degree than non-Indigenous 
populations. 

Left: Conserving Native 
seeds in Chiapas, Mexico.
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Nora Tzec is  
director of Ka Kuxtal 
Much’ Meyaj. 

 noratzec73 
@gmail.com 

 @tzec_nora

Verónica 
Fernández de 
Castro is 
programme officer 
for Latin America 
and the Caribbean 
at W K Kellogg 
Foundation. 

 vfc@wkkf.org

Alejandra Garduño is 
programme officer for 
Latin America and the 
Caribbean at W K 
Kellogg Foundation.

 agm@wkkf.org
 @WK_Kellogg_Fdn
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Rachel Kerry is executive officer  
of CAGES Foundation. 

 rkerry@cagesfoundation.org

Anne Jenkins (Kamilaroi from 
north-western New South Wales)  
is co-founder and vice-chair of 
Woor-Dungin. 

 manager@hicsa.org.au
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Building on 
community 
strengths

Two Australian organisations are exploring  
more effective ways of funding Indigenous 
communities by drawing on the strengths  
of those communities

Respectful relationships and 
self-determination are fundamental 
to working meaningfully with 
Indigenous communities, but  
not all funders understand how to 
embrace this. The result is a missed 
opportunity both to realise the 
potential in communities and to 
address the consequences of 
colonisation.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people in Australia remain 
strong and resilient despite the 
devastating impact of over 200 
years of colonisation. This has 
resulted in dislocation, 
dispossession, discrimination,  
inter-generational trauma and the 

catastrophic undermining of the 
social cohesion of Aboriginal 
families during the Australian 
government’s assimilation policy 
between 1910 and 1970, which 
resulted in the removal of a third  
of Indigenous children from their 
parents. Mainstream welfare, health 
and education systems in Australia 
have continued to fail Indigenous 
communities, with Indigenous 
children massively over-represented 
in foster care and juvenile detention. 
Furthermore, Indigenous 
Australians can expect to live  
ten years less than their 
non-Indigenous counterparts. 

However, solutions to the 
disadvantage created by this 
systemic failure are found in the 
strength and knowledge of the 
Aboriginal communities 
themselves. 

Giving back power to the 
communities 
To realise the potential of this 
strength and knowledge, power 
and decision-making must be 
handed back to communities.  
In 2005, five Aboriginal women 
and one non-Aboriginal woman 

Reversing customary thinking
Self-determination is also core to 
CAGES Foundation’s philanthropic 
strategy. From its founding in 2009, 
CAGES has been committed to 
funding community-led initiatives 
building on assets of culture and 
country. What does this mean in 
practice? It means genuinely 
redressing the power imbalance and 
allowing communities to define what 
success looks like for themselves. 

CAGES’ focus is to ensure every 
Indigenous child in Australia has  
the opportunity to reach their full 
potential. In 2012, CAGES built a 
relationship with Maari Ma Aboriginal 
Health Service in Broken Hill, New 
South Wales, which had designed 
with the community a locally-led 
early childhood strategy. Cathy Dyer, 
Maari Ma’s executive manager 
explains: ‘The community tells us 
what keeps parents and kids 
engaged and feeling safe.  
That’s why it works.’ 

CAGES understood Maari Ma was 
best positioned to lead the strategy 
and that to help it to do so, along 
with funding, the foundation also 
needed to provide agency so that 
Maari Ma could get on with business. 
This initiative has been funded for 
over seven years, with successful  
and sustainable outcomes. 

Historically, funders have looked to 
mainstream non-Indigenous NGOs 
to deliver services like those within 

(the first Aboriginal-led fund in the 
state of Victoria) shared examples  
of positive outcomes generated from 
effective engagement between 
philanthropy and Aboriginal people 
at the International Funders of 
Indigenous People’s Conference  
in the US. At the same event the 
previous year in New Zealand, 
Woor-Dungin talked about its  
work on a philanthropy-supported, 
Aboriginal-led project to advocate 
for the introduction of a spent 
convictions scheme in Victoria to 

prohibit 
discrimination  
on the basis of  
an irrelevant 
criminal record. 
Also, in August 
2018, 

Woor-Dungin brought philanthropic 
representatives together with 
ACCOs at a unique on-country 
gathering (a gathering on Indigenous 
land hosted by the traditional 
custodians) in an effort to forge 
greater trust and understanding 
between philanthropy and 
Aboriginal communities. While there 
is still a way to go, momentum is 
building in the philanthropic sector 
to commence a genuine dialogue 
with Aboriginal people. 

The message that self-determined 
funding equals greater social impact 
is starting to cut through. 

Right: On-country 
visit to Winda 
Mara Aboriginal 
Corporation. 

Below: Maari Ma 
playgroup. 

founded Woor-Dungin in response 
to the clear need for better 
understanding and genuine 
partnerships between philanthropy 
and Aboriginal Community 
Controlled Organisations (ACCOs). 
Woor-Dungin means ‘share’ in the 
language of the Gunnai people of 
south-eastern Victoria and sharing 
is the philosophy underpinning the 
organisation’s approach.

Woor-Dungin’s Aboriginal 
partnership programme has  
been successful in increasing 
philanthropic support for ACCOs, 
but just as importantly, there has 
also been an increased level of 
respectful engagement from 
funders. Without trusted and 
respectful partnerships, it is difficult 
to deliver the common goal of 
achieving real social impact for 
Aboriginal communities. A crucial 
ingredient is self-determination.

‘Regaining self-determination has 
been a major issue for Aboriginal 
people ever since colonisation  
took it away. It gives us the choice 
to decide our social, cultural and 
economic needs instead of being 
told what is best for us,’ says 
Sherree Chaudhry, a Gunditjmara 
woman and co-chair of 
Woor-Dungin. ‘Self-determination 
enables us to develop and 
strengthen our culture, our lives, 
our communities.’ 

Maari Ma’s strategy. CAGES 
Foundation executive director, 
Gemma Salteri, explains why – and 
why CAGES turns that received 
wisdom on its head: ‘Some funders 
view funding community-led 
initiatives as high-risk,’ she says.  
‘We deem it high-risk not to.’ 

CAGES Foundation has also initiated 
processes whereby Aboriginal voices 
are heard in strategy development 

and the boardroom. Together with 
engagement principles based on 
trust and respect, CAGES has 
redressed the power imbalance 
often innate within a funding 
relationship. 

Working together to spread the 
message
CAGES and Woor-Dungin met in 
2017 through philanthropic circles 
and discovered their common 
interest in the importance of 
self-determination. Since then, 
together and separately they have 
worked to spread their message on 
national and international platforms. 
In 2018, CAGES, Woor-Dungin and 
Koondee Woonga-gat Toorrong 

The community tells us what keeps 
parents and kids engaged and 
feeling safe. That’s why it works.
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