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The aim of this issues paper is to evaluate the link
between economic exclusion and discrimination against
ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities and indigenous
peoples, and the implications this has for poverty reduc-
tion and development strategies. The paper argues that
discrimination against minorities and indigenous peoples
is an important dimension of poverty and other forms of
economic exclusion (such as under-employment or poor
access to credit) that is often ignored. Yet it is a funda-
mental element that must be taken into account in the
fight against world poverty and a key factor in the estab-
lishment of sustainable development paths. Economic
exclusion is only one form of exclusion and often overlaps
with others, namely social and political exclusion, which
must be understood together when assessing the marginal-
ization of minorities and indigenous peoples. In
examining various factors contributing to economic exclu-
sion, such as limited access to education, health care,
housing and land, as well as social cohesion, it becomes
clear that across diverse regions minorities and indigenous
peoples experience higher levels of poverty, less access to

education, health and basic services, and have fewer
opportunities for adequate employment. Consequently,
minorities and indigenous peoples in many countries are
more likely to suffer economic (and social and/or politi-
cal) exclusion than other groups. 

There are several contributing factors to this exclusion,
which may vary across countries. One important factor in
their exclusion is discrimination. Although establishing
the case that exclusion arises from discrimination is diffi-
cult, due in large part to severe data limitations, there is
sufficient evidence to suggest that discrimination is a
strong contributing factor to exclusion of minorities and
indigenous peoples in many cases. This has serious impli-
cations for development policy aimed at reducing poverty
and inequality, which at present only routinely examines
the impact of one form of discrimination, that is, gender
discrimination. Discrimination on the basis of member-
ship of an ethnic, religious or linguistic group should be
examined alongside other forms of discrimination in
order to strengthen policy strategies for overcoming eco-
nomic exclusion.

Executive summary
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Introduction

Attacking poverty is now an important focus of many
development efforts. The International Development
Targets set out at the United Nations (UN) Social
Summit in Copenhagen in 1995 include a ‘global poverty
target’ of halving the incidence of poverty (defined as the
percentage of the population living on less than US $1
per day per person) in developing and transitional coun-
tries by 2015, as well as improving a range of health,
education and environmental targets. This poverty target
was endorsed as the guiding principle of aid by the
Organization for European Cooperation and
Development (OECD) donors in 1996 and was 
reaffirmed in the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) of the UN Millennium Declaration. However,
although some countries have experienced rapid poverty
reduction (notably in East Asia), there are questions as to
whether the poverty target will be met because a growing
proportion of the world’s population, and a sharply grow-
ing proportion of the world’s poor, are concentrated in
regions with relatively slow poverty reduction.2 In much
of Africa, Latin America and South Asia, poverty reduc-
tion in the 1990s has been minimal. Failures to reduce
poverty in these regions have been associated with inade-
quate access of some groups to resources, markets and
socio-political institutions, that is, exclusion – or
‘unfavourable inclusion’ to use Sen’s terminology3 – from
political power and exclusion from access to the media,
health care, education and employment, and markets for
land, credit and technology.4

Who are these people suffering such exclusion? It is
difficult to make generalizations about the composition of
the poor, particularly when considering diverse regions of
the world. The poor are not an easily identifiable, homoge-
neous group of people with uniform characteristics but an
extremely heterogeneous group, whose only truly common
characteristic is that they are poor.5 In some countries,
poverty is associated with gender, age, family structure,
livelihood or location, but these characteristics vary from
one country to another. However, one point emerges
recurrently from the evidence. In almost every country for
which data is available, ethnic, religious and linguistic
minorities and indigenous peoples are more likely to have
low incomes, poorer physical living conditions, less valu-
able assets, less and poorer access to education, health care
and a range of other services, worse access to markets for
labour, land, credit and a range of other goods and serv-
ices, and weaker political representation, and in many

circumstances also experience ‘institutionalized and/or
legalized discrimination’.6

The relationship between discrimination and poverty
is not well understood by development actors. One of the
most fundamental human rights recognized in interna-
tional law, and in most national constitutions, is the right
to non-discrimination on the basis of, inter alia, race,
colour, descent or national or ethnic origin,7 yet discrimi-
nation against minorities and indigenous peoples persists.
This discrimination implies huge private costs for those
individuals, households and groups who are its victims,
and large social costs for society in general in the form of
lost opportunities in terms of economic growth and
poverty reduction, and integration, unity and stability of
all members of society. This issues paper maintains that
discrimination should be a central concern in develop-
ment policies, and analyses the extent of discrimination
against minorities and indigenous peoples in terms of eco-
nomic exclusion. The paper argues that discrimination
against minorities and indigenous peoples is an important
dimension of economic exclusion. This discrimination
needs to be addressed better by development policy as
part of the fight against global poverty and in order to
establish sustainable development paths. We present evi-
dence below that we believe is persuasive for this
argument, but first discuss a number of issues pertinent to
the analysis: definitions, causality and data.

Defining minority and
indigenous groups
First, we consider the issue of how to define what consti-
tutes a minority or indigenous group. Definitions impose
boundaries, separating one group from another. Difficulties
in reaching agreement on definitions can also delay recogni-
tion, action and progress in reducing poverty and exclusion,
and reinforce discrimination. There is no internationally
accepted definition (legal or otherwise) of what constitutes a
minority group. Despite previous attempts by the UN to
establish such a definition, only a few normative elements
have emerged. The most common elements are shared
ethnic, religious, linguistic or cultural characteristics and a
position of numerical minority in the overall population of
a given state or territory. The groups need not hold citizen-
ship of that state; indeed, many minorities are denied this
right for various reasons. The right of members of minority
groups to self-identify as a minority group collectively and
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to individually choose (or not) their membership in that
group is also key. Finally, the factor of ‘non-dominance’ of
the group is also important. Most minority groups are in a
position of economic, social and/or political marginalization
within the state. This makes special protection from dis-
crimination and erosion of their identity necessary, and
requires that special mechanisms are established to ensure
participation in decision-making for these groups, as well as
special measures in the social, economic, cultural or other
spheres8 to ensure they can enjoy their human rights on an
equal basis. 

Examples of minority groups include those who speak
a minority language, ethnic groups, religious minorities,
immigrants, and group identities and cultures based on
nomadism, pastoralism or artisanal fishing.

There may also be distinct ethnic, religious or linguis-
tic groups, numerically in the majority, whose identity is
threatened or who suffer discrimination. Although their
status as ‘minorities’ strictly speaking is questionable, their
distinct identities may mean that they too suffer from the
dual effects of discrimination and economic exclusion.
These groups, such as Afro-descendants in Brazil, black
people in South Africa or scheduled castes in India, will
also be included in the analysis of this issues paper as
appropriate, in order to increase understanding of the
impact of discrimination using the higher levels of avail-
able data from some countries. 

The lack of definition of the term ‘minorities’ raises
problems for these groups in terms of achieving recogni-
tion by the state. Article 1 of the UN Declaration on the
Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic,
Religious and Linguistic Minorities (UNDM) states that:
‘States shall protect the existence and the national or
ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic identity of
minorities within their respective territories and shall
encourage conditions for the promotion of that identity.’
The UNDM also requires that states ‘should consider
appropriate measures so that persons belonging to minori-
ties may participate fully in the economic progress and
development in their country’ (Article 4.5). However,
many minority groups are not recognized as ‘minorities’
by state institutions, which raises problems not only for
the minority group concerned but also for development
agencies seeking to direct resources towards minorities or
to involve them in decision-making. Refusal to recognize
minority groups can be viewed as a form of discrimina-
tion in itself. 

The lack of legal definition and official recognition of
minority identities also poses some operational difficulties
for this issues paper, and for others seeking to gather and
analyse data on minority groups, particularly given the
data limitations that we discuss in more detail below.
Therefore, for the purposes of this paper, we have focused

on minority groups defined in terms of groups with dis-
tinct ethnicity, culture and religion9 that are not the
dominant ethnicity, culture or religion in a given country.
There are, however, minority groups who are dominant
economically and politically, just as there are minorities
who may have economic power but still experience vari-
ous forms of discrimination, including in access to
political power. Different minority groups may have dif-
ferent kinds of power, for example, economic or political
power, and thus differing levels of influence over public
policy and decision-making. Because the focus of this
paper is on economic exclusion, however, the decision to
focus on non-dominant groups in the economic and
political sphere will allow us to focus on the groups whose
experiences we most wish to uncover. We will also make
an attempt to highlight issues of intersecting discrimina-
tion, for example, discrimination experienced by minority
women, which can impact on policy responses. 

We have also included in our analysis indigenous peo-
ples. Defining indigenous peoples shares some of the
difficulties of defining minority groups, but the self-iden-
tification principal is paramount. Article 1.2 of the
International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention
169 Concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in
Independent Countries states that: ‘Self-identification as
indigenous or tribal shall be regarded as a fundamental
criterion for determining the groups to which the provi-
sions of this Convention apply.’ Although indigenous
peoples will usually constitute a numerical minority and
be a non-dominant group, indigenous peoples’ cultures
and lifestyles often make them distinct from other minor-
ity groups; consequently, they may or may not choose to
identify also as minorities in the national context.
Indigenous peoples’ claims to ancestral land rights and
other natural resource rights, to manage economic and
social affairs using traditional customs, law and practice,
and their historical continuity with the land inhabited by
their communities, generally distinguishes indigenous
peoples from other minority groups. Indigenous peoples
have also had some success in asserting their right to self-
determination as peoples, resulting in, for example,
recognition of certain forms of autonomy and communal
land ownership.10 The issues surrounding discrimination
against indigenous peoples in terms of their exclusion
from social and economic institutions are similar to those
related to minority groups. Thus, we have included in our
analysis both minorities and indigenous peoples. 

Determining causality
The second issue is causality, which is key to this paper. Is
the economic exclusion of minority groups and indige-
nous peoples a result of discrimination? The answer is
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almost certainly yes, in that discrimination can at least be
regarded as a factor in economic exclusion. Exclusion may
well arise as a result of implicit or explicit discrimination
against minority groups and/or indigenous peoples, for
example through excluding minorities from citizenship
through ethnically biased qualifying criteria; not establish-
ing or adequately implementing and monitoring
anti-discrimination legislation and measures; under-fund-
ing public services in regions inhabited primarily by
minorities or indigenous peoples; or the use of a majority
official language in legal, economic, social or political
transactions, without provision for minority language
access (see below). But causality may be difficult to estab-
lish, especially because of the difficulty in proving intent
to discriminate. Moreover, the diversity of experiences and
social, cultural, economic and political characteristics of
minority groups across the world means that a multitude
of factors may be influencing their exclusion. However,
given the strength of evidence from some countries, we
can infer a link to discrimination (if not direct causation)
by showing that exclusion and poverty are greater among
minority groups and indigenous peoples. Furthermore,
the fact that inequalities between majorities and minori-
ties persist or become worse over time is indicative of a
failure, first, to recognize the problem and, second, to
take action to reduce inequality and exclusion. Both may
be seen as discriminatory.

Data limitations
The third crucial issue that this paper has to deal with is
data limitations. Ideally, in order to make a case that
minority groups and/or indigenous peoples are excluded
or poorer than other groups, qualitative and quantitative
indicators for the minority group and/or indigenous
people need to be compared with those for the remaining
or total population. A number of problems immediately
arise. First, data is not available systematically for every
minority group or indigenous people, or even a large pro-
portion of them. Household surveys that are truly
nationally representative and reasonably recent do not
exist for all countries. Even the dollar-poverty figures used
in measuring progress towards the Millennium
Development Goals do not cover the entire population.
Approximately 88 per cent of the developing world’s pop-
ulation is covered by the household surveys used to
construct the dollar-poverty estimates, a figure that rises
to 97.9 per cent in South Asia as a whole and falls to as
low as 52.5 per cent for the Middle East and North
Africa.11 If the population not covered by the surveys is
similar to that which is, then there is no problem. But
this is not generally the case. Remote rural areas are often
not covered by surveys, but this is often where minority

groups and especially indigenous peoples are to be found.
For example, the Brazilian household surveys that we refer
to below, exclude the rural population of the north of the
country (the states of Acre, Amapá, Amazonas, Pará,
Rondônia and Roraima), which is where one would
expect to find some of the Amazonian indigenous peo-
ples. In addition, the accuracy or representativeness of
data for certain groups (e.g. minorities) is questionable if
these groups are less likely to respond to questions, either
because of poor communication or misunderstanding, or
because of apprehension and mistrust. Second, where data
is collected on minority groups and/or indigenous peo-
ples, it is collected only for those groups that are
recognized by the survey planners (usually the national
statistics institute) as being minority groups or indigenous
peoples, and often using clusterings of race, ethnicity, lan-
guage, etc. that preclude meaningful analysis. So, for
example, the Brazilian surveys ask respondents their
‘colour’, with the choice of categories being branco
(white), preto (black), amarelo (yellow),12 pardo (mixed or
mulatto) and indígena (indigenous). This classification has
led some to argue that the Brazilian population is statisti-
cally ‘whitened’. For example, research has shown that,
when faced with the above classification, a large propor-
tion of respondents declare themselves to be ‘white’.13

When the same respondents were asked to classify their
own colour, far fewer said ‘white’ but many more said
moreno, which ‘can be used to describe very dark black
people or very light mestizos’.14 Minorities and indigenous
peoples are sometimes grouped into a small number of
categories that do not allow indicators to be produced on
specific ethnic groups. For example, in Vietnam, the pop-
ulation is made up of predominantly (around 85 per cent)
Kinh (ethnic-Vietnamese), with around 10 per cent being
from one of Vietnam’s 54 ethnic groups and around 2 per
cent ethnic Chinese.15 But the household survey data used
to estimate poverty and living standards groups the 54
ethnic minorities into just eight categories. Although
small sub-sample sizes would make sophisticated analysis
unreliable, the classification does not even allow simple
descriptive statistics to be estimated. Hence not only do
officially collected statistics use terms that distort the
demographic profile of the population, they also make it
much more difficult to understand the complexity and
diversity of the experience of exclusion, poverty and
inequality within and between minority groups. This
makes a strong case for ensuring the participation of rep-
resentatives of different ethnic, religious or linguistic
groups in preparing and delivering census surveys. 

One way to overcome the lack of detail on specific
groups is to adopt a case study approach, and there are
many that provide rich data about specific minority groups
or indigenous peoples. The drawback with these is that
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they often lack comparability with data for the whole pop-
ulation, in terms of the coverage of issues and topics and,
crucially – given the vulnerability of poor people to eco-
nomic, seasonal and climatic shocks – the timing of the
studies. Properly planned, studies that combine qualitative
and quantitative approaches provide a rich resource.16

Third, an important limitation is that data does not
always capture the diversity of experience among minority
groups and indigenous peoples. One important source of
diversity of experience is gender. Evidence from several
countries (see below) illustrates intersecting discrimina-
tion on the basis of gender and membership of a minority
group faced by minority women, which often renders
them among the most marginalized of all groups. Too
often, however, data is analysed by ethnicity or gender,
which does not allow for deeper analysis of ethnicity and
gender differences. 

Finding systematic empirical evidence on poverty and
social exclusion among minority groups is therefore diffi-
cult, and hampers attempts to establish causality. Current
data is inadequate so far as minority groups and indige-
nous peoples are concerned. This is in itself a form of
exclusion, denying minority groups and indigenous peo-
ples information about themselves and their position
relative to that of others. Lack of data may result from
lack of integration of discrimination issues in develop-
ment policy. For example, the ‘nonracialism’ belief in

Brazil that refused to acknowledge the existence of dis-
tinct races and racial discrimination was reflected in the
removal of questions relating to race and colour from the
1970 Census and the failure of the national household
surveys to collect data on race until the late 1980s, almost
a hundred years after slavery was officially abolished.17

While governments may have legitimate concerns about
collecting disaggregated data through censuses, these con-
cerns can be overcome if the participation of minority
groups in the drafting of census questionnaires and data
collection is ensured. A good standard on this point was
set by the World Conference Against Racism (WCAR)
Programme of Action in Article 92, where states are urged
to collect, analyse and disseminate disaggregated data on
discrimination, and to do so with the participation and
consent of the targets of discrimination. Once discrimina-
tion issues are fully undertaken in development research,
data will start being collected.

This issues paper is organized as follows. The next
section examines the literature and evidence on poverty
and exclusion of minority groups and indigenous peo-
ples, linking the discussion to discrimination. The
following section discusses why such discrimination
should be a concern in development, and examines the
private and social costs of discrimination. Finally, there is
a conclusion and a number of policy recommendations
are suggested.
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From social exclusion to economic
exclusion: the experience of
minorities and indigenous peoples

The concept of economic exclusion can be understood
best within the overall framework of social exclusion.
The concept of social exclusion has captured the phe-
nomenon of certain individuals and/or groups being
excluded from participation in social relations, an
important dimension of poverty and deprivation.18 The
idea originated from the debate on social policy changes
in European countries, particularly employment and
social security policies, during the 1970s.19 The concept
was further re-endorsed by the Stockholm European
Council in March 2001, which declared the fight against
social exclusion to be of utmost importance for the
European Union (EU).

The term ‘social exclusion’ is usually applied to
encompass both economic and political exclusion, so for
example many studies will define the socially excluded to
include those who may be economically excluded (for
example unemployed, with little or no access to assets
such as land, housing and credit) and/or politically
excluded (for example, not able to participate in local,
regional or national political processes). We continue to
adopt this convention although we seek to focus our
analysis on exclusion and discrimination against minority
groups and indigenous peoples in terms of economic
exclusion and material deprivation (examined in more
detail below). 

One problem with the concept of social exclusion is
that it is broad and, according to some, lacks theoretical
underpinnings.20 Indeed, Sen writes of the explosion in
the use of the term ‘socially excluded’ to cover almost
every type of deprivation imaginable, and argues that it
would be better employed as a relational concept, linked
to capability failure.21 He writes that social exclusion
includes exclusion from: 

‘… a livelihood; secure, permanent employment; earn-
ings; property, credit, or land; housing; minimum or
prevailing consumption levels; education, skills and cul-
tural capital; the welfare state; citizenship and legal
equality; democratic participation; public goods; the
nation or the dominant race; family and sociability;
humanity, respect, fulfilment and understanding’.22

Using this plethora of exclusions it is hard to imagine
anyone ever being included. Certainly such a large pro-
portion of the population in most countries would be
defined as socially excluded using these criteria that the
concept would be rendered meaningless. Social exclusion
can only be a meaningful concept if it used to describe
and understand the underlying processes that result in a
particular ‘negative’ outcome.23 One of the most common
ways that researchers analyse the economic dimensions of
exclusion is by examining unemployment. 24 If unemploy-
ment arises from practices in the labour market that tend
to work against certain groups of people, then the lan-
guage of social exclusion becomes useful. But Sen argues
that ‘in general the causes of unemployment need not be
seen to be resulting … from any exclusionary process’.25

These points are valid and, as in the analysis of
poverty, drive researchers and policy makers to seek to
understand the causes of social exclusion in terms of rela-
tional failure. But, how do we move on from the
conceptual discourse on social exclusion? Recently,
Atkinson and colleagues have developed a set of indicators
of social exclusion, which render this concept not only
very useful but also operational.26 Atkinson et al. argue
that social exclusion (which they use to encompass social,
economic and political exclusion) occurs along several
dimensions and is associated with five main areas of
human lives: material deprivation, lack of education, lack
of a productive role, poor health and poor housing. This
work has been complemented by a new OECD study that
looks at social exclusion along four similar dimensions:
self-sufficiency (proxied by indicators such as employment
and unemployment); equity (proxied by indicators such as
poverty and income inequality); health (proxied by indi-
cators such as life expectancy and morbidity); and social
cohesion (proxied by indicators that measure its absence
such as industrial unrest, criminality, drug usage, suicides
and number of people in prison).27 The exact choice of
indicator may vary from region to region, or between
developed and developing countries. These dimensions of
exclusion are naturally related as, for instance, material
deprivation can be seen simultaneously as a cause and a
consequence of lack of education whereas lack of educa-
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tion, in turn, may inhibit the access of individuals to ade-
quate employment and thus lead to lack of an
economically productive role in society. Material depriva-
tion and unemployment can also be seen as both causes
and consequences of poor health and lack of access to
suitable housing. Similarly, Sen has argued that poor
health and/or disability are fundamental reasons why, in
some circumstances, households will not be able to trans-
form entitlements into actual welfare gains.28

The indicators of social exclusion developed by
Atkinson et al. and by the OECD were constructed in
order to analyse the extent of social exclusion in European
countries. Although the dimensions of social exclusion
and the objectives of policies that address social exclusion
and discrimination may differ between developed and
developing countries (given, for instance, the higher rates
of poverty observed in developing countries), the analyti-
cal framework proposed by these studies is useful for the
analysis of social exclusion in developing countries since it
highlights important issues associated with social exclu-
sion that will be shared by both sets of countries.
Therefore, the notion of social exclusion is being quickly
adopted by the literature on the analysis of poverty and
inequality and has been applied to developing countries in
recent studies.29

The concept and indicators of social exclusion may be
a useful way of addressing particular situations of social
exclusion among minority groups and indigenous peoples
and therefore useful in understanding the nature and/or
extent of discrimination against such groups. Atkinson et
al. and the OECD study recommend that the indicators
of social exclusion should be disaggregated where possible
by region, gender and household type, but no mention is
made specifically of minority groups defined along reli-

gious, ethnic, linguistic or cultural lines.30 However, both
studies recommend that the indicators be country-specific
in order to reflect the specific dimensions of exclusion
within each society. It is therefore the responsibility of
each individual country to incorporate concerns with
minority groups and indigenous peoples in their own
indicators of social exclusion, especially when discrimina-
tion against, and exclusion of minority groups is a feature
of economic, social and political relations in that country.
Providing statistics on exclusion, broken down by ethnic-
ity and gender for example, can highlight important
differences and relative deprivation, and contribute to a
better understanding of the extent and nature of the
exclusionary process. However, countries where exclusion
of minorities and indigenous peoples arises out of dis-
crimination are unlikely to give priority to such activities
precisely because the concerns of these groups are not
heard.

We find that the framework discussed above provides
a useful tool to analyse and expose the extent of eco-
nomic exclusion and discrimination among minority
groups and indigenous peoples, but the evidence we have
been able to collect from very disparate sources does not
usually fit this neat categorization. Our discussion on
poverty (below) fits well with the first dimension of social
exclusion as the emphasis in much of the poverty litera-
ture is on material deprivation, but much of the evidence
on the other dimensions is only partially available. We
focus the remaining part of this section on the other five
dimensions: lack of education, poor health, lack of
employment, poor housing and other assets, infrastruc-
ture and social cohesion.31 Box 1 summarizes some of the
key issues faced by minority groups and indigenous peo-
ples, and also illustrates how some issues overlap.
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Human capital

Health
Difficult access to health
clinics; higher infant mor-
tality rates, lower life
expectancy rates, higher
prevalence of disease and
malnutrition.

Education
Lower access to schools,
lower enrolment rates, lower
educational attainments;
lack of minority or indige-
nous language in schools.

Physical capital

Housing and land
Poorer housing conditions;
overcrowding; weaker
access to credit for buying
houses; insecure property
rights; displacement by
development projects.

Infrastructure
Physical remoteness; worse
access to roads, sanitation,
safe water, electricity and
communications.

Productive roles

Employment 
Higher rates of unemploy-
ment; casual employment
contracts; discriminatory
employment practices;
poorer promotion
prospects; lower wages.

Production
Traditional livelihoods (e.g.
nomadism), traditional
forms of agriculture and
land use.

Social cohesion

Conflict and crime:
Inter-ethnic conflict; vic-
timization by police; higher
incarceration rates.

Participation
Non-recognition as minori-
ties or indigenous peoples
by states; no representation,
or under-representation on
decision-making bodies.

Box 1 Dimensions of social exclusion of minority groups and indigenous peoples



Exclusion can occur along one or more of the dimen-
sions discussed above. It is possible that an individual or
household is not suffering from material deprivation but
is not able to access adequate employment opportunities
due to poor education attainment or poor health.
Minorities and indigenous peoples often tend to be
excluded from several dimensions simultaneously as the
evidence below suggests. For this reason, it is necessary to
explore each of the aspects of social exclusion in turn, in
order to better understand the factors influencing the eco-
nomic exclusion of minorities and indigenous peoples. 

We present our evidence on the various aspects of social
exclusion by theme, drawing upon examples from several
regions, in order to emphasize the multi-dimensionality of
one aspect of exclusion, that is, economic exclusion.
Economic exclusion of minority groups and indigenous
peoples is a phenomenon that occurs both in developed
and developing countries. Data limitations affect the
breadth of statistical evidence that can be presented here.
The data available is derived from very diverse regions,
where minority and indigenous status and relations may
differ widely. Nevertheless, the evidence available does give
some indication of common experiences across regions, and
from this we can draw some general conclusions on the
link between discrimination and economic exclusion. 

Poverty
Approximately a fifth of the world’s population is defined
as being extremely poor (i.e. they live on incomes of less
than US $1 a day).32 Although minority groups may not
necessarily constitute the largest identifiable group
among the poor, the incidence of poverty is often high
for minority groups and indigenous peoples, and a range
of other development indicators are often worse for those
groups. Empirical evidence from numerous countries
shows that minorities are more likely to be income-poor,
and experience lower levels of educational attainment
and formal job skills, poorer health and limited access to
mechanisms of power.33

Table 1 summarizes some of the evidence on the
extent of poverty among minority groups and indigenous
peoples from a number of countries. The tables in this
issues paper are not meant to be used for comparing
poverty across countries, as survey methodology and year,
definition of poverty line and poverty indicators vary
from one country to another. But these summary statistics
demonstrate that minority groups and indigenous peoples
are both more likely to be poor than the rest of the popu-
lation (i.e. they make up a higher share of the poor
population than their share of total population warrants)
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Table 1 Poverty among minority groups and indigenous peoples (selected countries)

Sources: for GNP per capita see World Bank, World Development Report, 2000–2001, Washington, DC, World Bank,
2000; for poverty data sources see text.
Notes: a poverty lines vary across countries and are not comparable; b excludes the Kinh majority and the Chinese major-
ity; c data refers to the 1991 census; d indigenous peoples in Peru are defined as individuals living in households where the
head reports her/his first language to be one of the indigenous languages. 

Country (year)

Vietnam (97/8)

India (93/4)

Peru (97)

Brazil (95)

South Africa (93)

Bulgaria (95)

GNP per capita
($US 1999)

370

450

2390

4420

8318

4914

% population below
poverty linea

37

38 

43

38

25

15

% of minorities and
indigenous peoples
in total population

Ethnic minorities:b 14

Scheduled castes: 17
Scheduled tribes: 8c

Indigenous: 24d

Black: 6
Mixed: 40
Indigenous: <0.1%

Roma 

% of minorities and
indigenous peoples
below poverty line 

67

50
50

65

54
53
67

Black: 32
Coloured: 8
White: 0

85



and they have much higher poverty rates than the rest of
the population. These typical facts remain true for coun-
tries spanning the whole ‘development spectrum’, from
very low-income developing countries, through middle-
income countries like Brazil, to rich countries such as the
United States of America (USA).

Although the available data is limited, a survey of evi-
dence from various regions is indicative of a global
problem of poverty for minorities and indigenous peoples. 

Among developed countries, the USA is probably the
country with the richest source of data on inequalities,
exclusion and discrimination, as well as persistent and
large socio-economic gaps between ethnic minorities and
indigenous peoples on the one hand and the majority
ethnic group on the other. If the USA were to be divided
into two countries on the basis of ethnicity, the one with
a solely white population would be in first place in the
Human Development Index ranking, whereas the one
with a solely black population would be number 31.
Furthermore, black children are much more likely to grow
up in poverty than white children.34 Similarly, households
in Great Britain where the head of the household is from
an ethnic minority group are more likely to appear in the
bottom 20 per cent of the income distribution than those
from non-minority groups.35

In Slovakia, where they form 5–10 per cent of the
population, the Roma are frequently discriminated against
in a variety of economic, social and political arenas. They
suffer from much higher levels of poverty and unemploy-
ment, and have very limited access to social services. In
Bulgaria approximately 7 per cent of the population are
Roma but as many as 85 per cent of Roma are poor, com-
pared to a national poverty rate of 15 per cent. In Serbia
and Montenegro, poverty among the Roma is around 65
per cent, almost three times the national figure. The UN
Development Programme (UNDP) recently published a
regional human development report on the Roma, which
revealed that across the region of five Central and Eastern
European countries (Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary,
Romania and Slovakia) Roma experience similarly high
levels of poverty.36

In Latin America, ethnicity – usually defined as
having a first language other than Spanish (or
Portuguese in Brazil) – has received special attention
from development agencies, particularly the World
Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank, and
good data is available for a number of countries.
Ethnicity is an important correlate of poverty, especially
in rural areas. Indigenous peoples and Afro-descendants
are often the poorest of the poor in many Latin
American countries. Indigenous peoples in the Amazon,
Central America and the Andes, and the Indians of the
chaco in Argentina and Paraguay are particularly poor,

as identified by a number of poverty assessments. In
Guatemala, 45 per cent of the poor belong to indige-
nous households (defined as where the first language of
the head of household is not Spanish), and 93 per cent
of indigenous people are below the nationally defined
poverty line.37 In Bolivia, 88 per cent of rural indige-
nous households are poor.38 In Mexico, indigenous
peoples account for only around 15 per cent of the total
population, but approximately 30 per cent of the poor
population, and 80 per cent of indigenous peoples are
poor. In Peru, the indigenous peoples of the Amazon
have the highest levels of poverty in the country: 59.48
per cent of the indigenous forest peoples are poor and
41 per cent live in absolute poverty. Statistics on Afro-
descendants are much more difficult to identify, since
many countries in the region do not disaggregate census
information according to ethnic group (which is why
first language is used to identify indigenous peoples
data in censuses). Seventy-six per cent of Afro-
Colombians live in extreme poverty, and poverty is
higher in regions where there are large proportions of
indigenous peoples.39

Africa has some of the highest poverty levels in the
developing world but an extreme lack of data on inequali-
ties between ethnic and other minority groups. Given the
emphasis in the economics literature on the relationship
between ethnic tensions and economic growth,40 and the
spate of recent ethnic conflicts, this is extremely surprising
and represents a real gap in development knowledge. The
chief exception is South Africa, due to the legacy of
apartheid that explicitly made reference to differences
between white people and other groups and, in a perverse
way, facilitated the collection of disaggregated data and
indicators. According to the 1993 Human Development
Report, in South Africa, the richest 5 per cent of the pop-
ulation (mostly white) owns 88 per cent of all private
property, half of the population (mostly black) lives below
the poverty line and one-third of the black population
over 15 years old (about 3 million people) is illiterate.41 In
the year that saw elections bring an end to years of
apartheid, poverty rates among the black population far
outweighed those of any other group: 32 per cent of black
individuals were below the poverty line, compared to 8
per cent among the coloured population and none among
the white population, and black household incomes per
capita were only one-sixth of those of white households.42

Evidence from other African countries is patchy but sug-
gestive: the bottom 20 per cent of the Kenyan population
encompasses socially excluded ethnic groups and other
lower social classes.43 In Namibia, the San indigenous
communities have the lowest income and record a
Human Development Index rate that is nearly twice as
low as the rate recorded for the next highest group.44
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In Asia and the Pacific poverty is also associated with
ethnic minorities and indigenous peoples. In China,
approximately 8 per cent of the population are from
ethnic minorities but make up approximately 40 per cent
of the poor.45 Minority groups in China generally live in
areas with poor soil (even for subsistence crops), which
has made them particularly vulnerable to recent trade
shocks.46 In India, scheduled castes and tribes are much
more likely to be poor, with much worse social indicators.
Jayaraj and Subramanian find in their study on caste and
class discrimination that scheduled castes and scheduled
tribes have average consumption levels only around 15
per cent higher than the subsistence poverty line, com-
pared with that of the rest of the population, which is 51
per cent higher than the poverty line.47 Ethnic minorities
in Vietnam tend to have the highest levels of poverty in
relation to the Vietnamese (Kinh) majority. In 1997–8,
while 37.4 per cent of the whole Vietnam population was
below the poverty line, 67 per cent of all ethnic minority
households were poor. Ethnic minority households also
had the highest probabilities of remaining poor and of
falling into poverty, and the lowest probabilities of escap-
ing poverty between 1992/3 and 1997/8.48

The evidence above suggests that poverty is indeed
higher among minority groups and indigenous peoples.
Most of the evidence we presented, however, is based on a
poverty line and monetary indicators of poverty.49

However, poverty is a multi-dimensional concept that
should encompass not only income shortages but also
access to entitlements and political participation. A review
of many participatory poverty assessments concluded that
poor people report their condition largely in terms of
material deprivation, for example, low incomes, lack of or
unstable employment, shortage of food, inadequate hous-
ing, combined with inadequate access to health services
and clean water. But they also give weight to non-material
social and psychological factors such as insecurity, social
and political conflict, lack of autonomy and exclusion
from decision-making institutions.50 This non-material
elements may in fact be of utmost importance when dis-
cussing poverty among minority groups and indigenous
peoples, for whom issues of participation, autonomy,
identity and dignity may be as or more relevant than
achieving a certain level of consumption, expenditure or
income. Hence, standard methods of measuring poverty
that focus on the monetary approach may overlook other
dimensions of poverty. This may lead poverty levels to be
measured wrongly, that is, under- or overestimated.
Exactly whether in any particular country poverty among
minorities and indigenous peoples is under- or overesti-
mated will depend on where these groups live, on their
livelihoods and on the nature and extent of discrimina-
tion against them.

Income poverty on its own is not sufficient evidence of
discrimination and social exclusion on other fronts (which
are often but not always correlated with income poverty).
This is important to consider if we want to understand the
extent and nature of marginalization of minority groups
and indigenous people. Examining other, non-monetary
indicators of poverty, suggests that minority groups and
indigenous peoples remain among the poorest.
Unfortunately, we rarely have access to reliable data on
poverty incidence that does not refer only to monetary
variables, and even less so for minorities and indigenous
peoples, where this data could prove most useful.

Education 
Low educational attainments are an important aspect of
social exclusion and a significant contributing factor to
economic exclusion. Globally, minorities and indigenous
peoples struggle to achieve equal levels of education with
majority groups. In the USA, only around 53 per cent of
Hispanics and 74 per cent of black people (aged over 25
in 1996) completed four or more years of high school,
compared to 82 per cent of white people, and gaps are
larger for college education.51 In Mexico, 63 per cent of
the indigenous population is illiterate compared to 42 per
cent of the non-indigenous population. In Colombia, the
primary school enrolment rate for indigenous children is
just 11.3 per cent and 44 per cent of adults in the indige-
nous population are illiterate. Van de Walle and
Gunewardena have looked at the situation of ethnic
minority groups in Vietnam in detail and found that edu-
cation attainments are lower on average for minorities
than for the majority.52 Minority women sometimes fare
even worse, because of the intersecting of gender and
minority status: in Romania, there is evidence for this,
where 19 per cent of Roma men are illiterate but 35 per
cent of Roma women are illiterate. In India only 19 per
cent of rural women from scheduled castes in 1991 were
literate, compared with 46 per cent of scheduled caste
men and 64 per cent of the country as a whole.53

These low educational attainments may be due to sev-
eral factors. The remote location of many minority and
indigenous groups may mean that access to school facilities
or teachers for their regions may be very limited. In
Kenya, where minority groups are often regionally concen-
trated, large disparities exist in access to schools and in
attainment between regions, with the North Eastern
Province having much lower access to schools than other
regions.54 In Peru, the national average illiteracy rate is 13
per cent, but among the indigenous population it reaches
33 per cent, and in the case of indigenous women it is 44
per cent.55 Literacy, as well as school attendance and attain-
ment rates, are much lower than national averages in
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regions where indigenous peoples are concentrated.56 The
limited educational resources available to remote minority
or indigenous communities may or may not be due to
direct discrimination by government authorities in deliver-
ing services, but the evidence suggests that more effort is
needed to promote education within regions where
minorities and indigenous peoples are concentrated.

Where evidence of discrimination is stronger is in the
curriculum and delivery of teaching to minorities and
indigenous peoples. Textbooks commonly omit any refer-
ence to minority or indigenous histories and cultures, or
may even denigrate the value of these cultures and their
communities. Parents also are sometimes dissatisfied with
school curricula that do not attempt to educate their chil-
dren in line with their own community values and
livelihoods. The impact of access to first-language educa-
tion affects many minority or indigenous groups and
states commonly fail to make access to first-language edu-
cation available at least at the primary school level to
facilitate an easy transition to schooling for children from
these groups. Students may also experience discrimination
from students or teachers. All of these factors combine to
lessen the chances of minority or indigenous children of
reaching higher education. 

The fact that minority or indigenous children are
already more likely to come from poor households fur-
ther impedes their access to higher education. In Brazil,
for example, Afro-descendants have just two-thirds the
level of education of the white population and a quarter
of them have no schooling at all, compared to around a
sixth of the white population. The system of education is
so skewed in favour of the better off that only those able
to afford private tuition at school can hope to gain access
to the publicly funded universities.57

Health and health care
Exclusion of minority groups and indigenous peoples
often begins at birth as shown by indicators of children’s
health. Infant mortality rates (IMR) for white people in
the USA are much lower and have fallen proportionately
more than for black people and other ethnic groups: the
US Bureau of the Census estimates that the white IMR
almost halved from 10.9 to 6.6 per 1,000 live births
between 1980 and 1994, while the black IMR fell by a
third from 22.2 to 15.8 per 1,000 live births.58 The infant
mortality rate in Canada for indigenous children is twice
as high as for the population as a whole.59 In Peru, 27 per
cent of all children under age five suffer chronic malnutri-
tion. In the Amazon region of Peru, however, this figure
reaches 70 per cent, and in places such as Atalaya with an
Ashaninka population, 91 per cent.60 Health deprivation
can be seen in other statistics for adults. Life expectancy

in the USA among black males is estimated to be ten
years less than that for white males, and the gap appears
to be widening.61 Life expectancy for Inuit males in
Canada is 58 years compared to 75 years for all Canadian
males.62 In South Africa, black people have a life
expectancy nine years below that of the white population,
and infant mortality rates three to five times higher than
that of the white population, depending on the survey to
which one refers.63 In Asia, similar health disparities exist.
In Nepal, although segregation on the basis of caste has
been made illegal, low-caste people are still marginalized.64

For instance, ‘untouchables’ in Nepal have a life
expectancy of 46 years, 15 years less than for Brahmins.65

These inequalities in life expectancy for minority and
indigenous groups could be attributed to several factors.
In South Africa, for example, diseases, like HIV/AIDS
and TB, are much more prevalent among the black popu-
lation, reflecting in part poorer housing conditions,
nutrition and education. In Vietnam, Van de Walle and
Gunewardena find that ethnic minorities are more likely
to live in communes with no clinic or other health serv-
ices.66 The discrimination factor can contribute directly to
inadequate access to health care for minorities, for exam-
ple because health clinics in their regions are not funded
by the government on an equal basis with other regions;
or because their ancestral community land rights have
been violated forcing their displacement to poorer living
conditions. There may also be indirect factors related to
other aspects of exclusion, such as poverty, which impact
on the ability of minorities to have adequate nutrition or
to pay for medical services. 

Employment 
Minorities and indigenous peoples are often found work-
ing in low-wage employment, or without employment;
this is perhaps the most prevalent characteristic of their
economic exclusion across regions. In Bulgaria unemploy-
ment rates among the Roma are as much as 90 per cent;
in the Czech Republic, Roma unemployment is 70–80
per cent while unemployment among the whole popula-
tion is around 3 per cent. In South Africa, white people
and Indians67 are much more likely to hold senior man-
agement or professional jobs. Forty per cent of black
people and ‘coloureds’ in 1995 were employed in ‘elemen-
tary occupations’ compared to just 1.6 per cent of white
people, and unemployment rates among black people
were almost 40 per cent, compared to just over 5 per cent
for white people.68

The impact of discrimination on this aspect of eco-
nomic exclusion is perhaps more easily confirmed through
employment statistics and qualitative evidence than it is
in other aspects of economic exclusion, such as health and
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education above. Nascimiento and Nascimiento on Brazil
show that earnings of white men are almost two-and-a-
half times higher than those of black men and four times
higher than those of black women, illustrating the extent
of discrimination in education and employment along
both race and gender divisions.69 Job and pay discrimina-
tion is common. For example, there is evidence that job
vacancies in Brazil are advertised expressing the colour
preference of the employer in the belief that different
racial groups embody different work ethics and
attributes.70 In a detailed study of the town of Arni in
northern Tamil Nadu, Basile and Harriss-White found
that scheduled castes and scheduled tribes constitute
around 80 per cent of the causal labour force and take on
the poorly paid jobs.71 Furthermore, 10–15 per cent of all
firms in Arni only employ labour of their own caste, and
some employers refuse to hire scheduled caste and sched-
uled tribe workers. These findings are illustrative of a
situation still present in most Indian states.72

This is not to conclude that all employment or under-
employment of minorities and indigenous peoples is due
to discrimination. For example, in Canada, where 35 per
cent of Inuit (indigenous) men are unemployed, compared
with 10 per cent of other Canadian men,73 the inequalities
may be attributed largely to the absence of job opportuni-
ties in the remote region in which the Inuit live, where
there are few industries. In addition, the informal work of
Inuit men and women, linked to their traditional liveli-
hoods of hunting and fishing, may not be accurately
recorded or understood in official employment statistics.
This same experience may be applied to other minorities
and indigenous communities living in remote areas and/or
relying on traditional livelihoods for their existence. 

Housing, infrastructure and
other assets 
Minority groups are more likely to be excluded from
holding assets such as housing. In the USA, housing con-
ditions are generally poorer among the black and
Hispanic population: they are less likely to own their own
properties and more likely to rent compared to the white
population; they have higher reported incidences of poor
conditions such as rats, holes, cracks, exposed wiring, and
they have smaller and fewer rooms than white-owned and
white-rented properties.74

The basic infrastructure to service housing for minori-
ties and indigenous peoples is also often lacking. In
Mexico, housing quality and access to services such as
piped water, electricity and communications are much
worse for indigenous peoples. In Ecuador, a key group
vulnerable to poverty is indigenous peoples, who have
higher rates of illiteracy, child malnutrition and infant

mortality, and tend to be located in areas with lower serv-
ice provision.75 In Brazil, black people have less access to
treated (safe) drinking water, sewage disposal, garbage col-
lection, fridges, televisions and are more likely to live in
rural accommodation.76 While all the white urban popula-
tion in South Africa, and most of the white rural
population, can expect to have indoor water, only around
half of the black urban population, and a mere 10 per
cent of the black rural population, have indoor water.77

Only 31 per cent of Dalit (formerly ‘untouchable’) house-
holds are equipped with electricity, compared to 61 per
cent of non-Dalit households. Only 10 per cent of Dalit
households have access to sanitation. Furthermore, the
state deliberately excludes Dalits from basic amenities. In
many villages, it installs electricity, sanitation and safe
drinking water in the upper-caste section, neglecting to
do the same in the areas inhabited by the Dalits.
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Case study: The impact of land tenure
on economic exclusion

The state of Peru recognizes that all people have the
right to an ethnic and cultural identity and that the
State has the obligation to recognize and protect the
nation’s ethnic and cultural plurality. However, it does
not guarantee the right to land tenure and has con-
tributed towards making land ownership precarious.78

The 1993 Constitution established that the common
lands of rural communities (previously untouchable)
could be embargoed, bought, sold or split into parcels.
In 1995, the Law for the Promotion of Private
Investment in Economic Activities on National Land
and that of Rural Communities was approved. This
law established that common rural lands could be
acquired by third parties by simple occupation or pos-
session when left empty. This has created widespread
injustices against ethnic communities. The Quechua
and Aymara sometimes leave their lands unused when
following crop rotation patterns. By doing this they
risk having their land occupied. On the other hand,
some groups within the Ashaninka communities have
been forced to leave their land through violence. These
reasons for land being unused have not been taken
into account by the courts of law.79 Furthermore, the
economic model currently being applied promotes the
sale of natural resources. This has allowed private com-
panies to use common lands without consulting
communities and without paying the benefits due
them. The 1993 hydrocarbons law has no provisions
to protect indigenous peoples’ rights to the lands and
forests they occupy. This particularly threatens the
Amazon communities.80



Although it is difficult to prove intent, the lack of services
to minority and indigenous communities in other coun-
tries may stem from similarly discriminatory policies by
local or national governments. 

The economic exclusion of minorities and indigenous
peoples is also often related to their rights to traditional
lands and territories, the resources of those lands and the
traditional livelihoods that they furnish. Indigenous peo-
ples in particular have struggled to secure recognition of
their land rights, through titling, in order to prevent
involuntary displacement or resettlement. In Malaysia,
only two of the indigenous Orang Asli out of 10,000 have
legally recognizable titles to their land.81 In Namibia, only
around one-fifth of the San have de jure rights to land.82

Other minority groups have similar problems in challeng-
ing government plans to resettle them, usually in the
name of large-scale development projects. Minorities and
indigenous peoples often find their communities further
impoverished as a consequence of displacement, having
lost not only their housing but often also their means of
livelihood connected with their habitat. In Sri Lanka,
indigenous groups (such as the Vedda community) are
disappearing due to government resettlement programmes
that have disturbed traditional livelihoods.83

Even the quality of land that minorities and indige-
nous peoples have been displaced to (or traditionally
reside on) may be of lesser quality, thus inhibiting their
potential to use it for their livelihoods. In Vietnam,
minority households have poorer access to irrigated and
good quality land. The minority groups are concentrated
in upland and mountainous areas, where access to public
services is difficult and adequate basic infrastructures are
not in place.84 So while governments may claim to be dis-
placing minorities in the name of wider economic
development, the neglect of proper resettlement strategies
and compensation leaves these groups in a much worse
economic position than before. 

Moreover, the denial of land rights to these groups
makes access to credit for small and medium enterprises
much more difficult. Poor access to credit is also common
in developed countries. In the USA, for example, black
people and Hispanics are rejected for home loans 60 per
cent more often than equally qualified white people, and
pay higher mortgage interest rates; and house prices in
predominantly black residential areas rise much slower
than in predominantly white areas.85

Social cohesion
While the concept of social cohesion may make most sense
in relation to the framework of social exclusion, it also has
important implications for combating economic exclusion
of minority and indigenous groups. Social cohesion, prox-

ied as it is by indicators such as industrial unrest, criminal-
ity, drug usage, suicides, number of people in prison, and
political participation, has a significant impact on minori-
ties and indigenous peoples who are more likely to find
their communities on the periphery of society. The
cause(s) of this marginalization will vary according to the
group, but would often include discrimination as a factor.
Regardless, the outcome for minorities and indigenous
peoples is that they are more likely to experience weaker
political participation in all countries. In developed coun-
tries, some minority or indigenous groups will have higher
rates of suicide, imprisonment and involvement in crime.
In the USA, for example, despite efforts to close gaps
between black and white people on education, health and
employment, crime statistics suggest that black people are
still more likely to be arrested, more likely to be convicted,
and then more likely to be imprisoned than white people.
In states where the death penalty is still used, black people
‘have been disproportionately subject to death by state exe-
cution because of a racist law enforcement system’.86

Social cohesion in relation to minorities and indige-
nous peoples may be undermined by endemic
discrimination and social structures that exclude them,
such as those found in India and other countries with so-
called ‘untouchable’ classes. In India, scheduled castes
and tribes are much more likely to be poor, with much
worse social indicators. Poverty and socio-economic
inequalities in India are largely explained by the caste
system, which although legally abolished still defines ‘the
structural basis of Indian civil society’.87 Despite the
process of industrialization and modernization of the
Indian economy, and changes in the attitude of govern-
ment and society towards the integration of the lower
castes in the structures of employment and organization
of the civil society, ‘caste still persists as a fundamental
principle of social organization even if under different
guises’.88 Although the apartheid system in South Africa
has been dismantled, the legacy of years of discrimination
persists in unequal living standards and opportunities.
Although much is changing in South Africa, the gaps
between white and black people in particular persist, and
some of the current debate is about seeking to balance
redressing of past inequalities and issues of merit.89 In
other developed countries, evidence of discrimination
and exclusion can be found. According to the 2000
UNDP Human Development Report, police have recorded
hundreds of violent hate crimes and discrimination
against immigrants and ethnic minorities in Germany,
Sweden and elsewhere in Europe. In 1998, more than
7,700 hate crimes were reported in the USA: 56 per cent
of those crimes were against people of a different race, 18
per cent against people of a different religion and 16 per
cent against people of a different sexual orientation. 
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In recent years, minority and indigenous communities
have been involved in or affected by conflicts. Many have
been displaced or left their homes as refugees. The estab-
lishment of social cohesion and trust between
communities that is necessary both for peace and for stable
economic development has been undermined.

Recognition of identities is also an important aspect of
social cohesion. Creating homogeneous societies through
assimilation is not the best way of ensuring stability
because distinct ethnic, religious and cultural identities
are too important to individuals’ psychological and social
welfare to eliminate. Many states nevertheless pursue a

passive or active form of assimilation through subtle poli-
cies that deny citizenship to certain ethnic groups, or that
fail to acknowledge their true identities as distinct. Peru
recognizes both Spanish and ethnic languages as official,
but the latter only in the zones where they predominate.
The Constitution also recognizes the special jurisdiction
of indigenous communities in the Amazon region but,
while the Peruvian state recognizes Amazon peoples as
distinct ethnic groups, it does not recognize the Quechua
and Aymara communities as indigenous peoples.90
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Case study: Overcoming economic exclusion in Kerala

Exclusion of minority groups and indigenous peoples in
India extends to all states. Kerala, in the southernmost tip
of India, has been the state in India where it is generally
thought that the caste system no longer defines social,
political or economic relations. This is because Kerala’s
development programme has provided traditionally vul-
nerable groups, such as the lower castes, women and
workers in the informal sector, with better capacity to
access social entitlements and the mechanisms of power,
both important elements of any development strategy.
However, evidence suggests that the task is incomplete.
Caste intolerance has not been completely eliminated, the
land reforms have brought about another form of rural
exploitation (that between the poor landowners and their
landless workers) and the informal sector is still a source
of social and political conflicts. In Kerala, members of the
former untouchable groups are still found working in the
lowest-paid jobs (farm labour, for instance). However,
their living conditions have improved significantly and
brutal forms of social and economic abuse by the upper
classes have become rare.  It seems that the old forms of
exploitation have been replaced by new ones, however.
Although the struggle between tenants and the landlords
eased as a result of the land reforms, there is evidence for
a new form of class exploitation, namely, that between
the poor landowners and their workers: ‘where once the
poor were pitted against the rich, now the poor are pitted
against slightly less poor’.91 It is also reported that ‘caste

intolerance, the most important form of conflict in
Kerala, has not been removed’, and has taken violent
forms: ‘right-wing terrorist groups and landlord hirelings
burn the homes of low-caste people and attack and kill
them with alarming frequency. These attacks often follow
peaceful attempts by low-caste people to improve their
lives.’92 Other unresolved issues of social inequality in
Kerala include the informal sector and the fact that some
groups – like the fisherfolk and the tribals, among others
–  were not included in the development programme.93

One important reason why that has happened is the low
‘active demand from below the community’, as opposed
to other groups’ active role ‘in demanding the supply of
development services and monitoring their effective
implementation’.94 According to the logic underlying
Kerala’s model of development, it should have been the
responsibility of the Government of Kerala to implement
policies specifically targeted towards the alleviation of
poverty, and to guarantee the social and income security
of fisherfolk and tribal groups. The Ninth Five-Year Plan
proposes the establishment of democratically elected
Panchayat/Nagarapalika institutions (local government
institutions), like the system in place in West Bengal.95

This is intended to offer Kerala greater ‘opportunity to
build a new development culture free from the conflicts
of political and party ideologies. This new development
culture is founded on people’s participation at every stage
of development’.96



Why discrimination matters

Discrimination is often difficult to prove, particularly
when it is not expressed in specific legislation or when
there is a lack in commitment among dominant groups
to recognize the problem. We have tried to solve this dif-
ficulty by looking at visible manifestations of
discrimination. One of the most visible forms of discrim-
ination against minority groups and indigenous peoples
is reflected in the fact that minority groups and indige-
nous peoples constitute a disproportionately large and
persistent percentage of the poor, both in developing and
industrialized countries. Another visible form of discrimi-
nation relates to the exclusion of minorities and
indigenous peoples from key social, political and eco-
nomic institutions. Although it may be difficult to
establish that poverty and exclusion are caused by dis-
crimination, the fact that poverty and other forms of
exclusion are more persistent among minority groups
and/or indigenous peoples is indicative that discrimina-
tion may be a contributing factor. Furthermore, poverty
and exclusion are not independent and often we will not
be able to distinguish between the two phenomena. In
the context of minority groups and indigenous popula-
tions, the incidence of poverty and exclusion can be seen
as different manifestations of the same phenomenon: the
marginalization of minority groups and indigenous peo-
ples from the process and benefits of social, economic
and political development. 

The previous section analysed the evidence available for
discrimination among minority groups and indigenous
peoples in terms of poverty incidence and the exclusion of
these groups from key social and economic institutions.
We have argued that poverty incidence and exclusion are
higher among minority groups and indigenous peoples
than the rest of the population of given countries. We have
presented evidence which suggests that much of social,
economic and political exclusion, and deprivation, may be
rooted in past or present discrimination. 

However, minority groups and indigenous peoples do
not necessarily constitute in all cases the majority of the
poor or the majority of the excluded groups. A large
amount of evidence has shown other types of discrimina-
tion against women, persons with disabilities and older
persons, etc.97 and their marginalization in development
policies. Moreover, discrimination might not always be
directed specifically at minority groups. Why then should
the development community be concerned with discrimi-
nation against minority groups? This concern can be

defended from a number of perspectives, ranging from
the body of legislation in international human rights law
to the analysis of a variety of social, economic and politi-
cal outcomes. 

The right to non-discrimination
Perhaps one of the most concrete defences can be made
from an international law perspective. The right to non-
discrimination is a principle of customary international
law, which means that all states are obligated to respect
this right for all people in their territory. This is strength-
ened further in the two main international treaties on
human rights, the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR, 1966), and the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
(ICESCR, 1966) which stipulate respect for non-discrimi-
nation in the realization of human rights. This right is
elaborated in the UN Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD, 1969), now
ratified by 166 States (as of 9 May 2003). This treaty
allows states to take ‘special measures’ in the economic,
social, cultural or other spheres to ensure that all people
can enjoy their rights equally without discrimination.
Notably, all of the treaty monitoring bodies require that
states provide disaggregated data in their regular reports to
the UN on the implementation of the treaties. Very few
actually provide such information. Although there is no
universal treaty on minority rights, the UN has adopted
the Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to
National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities
(UNDM), which proclaims that states must protect the
existence of national, ethnic, cultural, religious and lin-
guistic minority identities and encourage conditions for
the promotion of those identities. The Declaration also
requires that states take measures to ensure that minorities
may participate in economic progress and development in
their country. Together, these international human rights
provisions provide a framework of states’ responsibilities
towards minority groups that cannot be ignored.

Reducing poverty
The ethical principles established by legislation aimed at
protecting minority groups and/or indigenous peoples
from social, economic and political forms of discrimina-
tion have been taken into account in recent work on
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poverty and inequality. The 1993 Human Development
Report stressed the importance of participation of tradi-
tionally excluded groups (rural poor, religious and ethnic
minorities, and women) in development and in the estab-
lishment of fully democratic regimes. The 2000/2001
Human Development Report argued for a human rights
approach to development and emphasized the importance
of freedom from discrimination, want, fear and injustice;
and freedom for the realization of one’s human potential,
freedom of participation, expression and association, and
access to decent work as fundamental bases for the allevia-
tion of poverty and inequality and the promotion of
socially and politically sustainable economic growth.
Despite these efforts, commitment to human rights (and
minority rights) is still rare in development initiatives.98

Combating discrimination against minority groups and
indigenous peoples, however, is slowly being recognized as
a central element in the fight against world poverty. As
mentioned in the introduction to this paper, the
International Development Targets set out at the UN
Social Summit in Copenhagen included the halving of
poverty in developing and transitional countries by 2015,
as well as the improvement of a range of health, education
and environment targets. Recent assessments of these tar-
gets have shown that, during the 1990s, poverty in
Eastern Europe and Central Asia has risen and is pre-
dicted to rise even further by 2015, and that decreases in
poverty elsewhere have been minimal.99 Those increases in
poverty have been localized among certain population
groups, of which minority groups and indigenous peoples
form a large fraction, and have persisted over time.100

The overlap between persistent poverty and minority
groups and indigenous peoples makes a strong case for
including minority groups and indigenous peoples as cen-
tral targets of development policies. This is not to say that
reducing poverty among groups in a numerical minority
is going to have a large impact on total poverty reduction.
However, recognizing that the persistence of poverty
among minority groups and indigenous peoples is to a
large extent a consequence of exclusion, marginalization
and discrimination may have important implications in
terms of the elimination of one important barrier to the
reduction of world poverty. Although minority groups
might not be the largest identifiable group among the
poor in all developing countries101 it is usually the case
that poverty incidence and a range of other development
indicators are worse for minority groups and indigenous
peoples, and, furthermore, it is often the case that poverty
reduction is slowest among these groups.102

The 2000/2001 World Development Report examines
three key elements in the fight against poverty: the pro-
motion of opportunities, the empowerment of
disadvantaged groups and the enhancement of security.

These elements cannot be addressed without expressed
concern for the rights of minority groups and indigenous
populations.

The promotion of opportunities (access to jobs, credit,
roads, electricity, markets, schools, water, sanitation and
health care) can be achieved (according to the World
Development Report) by promoting economic growth and
adequate market reforms that reflect the institutional and
structural characteristics of the economy in question.
Creating opportunities, however, also depends to a large
extent on the implementation of policies that address
socio-economic inequalities across gender, ethnic and
social divides. Lower socio-economic inequality will, in
turn, facilitate the access of vulnerable groups to new
opportunities and diminish the extent of the shocks these
households are bound to suffer during economic reforms.

The empowerment of disadvantaged groups (including
minorities and indigenous peoples) expresses a more direct
concern with the problems brought about by the marginal-
ization of these groups. It implies greater political
accountability, the creation of efficient legal and public
services and the removal of structural barriers that exclude
some population groups from the decision-making process.

The final element is the enhancement of security and,
consequently, the reduction of vulnerability to all types of
shocks. The poor generally are often more vulnerable to
shocks and less able to cope with their consequences. For
example, lack of access to credit means that not only can
poor households not build up sustainable livelihoods, but
also they cannot cover basic needs when there is adverse
weather or an economic shock (such as a fall in the price
of their main output). Evidence presented above from var-
ious countries shows that minority groups and indigenous
peoples have worse access to credit (often because of inse-
cure property rights over land), are more likely to suffer
from ill-health, be unemployed or be affected by ethnic
conflict. This third element implies promoting the diversi-
fication of activities of vulnerable households, establishing
adequate social insurance and social assistance pro-
grammes, creating the conditions for stable socio-political
environments and strengthening the assets of poor and
marginalized people, including minority groups and
indigenous peoples, whose levels of poverty and exclusion
from social, economic and political institutions are partic-
ularly high. 

Participation in decision-making
Efforts to reduce poverty globally need to address the par-
ticular problems of minority groups and indigenous
peoples. This implies the establishment of policies that
guarantee the participation of minority groups and
indigenous peoples in the process of decision-making in



every country. But minorities and indigenous peoples may
be wary of policies and institutions that are overly integra-
tive or assimilationist, given concerns about loss of their
identity, and of their own cultural and social values, lan-
guages, practices and institutions. Therefore a level of
meaningful participation is necessary in order to ensure
the protection of the rights of minorities. This participa-
tion ‘signifies the ability … to bring relevant facts to
decision-makers, argue their position before decision-
makers, veto legislative or administrative proposals, and
establish and manage their own institutions in specific
areas’.103 The participation of minorities in the national
decision-making process will not only help to address the
problems of persistent poverty and exclusion among these
groups, but will also yield important gains for those
minority groups and indigenous populations that are
excluded from fundamental social, economic and political
institutions. These gains will not be entirely material but
will also affect the dignity, self-worth and feeling of inte-
gration and participation of minorities and indigenous
peoples in social, political and economic decisions that
have important consequences for their lives. Often minor-
ity and indigenous groups become estranged from
national decision-making processes because they perceive
no role for them in that process, or because they believe
themselves to be incapable of influencing political, social
or economic policy outcomes.104 These facts imply impor-
tant private costs for those individuals, households and
groups that suffer from discriminatory actions in terms of
the loss of their cultural identity (language, etc.) and loss
of their basic human rights, freedoms and interests. 

A particularly important issue in decision-making is
land ownership. Land is not just an economic resource but
also plays an important role in the culture and traditions
of many minorities and indigenous peoples, particularly
those whose land use is based on collective or communal
forms of ownership (e.g. the Mapuche in Chile, indige-
nous peoples in Brazil, Peru and elsewhere in Latin
America, ethnic minorities in Vietnam, Malaysia and
many others). There is a large body of evidence of
attempts against the land rights of indigenous populations.
In Vietnam, the large increase in the international price of
coffee led to the non-authorized occupation of indigenous
land in the Central Highlands for the production of
coffee.105 Minority groups and indigenous peoples are
much more likely to be displaced by so-called development
projects such as dams and infrastructure projects. They
have at best only partially recognized land rights and little
political leverage. For example, in India, siting of dams has
disproportionately affected the Adivasis (tribal peoples),
and thousands have been displaced from their homes, with
little attempt to help them resettle and re-establish their
livelihoods, or create new ones. In Brazil, appropriation of

indigenous lands by commercial agriculture has con-
tributed to high suicide rates among indigenous peoples,
particularly among young people, who perceive their cul-
tural identity as being eroded and devalued. Where land
rights are more fully recognized, minorities and indigenous
peoples can have greater authority and autonomy in deci-
sion-making as it affects their territories and livelihoods.
This in turn can help mitigate the effects of land loss and
displacement on their communities. 

The ‘business case’ for
inclusion
It can be argued that eliminating discrimination against
minority groups is also highly desirable from an economic
perspective – this is the so-called ‘business case’ for inclu-
sion. The persistence of poverty and inequalities due to
discrimination, social exclusion and difficult access to
services and institutions may undermine efforts to
decrease poverty (as discussed above) and create poverty
traps. These have important economic effects that under-
mine the country’s potential for the establishment of
sustainable development paths, including the decrease in
the demand potential of internal markets, the reduction
of the human capital potential of societies where discrimi-
nation against minorities is significant, and the creation of
political instability.106

Poverty and deprivation among minority groups imply
that private consumption is low, and this may be particu-
larly acute in countries where minority groups are
numerically significant proportions of the population.
Forms of discrimination against minority groups and their
exclusion from social, political and economic institutions
may also create important constraints on the accumula-
tion of social and physical capital by those groups. These
factors create barriers that may prevent the enlargement of
internal markets. This, in turn, may decrease effective
demand and thus economic growth.107 This is particularly
relevant in developing countries where the size of internal
markets is considered an important constraint on develop-
ment and economic growth. 

Furthermore, high levels of poverty and socio-economic
inequalities among specific population groups reduce the
productive capacity of those groups. Discrimination
‘deprives society of unity and the cooperation of all their
people in pursuit of the common good [and ...] wastes
talent, productivity and lives’.108 Improving the economic
conditions of minority groups would thus ‘amount not to
a consumption transfer but to a productive investment’.109

Thus, the whole economy would benefit from an
improvement of its human capital resources. O’Connell
and Birdsall describe education as being the people’s asset,
and for many it is the only asset they have with which to
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generate an income.110 In the longer run, ‘the transforma-
tion of poverty groups into more productive members of
society is likely to raise the incomes of all’.111 Human cap-
ital (i.e. the ability, skills, training and experience of
people) plays a central role in theories of economic
growth and development, and much empirical work
across and within developed and developing countries
shows a robust, strong and positive effect of educational
attainment on growth rates.112 Birdsall et al. found that
increasing a country’s primary and secondary enrolment
rates from 75 per cent to 90 per cent and from 22 per
cent to 34 per cent (the 1960 averages) would raise
annual per capita growth rates by 1.5 percentage points,
which by 1990 would have been translated into a relative
increase in GDP per capita of 40 per cent compared to
countries that had not increased enrolment rates.113 The
relationship between education and economic growth is a
feature of growth theory that stresses the positive effect of
education on innovation and adoption of new
technology.114 The accumulation of human capital
brought about by the improvement of education and
health care, and the elimination of extreme forms of desti-
tution among excluded groups could improve the
productive capacity of these groups.

It is important to note, however, that the productive
activities of minorities and indigenous peoples are integral
to their cultures and lifestyles, and therefore cannot easily
be transformed without serious consequences for their
identities. This must be considered seriously in any analy-
sis of the human capital potential of minority or
indigenous groups and should not be ignored in favour of
particular economic outcomes.

Addressing discrimination requires a huge effort on
the part of governments, international organizations and
the media. But the incentives to do so are high. Studies
that have sought to estimate the gains of ending long-
term exclusion and discrimination against minority
groups and indigenous peoples suggest huge potential
economic gains, as well as private gains to previously
excluded groups and broader social benefits. Gaps in
investment in education and health and the resulting
gaps in wages, and high and concentrated poverty among
minorities and indigenous peoples, lead to losses in
output, GDP and wealth (although it must also be recog-
nized that the low-wage labour of minorities and
indigenous peoples, and appropriation of their lands for
development purposes, has also perversely contributed to
gains in output, GDP and wealth for some sectors of the
population). Discrimination in education is perpetuated
in the labour market through pay and gender discrimina-
tion, and restrictions on occupational choice. In many
countries these inequalities are persistent and have led to
social divisions. Not only is this violation of human

rights morally indefensible and highly detrimental to the
well-being of those discriminated against, there are also
important social costs: reducing discrimination can bene-
fit everyone not just those formerly discriminated against
or excluded. 

There are two main ways of estimating the economic
cost to society of discrimination through this education
route, developed by Brimmer for the USA.115 One method
is to simply calculate the gains in total output and income
that would arise from the full use of the existing educa-
tion, skills and experience of the excluded discriminated
group, that is, the excluded group is assumed to have the
same levels of earnings and productivity as their non-
excluded counterparts, usually estimated by age, gender
and education. This essentially gives an estimate of the
gains for removing discrimination in the labour market.
Given that individuals from minority groups and indige-
nous peoples earn less than their majority or elite
counterparts with the same levels of education, we would
expect these gains to be significant. The second method
goes one step further by calculating the gains that would
arise if we removed discrimination in education, that is,
made use of the potential skills, education and experience
of the group that is discriminated against. There is suffi-
cient evidence that minority groups and indigenous
peoples have much lower levels of education than the rest
of the population and that these inequalities are essen-
tially reproduced in the labour markets. Adding the two
estimates together simulates the effects of removing dis-
crimination in education as well as in employment. Each
method requires detailed data on education, age, work
experience, wages and employment for both the minority
group and the rest of the population.

Zoninsein has estimated the gains in earnings and
GDP for four Latin American countries, Bolivia, Brazil,
Guatemala and Peru, plus South Africa and the USA.116

Peru has much smaller estimated gains because the house-
hold survey contained less information on indigenous
peoples – highlighting the importance of data coverage.
Table 2 summarizes these findings.

Although these estimates are only simulations of the
gains from removing discrimination, and the method is
subject to debate, they are indicative of possible economic
benefits. They suggest that even partial removal of dis-
crimination in some spheres would be hugely beneficial in
improving economic performance, and ultimately poverty
reduction. The removal of discrimination against minority
groups and indigenous peoples will not only have large
social benefits but will also yield, as discussed above, large
private benefits for those individuals, households and
groups that suffer the effects of discrimination and conse-
quent poverty and exclusion from key social, political and
economic institutions.



Stability and security
Finally, income inequality and persistent poverty among
particular groups of the population can also increase feel-
ings of unfairness. This promotes social discontent and
may lead to social unrest117 which can have negative
effects on economic growth. In fact, the recent attention
paid to minority rights by the international development
community originated from the emergence of various
types of inter-ethnic conflict.118

There is a growing literature on the economic and
social causes of conflict, including civil wars, and discrim-
ination, inequalities between social groups (what
Tomas̆evski terms ‘horizontal inequalities between
groups’),119 and inequality between minorities and non-
minorities play an important role. And conflict, whether
caused or merely fuelled by discrimination against minori-
ties or indigenous peoples, has devastating consequences
on prospects for total not just minority poverty reduction.
Elbadawi finds that civil wars can be influenced by the
extent of ethnic fractionalization in segmented societies.120

Easterly and Levine find similar results for Africa.121

Dollar et al. and Collier and Hoeffler, using a cross-section
of more than 100 countries, find identical results for their
ethnic fragmentation variables.122 Justino investigated the
case of Kerala, India, and found that the persistence of
caste inequalities could be a strong determinant of labour
instability there (labour strikes, lockouts, riots, etc.).123 A
large fraction of the more or less violent forms of conflict
that have taken place in both developed and developing

countries in recent decades have been in part influenced
by the discontent of some parts of the population with
rising poverty and unemployment, and deteriorating
living conditions. Discrimination and extreme rural
poverty experienced by indigenous peoples across the
globe, from Indonesia to Central America have been asso-
ciated with rural social and political conflict. 

There is also the increasingly common phenomenon
of so-called ‘development conflict’. Where economic
development priorities clash with the needs and rights of
minority or indigenous groups, the result can be local or
widespread conflict. For example, some indigenous groups
have engaged in armed resistance to oppose forced appro-
priation of their lands without their full prior informed
consent to such action.124 Even if the use of the land and
its resources is claimed to be necessary for the economic
development of the country as a whole, the denial of
minorities’ and indigenous peoples’ human rights cannot
be justified as a trade-off. Moreover, such actions can
force minority and indigenous communities into further
marginalization and poverty, and commonly destroys their
cultures and livelihoods. A commitment to sustainable
and peaceful development requires a commitment to
development paths that respect minority and indigenous
rights, and works with them to find appropriate solutions
to local and national development challenges. 

Given the evidence discussed above, we can argue that
policy programmes that reduce discrimination among
minority groups and increase their socio-economic partici-
pation can create an element of socio-political stability,
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Labour market Education Both
discrimination discrimination

Earnings GDP Earnings GDP Earnings GDP

Bolivia (1997) 57.8% 17.12% 66.1% 19.56% 123.9% 36.68%

Brazil (1997) 36.7% 4.85% 60.3% 7.98% 97.0% 12.83%

Guatemala (1998) 32.2% 4.59% 63.5% 9.04% 95.8% 13.63%

Peru (1997) 35.9% 1.76% 50.0% 2.45% 85.9% 4.21%

Brazil (1990) – – – – 24.94% 9.04%

South Africa (1993) – – – – 183.7% 96.6%

USA (1992) 2.7% 2.04% 4.74% 2.8%

Table 2: Gains in earnings and GDP from removing discrimination

Source: see note 116.
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essential for the success of any economic growth and
development strategy. However, despite the high develop-
ment costs of discrimination, and the links between
discrimination against minority groups and the emergence
of civil wars and other types of socio-political conflicts, the
inclusion of minority rights in development policies
should not be solely justified in terms of cost-efficiency or
conflict-prevention measures. Although discrimination
may entail large costs for economic growth and develop-
ment, the elimination of discrimination will not guarantee
large economic growth rates. In fact, it may lead to lower
economic growth if it implies the transfer of large amounts
of resources towards minority groups, and greater control
for minorities and indigenous peoples over their traditional
lands and natural resources. The inclusion of minority

rights in development policies is, however, an important
element in the creation of sustainable and integrated devel-
opment strategies. The incidence of high levels of poverty
among many minority groups and indigenous peoples, and
their exclusion from important social and economic insti-
tutions, should be the object of attention of the
international development community. In addition, the
clear prohibition of discrimination in international human
rights law places strong obligations on the part of states to
take positive steps to eliminate discrimination and its
effects – including through development cooperation
activities. A key part of the solution is ensuring that
minorities and indigenous peoples can participate mean-
ingfully in decision-making on development policies that
might affect them.

Case study: Affirmative action

The fight against discrimination involves serious social
and political changes both in the way society perceives
minority groups and in the policies made available by the
relevant institutions to combat discrimination. These poli-
cies vary from simpler mechanisms to guarantee the equal
access of all population groups to social and economic
services, to the reform of legal systems. Some of these
changes have involved the implementation of effective
affirmative action programmes.125 Affirmative action poli-
cies usually involve helping members of disadvantaged
groups to access education, and increase social and politi-
cal participation through financial assistance in terms of
scholarships, health subsidies, etc., preferential admission
to schools and universities, job quotas, public administra-
tion reservations and electoral quotas. Affirmative action
policies have, however, had a negative image since they
can result in reinforcing negative stereotypes about the
discriminated groups and/or individuals.126 Preferential
policies of the type described above can distort job mar-
kets, create tensions and promote new political elites.127

Indian society is divided into thousands of castes and
sub-castes organized into a rigid hierarchy extending from
Brahmins, the high caste, to the ‘untouchable’ castes. The
1950 Constitution finally abolished the practice of
‘untouchability’, while the government initiated a pro-
gramme of ‘compensatory discrimination’ that reserved
22.5 per cent of all central government jobs for members
of the scheduled castes and tribes. Similar reservations
were made at the state level and extended to college and
university admissions. This has been a controversial
system with higher-caste Hindus feeling they have been
victims of reverse discrimination. More controversial has
been the extension of the reservation system to ‘other
backward castes’. These are predominantly rural and, in

many states, they have accumulated considerable political
power, often used as a form of extending reservations in
university admissions and government employment.128

Caste reservations have, as a consequence, been a factor in
serious protest and violence.129 But despite many difficul-
ties, the Indian reservations policy has had a large impact
on the position of the more disadvantaged groups as many
members of the lower castes are now found in all areas of
the economy and political administration.

Anti-discriminatory policies have also had some degree
of success elsewhere. In the USA, affirmative action meas-
ures have been effective at redistributing income to
women and minority groups,130 while in South Africa,
affirmative action policies are used as a way of decreasing
unemployment and poverty among black South Africans.
Affirmative action policies ensure that black job applicants
get a better chance when competing against white and
‘coloured’ applicants for the available positions.131

The negative image of some affirmative action pro-
grammes can be erased by the implementation of policies
that seek to enhance the performance of disadvantaged
groups by, for instance, providing financial assistance for
access to schools and universities, and providing business
and legal advice for the establishment of private enter-
prises.132 This approach is labelled by Loury as
‘developmental affirmative action’ as opposed to ‘preferen-
tial affirmative action’.133 Developmental affirmative action
has the advantage of promoting equal opportunities for all
rather than favouring some groups in relation to others
and, in the process, potentially strengthening stereotypes
rather than eliminating them. Breaking and not creating
stereotypes should be the main element of the fight
against discrimination and policies that enable disadvan-
taged workers to increase their skills are a positive step.134



This paper has examined the link between exclusion of
minority groups and indigenous peoples from key institu-
tions, and discrimination against those groups. Based on
existing qualitative and quantitative evidence from a
diverse number of countries and regions, we demonstrated
that minority groups and indigenous peoples in developed
and developing countries are likely to be poorer, and to be
the object of social, economic and political exclusion, than
any other group. This exclusion can in part be linked to
past and/or continuing discrimination against minorities
and indigenous peoples. The paper argued that discrimina-
tion against minority groups and indigenous peoples has
important human, social and economic costs; that it is an
important dimension of economic and social exclusion
that is often ignored by the development community; and
that it is a fundamental factor in the establishment of sus-
tainable development strategies. Persistent poverty among
minorities and the exclusion of minority groups and
indigenous peoples from key political, social and economic
decisions jeopardize the position of those groups in terms
of their rights, freedoms and interests, and harm the future
prospects of the whole country in terms of economic
growth and political stability.

This analysis was, however, impeded by several impor-
tant obstacles. The first was the lack of an operational
definition of ‘minority group’ useful for analysis of data.
We therefore used normative defining criteria and used
existing classifications of groups as defined by the current
literature and data sets. These groupings may themselves
reflect discrimination by surveyors and/or states that
either use stereotyped groupings or fail to recognize some
minorities or indigenous peoples as distinct from others.
The second obstacle was the establishment of a causal
relationship between discrimination and exclusion. We
argued that identifying discrimination as a contributing
cause could be established if there was sufficient evidence
that minority groups and indigenous peoples were poorer
or more excluded from certain institutional processes than
majority groups. Both the difficulties in defining minority
groups and establishing a causal relationship between dis-

crimination and exclusion were, however, due to the third
and most important obstacle: data limitations 

In order to establish that minority groups and/or
indigenous peoples are excluded or poorer than other
groups, qualitative and quantitative indicators for the
minority group and/or indigenous peoples need to be
compared with the remaining or total population.
However, we found that there is little systematic data
available for all – or even a large proportion of – minor-
ity groups or indigenous peoples, due in part to the lack
of nationally representative household surveys for a large
number of countries. As we mentioned in the introduc-
tion to this paper, remote rural areas (where minority
groups and especially indigenous peoples are usually to
be found) are often not covered by the surveys. In addi-
tion, where data is collected on minority groups and/or
indigenous peoples, it is done only for those groups that
are recognized by the survey planners (usually the
national statistics institute) as being minority groups or
indigenous peoples. A further important limitation is
that data does not always capture the diversity of experi-
ence among minority groups and indigenous peoples (for
instance, across gender). Minorities and indigenous peo-
ples are also sometimes grouped into a small number of
categories that does not allow indicators to be produced
on specific ethnic groups. Consequently, not only do
officially collected statistics often distort the demographic
profile of the population, they also make it difficult to
understand the complexity and diversity of the experi-
ence of exclusion and poverty among minority groups
and indigenous peoples. As discussed at the beginning of
the paper, the inadequacy of the currently existent data
on exclusion and discrimination among minorities and
indigenous peoples is itself a form of exclusion since it
denies minority groups and indigenous peoples informa-
tion about themselves and their position relative to
others. It also reflects a lack of concern by policy-makers
with discrimination and exclusion of minorities and
indigenous peoples as an issue to be addressed by devel-
opment policies. 

Conclusions
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Recommendations

1. Data collection on the economic, social and political
situations of minorities and indigenous peoples needs to
be improved, particularly in those countries that cur-
rently have very little data available. This will require:

• collaboration between donors and national-level 
statistics offices and government ministries to build
statistics capacity within developing countries and
improve the quality and coverage of surveys;

• widening sample coverage of surveys to include
samples of all minority groups and indigenous peo-
ples, with possible over-sampling to allow for
disaggregation within minority groups and indige-
nous peoples;

• improving data collection on poverty, deprivation
and exclusion through coverage of issues such as
those suggested by Atkinson et al. and described
above;135

• combining qualitative and quantitative survey
techniques to produce complementary data in
order to understand the processes involved in dis-
crimination and the effect that it has on minority
groups and indigenous peoples. 

2. The collection of disaggregated data should be consistent
with the conditions set forth in Article 92 of the World
Conference Against Racism Programme of Action.

3. The lack of data on minority groups and indigenous peo-
ples reflects in part the legal position of different groups.
Identification of minority groups and indigenous peoples,
and recognition as such by state and international organi-
zations is important if data, and hence knowledge and
understanding of the relational factors of social and eco-
nomic exclusion, are to be analysed.

4. Data on minorities and indigenous peoples should be
disaggregated by sub-groups, including gender,
urban–rural environments and age. Discrimination
and exclusion are usually experienced differently by
different groups within a minority, and a valid under-
standing of the processes behind exclusion or
unfavourable inclusion will only be properly under-
stood with disaggregated data. 

5. Policy targeting can be improved by regularly assessing
the situation of minorities and indigenous peoples.
Knowing who the most vulnerable groups of the pop-
ulation are (in terms of access to non-income goods
and services as well as income) can avoid failures in
reaching the target groups and can reduce costs that
arise when policies reach non-target groups. Targeting
by geographic indicators may be appropriate given the
concentration of ethnic minorities and indigenous
peoples in rural, often remote, areas of each country.

6. National human rights institutions should take steps
to reduce economic exclusion of minorities and
indigenous peoples by promoting their rights in access
to health, education and other services, non-discrimi-
natory labour market policies, and recognition and
protection of land rights. Particular attention should
be focused on facilitating the participation of minori-
ties and indigenous peoples in drafting new
interventions for poverty and/or inequality reduction.

7. States party to ICERD should pay particular attention
to implementing the concluding observations of the
Committee (CERD) as it impacts on development
planning. States should ensure the Committee receives
detailed disaggregated data on economic, social and
cultural rights in all periodic reports.
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This issues paper aims to evaluate the link between
economic exclusion and discrimination against
ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities and
indigenous peoples.

Non-discrimination is one of the most fundamental
human rights, recognized in international law and
most national constitutions, yet discrimination against
minorities persists. This implies huge costs both for
individuals and communities that are discriminated
against, and for society in general. 

Although, as the authors of this paper point out, there
are difficulties over definitions and data limitations,

there is evidence to show that – across diverse
regions – minorities and indigenous peoples
experience higher levels of poverty, less access to
education, health care and basic services, and have
fewer employment opportunities than the general
population. Hence minorities and indigenous peoples
are more likely to suffer economic – and social and
political – exclusion than other groups. 

The relationship between discrimination and poverty is
not well understood by development actors. This paper
argues that discrimination is an important element in
economic exclusion and that it must be addressed in
order to establish sustainable development.
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