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ABSTRACT

This article analyses an online forum on Indigenous Community-Based Economic Development (CED), in which twenty-two participants from Canada and Latin America shared and reflected on experiences ranging from cultural tourism in Bolivia to a food processing co-op in Northern British Columbia. The forum demonstrated that at least some Indigenous peoples in Canada and Latin America share common values that guide the kind of development they want in their territories and communities; and that their orientation toward collective and participatory approaches to development can be grouped together under the concept of CED. The article has two main conclusions. First, that CED can be understood as a potential path to Indigenous-defined development and complement to self-determination movements. Second, that online media is a viable option for creating spaces for learning and exchange between Indigenous peoples across national and language borders, with the potential to contribute to the creation of translocal networks. 

RÉSUMÉ

Cet article analyse un forum en ligne sur les questions autochtones de développement économique communautaire (DEC), où vingt-deux participants du Canada et de l'Amérique latine partagé et réfléchi sur les expériences allant du tourisme culturel en Bolivie à un traitement coopérative alimentaire dans le Nord de la Colombie-Britannique. Le forum a démontré qu'au moins certains des peuples autochtones du Canada et de l'Amérique latine part des valeurs communs qui guident le type de développement qu'ils veulent dans leurs territoires et les communautés, et que leur orientation vers des approches collectives et participatives de développement peuvent être regroupés sous le concept de DEC. L'article a deux principales conclusions. Tout d'abord, que DEC peut être comprise comme une voie potentielle pour les communautés autochtones défini le développement et un complément de mouvements d'autodétermination. Deuxièmement, que les médias en ligne est une option viable pour la création d'espaces d'apprentissage et d'échange entre les peuples autochtones à travers les frontières nationales et linguistiques, avec le potentiel de contribuer à la création de réseaux translocales.
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INTRODUCTION

This article analyses an online forum on Indigenous Community-Based Economic Development (CED), in which twenty-two participants from Canada and Latin America shared and reflected on experiences ranging from cultural tourism in Bolivia to a food processing co-op in Northern British Columbia. The forum was designed as an experiment to explore the extent to which an internet-based, virtual platform could be an effective medium for sharing and learning across boundaries of language and space. The specific goals were to share concrete experiences of how Indigenous communities in Canada and Latin America are implementing community-based economic initiatives, to identify and discuss common values and principles, and to share specific models and strategies. The forum did not explore the political or legal contexts of the participants’ countries of residence or larger questions of territorial claims. Rather, the focus was on the specificity of particular initiatives and the values that oriented these processes.

The idea for the forum arose out of a training program in Bolivia engaging traditional Indigenous authorities, municipal officials, and NGO professionals in active learning around the goals and methods of development, a project with which this author has been involved since 2007. The Bolivia training program promotes an asset-based, bottom-up approach to improving community well-being1. A question that emerged several times was how the situation of Indigenous peoples in Bolivia compares to Indigenous peoples in Canada, in relation to the challenges of decolonization, territorial governance, and improving quality of life. During a visit by Bolivians of Indigenous descent to a First Nations community in British Columbia, the two groups found common values and challenges, and expressed as a desire for further exchange. These kinds of questions about what could be learned from each other were the catalyst for creating an online space for South-North exchange on Indigenous perspectives on CED.

This article highlights the main themes that emerged in the online conversations and seeks to link them to the “location” of CED in relation to Indigenous struggles for decolonization. Some tentative conclusions about the meaning and implications of this cross-border virtual experience for creating “trans-local” networks for socio-economic transformation will be drawn. 

A framework for CED

Community Economic Development (also called Community-Based Economic Development or CED) has been described as “a process by which communities can initiate and generate their own solutions to their common economic problems and thereby build long-term community capacity and foster the integration of economic, social, and environmental objectives” (McRobie & Ross, 1987, p. 1). CED is a movement that arose in the 1980s in Canada, the United States and the U.K., in response to the failures of globalized, neo-liberal capitalism. The movement can be understood as a reaction to Free Trade agreements, privatization and other related policies to “de-regulate” the market Shragge & Toye, 2006()
. CED emerged as a response to how a perceived loss of control over national and international economic activities shaped local areas and their futures. The CED movement is not only a reactive phenomenon; it is also a proactive response by environmentalists, social justice activists, and development thinkers seeking ways of (re)organizing social and economic relations for greater social equity and environmental sustainability (Hernandez, 2010).

CED enjoyed a period of theoretical treatment in academia, mainly in the 1990s (e.g., Boothroyd & Davis, 1993; Halseth & Booth, 1998), but in recent years more attention has turned to the Social Economy and Sustainable Development as forms of (re)conceptualized economic organization in Canada 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 

(McMurtry, 2009; Markey, Pierce, Vodden, & Roseland 2005). 
Yet CED remains meaningful and worthy of further analysis, as it continues to be an organizing concept for many organizations and communities (see, for example, the Canadian Community Economic Development Network-CCEDNet, the Centre for Community Renewal, Concordia University’s Graduate Diploma in CED, and Simon Fraser University’s Bolivian Specialization in CED Project).

A review of CED literature reveals four main characteristics of the approach, which together can be seen as a framework for CED:

1. CED is place-based: Economic activities and social relations happen in and between specific places, which have a particular set of characteristics and need particular responses. The focus of CED is on the local scale, the space which, according to Friedmann (1992), people can most directly relate to as the site of their daily lives and livelihoods ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Friedmann</Author><Year>1992</Year><RecNum>71</RecNum><DisplayText>(Friedmann, 1992)</DisplayText><record><rec-number>71</rec-number><foreign-keys><key app="EN" db-id="a9avsawfvrpzt5ex5aevard5pt5edv90xxvw">71</key></foreign-keys><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Friedmann, J.</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Empowerment:  The Politics of an Alternative Development</title></titles><section>5</section><dates><year>1992</year></dates><pub-location>Oxford, UK</pub-location><publisher>Blackwell </publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>. CED strategies tend to focus on strengthening the “local” or “community” economy, and building “local resilience,” strategies which in turn emphasize using local knowledge and resources Markey, Halseth, & Manson, 2008()
.
2. CED is participatory: The concept of community participation in development can be seen as a continuum, from contributing labour to a project at one end, to controlling all aspects of the project at the other end Brohman, 1996()
. CED practice falls into the latter end of the continuum, trying to engage people as directly as possible in all stages of a project from planning to implementation. This principle can be linked to a belief in the inherent right of people to participate in decisions that affect them Moser, 1989()
 and to evidence that development is more sustainable and effective if the ‘beneficiaries’ participate Conyers, 1986()
. Either way, there is significant evidence that for an initiative to fit the local context and the needs and goals of local peoples, it is necessary to develop plans and initiatives through participatory processes.
3. CED is concerned with sustainability: The composition of the economy is important in CED practice. As Loxley (2007) writes, “what is being produced and how it is being produced are important because they are highly relevant to one’s quality of life and to sustainability” p. 12()
. Schumacher (1973) wrote that the modern economy treats “natural capital” (fossil fuels, forests, mineral deposits) as income items instead of capital, liquidizing them for fast profit. Sustainable economies require that we consume the ‘interest’ on this capital – using up only the parts that are renewable – rather than using up the capital itself. Economic initiatives developed under these principles take into account the impact on the environment, as well as social and financial well-being. This has come to be called the “triple-bottom line,” a term first coined by Elkington (1998). Sustainability can also refer to creating economic activities that can be sustained over long periods and that create stable employment, therefore contributing to the long-term viability of a particular place.
4. CED is asset-based: Standard approaches to economic development focus on what is lacking in a place – that is, what the community or area does not have. CED, by contrast, starts from recognizing the existing assets or strengths of a community Markey et al., 2005(; Mathie & Cunningham, 2003)
. Strategies and initiatives can then be developed that build on these assets, according to the priorities of local people. 

Locating CED

Within development literature, CED can be placed within the alternative development and post-development schools of thought – part of an enormous body of literature that explores who defines “development” and what kinds of processes and practices can create truly progressive social change. Alternative development arose in the 1970s as a critique of the failures of the “economic growth and modernization” approach in the so-called Third World. It emphasized the need for participatory approaches in which grassroots movements and organizations determine the goals and methods of development projects 


(Brohman, 1996; Carney, 2003).  ADDIN EN.CITE In the 1980s, the influence of postmodernism grew in development literature, with its emphasis on ideas as social constructs based on relations of power and domination. “Development” was deconstructed as a discourse that creates the idea of a “Third World” in need of help from the “First World,” hiding an agenda of expansion of global power and domination Escobar, 1994()
. Post-development theory emerged in the 1990s as an attempt to envisage new ways of doing development (Blaikie, 2000); a new approach that emphasizes multiple ways, paths, and goals Gibson-Graham, 2005()
.
Nonetheless, large development actors such as the United Nations continue to operate on the assumptions that people who are defined as “poor” need to be integrated into the global, trade-based economy in order to see improvements in their lives. This approach is evident in the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) stated goals for Poverty Reduction:

The UNDP promotes inclusive and sustainable human development and works to reduce poverty in all its dimensions. We focus our efforts on making growth and trade benefit everyone in developing countries. (UNDP, para. 2, author emphasis).

The development agenda is rooted in Enlightenment ideals of superior (scientific, rational) vs. inferior (traditional, informal) knowledge Gibson-Graham, 2005()
.  Superior knowledge is forward-oriented, in support of “progress,” which implies that the “expert” with the “right” knowledge must intervene to set things on their correct path (Gibson-Graham, 2005). CED emerges as one alternative to this mainstream view of development, emphasizing instead the post-development principles of a multiplicity of paths, unlimited ways of doing and being, and experimentation based in local spaces and knowledge.

CED and indigenous resistance
Although the methods have changed since the time of first contact, the assumed need for assimilation into dominant socio-economic structures is a recurring theme in relation to Indigenous peoples, whether they live in Global South or the Global North. Newhouse (2006) wonders, for example, “if economic development is just the latest solution to the 'Indian problem’: instead of needing civilizing, Aboriginals now need development” (p. 160). In other words, governments and development agencies continue with an underlying assumption that Indigenous ways of doing and forms of knowledge are inferior, and that outside intervention is needed to solve their so-called problems. Historically, Indigenous peoples needed to be civilized or modernized; today, they need to be assimilated in the global market economy.
Alfred and Corntassel (2005) argue that economic globalization is in fact nothing more than a continuation and expansion of the colonial model. They call instead for Indigenous communities to “regenerate themselves to resist the effects of the contemporary colonial assault and renew politically and culturally” p. 599()
. The CED movement challenges dominant paradigms and power structures and seeks to increase the participation and agency of communities that are marginalized by history, geography, or global power structures Markey et al., 2005(; Shragge & Toye, 2006)
. In this way, there is a conceptual link between the decolonization struggles of Indigenous peoples and social movements of resistance to the globalized, profit-driven, market economy.
The challenge of  “development” is how to find ways that improve lives in material ways, but that still maintain or incorporate specifically Indigenous ways of being and doing. Newhouse (2006) believes that CED may support such processes by: incorporating the knowledge of local people, rather than that of outside experts; supporting aboriginal people to be active subjects in defining their relationship to the “modern” and the world “outside”; and offering a means to resist complete assimilation into the Western world.

The issue of knowledge is an important component of Indigenous movements, whose knowledge is recognized, and what kinds of knowledge are considered as a valid base for decision-making.  (or “traditional”) knowledge has been consistently de-valued and made invisible in favour of the supposedly superior (or “modern”) knowledge of Europeans (Gibson-Graham, 2005). Recognition and (re)valuing of  knowledge is an important foundation for  peoples’ resistance movements:

A reaffirmation of Indigenous epistemological and ontological foundations in contemporary times offers a central form of resistance to colonial forces that have consistently denigrated and silenced them.  Wilson, 2005, p. 255()
   
Forum process

The development of an online forum was an attempt to create a space to share knowledge based on -led or defined development initiatives, sharing what could be considered as Indigenous knowledge across barriers of language and geography. Documenting these kinds of experiences can contribute to “enlarging the field of credible experience” as a “prelude increasing the possibilities for economic experimentation around development” Gibson-Graham, 2005, p. 6()
. Finding ways for Indigenous peoples to connect on an international level may also contribute to the kinds of “translocal networks” that Escobar (1994) believes are critical to creating a “counter-hegemonic globalisation.”
The online forum discussed in this article ran for six weeks in the fall of 2009. The first week was simply open for participants to introduce themselves virtually and learn how to manoeuvre in the online space. In the subsequent weeks, one topic was opened each week for discussion. Two facilitators (including the author) took turns to post questions to foster conversation, and participants contributed their thoughts, as they felt moved to do so. The final week included a space for general comments on the process.

All twenty-two participants contributed to the online conversations; however, just eight participated on a regular basis, that is, bi-weekly or more often. The outcomes of the forum cannot, therefore, be ascribed as reliable research data – rather, the emerging themes are of interest as potential categories for research or a starting point for further conversation. It is notable that direct dialogue from South to North and North to South did not occur until the third week. At first, participants asked questions or made comments on posts by people from their own region. But at the end of third week, the first direct South-North question took place, and that opened up the dialogue in both directions for the rest of the forum.

In addition, participants were asked to share specific experiences of an Indigenous-led economic initiative that they knew personally, highlighting the objectives, structure, outcomes, and obstacles. Participants in the online forum shared several cases of initiatives for economic development – projects and enterprises initiated by or managed by people identifying as Indigenous living in Canada, Bolivia, and Ecuador. Table 1 shows the initiatives that were written up in detail by one or more participants, and that became the focal point for discussion.
The next sections describe and analyze the conversations that emerged around these specific experiences, focusing on two main areas of analysis:

1. Values (sub-categories:  nature-human relations, reciprocity and redistribution, and continued relevance of “ values”)

2. Structuring models of the initiatives (sub-categories:  co-ops, development corporations, and community-based enterprises)

Values
The forum began with participants discussing the underlying values at the core of these initiatives, and in particular whether and how Indigenous ways of being and doing are being incorporated. Values that could be considered as common to Indigenous peoples were listed, as a starting point for conversation: community working together, respect for elders, balance between humans and the natural environment, participation in decision-making, and maintaining or regenerating cultural traditions. From this starting place, the participants discussed nature-human relations, reciprocity and redistribution, and if and how specifically ‘ values’ continue to be meaningful.

Nature-human relations
Striving for balance between humans and the natural world was affirmed as a core value by several participants from both South and North. From Bolivia, a participant described the importance of Pachamama, the word used by Quechuan and Aymaran peoples to describe the living earth or a kind of female deity linked to fertility of the earth, humans, and animals (Pachamama is translated in Spanish as “Madre Tierra” and in English as “Mother Earth”). Through daily rituals and annual festivals, Bolivia’s original peoples continue to pay tribute to the Pachamama, seeking harmony between humans and their environment (Forum participant 2). As part of a resurgence of valuing the “Andean worldview,” the Bolivian government has recently approved a law that make the rights of the Pachamama equal to those of humans. Among the principles upheld by the law is “Harmony: Human activities, within a framework of plurality and diversity, should achieve a dynamic equilibrium with the cycles and processes inherent in the Mother Earth.” (Article 2, Ley de Derechos de la Madre Tierra, 2010, author translation).

A Forum participant from British Columbia offered a similar viewpoint:

A value that the Heiltsuk and I think most Indigenous communities share is that we are stewards of the land and are tasked to respect Mother Earth as we utilize her resources in sustainable way, keeping in mind that future generations (Seven Generations from now) are able to enjoy the resources as we have. It is not about filling out pockets as much as we can and exploit the riches of Mother Earth until they are gone, but to take as much as we need only. (Forum participant 9)

Another Forum participant noted that not all Indigenous peoples share these views (Forum participant 3), and that there is often a disconnect between many original peoples and their relationship to the land due to past and contemporary colonialism. Alfred and Corntassel (2005) call this phenomenon being “incidentally ” – when an Indigenous person is pulled “away from cultural practices and community aspects of ‘being ’” and instead focuses on how to gain access to power, resources, through their “political-legal relationship to the state” (p. 599). It is unclear in the case of the forum whether all participants shared a deeply personal connection to principles of nature-human harmony, but this value was emphasized by several participants as critically important for creating a better life in Indigenous communities.

There can be different interpretations of how to incorporate such values into practice. The first way, described by a Bolivian participant, is to seek alternatives to the economic growth/market capitalism model:

The development models of the neoliberals are geared toward economic growth and export orientation, contrary to the cultural cosmovision of Indigenous peoples. The Indigenous principles and values are a moral reserve that generates new models of development as an alternative to neoliberal models, seeking an equilibrium and complementarity between people and nature. (Forum participant 2)

A second approach is attempting to live with one foot in each world. In this quote, the concept of balance is applied to finding a way to both sell resources commercially and maintain resources for traditional uses:

We are seeking to balance the commercial use of natural resources with their long-term sustainability and the rights of families to meet their basic needs through harvesting natural/wild food, medicinal and materials (cedar bark for weaving) for art and making traditional tools and regalia. (Forum participant 8)

Another participant noted that the value of environmental sustainability must be used to monitor the impacts of each decision made, and to modify decisions periodically as needed (Forum participant 5). In other words, nature-human balance can be both a goal and an indicator for guiding economic development in Indigenous territories.

Reciprocity and redistribution
A participant from the highlands region of Bolivia emphasized “reciprocity” and “redistribution” as key values in for Andean original peoples:

We are reclaiming the practice of reciprocity in Bolivia’s highlands as the base of community life. Within the Andean cultures, reciprocity is the fundamental principal for the collective character of our Indigenous societies, involving the redistribution of assets and the avoidance of resource accumulation in the hands of few. This provides for those who need it, creates justice, and motivates the attitude of giving back equally what you have received. We do this on the ritual level, giving offerings to the Pachamama [Mother Earth] and other divine forces in thanks, and in festivals of redistribution. (Forum participant 2) 

Practices of redistribution and reciprocity are also common to aboriginal peoples in Canada – such as in the potlatch tradition of Pacific Northwest peoples like the Heiltsuk and Haida. It is worth noting not only the values mentioned in this quote, but also that this practice is being “reclaimed.” Cultural regeneration and renewal are fundamentally linked processes, in which a traditional value or way of doing is re-valued but also brought into contemporary times.

Redistribution can be understood as a way to maintain balance and harmony within a community of people, and this value can still be seen in aboriginal economic initiatives that seek common benefit for a nation or reserve. Strengthening cooperation and reciprocity was seen by several participants as being very important in any Indigenous economic initiative.

Decision-making practices
Forms of decision-making were another point of conversation in the forum, with several participants conveying that they see collective decision-making as a shared value for Indigenous peoples, and that their initiatives strive to foster active participation from community members. Two key challenges around participation were identified. First, that there can be significant diversity in opinions. “How do you come to a decision that everyone can live with?” asked one participant (Forum participant 5). Second, it takes real skill to communicate effectively, and people need to learn how to listen, negotiate, and solve problems. Another participant remarked that patience is very important in these participatory decision-making processes (Forum participant 4).

The integration of traditional governance system (formal and informal) into initiatives was highlighted as an important motor for incorporating culture. In the case of Bolivia, for example, a participant shared that the traditional leadership structure is intact in the community from pre-colonial times, in which leaders serve their community on a rotating basis, and each position must be filled by a man-woman pair. In addition to a governance role in their communities, these traditional leaders also manage the community’s tourism project.

Continuing relevance of Indigenous values

The universality of “ values” was questioned in the forum; whether there are really values that are common across various kinds of borders – North/South, urban/rural, youth/elders, male/female, and so on. One participant from Bolivia asked if “ values” continue to be meaningful at all in the contemporary world:

What do “traditional culture” and “community” mean for a second generation Aymara in the city? These people are reconstructing their identity in an urban, market economy context. They need a monetary income; they cannot rely on traditional gathering or agriculture. We cannot return to our original identities and lifestyles. (Forum participant 3)

This question relates to the larger question of “indigeneity” and “what it means to be Indigenous.” In a linear approach, where societies are seen to evolve from traditional to modern, identity is associated with the past and as something that will eventually disappear as people “catch up” to the modern world. This process was coined by Tönnies (1955) as Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft – moving from community to individualism, and from subsistence economies to mass consumption. Strobele-Gregor (1996) argues instead for the concept of “autonomous modernity,” meaning that Indigenous peoples move between Western/colonial spaces and independent values and rooted in their history, creating “modes of behaviour, structures, and forms of consciousness that are part of an autonomous modernity” p. 87()
. In other words, Indigenous identity and ways of doing and being emerge from a dialectical relationship between the Western/Modern and Other/Traditional – becoming something new in the process. Alfred and Corntassel (2005) argue for a dynamic understanding of what it is to be Indigenous, that can include the multiplicity of identities that are “(re)constructed at multiple levels – global, state, community, individual” (p. 600).

Indigenous values, then, can be dynamic, rooted in history and also constantly evolving and re-evolving according to context. Wuttunee (2006) recognizes the impossibility of listing all Indigenous values; and further, that these values are not static but rather change over time. She argues that CED in aboriginal communities will thus have particularities derived from both Western and Aboriginal approaches, creating a kind of hybrid model. The manifestation of the hybridized values would be specific to the context and the particular people involved. This is because there is no one way to be Indigenous, no one list of Indigenous values: the particular mix of “Indigenous” and CED principles would emerge out of the people and the spaces in which they are situated.

Structuring Models
The Forum participants discussed and reflected on the different structuring models used in their economic initiatives. The discussion showed that collectively owned structures were the norm in all cases, with three main types emerging:
1. Co-ops: producer co-ops that work together on marketing and/or sales.
2. Development corporations: an umbrella organization, owned by a community, which engages directly in the sale of products or services and supports small business development in a particular community or region.
3. Community-based enterprises: businesses owned by members of a community (may be a community defined by common interests or by shared territory and heritage) that engages directly in the sale of products or services.
Co-ops
We believe that a key organizational structure for an isolated rural area like ours is the cooperative model. (Forum participant 8).

The co-op model was highlighted by a participant from Haida Gwaii. Haida Gwaii is a group of approximately 150 islands on the north coast of British Columbia, formerly known as the Queen Charlotte Islands, which are the traditional territories of the Haida peoples. The Forum participant focused on the work of Haida Gwaii Community Futures (HGCF), a non-profit CED organization with a stated mission of “supporting entrepreneurial spirit to create a sustainable economic future for Haida Gwaii”  (HGCF, n.d., para. 4). The HGCF works with the predominantly Indigenous population to develop the local economy in ways that are sustainable for the natural environment. One such initiative is the Haida Local Foods Processing Co-op, in which members gather and process local wild foods like mushrooms and berries. The co-op was described as having three main goals: 1) maintain a sustainability of resources; 2) ensure a fair price or income for the member harvesters, and; 3) support the local co-op movement. The co-op sells some of their products in local farmers’ markets and restaurants and is linked to the tourism trade by selling to the cruise ship industry (Forum participant 8). While the co-op emerged out of a desire by local people to increase local food security by eating more wild foods, their market so far is primarily off-island due to the small local population (Forum participant 8).

A comparable example was shared by a participant from Bolivia who had been involved in a development project in Beni, a tropical forest region in Bolivia. Located in the north of the country and more sparsely populated than the rest of the country, Beni is home to several Indigenous groups including the Cavineño, Chácobo, Esse Ejja, Takana, Pacahuara, and Araonas (Confederation of Eastern Indigenous Peoples of Bolivia (CIDOB), n.d., para. 3). The region has historically been exploited for its rich resources, first as a site for rubber plantations and later for timber extraction. Now it is a source of hazelnuts for export (Bojanic, 2001). The Bolivian participant described how local, original peoples were harvesting timber and hazelnuts on an individual, ad hoc basis and selling through brokers or intermediaries, who took the majority of the profits. There were no local or regional level plans or consensus about forestry management. “The situation was unsustainable both from a human and an environmental perspective” (Forum participant 1).

A non-governmental organization (NGO) began working with local people in 1995 to establish a model for community forest management that contributes to local economic and social development while balancing with environmental sustainability (Forum participant 1). Forty Indigenous communities have established Community Forestry Economic Associations (CFEOs), bringing together individual hazelnut harvesters to sell their product in bulk. An analysis of the comments made in the forum reveals that although the CFEOs are legally registered as producer associations, they operate in much the same way as co-ops, with membership by share purchase, democratic decision-making, and profits distributed among members. The Forum participant stated that the initiative has had three main impacts:

1. By selling collectively, harvesters are able to bypass intermediaries and receive higher prices.

2. By achieving a certain scale of product, they have been able to brand the nuts in organic and Fair Trade markets.

3. The four months of harvest provide a source of cash income that allows local people to stay in their communities rather than migrating for work and thereby helps maintain ways of life that are otherwise threatened.

Economic development corporations model

Economic development corporations (EDCs) are a common model of First Nations enterprise development in Canada, as evidenced in a 2011 survey conducted by the Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business (CCAB). EDCs are established by an aboriginal government as a means to foster business development on reserve by owning, managing and investing in aboriginal-owned business (CCAB, 2011).

Participants from Latin America noted that this model does not exist in their countries. Rather, in their context, NGOs with international aid funding operate projects to support entrepreneurship or small enterprise development. Part of the difference relates to governance structures, as there is no equivalent to the band government in Andean countries.

A participant described the Heiltsuk Economic Development Corporation (HEDC), an initiative on Heiltsuk territory on the Central Coast of British Columbia. First, he described the context in which the corporation emerged, describing how eighty-five percent of the pre-contact Heiltsuk peoples were killed by disease introduced by Europeans. In the 1890s, the survivors congregated in the area now known as Bella Bella. Language and traditional ways of life were further eroded through government policies of assimilation, exacerbated by migration to cities. The Heiltsuk Economic Development Corporation (HEDC), established in 2006, was part of a strategy to create a viable community and regional economy (Forum participant 9).

It manages existing band businesses and supports entrepreneurship within the community. The participant stated that the HEDC seeks to generate income to redistribute in the community, to generate employment opportunities for band members, and to provide needed community services. In supporting entrepreneurship, the HEDC focuses on building people’s capacity to initiate and grow small enterprises (Forum participant 9).
The corporation is organized around different principles from those that generally apply to a mainstream corporation. For example, creating viable economic options for band members is a means to an end, not an end in itself – the overarching goal is to maintain a way of life, sustain natural resources, and keep language and other cultural practices alive (Forum participant 9). The HEDC was specifically established to separate political governance from economic governance in the community (HEDC Vision, 2009). One participant from Ecuador found this separation very significant, arguing that this is an important model to overcome the challenge of business decisions being mixed in with other community decisions (Forum participant 4). He suggested that this model would allow for faster and more effective economic decision making. Another participant from Bolivia had a different point of view. He contended that it was important, in an Indigenous context, to maintain integration among the political, economic, and cultural dimensions (Forum participant 2). Separating the economic decisions from traditional leadership, he claimed, meant accepting the separation of the economic from community life – an approach that veered too far toward the Western approach to economics. This discussion shows that there is no one structuring model suited to all contexts. Deciding on economic models and decision-making structures goes to the heart of people’s values.

Community-based enterprise
Peredo and Chrisman (2006) write that the community-based enterprise (CBE) is a model growing in importance in rural communities that are seeking sustainable economic development in the Global South. The CBE can be defined as
[a] community acting as both entrepreneur and enterprise in pursuit of the common good. The CBE is therefore the result of a process in which the community acts entrepreneurially, to create and operate a new enterprise embedded in its existing social structure. Peredo & Chrisman, 2006, p. 4()

Peredo and Chrisman (2006) further distinguish that this model is mainly evident in communities that share a common land base ethnic and cultural history. An analysis of the forum discussion shows that CBEs are different from EDCs in terms of the institutional actors who start them and manage them. In the case of a CBE, it is typically an NGO that works with a community in the start-up phase, and it is a community of producers that owns the enterprise. In the case of the EDC, it is a band council ( Indigenous government) that starts up and owns the corporation.
One Forum participant from the Bolivian highlands shared an experience of a tourism-CBE that is co-owned by six Quechua communities. He stated that the total population of these communities is about 4,000 people and the main economic activities are subsistence agriculture and herding sheep, llamas, and alpacas. He shared that about ten years ago, the six communities began working with a local NGO to reclaim their ancestral land and to develop governance structures for autonomous territorial management. In the last three years, the communities have developed cultural tourism activities that recover aspects of their traditional economy while articulating with the modern external economy (Forum participant 2). Community leaders used the tradition of community work parties (the minka in Quechua) to build the infrastructure for tourism in the six communities – to date, they have constructed a hotel, three eco-accommodations, three community museums, a restaurant, and a café. The communities communally own the tourism infrastructure and divide income into equal shares. Outside professionals continue to help with some aspects of planning and implementation of tourism activities. For example, community members participated in training in customer relations and how to be a tour guide from the NGO partner. The combination of outside expertise with local knowledge is seen to reflect the Andean value of complimentarity, by seeking a balance between  Indigenous and Western, modern and traditional (Forum participant 2).

The cases shared in the forum illustrated a common emphasis on collective enterprises, whether the model used is co-ops, development corporations owned by a band, community-owned enterprise, or producer associations. The collective approach can be understood in relation to three dynamics. First, co-ops or collectively owned enterprises are a highly suitable model for people who are marginalized by mainstream political and economic systems. According to the US Overseas Cooperative Development Council (OCDC), “co-ops allow individuals to achieve mutual economic goals, from the local to the global level that cannot be met in isolation” OCDC, 2007, p. 9()
. Second, co-ops allow members to achieve economies of scale – increasing their income through higher volume sales that eliminate the need for intermediaries. This is evident in the examples of the community forestry associations in Bolivia and the food-processing co-op in Haida Gwaii. Third, research on Indigenous economic initiatives reveals a tendency to seek benefits that accrue to a community rather than to individuals Anderson, Honig, & Peredo, 2006(; Peredo, Anderson, Galbraith, Honig, & Dana, 2004)
.
However, participants in the forum also recognized that these kinds of values play out in different ways in different contexts. For example, a band council may use the profits of an EDC to provide services to band members, whereas a producer association may distribute income among members according to amount of product each one contributed.

Analysis

CED characteristics
The cases shared in the online forum exemplified CED characteristics such as being place-based, asset-based, focused on sustainability, and participatory. The initiatives are “place-based” in the ways they focus on developing local, community-based economies. Through diversification and adding value to local products and services, the initiatives create greater resilience for the communities in relation to the regional, national, and international economy. For example, the community tourism project in the Bolivian highlands diversified from subsistence agriculture to an income-generating activity owned by the community, and with benefits shared by the collective. The initiative also serves to value and strengthen local ways of life and traditional governance models.
Indigenous initiatives are also place-based in another way, owing to the importance of land to their societies. As Anderson, Dana, and Dana (2006) observe, “traditional lands are the ‘place’ of the nation and are inseparable from the people, their culture, and their identity as a nation” (p. 46). Thus, control over traditional territories is an important foundation for initiating enterprises, and improving the social and economic situation of original peoples.
The experiences are “asset-based” in that they respond to the natural environment, local culture and knowledge, and existing informal institutions and practices. The Haida Local Foods Processing Co-op, for example, is based on cultivation of locally grown wild foods. It relies heavily on knowledge of which plants can be harvested, as food comes from traditional knowledge and practice. The hazelnut initiative in the Bolivian Amazon is rooted in local knowledge of forests. In that example, local knowledge is used both for harvesting products and for forestry management planning.
Environmental sustainability was a theme common to all the initiatives. In some cases, it was at the centre of the initiative; in others, it comprised one of multiple objectives. The hazelnut initiative, for example, integrated environmental objectives not only in the economic activities but also supported local communities to develop environmental policy proposals for local, regional, and national governments. The initiative demonstrates convincingly the viability of using forests in ways that produce income while conserving existing eco-systems. An article published in the Netherlands Journal of Agricultural Science specifically examined this initiative in Bolivia, concluding that “the extraction of NTFP (non-timber forest products) has no measurable impact on the biological diversity of the eco-system” Boot, 1997, p. 448()
. This example demonstrates the effectiveness of combining traditional knowledge with Western scientific knowledge.
While all the initiatives valued “participation” in decision-making, there was variability in the degree of participation and community control among the examples. According to a Forum participant involved in the Heiltsuk experience, the local Development Corporation was initiated by the Band Council. While community members participated in electing the Council, they were not directly involved in decisions about the Corporation itself. Nonetheless, the Corporation was established specifically to support entrepreneurship by any or all community members. Profits generated by the Corporation’s business activities are shared in the community through services and small business funding (Forum participant 9). In other words, there is participation in the benefits of the initiative. The Corporation also strives to operate according to principles and values shared by the wider community.
In the two Bolivian experiences, an external NGO instigated both the hazelnut and community tourism initiatives. However, an analysis of the comments made in the online forum reveal that in both cases, NGOs worked with existing practices and leadership structures in the communities—thus strengthening local leadership. Community members exerted significant control over decisions about the goals and implementation of the initiatives, and both NGOs seek to foster independence of these initiatives in the medium term. Nonetheless, broad participation in decision-making remains one of the most significant challenges in CED practice, as is evident in these experiences.
The experiences shared in this forum can therefore be grouped together under the concept of CED, based on their orientations toward collective and participatory approaches, focus on sustainability, and based in the specific assets and values of a particular local place. It is important to note that while the values and approaches of the participants demonstrated commonalities, the legal frameworks and many other dimensions of their experiences were distinct.

CED and self-determination
The forum conversation revealed that CED could be understood as a potential path to Indigenous-defined development, within local places and across international boundaries. The forum revealed that at least some Indigenous peoples in Canada and Latin America share many common values that guide the kind of development they want in their territories and communities. They are struggling with similar empowerment challenges in relation to colonial structures – past and present – and the globalization of the market economy. More significant, however, is the evident potential that the CED approach offers for Indigenous communities engaged in processes of self-determination and resistance. As part of a wave of alternative and post-development thought and practice, CED seeks to include marginalized peoples in processes of reflection and action based on local assets and goals. The emphasis of CED on local context and self-definition of development is well suited to people engaged in (re)generating their own identities and ways of doing.

In a Marxist analysis, social movements arise from conflicts based in capitalist class relations. The conflicts arising from colonization run much deeper than class conflict, however, going to the very core of a colonized people’s identity, values, and way of life Escobar, 1992()
. Varese argues that the political platforms of Indigenous groups in the Americas have not changed substantively over the last 500 years since colonization began: namely, full recovery of traditional territories; autonomy in both political and economic senses; and ultimately, full self-determination Varese, 1996()
. The very concept of indigeneity or what it is to be Indigenous is part of the struggle, as it is only in relation to the colonizer that one becomes defined as “Indigenous”; as “Other”; as a singular category of people. For this reason, identity and what it means to “be Indigenous” is a critical part of any conversation about economic development or the shape and form of economy in Indigenous communities.
The experiences shared in the online forum graphically illustrate the challenges and achievements of Indigenous peoples in Canada and Latin America, as they strive to create economic structures that work for them, and that are rooted in their complex and changing identity as Indigenous peoples. The bottom-up approach of CED lends itself to these kinds of processes, as identity and political struggles can shape economic practices and vice versa. However, there is a clear need for more research to adequately articulate Indigenous economic development practices within CED literature and to develop the kind of hybridization of CED theory with the specific values, objectives, and practices of Indigenous peoples.
The sharing of specific cases and experiences of what can be called “ Indigenous CED” can contribute to processes of re-imagining development to articulate with struggles for self-determination. The interplay between theory and practice thus becomes an interactive, reflective interplay—developing theory from real world examples, observing more cases to see if the theory fits, adjusting the theory and so on and so on. Such a process connects to Gibson-Graham’s (2005) notion of the importance of credible experiences to help re-envision development theory and practice ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Gibson-Grahman</Author><Year>2005</Year><RecNum>291</RecNum><DisplayText>(Gibson-Grahman, 2005)</DisplayText><record><rec-number>291</rec-number><foreign-keys><key app="EN" db-id="a9avsawfvrpzt5ex5aevard5pt5edv90xxvw">291</key></foreign-keys><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Gibson-Grahman</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Surplus Possibilities:  Postdevelopment and Community Economies</title><secondary-title>Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography</full-title></periodical><pages>4-26</pages><volume>1</volume><number>26</number><dates><year>2005</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>. This article has attempted to establish that the sharing of such experiences between  peoples across international boundaries can contribute to their own re-envisioning processes within and between communities.

Connecting across space and borders
The Internet has been acknowledged as a space for democratic access to information Ferdinand, 2000()
, in particular for communications by and between individuals and groups that would not otherwise have a voice in mainstream media. Many examples can be cited in which the Internet increased grassroots and resistance movements’ ability to communicate and organize across borders, such as the Zapatistas in the early 1990s, the Seattle WTO protests in 1999, and the Arab Spring events of 2011. The speed of transmission on the Internet allows for a kind of compression of space and time, reducing the barrier of physical geography to communication.
This forum experimented with creating an online space for exchange across languages and national borders and showed that this kind of exchange is possible. People from the North and South began to understand each other, to relate to one another, and to learn from each other over the course of the forum. The participants expressed that they had valued the experience and asked for more opportunities for this kind of sharing and learning. Barriers of distance, language differences, and context were overcome to at least some degree through this process.
At the same time, there is increasing recognition that access to technology is a real limitation to connecting in a virtual environment Ghemawat, 2009()
. In Latin America, only people in urban areas could access the Internet to participate in this online forum, and their bandwidth did not allow for uploading of videos or photos. Access can also relate to having the opportunity to learn how to use the various programs associated with virtual communications; youth and people in professional positions are most likely to be able to operate comfortable in such an environment. Uneven access to technology is therefore a significant barrier to this kind of exchange with a broader cross-section of people.
Another challenge was in fostering active participation. A few people dominated the conversation in the forum, in terms of the amount of posts contributed and the number of experiences written up and discussed, compared to the total number of participants. There was no evaluation to determine why this dynamic occurred; however, a few possible reasons can be postulated. First, the participants were from very different contexts, in terms of the way colonialism has played out, current legal and political frameworks, and even in styles for participating in learning activities. It took until half way through the forum for the first Southern participant to venture a comment and question directly to a Northern participant. Up to that point, back and forth comments had only been between people speaking the same language and from the same part of the world. The facilitators made every effort to overcome such barriers by asking clarifying questions so that participants could explain their contexts in greater detail, or by spelling out acronyms, and by ensuring that translations were as accurate as possible.  Nonetheless, it is difficult to convey significant differences in historical processes and legal frameworks, for example, in a period of five weeks.
Second, fostering active participation is a significant challenge even in an in-person workshop or classroom setting. There are always people who are more comfortable or vocal in contributing to a conversation, and other people who tend to sit back and observe. These differences are partly attributable to personality differences, but a good facilitator can find ways to encourage more diverse participation. Putting people into small groups or pairs is one method; another is to ask each person in turn to contribute their thoughts to the discussion. Adapting such methods to an online environment is challenging, but merits further reflection and experimentation. This forum only used spaces that were open to all participants, to post in as they felt moved to do so. Other formats might have fostered more active participation.
A third factor affecting participation levels may be related to motivation. There was no grading or credit for participating in the forum, nor any plan of action arising out of the forum. In other words, there may have been a perception of limited benefits to participation, in concrete terms, for some people. Further, the topics, as framed, may not have moved each person. On the other hand, it could simply be that some people were more comfortable communicating in writing than others, or that some felt hesitant to expose their thoughts to people they did not know personally. Evaluating these kinds of factors in participation would be valuable to incorporate into another such online activity.

Translocal networks
Finally, the online forum raises questions about the potential of the Internet to create translocal networks among Indigenous peoples. When Escobar (1994) advocates translocal networks, he is referring to the need for local experiences to link together in order to gain impact or influence at regional, national, or international levels. Within a post-development framework, it may be possible to link local actions for transformation at a larger scale, thereby creating a significant counter reality to the dominant discourse.  This may have particular significance for Indigenous peoples who are often minorities within a country, and can find connecting at an international level important for strengthening their worldview and differentiated approaches.
Conclusion

This online forum revealed that it is possible to use online media to create spaces for learning and exchange between Indigenous peoples across national and language borders. It remains to be seen if such online spaces could create a space for meaningful connection and organizing over time. This particular forum did not generate any collaborations or networking beyond the particular time-space of the online forum itself.  To move someone to participate in an ongoing online relationship would likely require a specific joint project, with concrete results that can be seen or experienced.
A related question is what kinds of activities or impacts could emerge from such spaces. Transnational Indigenous networks have often focused on articulating rights, such as through the United Nations conferences on Indigenous peoples. The U.N. Declaration on Indigenous Rights has been used by minority Indigenous populations within nation states to advocate for the inclusion of such rights in national constitutions (e.g., in Bolivia, Guatemala, etc.). However, there is potential for many kinds of collaborations. Durham, an activist in the American Indian Movement in the 1970s and delegate to the first U.N. Conference on Indigenous Peoples, suggested direct trading between Indigenous peoples internationally.
This is a call to bypass the mechanisms of the nation state, and to assert an identity as independent nations. CED initiatives could be linked into international or regional markets through these kinds of mechanisms, and virtual communications would play a critical role in organizing across the globe. This may seem like an unrealistic idea, but the point is that there is a need to further explore the potential for translocal networks of Indigenous peoples. The online forum on Indigenous CED showed that the Internet has potential as a space for international learning between people identifying as Indigenous.

Note
1. The Bolivian Specialization in Community Economic Development (CED) is an initiative of the Centre for Sustainable Community Development at Simon Fraser University in Canada, the Asociación de Instituciones de Promoción y Educación (AIPE) – a network of twenty-two Bolivian organizations focused on food security and local economic development, and the Centre for Graduate Studies in Development at the Universidad Mayor San Andres in Bolivia. The project is funded by the Canadian International Development Agency, and runs from 2007–2013. The CED curriculum was designed through a participatory process involving academics, Indigenous leaders and development professionals in Bolivia. The curriculum is responsive, adapting to the particular context and learning goals of participants. The pedagogy is responsive, with learning activities that build on the experience and knowledge of participants, with the instructor acting as a facilitator and co-learner. The program is in high demand from traditional Indigenous authorities and leaders of the emerging autonomous  municipalities in Bolivia, particularly in the highlands region of Oruro, La Paz, and Chuquisaca. To date, more than 300 people have participated in the training programs, and graduates have trained more than 4000 people at the community level in the CED approach.
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