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Despite a general state of ignorance and neglect on the part of the Japanese toward the
Ainu people and their cultures, Ainu political and cultural activism developed apace in
post-WWII Japan. Eleven years after passing the Ainu Cultural Promotion Law, which
aimed to make Japan a “society in which the ethnic pride of the Ainu people is respected
and to contribute to the development of diverse cultures,” what still needed to be done?
This article discusses what Ainu people themselves saw as remaining tasks in 2008, at the
Indigenous Peoples Summit (IPS) held in Hokkaido.

At the same time that the Group of Eight (G8) developed nations held a Summit in
Hokkaido in July 2008, various transnational NGOs held concurrent meetings there. This
article focuses on the IPS held from July 1 to 4 in the same year. They were upset that the
Japanese government at the G8 Summit was reluctant to acknowledge its colonial past and
“displayed no formal interest in Ainu.” This was in contrast to another effort going on at the
same time. Following this, Ainu activists invited leaders of indigenous peoples from outside
Japan and held another meeting in Hokkaido. Ainu activists pushed for a national
resolution that specifically recognized Ainu indigeneity and that repudiated the history of
Japanese colonizing and assimilating the Ainu. They also wanted some form of reparations.
They succeeded in part: the Japanese government passed the Resolution of the Ainu as an
Indigenous People in June 2008. The resolution states: “the (Japanese) government shall
recognize that the Ainu are indigenous people who have their own language, religion and
culture.” Obviously the government itself was divided over how to treat Ainu citizens and
their cultures.

Many Ainu were still disappointed by the final version of the resolution on the Ainu as an
Indigenous People, which they saw as only a weak a symbolic gesture. It lacked any
tangible benefits as well as any words that described the past colonial deeds of the
Japanese. With this, they convened another IPS a month after the resolution passed. Their
strategy was to start by strengthening networking between the Ainu and indigenous
minorities overseas. The United Nations had adapted the UN Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples in 2007, and the Ainu, working with other indigenous peoples, has
since then pressured the Japanese government to further accountability, especially as
regards to Japan'’s colonial past. The IPS participants define Japan’s position today as still
that of an “ongoing colonial occupier in Hokkaido.” They also understood the IPS as a
means of developing younger activists and to help them claim Ainu identity while living in
Japan. This group pursues a more separatist strategy than do many other Ainu.

Also highlighted at the IPS were the environmental and ecological aspects of Ainu
communities and other indigenous peoples. This was in part because the destruction of
native Ainu land by the Nibutani Dam in Hokkaido has been a concern for the local Ainu
community since planning for the dam began in 1973. The part of the river where the dam
was planned had been considered sacred land by the local Ainu for centuries. The dam was
nevertheless completed in 1997, started its operation in the following year, and still runs
today in the 2010s. While many Ainu feel conflicted between the desire to protect their
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cultural way of life versus the need to improve the sluggish economy in their area, the IPS
rejected the dam on the grounds that choosing “their own narratives and locat[ing] potent
symbols to articulate their concerns” was the correct way toward the future.

The author of this article is ann-elise lewallen, an American anthropologist who is carrying
out research on how the Ainu people, particularly women, empower themselves through
political activism, weaving textiles, and narrating their lives. She co-edited with Mark J.
Hudson and Mark K. Watson: Beyond Ainu Studies: Changing Academic and Public
Perspectives (University of Hawai'i Press, 2014). Their book reframes Ainu research in the
light of new Ainu studies in the 21st century.
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“Indigenous at last! Ainu Grassroots Organzing and the Indigenous Peoples Summit
in Ainu Mosir”

ann-elise lewallen

On June 6, 2008, Ainu people across Japan achieved a long-sought goal: they were
unanimously granted recognition as an indigenous people by both houses of the Diet with
passage of the “Resolution calling for the Recognition of the Ainu People as an Indigenous
People of Japan.” Although the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples (DRIP) was approved in September 2007 with a “yes” vote from Japan, the
government continued to refuse indigenous recognition for Ainu people, citing the absence
of an international standard for indigeneity. This June lawmakers forced the government’s
hand by adopting the resolution; the Cabinet Secretariat accepted the resolution on the
same day. It would seem that the Cabinet Secretariat was the last to realize what
international society and indigenous peoples across the world had acknowledged since the
1980s and what Hokkaido governor’s Utari Affairs Council had determined in 1988; that
Ainu rightfully belonged to the community of indigenous peoples. Japan’s plan to host the
G8 Summit in Hokkaido during July and much-anticipated global attention were
undoubtedly the primary factors in the hasty adoption of the resolution; the Indigenous
Peoples Summit in Ainu Mosir created added pressure vis-a-vis grassroots mobilization. As
such, the G8 Summit made possible a critical moment - a moment for articulating agency -
whereby a new generation of grassroots Ainu leaders were able to launch new initiatives,
by harnessing the wave of international attention focused on Hokkaido in early July to
articulate a new politics of Ainu indigeneity, which this time had received the imprimatur
of Japanese officialdom.

Aside from a small group of Ainu living in Kamchatka, Ainu today reside across Japan, and
Hokkaido or Ainu Mosir is considered by most Ainu to be their ancestral territory.[1] “In
the past our ancestors lived abundantly on this earth [Hokkaido], unrestrained and freely
carrying on their lives, and its an unmistakable fact that we have inherited this vast earth
from our ancestors,” Ainu organizer Shimazaki Naomi emphasized.[2] International and
domestic attention to indigenous issues was elevated with DRIP’s passage, and the
Japanese government anticipated heightened international attention to Ainu issues, with
the G8 scheduled for Hokkaido. Expecting that Ainu groups might orchestrate protests in
downtown Sapporo or Tokyo thereby exposing the bankruptcy of Japan’s progressive
stance on social issues - especially concerning human rights legislation - many have
argued the Diet adopted the Resolution to avoid a public shaming before the world
community. Legislators were concerned that if Japan, the world’s second largest economy
and an aspiring leader among so-called advanced nations, were held to international
standards for human rights, it would rank embarrassingly low on the global scale. [3] Their
concerns were warranted as Ainu and other minority groups have disparagingly
categorized Japan a “third world nation” by human rights standards, and they did organize
protest marches straight to the Diet. But these took place in May before the G8

started. Japan’s reported sensitivity to international opinion and external pressure
(gaiatsu) has long been exploited by minority communities to improve human rights inside
Japan, and domestic rallying to pass the resolution ahead of the G8 Summit once again
supports this argument.
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Undoubtedly attention to indigenous issues has been amplified through adoption of DRIP
and global civil society has been responding to the indigenous movement in recent

years. In Latin America, indigenous peoples have emerged as significant leaders of the new
social movements; Bolivians elected an indigenous Aymara leader, Evo Morales, as
President in 2006, and Paraguayan President Fernando Lugo recently appointed an
indigenous woman as Minister of Indigenous Affairs. In the Commonwealth, Kevin Rudd’s
apology to Australia’s “Stolen Generation” (February 2008) has been widely considered a
defining moment for initiating a reconciliation process,[4] followed by Steven Harper’s
official apology to survivors of Canada’s “Indian Residential Schools” (June 2008),[5] and
recently the New Zealand government transferred ownership of 176,000 hectares of forest
land to seven Maori tribes.[6]

Just ahead of the G8 Summit, twenty-four indigenous delegates gathered in Hokkaido to
discuss climate change and indigenous survival during the Indigenous Peoples Summit
(IPS) in Ainu Mosir 2008, from July 1 to 4. “Because the main theme of the Toyako Summit
was “environmental issues,” [the Japanese government] created a situation where
indigenous Ainu could not be ignored,” Ainu organizer Shimazaki Naomi argued. “We felt
that it was critical to make an appeal to the G8 leaders that Ainu are still living here and
thriving, and communicate the thoughts of indigenous peoples [during the G8

Summit]. Holding the IPS ahead of the G8 Summit also had a major ripple effect. This
impacted not only Ainu people but represents a big step forward for rights reclamation for
indigenous people overseas as well.”[7]
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The IPS represented an historic moment: it was the first international gathering in the
context of a G8 Summit to focus exclusively on indigenous peoples’ responses to climate
change solutions and critique the global economic model being promoted by G8

nations. These were also the first G8 meetings to be held since the UN Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (DRIP) was adopted in September 2007.

The G8 host site, Toyako, was located in the heart of Ainu ancestral territory and this
summit represented an opportunity for indigenous peoples to urge G8 nations to look
beyond economic growth-based models for solutions to the current environmental crisis,
to urge non-signatory states [8] to adopt the DRIP, and heed the appeals of indigenous
peoples in each nation-state. The G8 Summit provided an occasion for the Japanese
government to present Ainu as a “model of man [sic] living in harmony with nature,”
according to one media report. [9] While this media report offers a compelling portrait of
how Ainu might strategically position themselves to advise visiting G8 delegations on
designing eco-friendly policies, to my knowledge the Japanese government displayed no
formal interest in Ainu or other indigenous peoples’ sustainable practices during the actual
G8. According to Utari Association representatives, several traditionalist kimonos were
created by local Ainu women cloth artists to be formally presented to G8 leaders. The Utari
Association also requested to perform a kamuynomi ritual blessing ceremony to welcome
G8 leaders Ainu-style. Both requests were turned down. The kimonos were placed on
display in the Rusutsu Press center and made available for international media to play
dress-up. [10] The only case in which Ainu were “presented” in any formal way took place
when G8 First Ladies were invited by Hokkaido Governor Takahashi Harumi to don
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traditional Ainu coats for a group photo, before being whisked off to First Lady Kiyoko’s
Japanese tea ceremony.

As the first event of this magnitude to be organized principally by an Ainu-centric Steering
Committee - outside government-sanctioned networks of power such as the Ainu
Association of Hokkaido [11] - the IPS constitutes a pivotal moment for grassroots and Ainu
activism in Japan and the forging of international bonds.[12] The IPS Steering Committee
received an unexpected boost from the Japanese Diet when, after twenty years of organized
campaigns and 140 years of colonization and assimilation, the Ainu were abruptly
recognized as indigenous peoples on June 6. Thanks to the Diet resolution and G8 “summit
fever,” the IPS enjoyed international media attention across Europe, Asia, and North
America, and was attended by roughly 1800 people, including between 200-250

Ainu. Momentum from the resolution created a mood of celebration and indigenous
delegates attending the IPS officially welcomed Ainu into the community of indigenous
peoples. Meanwhile, some Ainu leaders were suspicious that this eleventh-hour haste to
recognize Ainu indigeneity was another deal brokered for the G8.

The IPS offers one site for critically examining the dynamics of this emergent politics of
indigeneity in the Ainu community today. One indicator that the IPS exemplifies a critical
moment for Ainu activism, in connection with the indigenous movement globally, is that
key IPS organizers plan to formalize this body into a network of global Ainu and indigenous
grassroots organizing. Until now, the principal mouthpiece for Ainu rights recovery has
been the Ainu Association. As a national and future trans-national network, the IPS group
provides a counterpoint to the solitary voice of the Ainu Association and is expected to
interject dynamic dialogue into the wider Ainu community itself. The Ainu Association has
been criticized for failing to meet the needs of many Ainu-identified persons, especially
Ainu outside Hokkaido who are ineligible for membership and for government-issued
social welfare subsidies funneled through the association. [13] the Ainu Association
originated as a social welfare organization with close ties to the prefectural government,
and is now widely perceived as government-dependent and fundamentally
undemocratic. Leadership is seen as being out of step with an increasingly diverse Ainu-
identified population roughly 4,000 of which are members, or 12,000 including total
household members. (The official Ainu population numbers roughly 24,000 inside
Hokkaido and 5,000 in Greater Tokyo, though observers cite unofficial figures closer to
100,000 throughout Japan.) The Board of Directors is internally-appointed and
membership is dependent on these directors for leadership and accountability, both of
which are lacking. Key deliberations affecting the Ainu community are not expeditiously
communicated with regional branches, and after 21 years of sending delegations to UN
indigenous consultative bodies, the majority of Ainu members remain under-informed
about DRIP contents.

In contrast, IPS organizers achieved a degree of indigenous protocol through reintroducing
practices such as ukocaranke, or intensive dialogue to work through disagreements. As
Shimazaki Naomi put it:

“Holding ukocaranke discussions is a tradition we revived. There are few places inside
large Ainu organizations for speaking openly or asserting an opinion. We disgorged our
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true intentions from the pit of our stomachs and created a spirit of thoroughgoing
discussion until all parties reach consensus [inside the Steering Committee]. From these
discussions there was much reflection and sometimes emotional pain, but in the end this
process led to mutual understanding and trust developed between us. This summit allowed
me to understand the importance of forming trust-based relations between generations.
Our Indigenous brothers and sisters gave us great encouragement with these words, “We
were shocked to see how much the Ainu people have matured, it’s clear that they no longer
need us!”[14]

During the IPS itself, with Ainu participants gathered from across Hokkaido and Japan,
there was a sense that the Ainu community had begun a process toward a nation-wide
dialogue, including communities and stakeholders dispersed across Japan . As one delegate
described it, the IPS encapsulated a “watershed moment,” a moment toward “creating a
national Ainu organization that includes all Ainu...all Ainu communities in Japan, men and
women, old and young, rural and urban.”[15]

A Note on Positionality

[ have been involved with the Ainu community in various capacities since 1998. In this
article I have written about the IPS in Ainu Mosir from my perspective as a member of the
Steering Committee. My initial intention in joining the steering committee was to
contribute to the Ainu community by providing resources and information about
indigenous campaigns overseas, and help link Ainu with indigenous communities
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internationally. Anthropologists and archaeologists have been intensely scrutinized in the
Ainu community because of unscrupulous research practices and [ hoped in part to
counterbalance that history through work on the IPS project. [16] As I discuss below, the
political and social currents in Japanese society concerning Ainu and indigenous rights
shifted dramatically from September 2007-July 2008. Though I sought to avoid
factionalism and maintain a neutral position as a supporting member, the IPS itself was
controversial within the Ainu community. I was swept up in politicized currents
surrounding IPS planning and had difficulty adjusting my position to gain impartiality. In
this article I attempt to analyze developments of the previous year and their implications
for the ongoing Ainu quest for indigenous rights.

“Ripple effect”: The G8, the Indigenous Peoples Summit, and the Diet Resolution

G8 Summit-related events - including the IPS in Ainu Mosir 2008 - have been identified as
the key elements which pushed the Diet toward granting Ainu indigenous

recognition. Certainly international and domestic media touted the IPS as a major factor in
the Diet Resolution. [17] “The Summit was a great success from many angles,” organizer
Kayano Shiro reflected, “however, we had the benefit of timely developments in society and
it was the manipulation of those changes to our advantage that made the summit successful.
The June 6 Resolution [recognizing Ainu indigeneity] was adopted in the Diet and other
actions were preventive measures to protect the reputation of the Japanese government
which served as host nation for the G8 Summit. All of these developments were favorable
for our Summit.” [18]

However, IPS-related events in fact represent only a small piece of the larger chain of
events leading to the resolution. Although Japan had joined 144 other nations to vote in
favor of DRIP, [19] the Japanese government persisted in its claim that “no indigenous
peoples [as referred to under the declaration] reside in Japan .”[20] Japan ’s “yes” vote
came with a caveat: Japan would not recognize “self-determination” if this might harm the
sovereignty of existing nation-states, or “collective rights” if these might endanger the
human rights of existing citizens. After adopting DRIP, Japanese government
representatives distributed clandestine surveys to 100 UN-member states seeking their
definitions of indigeneity, local interpretations of self-determination, and policies for
“collective human rights.”[21] Whether this was a well-meaning attempt to gather
information about other nations' interpretations of DRIP in domestic contexts, or an
attempt to subvert Ainu calls for DRIP implementation, is difficult to assess. The tone of the
survey indicated reservation about DRIP’s impact on Japanese sovereignty and hesitation
toward the collective rights concept and international interpretations of indigeneity more
generally.

Adopting DRIP in September 2007 prompted a series of more aggressive-than-usual
initiatives by Ainu organizations across Japan which gained momentum toward July and
the opening of the G8 summit. In early 2008, the Tokyo-based Ainu Utari Liaison Group
organized a petition drive in downtown Tokyo.[22] In May 2008, they delivered upwards
of 6600 signatures to the Prime Minister together with the following requests: 1) that Ainu
be recognized as indigenous peoples, 2) that the government issue an official apology to
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Ainu people, 3) that a nationwide survey of Ainu living conditions be enacted as a
precursor to implementing a national policy; 4) that the Ainu Cultural Promotion Act
(1997) be reviewed; 5) that a new Ainu/ethnic law be implemented; and 6) that a
commission of inquiry be set up to design this Ainu/ethnic law. If the mounting domestic
pressure were insufficient, international society added its own support in mid-May. During
the Universal Periodic Review of Japan, member states in the UN Human Rights Council’s
Working Group recommended the Japanese government initiate dialogue with Ainu and
undertake a review of land and other legal rights of Ainu people as steps toward
implementing DRIP in Japan . [23]

The Ainu Associationalso piloted initiatives that were reminiscent of campaigns to support
the proposal for the “Ainu New Law” in 1984, which was substantially revised and adopted
as the Ainu Cultural Promotion Act (1997), Japan ’s first multicultural legislation. Focusing
initially on Hokkaido legislators and later expanding to national coalition party leaders, the
Association orchestrated visits to legislators, recruiting lawmakers to Ainu political rights
work. In March 2008, their efforts bore fruit when the “Legislative Coalition to establish
Ainu People’s Rights” was established to push for a resolution “recognizing the Ainu’s pride
and dignity as indigenous peoples” ahead of the G8 meetings in July. [24] On May 22, the
association coordinated a march on the nation’s capital, attended by more than 400 Ainu
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from across Japan. Adorned in traditional kimonos and waving placards anticipating the
G8 environmental theme, “Ainu are kind to the earth” and “the Earth is on loan from our
children,” the group marched toward the Diet buildings. Here Ainu Association directors
formally read and delivered a formal request for indigenous rights to assembled
lawmakers.

One legislator, Suzuki Muneo (New Party Daichi), was especially insistent in pressing for
Ainu indigenous rights. Readers may recall Suzuki’s 2002 indictment and arrest for
accepting bribes from a Hokkaido lumber company, and connection with perjury, bribery,
and bid-rigging with Hokkaido construction companies providing government-sponsored
development aid to Russian-held Kurile Islands in the late 1990s. [25] Suzuki, who was
thereafter forced out of the Liberal Democratic Party, has refashioned himself as an
advocate for the long-suffering Hokkaido economy, and is now championing Ainu issues as
well.

Observers have suggested that Suzuki’s political tenacity combined with the Ainu
Association’s one-on-one visits to Diet members provided sufficient pressure leading to the
Resolution recognizing Ainu indigeneity. From September 2007-July 2008, Suzuki sent a
total of sixteen official Diet inquiries pressing the Japanese government to honor DRIP and
recognize Ainu as indigenous peoples. This is the same Suzuki who, in 2001 had described
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Japan as an ethnically homogeneous nation, brushing Ainu aside as “largely
assimilated.”[26] Clearly the political winds have shifted. In 2007, his New Party Daichi ran
the first Ainu woman candidate on their ticket, [27] and still issued no formal apology for
the 2001 statement. [28] Suzuki is nevertheless a career politician and certainly had
additional rationales for pushing Ainu indigenous status, namely his interest in liberating
Japan from “energy poverty.” The Russian government has indicated a willingness to
negotiate with Ainu in returning the southern Kuriles to Ainu as the indigenous inhabitants
of the islands. [29] Suzuki argued, therefore, that the Japanese government would gain
leverage in bargaining with Russia for transfer of the islands if Ainu are granted status as
Japan'’s Indigenous People. By establishing Ainu indigeneity as irrefutable and locating
Ainu within the context of Japan the nation-state, Suzuki believes Japan may gain access to
these long-disputed islands, and simultaneously reduce its dependence on foreign oil and
gas. [30]

On June 6, the electronic display board in the Upper House read “261 In Favor, 0 Against,”
and “480 - 0” in the Lower House - unanimous votes passing the Resolution in both
houses.[31] However, the Resolution had been significantly revised. The original text
placed historical responsibility for Ainu assimilation and colonization on the shoulders of
the Japanese government.[32] The revised version masks the linkage between colonial
policy and naturalizes the Ainu plight as an unintended casualty of modernity, policies that
were indispensable for Japan’s economic and global prowess. While supporters were
generally thrilled with the Resolution, many were critical and called it an empty symbolic
gesture, especially because its only legal requirement is to set up an Expert Panel.

On July 1 (Day 1 of the IPS), the Cabinet Secretariat announced appointees for the “Expert
Meeting on Ainu Policy” (hereafter “Expert Meeting”) established under the

Resolution. The Expert Meeting is entrusted with 1) evaluating the situation of Ainu
livelihoods and discrimination, 2) evaluating government-sponsored Ainu policy through
the present, 3) conducting a review of indigenous policies implemented in other nations, a
reference to DRIP, and 4) considering future Ainu policy development, and reporting back
to the Cabinet Secretariat in July 2009. Ainu Association Executive Director Kato Tadashi
was the only Ainu representative appointed, and while this is a great improvement from
the 1995 Expert Meeting on Ainu Affairs with zero Ainu representatives, this limits the
diversity of Ainu opinions to one voice. There is room for optimism. During an Ainu
Association-sponsored “Ainu Peoples Summit” this July, Tokyo Ainu Liaison members
joined with Hokkaido Ainu and Karafuto Ainu descendants to form the first-ever national
coalition to issue recommendations to the Expert Meeting. [33] This coalition; however,
does not represent the opinions of all Ainu. Although slightly more than half of the Ainu-
identified population in Hokkaido are members of the Ainu Association (roughly 12,000),
grassroots organizations including the IPS and the non-vocal majority may not be reflected
in this coalition. Moreover, in Hokkaido, dialogue about Expert Meeting deliberations has
been limited to the Association’s Board of Directors, and thus local members cannot
contribute to policy recommendations discussed at the meetings.

In its initial gathering, Expert Meeting members suggested questions of granting

indigenous rights to Ainu be shelved during the year-long deliberations, and the
government has indicated indigenous rights may not apply to Ainu in any case. In response
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to an official Parliament inquiry about whether “indigenous peoples” as referred to under
DRIP were equivalent to “indigenous peoples” as referred to under the Diet Resolution
granting Ainu indigenous status, the government replied, “we are unable to conclude
[whether they refer to] the same meaning in this situation.”[34] In other words, the June
resolution may simply indicate symbolic "indigeneity"” for Ainu.

Ainu Association representatives have criticized the short twelve-month period allotted for
devising a national Ainu policy, and have responded with their own strategy: to achieve as
many concessions from the government as possible, aside from constitutional
amendments. Based on recommendations from the national coalition, Kato is pushing to
expand the Utari Taisaku (Utari Welfare Measures) to the national level. Ainu Association
officials often refer to the proposed Ainu New Law (1986), noting that only a small
percentage of these proposals were included in the CPA (1997), and that they still seek
redress on the same issues.[35] Notably, education, pensions for elderly Ainu, and
overcoming the gap between Ainu and majority household income are priority items on
this agenda. Together with fellow Ainu in Kanto, Hokkaido Ainu also seek a formal apology
from the Japanese government for colonialism, assimilation, and institutionalized
discrimination, and seek retribution payments through this process. Most Diet legislators
are largely ignorant of Ainu history and the Ainu Association is sponsoring study sessions
to bring supporting Diet legislators up to speed on historical and current Ainu issues and
gain their advocacy to draft an official apology backed by compensation

payments.[36] Finally, the Ainu Association will push the government to set up a
commission of inquiry with half or more representatives from the Ainu community, to
continue discussions on indigenous rights and other issues which emerge when the Expert
Meetings have been completed in 2009.

Evaluating the Indigenous Peoples Summit

The IPS forged a space for a new generation of Ainu leaders to articulate their visions of
Ainu indigenous politics and highlights Ainu as viable actors in Japanese civil society, but it
was not without its weaknesses, nor its critics. I argue the summit serves as a barometer to
gauge the position of the Ainu movement internationally and understand key areas for
future growth.

From July 1 to 4, twenty-six delegates representing the Americas (Maya Kachikel, Miskito,
Nauha, Lakota Sioux, Mohawk, St’at’'imc, Cherokee, Comanche and Pueblo); Europe (Saami),
the Pacific (Chamoru, Hawai’i, Maori, Yorta Yorta, and Uchinanchu); and Asia (Taiwan,
Juma, Igorot, and Ainu) gathered in Biratori and Sapporo to discuss indigenous issues. The
main summit program featured delegate position speeches, a keynote address from
Victoria Tauli-Corpuz (Chair, United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues,
hereafter UNPFII) and intercultural exchange, followed by themed workshops focusing on
the environment, education, and rights recovery on the second day. On day three,
delegates visited Ainu sites in Biratori threatened by development and then traveled to
Sapporo for a ritual kamuynomi prayer ceremony, cultural exchange, and an Ainu
traditional foods banquet. Two separate appeals, the Nibutani Declaration of Indigenous
Peoples and the Appeal from the IPS to the Japanese Government were drafted and then read
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for approval at the main assembly in Sapporo. [37] Both appeals were adopted by
thunderous applause.

In the Appeal to the Japanese Government, delegates addressed future Ainu policy,
demanding that: 1) at least half of the designated Experts should represent the Ainu
community in the Experts Meeting; 2) an official apology be issued to Ainu people for
colonization and earlier Ainu policies; 3) recovery of Ainu indigenous rights as elaborated
in DRIP be granted; 4) Ainu language and history be included in Japan’s public education;
5) Ainu representatives be included in southern Kurile negotiations, and 6) the government
make strides toward forging “a multiethnic, multicultural” society in Japan. In the Nibutani
Declaration, delegates argued that climate change, the global food crisis, high oil prices,
increasing global poverty, and escalating violence around the world are all symptoms of
growth-based economic models promoted by G8 nations and are therefore fundamentally
unsustainable. The declaration urges non-signatory nations to approve DRIP immediately
and asks that indigenous peoples be included in future climate talks and assessments to
evaluate the impact of climate mitigation measures. Both documents were submitted to
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for distribution to G8 leaders and posted online. With these
appeals now circulating globally, IPS organizers have now begun focusing specifically on
recommendations to the government-established Expert Meeting in Japan, because this
panel will determine future Ainu policy by July 2009. They will also continue to strengthen
international ties established through the IPS to hold the Japanese government accountable
to Ainu and fellow minority communities across Japan, and to indigenous peoples
worldwide.
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One purpose of the IPS - aside from the political objectives - was to facilitate leadership
development and empower young Ainu through the organizing process. Reluctance to
engage in power-sharing among Ainu Association elites combined with members’ collective
focus on cultural revival since introduction of the Cultural Promotion Act (1997, hereafter
CPA), has produced a contingent of Ainu youth who are disillusioned with overemphasis on
traditionalism and unresponsive leadership, disengaged from indigenous rights issues, and
often shirk the Ainu community. “We hoped to involve many young Ainu” organizer
Shimazaki reflected. “Through hosting the summit, the younger generation of Ainu who
have lacked opportunities for self-expression until now, were central organizers and have
now developed a new network among themselves and are working to expand their global
network. It was evident that many Ainu were reawakened to their identity as Ainu, they
gained self-confidence, and were able to recover assurance in an Ainu way of living.”

Leaders of up-and-coming Ainu fusion music groups including Ainu Rebels’ Sakai Mina and
Sakai Atsushi, and Ainu Art Project’s leader Yuki Koji, formed the core of the steering
committee. Youth who do openly identify as Ainu have begun to articulate identities and
modes of self-expression which focus on hybridity, blending resistance musical genres such
as hip-hop, electronica, reggae, and dub with more traditionalist Ainu music, and adapting
dance and other creative forms to convey their newfound pride. The grand finale of the IPS
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was the Indigenous Music Festival, featuring the widest slate of Ainu artists on one stage in
history, including Kano Oki and his Dub Ainu Band, [38] the Marewrew vocal group, Toko
Emi, Ainu Art Project, [39] and Ainu Rebels. [40] The music festival offered a space for
showcasing contemporary Ainu expression as polyvocal, challenging traditionalist
imperatives. In this forum, organized by young Ainu members of the Steering Committee,
Ainu youth broke away from the politicized rhetoric of the summit to celebrate ethnic
distinctiveness through performance, as an articulation independent of politics.
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Ben Powless 2008@¢

Music for all ages. Kano Oki and his Dub Ainu Band brought the audience to its feet

In planning the Summit, organizers concentrated on three major objectives. The first
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objective was internationally oriented - to connect Ainu issues and agendas to the
indigenous movement internationally and gain from the knowhow of fellow indigenous
peoples who had won both political and symbolic historical gains from their respective
governments. Secondly, IPS planners hoped to create a network of engaged Ainu persons
working outside the usual loci of power, in particular the Ainu Association, and to work on
a domestic level for policy change and rights recovery. A third objective was to harness the
symbolic capital generated by the G8 itself to urge international leaders to heed indigenous
peoples’ concerns, to protect indigenous livelihoods threatened by global warming, and to
ensure indigenous participation in future environmental policy-making on a global level.
[41]

Objective 1: Globalizing Ainu

The fact that Ainu have now achieved indigenous status enables a reinterpretation of
history and the emergence of a new narrative of Japan as a multicultural nation, with
historically multiethnic internal populations. Moreover, state-level acknowledgment that
Ainu are an indigenous people ultimately exposes Japan’s position as an erstwhile and
ongoing colonial occupier in Hokkaido by extension.[42] This implication notwithstanding,
the Diet Resolution recognizing Ainu indigenous status did not include direct references to
colonialism. Now that Ainu have achieved greater recognition in the eyes of the Japanese
state, they can more effectively press for indigenous rights, land restoration, compensation,
and other forms of government accommodation, including an official apology for
colonialism. As the first ethnic minority to win multicultural legislation (CPA 1997), and
achieve indigenous recognition (2008), they also bear responsibility for pushing Japanese
society toward greater acceptance of all minorities, both internal historical minorities
including Okinawans, Burakumin, Hibakusha, and persons with disability, and immigrant
minorities such as Resident Koreans, Nikkei immigrants, and foreign nationals more
generally. While a handful of Okinawans are also campaigning for indigenous recognition,
they were not included in the Diet Resolution, and only peripherally in the IPS. [43]

Since Ainu organizations began sending delegations to the United Nations Working Group
on Indigenous Populations in 1987, the thrust of the Ainu movement has been to pressure
the Japanese government to first acknowledge that an Ainu minority exists in Japan
(achieved in 1991), and second, to accord recognition that Ainu are indigenous peoples
(achieved in 2008). Interest in establishing and strengthening a network between Ainu
and indigenous comrades overseas primarily reflects the need for guidance at home, on
how to move the Japanese government toward accountability. [44] In both international
and domestic contexts, Ainu political elites have focused almost entirely on achieving
recognition. This hyper-focus on recognition has eclipsed development of a strategic plan
for pursuing indigenous rights beyond becoming “indigenous”; the Resolution has resulted
in momentary inertia.

Ainu alignment toward domestic action is in sharp contrast to the focus of IPS indigenous
delegates who benefit from treaties and more progressive domestic policies. Many are
involved with international organizing and trans-national ventures such as collaboration
and leadership training; others serve as leaders of regional indigenous blocks and
represent these constituencies in international contexts. They are therefore apprised of
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the techniques of international law and familiar with the vernacular of international legal-
speak. Producing the Nibutani Declaration was an extension of ongoing work on the DRIP
for international indigenous leaders.

Producing these appeals involved calling up resources and expertise beyond the range of [P
Summit organizers themselves. The Nibutani Declaration, for example, was based on
proposals generated from workshop discussions and pre-summit proposals. Program time
scheduled for developing this appeal was insufficient, as many delegates noted, and Tauli-
Corpuz relied on her own knowledge of international mechanisms and climate change
discussions from the UNPFII in May to draft the Nibutani Declaration. The scheduled plan
to draft an international declaration based on a single day of negotiations in workshops
without any fruitful dialogue in plenary sessions was effectively impossible. The fact thata
mere handful of indigenous delegates and Ainu representatives were involved in the
process exposes the unfairness of these negotiations and the degree to which an impossible
program forced these participants to forego consensus-based indigenous

protocol. Meanwhile, on the other side of the room, Ainu representatives feverishly drafted
the Ainu Appeal. Here again, the disparity between Ainu representatives’ focus on the local,
and international delegates’ focus on the global was thrown into relief. Ainu planners and
indigenous delegates praised the finished versions of these two documents although they
remained dissatisfied with the composition process. One planner lamented, “The next time
we plan an international meeting, we shouldn’t settle with the satisfaction of “all’s well that
ends well.” Rather, I think it’s critical to work out a detailed plan and a strategy for
obtaining maximum results from the international meeting well in advance of its start.”
[45]
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Inevitably, language - both language for communication and legal-speak - is a central issue
for Ainu in the international arena, and at the IP Summit. The lack of knowledgeable
English and Spanish speakers has posed a significant barrier to Ainu networking overseas,
leading to a dependency on interpreters who are not always sympathetic to Ainu or
indigenous issues. This dependency has its roots in a long history of discrimination
manifest in lack of confidence in school-based learning which plays into lower educational
achievement than majority Japanese, and limited opportunities for exposure to English as a
communicative system. All of these factors have produced a wedge between Ainu persons
and possibilities for indigenous-based networking which have been critical for indigenous
peoples’ organizing elsewhere.

Summit planners initially hoped to invite foreign-language competent Ainu working
overseas to serve as interpreters and showcase their skills through the Summit, but this
plan was foiled by insufficient funding. Lack of English and Spanish language ability
ultimately served to be a major barrier to full Ainu engagement with the planning
process. As one indigenous delegate with an active language revival program noted,
English, Spanish, and Japanese are all “colonial languages,” and indigenous peoples need bi-
or tri-cultural interpreters who are skilled in one or more of the colonial languages and
their own language to facilitate enhanced communication between all parties.[46] This is
not now a central issue for Ainu persons as speakers of Ainu language, as all Japanese Ainu
are now fluent in Japanese, and those who do speak Ainu as heritage speakers or are self-
taught, are not sufficiently fluent in English or other “colonial languages” to negotiate all
three linguistic domains. One positive outcome of the IPS is that younger Ainu organizers
are now considering study abroad with newfound indigenous comrades overseas.
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Objective 2: Expanding the Grassroots to the Nation

Regarding the second goal, to create a grassroots network of Ainu, many Ainu point to the
need for power redistribution inside the Ainu Association and without. Insiders charge
that the nearly all-male Board of Directors, notoriously cozy with Hokkaido Prefecture and
government authority, must make way for a wider network more reflective of the diversity
of identity and purpose in today’s movement, not to mention gender and regional
differences. The IPS was designed to present an alternative voice on Ainu and indigenous
matters, a means toward generating grassroots perspectives to counter Ainu Association
hegemony. Despite the obstacles to forging this network, many organizers still argue the
summit successfully fomented empowerment among Ainu. “I think we can take pride in
the fact that we held the first Indigenous Peoples Summit-named meeting in the host site
for the GB Summit,” organizer Kayano opined. “The fact that we were able to successfully
organize an international meeting with our own hands led us Ainu to feel more confident in
ourselves. Some members of the Steering Committee achieved remarkable growth through
this process. I believe that among fellow Ainu, a feeling of solidarity was born. Through this
opportunity, I anticipate that Ainu will achieve greater unity.”[47]

Communicating the IPS’ purpose to Ainu across Japan proved a central hurdle through the
final day of the Summit. Since the IPS Committee included both Ainu and non-Ainu
members, it was criticized as being dominated by non-Ainu. Working outside official
channels was risky because summit organizers lacked the backing of the Ainu Association
which is a necessary ingredient for entrée into rural Ainu communities. They were thus
unable to promote the IPS widely. Outside urban areas, the Association is the primary
“glue” uniting Ainu. In Biratori, the host community for the summit, planners did not
engage the community in advance and were unable to recruit logistical support or local
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participation.

The urban-rural gap was remedied by a creative initiative led by young Ainu planners. In
June, three Tokyo Ainu women embarked on a “Caravan Tour” across Hokkaido to promote
the IPS. Colonization and assimilation have splintered Ainu communities and now Ainu
live scattered across Hokkaido and Japan. Caravan leaders zig-zagged to these
communities and plotted their progress in an online blog [48] and through video, which
was aired at the IPS. This Caravan Tour provided a context for Tokyo Ainu to connect with
Hokkaido Ainu and forge new networks where before there had been separation, silence,
and resentment. Their work to connect Ainu across Japan was one of the most productive
grassroots efforts to emerge from Summit planning and brought greater numbers of Ainu
to the Summit than any other strategy.

Objective 3: Climate in Crisis, Indigenous Peoples, and G8 Responsibility

Taking place just ahead of the Toyako G8 Summit with its climate change centered theme,
the IPS sought to highlight environmentally-sound practices embedded in indigenous
lifestyles, and to critique the growth-based economic model advocated by industrialized
nations. Indigenous communities argue that they have a special mandate to address the
global environmental crisis because they are directly dependent on the natural
environment for their livelihood, experience immediate consequences when the
environment fluctuates, and have observed and experienced global warming-related
changes for decades.[49] Mitigation measures now being introduced to combat global
warming have also adversely affected indigenous communities in what might be dubbed
“neo-energy colonialism.” During the last century, indigenous peoples’ lands were targeted
for fossil fuel extraction; now indigenous-managed lands are being targeted for corn,
soybean, and oil palm plantations for bioethanol production. [50] Indigenous peoples are
experiencing loss of traditional gathering and agricultural lands due to competition with
biofuel plantations and hydroelectric dams. [51]
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The Ainu community has not been immune to these issues. Hokkaido Ainu were faced with
a hydroelectric project, the Nibutani Dam, the subject of a protracted legal battle between
two Ainu landowner-farmers and Japan’s Ministry of Construction. [52] The case was
launched because construction of the Nibutani Dam would radically transform the
landscape of the Saru River, submerge several places of spiritual, economic and cultural
import, and destroy several acres of farmland. Although the Ainu plaintiffs won the case
through appeals, dam construction had been completed and the court ruled it could not be
removed. Ultimately Ainu plaintiffs continued the case to force the court to recognize Ainu
as indigenous peoples - a goal achieved in 1997. Ironically, Nibutani Dam has now proven
ineffective. During a devastating typhoon in 2003, the dam nearly buckled from a deluge of
debris and silt. A second dam scheduled for construction upstream on the Saru River,
Biratori Dam, has been rationalized as a panacea to correct the weaknesses of the earlier
dam, but opponents argue that it too will fail to meet projected goals and ask that dam
construction be stopped.

In Biratori, the dam issue has been especially divisive within the Ainu community because
many residents see these public works projects as deliverance from a sluggish economy
and rural depopulation while a minority is concerned about cultural and environmental
sustainability locally. Biratori Dam construction will necessitate submerging three sacred
Ainu sites (cinomisir), 17 archaeological sites, and destroy habitat for Ezo Brown bears, an
endangered species of falcon, and wild mountain vegetables which have sustained Saru
River Ainu communities for centuries. The proposed Biratori Dam was also a focal point of
the Environment workshop. During the IPS fieldwork program, a local Ainu elder led a tour
of the dam construction site.
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Standing before the sacred mountain her grandfather had worshipped, this lifelong
resident of Biratori explained her ambivalence about the project. She feels wedged
between pressure to support the local economy through dam construction and realization
that the natural environment which nourished her community for generations will be
forever changed. She mentioned that she likely would not live long enough to see the dam
to its completion. Next, indigenous delegate Joan Carling described the Filipino San Roque
Dam project, describing how Igorot communities welcomed the development until they lost
their homes, farmland, and then began to oppose dam projects.

Indigenous peoples are said to have the “smallest ecological footprints on earth” in
greenhouse gas emissions, but will bear the brunt of the ecological damage from failed
environmental policy. [53] Currently there are reportedly 370 million indigenous peoples
scattered in communities across the globe today many of whom will be deeply affected by
climate change; however, indigenous peoples in industrialized nations occupy a more
complex position. The majority of IPS delegates came from industrialized nations, yet all
continue to practice indigenous life ways in these industrialized nations, and many have
abandoned contemporary consumption practices to reinstate traditional economies. They
did not elect to be assimilated, and colonization has no doubt wrought tremendous damage
to their communities. In their pre-colonial phases each of these cultures incorporated a
self-preservation strategy based on respecting natural resource limits without over-
harvesting.

As Japanese citizens, Ainu also consume the energy, resources, and cheap commodities
being circulated under G8 policy and globalization. As unwitting beneficiaries of Japan’s
trade and investment policies across Asia, Ainu are at the same time a colonized people and
Japan’s only nationally-recognized indigenous people. As such Ainu occupy an ambivalent
and complex position within Japan, within Asia, and among indigenous peoples worldwide.
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On the other hand, the largest portion of the world’s 370 million indigenous peoples must
cope with the threat of invasive development and the fallout from overdevelopment. There
is a palpable sense of urgency that indigenous peoples themselves will be the first
“environmental refugees,” or human populations displaced by climate change, unless
drastic policy changes are introduced soon. Indigenous peoples have the capacity to
choose sustainable practices, choices which have protected 80% of the world’s biodiversity,
concentrated in indigenous-held lands. [54] One of the summit’s larger objectives was to
force G8 leaders to heed indigenous peoples’ demands for partnership in finding solutions
to climate change issues. Indigenous peoples have been largely excluded from global
climate change talks until now.[55] In 2009, they will hold an Indigenous Peoples’ Global
Summit on Climate Change, and will officially join the Copenhagen global climate talks.[56]
At the same time, indigenous peoples are exercising some degree of strategic essentialism
to push an agenda of “traditionalists vs. moderns.”[57] There is a danger in broad brushing
all indigenous peoples as “ecologically noble savages,” [58] even if these images are in part
self-authored. Effectively, strategic essentialism obscures the actual complexity, fluidity,
and hybridity of most indigenous peoples today who have become flexible interpreters of
their own cultures, who combine modernist and traditionalist livelihoods, and who, by
necessity, have learned to adapt to the shifting political and physical landscapes in their
home communities and beyond. This model also masks the realities of urban indigenous
peoples who have been displaced from their land, or who live in cities for economic
security, by declaring them somehow less indigenous by virtue of their urban-ness. And
most importantly, this image does not account for the complex situation facing Ainu, who
have been displaced from their land, have been robbed of their connection to the natural
sphere where human-deity relations are negotiated, have lost access rights to the raw
materials of cultural reproduction, and have been forcibly assimilated to majority Wajin
lifestyles.[59] I do not intend to discount the majority of Ainu-identified persons today
who trace their involvement to the cultural revival movement which emerged in tandem
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with but did not necessarily politically align with Ainu ethnic nationalism in the 1960s and
1970s. Even for Ainu cultural revivalists, however, cultural practice is continued in a
separate domain from livelihood, which is predominantly aligned with the majority
Japanese economy of consumption. A glimpse of the global diversity indigenous peoples
represent was in evidence at the [P Summit. Indigenous perspectives spanned the gamut
between industrialized and developing nations, land-rich and land-poor, environmentally-
engaged and rights-focused, urban and rural, the global South and the global North, and
language-intact and language-moribund communities.

Conclusion

As I have described, the IPS was a turning point for the Ainu community and significant for
the international indigenous movement as a display of indigenous agency in the face of
neoliberal policies advocated by the world’s leading capitalist economies. Nevertheless, it
is difficult to evaluate the efficacy of the IPS because there is no clear indication that G8
leaders actually will respond to or act upon the IPS appeals. There were however
significant internal gains from the IP Summit. Younger Ainu were able to participate fully
without age-based hierarchies which often constrain youth participation in larger Ainu
organizations. Perhaps most importantly, planners overcame geographic, political,
economic, and mental barriers to build solidarity as an organizing body for the

summit. With the strength of this unity as their base, they now hope to transform the IPS
organization into a nationwide coalition of Ainu and work toward deepening the
international network which emerged from the Summit.

Here I have tried to emphasize the diversity of positions both within the Ainu community,
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and within the larger indigenous people’s movement. The Ainu movement inside Japan has
suffered from prolonged political inertia since passage of the Ainu CPA (1997), although
Tokyo Ainu have actively sought an “ethnic law” expanding the scope of Ainu policy beyond
the Tsugaru Strait. Since 1987 Ainu Association leaders have pressed the state for
indigenous recognition through international fora, and as of June 2008 have finally
achieved this goal. Many insiders are wary of the next step, however. Specifically, they cite
the crisis of leadership and absence of a long-term strategic plan as the main barriers to
future rights recovery for Ainu people. On the whole most self-identified Ainu embrace
generalized ideas about reparations for colonization and institutionalized discrimination;
yet few are acquainted with how to articulate these in the language of indigenous rights, or
with how the DRIP may serve their specific needs. The non-democratic and government-
reliant structure of the Ainu Association has fostered blind dependence on leadership and
overall apathy concerning rights-work. To counter these tendencies IPS organizers are
now planning study sessions to empower Ainu individuals in knowledge and application of
the DRIP; they are also forging community-based networks between Ainu and majority
Japanese supporters to formulate appeals for submission to the Expert Meeting in

Tokyo. To continue the momentum generated by the IPS Ainu groups are now working on
spreading their newfound empowerment to the wider Ainu community.

Concerning the IPS, despite my criticism of “native ecology,” I want to recognize the agency
of indigenous peoples to choose their own narratives and locate potent symbols to
articulate their concerns to the international community in the language of international
law. Fundamentally, indigenous peoples’ right to self-determination is ensured by Article 3
of DRIP, and I support unimpeded realization of this right. Yet, not all Ainu or indigenous
people may be painted as unapologetic ecologists; they are sandwiched between competing
demands of the ideals of modernity, allegiance to ancestral systems, and modernity-in-
crisis. The international indigenous community has managed to form an effective global
bloc in part through emphasizing commonalities to defend themselves against
multinational corporations’ and state-led encroachment into their territories. The threat of
climate change and the potential damage to many Pacific Islanders, permafrost dwellers,
and countless other communities who do depend on the resiliency of the ecosystem to
sustain themselves, is immediate and real. Having the support of the world’s indigenous
peoples to pressure nation-states for accountability to their own populations together with
other vulnerable populations overseas, is essential for drafting better policy to ensure
survival for humans, flora and fauna. Asserting that the eyes of the world are on each of the
nation-states mentioned in the Nibutani Declaration is key to regaining not only rights, but
also dignity and self-respect - two critical ingredients for survival and adaptation.

ann-elise lewallen is completing postdoctoral research on Ainu ecotourism at Hokkaido
University and from January 2009 will be Assistant Professor of Modern Japanese Cultural
Studies at the University of California at Santa Barbara. She has authored “Bones of
Contention: Negotiating Anthropological Ethics within Fields of Ainu Refusal” which will be
included in Politics and Pitfalls of Japan Anthropology (Routledge forthcoming).
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