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Abstract:



Community development is seen as a crucial factor to realize sustainable development and vice versa, and for indigenous peoples in particular due to their associations with nature and natural resources. However, historical exploitation of indigenous peoples has resulted in their underachievement worldwide. The popularization of the concept of sustainable development followed a series of international treaties and conventions that shed light on indigenous peoples’ revival. Drawing upon Michel Foucault’s notion of the power-knowledge relationship, this article uses a case study of an indigenous tribe, the Smangus in Taiwan, to demonstrate how a politically, socially and economically disadvantaged community incorporates their traditional norms and customs into the notion of sustainable development and reinterprets it to adapt the community’s conditions. By re-uniting the community and establishing a cooperative organization, the community has revived cohesion in their community. The community’s conduct is investigated through the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals 2015–2030, and the article illustrates how it fulfils three Targets and the extent to which they are fulfilled. To conclude, Smangus’ case remind us of the importance of achieving sustainable development goals on micro- and local levels, and the value of empowering local communities to pursue their own sustainable development goals according to their circumstances. This article ends with suggestions for future research, and suggests that more studies using such a bottom-up approach to sustainable development would help to accumulate knowledge and experiences to establish a pattern of success to help other disadvantaged communities, draw focus to the need to bridge the policy gaps between the United Nations and local communities, and recall attention to the role of micro- and local communities to achieve sustainable development goals.
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1. Introduction


Community development has always been an important issue and has been discussed from various angles, such as local development [1,2] and poverty reduction [3,4], and there have been various approaches to community development [5,6]. Many studies have linked it with sustainability and sustainable development, due to the fact that the goal of community development is to ensure that a community develops continuously in social, economic, and environmental dimensions [7,8]. This is particularly true when indigenous peoples are considered. The majority of indigenous peoples in the world live in remote areas which often have fragile ecosystems and rich biodiversity, and they use their traditional knowledge and rituals to guard their territories, as well as nature and natural resources [9,10]. However, due to rapid global population growth and the consequent expansion of human settlement, indigenous peoples’ traditional territories have been gradually threatened by mainstream societies [11]. Moreover, the rich natural resources and need for food have accelerated the conflicts between the two sides. The typical result has been that indigenous peoples were conquered and forced to integrate into mainstream societies, and consequently lost their lands, social structures, rituals, cultures, traditional knowledge, and subjectivity [12,13,14]. In such a process, lands and natural resources which used to be managed by indigenous peoples began to degrade due to unsustainable exploitation. This was the case until, beginning in the 1960s, through the indigenous movement and the human rights movement, indigenous peoples’ status and rights were recognized in the 1990s and finally protected in the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations in 2007 [15].



In parallel, since the late 19th century, environmentalists began to treasure natural beauty and designated areas as protected areas and/or national parks [16]. However, the concept of protected areas was based on the “wilderness imagination” where human beings were absent [13]. As mentioned above, indigenous peoples’ traditional territories often covered areas with rich environmental values and were designed as protected areas, regardless of the fact that indigenous peoples were living in them [17]. The situation changed with the emergence of the aforementioned human rights movement that fueled the indigenous movement, but the real breakthrough was the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development that not only revealed the notion of sustainable development, but also shed light on indigenous peoples [18]. The statement that “sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” revealed in the Our Common Future statement emphasized the importance of environmental consideration in development and pointed out the critical condition of the global environment [19]. More profoundly, the traditional knowledge and techniques of indigenous people were recognized as beneficial to sustainable development. For example, CBD Article 8 and 18 and Agenda 21 Article 26.4 all emphasize the values of such traditional wisdom and a willingness to cooperate with indigenous peoples to conserve nature and natural resources in order to achieve the goals of sustainable development in protected areas [20,21]. In addition, the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples adopted by the United Nations later was another instrument to address indigenous peoples’ circumstances worldwide and ensure that indigenous peoples are able to enjoy their rights “under universal norms and best practices” [22].



Since Our Common Future and the Rio Summit, sustainable development has been interpreted in various ways in accordance with individual circumstances, but the main challenge is to apply the concept to practice [23,24]. To tackle this issue, the Rio + 20 summit in 2012 issued a set of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) [25], following by the SDGs 2015–2030 established in 2016 that contain 17 SDGs and 169 targets indicating the trajectory to realize the concept of sustainable development [26,27,28]. However, both sustainable development and SDGs are criticized as top-down approaches to address these issues, which in reality neglect the heterogeneity of individual conditions [29]. Many have called for allowing the people to speak in order to meet specific local conditions to achieve the goals of sustainable development [30]. That is to say, in their traditional territories, sustainable development will not be achieved without indigenous peoples’ contributions. Thus, the extent to which indigenous peoples are able to contribute to the realization of sustainable development goals is the focus of this article. In order to better understand how such a bottom-up approach is able to reinforce the deficiencies and rigidity of top-down approaches, this article takes an indigenous tribe, the Smangus of Taiwan, as a case study to conduct the research.



Smangus is an indigenous tribe located in the remote mountainous regions of Hsinchu County, as shown in Figure 1, and its residents belong to the Atayal tribe, which is the largest indigenous tribe in Taiwan in both population and distributive areas. The altitude of Smangus is about 1500 m, and its distance to the nearest train station is about 70 Km which requires about 2.5 h drive. Situated in the mountainside of the Hsuehshan Mountain Range, Smangus is surrounding by primitive forests with rich biodiversity. The official records of the settlement could be traced back to 1913. During the Japanese Colonial Period (1895–1945), Smangus residents were forced to relocate and live supervised by the Japanese officials. After the colonial period, tribal people moved back to Smangus and re-established their community. Although transport was inconvenient, it was meaningful for the tribal people to go back to their original home. However, relying on wild harvesting to survive, lives were too difficult to bear, so that many residents moved to cities to settle down. In 1991, only 9 households remained in Smangus. It wasn’t until the tribal people found a group of old junipers—the oldest ones were about 2500 years old—that scholars and tourists were attracted to visit, and roads to Smangus were finally constructed in 1995. Due to its underdevelopment, the tribe retains lots of indigenous traditions that also attract tourists’ attention. Seeing the tourism business opportunity, many tribal people began to move back to the community from cities. Thus, roads, returning residents, scholars and tourists opened the community to the mainstream societies [31].


Figure 1. (Left) Smangus community. Taken by the researcher; (Right) Location of Smangus. Map Data Source: Google, ZENRIN, 2018. Access Date: 16 February 2018.
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Due to the junipers, primitive environment and indigenous culture, the number of tourists visiting Smangus rose sharply [32]. Therefore, people in the community were competing with one another to attract tourists to stay in their bed-and-breakfast-type accommodation. As a consequence, the community was almost torn apart. At that time, the traditional tribal leader, Mr. Icyeh, called for unity, and after a series of discussions and influences, a cooperation system namely, the Tnunan, was established in 2004, where participants share everything from daily workload to income, and from land and properties to crops and livestock [31,33,34]. There were two significant factors contributing to the unity: one was the Christian faith, the other was the ability to accumulate and master experiences and knowledge. Firstly, almost all residents were of the Christian faith, so the pastors of the Presbyterian Church in Taiwan (one of them was a Smangus resident) acted as the mediator and/or coordinator to help residents communicate and negotiate. For example, when the cooperative system was first proposed, there was a member of the Presbyterian Church in Taiwan who organized a trip to take Smangus residents to visit a kibbutz in Israel. The kibbutz’s model of collective community strengthened the Smangus residents’ faith in the cooperative system and resulted in the later establishment of the Tnunan. Secondly, since the discovery of the junipers, various scholars have visited the community and brought new ideas. Some introduced the concept of the cooperative management system [33,35]; others helped establish international connections with American, Canadian, and Australian indigenous peoples and scholars to share their experience in managing their territories and reclaim their rights in their traditional territories [36,37]; and some helped to systematically record community history and make tribal maps of species in the ecosystems in the surrounding areas that later became a rich source of materials for their eco-tourism businesses [38,39]. These interactions not only opened the eyes of the Smangus community, but also engaged them with a whole new field of knowledge. To better comprehend new knowledge and communicate with outsiders, the Smangus community sent young members to study in universities–one of them obtained a master degree [31]. Such conduct afforded the community the ability and capability not only to accept and adapt to new forms of knowledge, but also to exercise it. For instance, the concept of sustainable development was introduced by scholars and young members of their community, and later this concept was re-interpreted in all documents in relation to Smangus. Moreover, Smangus people claimed that all their conduct not only obeyed their traditional norms and customs, but also matched the concept of sustainable development and fulfilled SDGs. The ability to speak a common language with outsiders, such as scholars, foreigners and mainstream societies, afforded Smangus people greater opportunities to receive assistance and benefits to revive their community. All of these developments contributed to the operation of the Tnunan and cohesion within the community. Thus, the Tnunan was finally agreed upon between the participants, and after observing their achievements, more and more residents joined the system in the following years.



The Tnunan is hierarchical, as shown in Figure 2. At the top are the tribal council, the church, and the cooperation organization, and nine departments in charge of the divergent functions of the community. Such a structure clearly presented the powerful status of traditional social norms and religious faith in the community, and eventually the community was united and organized. Unlike the traditional tribal meeting in which decisions were discussed and made between the leader and seniors, the Tnunan offered opportunities for members to have their say. Moreover, the traditional tribal structure was simple, but the Tnunan has divisions in charge of different functions in the organization.


Figure 2. Tnunan, Source: [40], translated and modified by the researcher.
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It can be seen that Smangus has gone through a period of struggle in which the tribal people strived for survival, for better lives to compete against other tribal people, and re-united under the cooperative system of the Tnunan. This struggle represents a transformation that changes traditional political and social structures within the community, but the result is a more cohesive community in which the vision and goals of the tribe’s future are consistent amongst the members of Tnunan. In terms of economic development, nowadays the Smangus people make their livings through eco-tourism and bed-and-breakfast instead of wild harvesting. The living standards have caught up with mainstream society. Environmentally, Smangus people claim that they act in accordance with their traditional norms, that is, in an environmentally friendly manner. In sum, Smangus people claim that their community is moving towards sustainable development [31,40]. Since the primary aim of this article is to understand the extent to which indigenous peoples are able to rationalize sustainable development goals, four research questions are raised as follow:

	
How do Smangus people interpret the notion of sustainable development?



	
How do Smangus people implement their notion of sustainable development to revive their community?



	
What has been achieved in Smangus in accordance with sustainable development?



	
What can Smangus’ bottom-up approach to sustainable development contribute to the top-down approaches provided by the United Nations?








The article is therefore organized as follows. Section 2 presents the methodology in this research, including the conceptual and theoretical backgrounds, the case study, detailed data collection and analysis procedure, and a brief in research ethics. Section 3 demonstrates how Smangus people interpret and integrate the notion of sustainable development with their traditional norms and customs, such as “Gaga”, and the accomplishments in relation to Sustainable Development Goals to revive their community. Section 4 concludes and provides suggestions for future research.




2. Method


2.1. Conceptual and Theoretical Backgrounds


This article employs Michel Foucault’s concept of the power-knowledge relation to address the four questions raised in this research. Foucault articulates the relationship between power and knowledge by demonstrating how power and knowledge invent, constitute and reinforce one another constantly and simultaneously in a double and circular process [41,42,43]. In the context of governance, power is required to dispose of things, and to dispose of things in the right manner requires not only power, but also political rationality to justify one’s actions [44]. Such a political rationality therefore leads the governor to a specific reality in which each of the things is convenient to be governed. That is to say, if the governor wishes to govern, one must find “space” in its rationality for the governed to “exist” in the territory under its government [45]. In such a circular process, power generates new forms of knowledge, and such a knowledge reinforces the rationality of power. At the end, a world that is both knowable and governable is structured through this power-knowledge relation [46].



Foucault’s power-knowledge relation enables this article to overcome two difficulties in shaping the argument. Firstly, indigenous peoples as a whole is seen as a political disadvantaged group [13,17,47]. The assumption that Smangus people could interpret the notion of sustainable development is not based on the freedom of speech, but the governor’s wishes to govern them so that one must provide space for them to exist by allowing them to speak. Moreover, in order to incorporate this new space created by Smangus people into one’s territory of governance, the governor must somehow adapt to Smangus people’s interpretation to a certain degree to satisfy them. This is because, for Foucault, the power relation between two objects presents an “agonism”, i.e., “a relationship which is at the same time reciprocal incitation and struggle”, in which domination and resistance are constantly coexisting and battling against one the other [48]. Such an agonism relationship entitles Smangus people to take a bottom-up approach in the context of sustainable development.



Secondly, applying the power-knowledge relation to the context of sustainable development, “sustainable development” is seen as an entity–a product of knowledge. In order to dispose of it in the right manner, Smangus people have to constantly exercise their power to invent, constitute and reinforce such knowledge and, in return, reinforce the power. In this process, as Foucault argues, “wisdom” is the key, that is, “knowledge of things, of the objectives that can and should be attained, and the disposition of things required to reach them” [43]. This argument lays the foundation for Smangus people to construct their knowledge of sustainable development, since their traditional knowledge encompasses everything in the locality and surrounding areas, from weather, landscape, natural resources and the usages of flora and fauna for food and medical purposes to the social and economic conditions of their own community. Thus, a precondition of this research has been established in which Smangus people are able to interpret the notion of sustainable development and implement it to accomplish their goals to revive their community. A series of data collection and analysis procedures are therefore implemented to comprehend how Smangus people achieve their goals in order to answer the aforementioned four research questions.




2.2. Data Collection and Analysis


To understand the questions addressed in this research, the case study was employed for four reasons. First, Foucault pointed out the need to focus on places where what is said and done meet and interconnect [49]. Since the research focused on the Smangus community, the case study helped to draw a clear boundary of the investigation [50,51]. Second, as Yin claims, “case study allows an investigation to retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life event” [52,53]. Third, the case study provides flexibility in choosing methods of data collection and analysis that enables the research to “address broader range of historical, attitudinal and observational issues, and to articulate perceived realities from various sources” [54]. Fourth, previous studies in relation to indigenous peoples have often employed the case study to conduct research [9].



Having justified the use of the case study in this research, qualitative methods were chosen to generate data by implementing two parallel routes, and divided data collection into three stages. First, intensive on-site observation and part-time participation in community events were carried out from 2004 to 2007, which was the beginning stage of the Tnunan. Issues and incidents in relation to rights to traditional territories were generated and occurred during this period [55,56,57], which tested the stability of the Tnunan and the tribal hierarchy in the community. Second, a series of in-depth interviews were conducted between 2007 and 2008. Third, visits to the community were conducted when required and when critical issues occurred after 2010. In addition, to strengthen and reconfirm the data collected on-site, a range of governmental officials and experts were interviewed and revisited and further interviewed. The procedure is shown in Figure 3.


Figure 3. Data collection procedure.
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In the first stage, the on-site observation and part-time participation in the community events, the researcher paid specific attention to how the Smangus community practiced their everyday lives. In doing so, the extent to which what residents did was in line with what they claimed to be sustainable was examined to conquer the value–action gap, that is, if what people said and did was different [58]. Moreover, the researcher’s part-time participation in community events offered opportunities to deepen the understanding of the relationships between the community’s traditional knowledge, meanings of tribal norms and taboos, and their practices. In addition, such an experience also contributed to the indigenous interviewees’ willingness to talk and express views in the in-depth interviews.



In parallel to indigenous peoples, the researcher contacted various stakeholders, including governmental officials, environmental non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and scholars who were concerned with issues related to community development and sustainable development in mountainous regions. The interviewees were identified partly from the literature review, in which key persons and organizations were frequently mentioned, and partly from several conferences in relation to indigenous peoples and national parks. The contacting tasks were relatively straightforward, most interviewees welcomed new members participating in the field of environmental protection and indigenous peoples.



In the second stage, the researchers sent the interviewees the informed consent documents and lists of questions before conducting the interviews. In total, five governmental officials across different tiers (Govt. 1–5), five academic scholars (Sch. 1–5), three leaders or members from different NGOs (NGO 1–3), and three members of the Smangus community, including a tribal leader, a senior, and a youth (S. 1–3), were interviewed. The semi-structured leading questions used for interviewing are listed in Table 1 as follow according to interviewees’ status.


Table 1. The Semi-structured Leading questions for interviewing, organized by the researcher.










	Category
	Interviewee
	Leading Questions





	Governmental Officials
	All
	
	
How do your government/division/you look at Smangus’ declaration/claims in sustainable development? Compared to your government/division’s goals of sustainable development?



	
Has Smangus asked your government/division for help? If yes, what did they ask for? How did your government/division respond?



	
How does your government/division/you assess Smangus’ conducts according to what they claim? Is Smangus a successful case in promoting sustainable development? To what extent is Smangus successful?








	Academic Scholars
	All
	
	
How do you look at Smangus’ declaration and claims in sustainable development? Are their goals, aims and objectives in accordance with sustainable development?



	
Is Smangus’ notion of sustainable development miscellaneous? Is there any contradiction in the way to connect traditional norms, knowledge and practices with the mainstream societies’ concept of sustainable development? How do you value the influences brought by scholars, foreign indigenous peoples, NGOs and governments in the process of constructing their sustainable development discourse in the tribal revival?



	
In terms of implementation, how do you assess their conducts in the context of their sustainable development?



	
To what extent is Smangus successful in achieving sustainable development?








	NGO leaders/members
	All
	
	
How do you look at Smangus’ declaration and claims in sustainable development? Are their goals, aims and objectives in accordance with sustainable development?



	
In terms of implementation, how do you assess Smangus’ conducts? Have they achieved what they claim?



	
To what extent is Smangus successful in achieving sustainable development?








	Smangus People
	Tribal Leader
	
	
Please briefly introduce the history of Smangus.



	
Why is tribal/community-united/re-united important to you?



	
How does the tribe connect traditional norms, knowledge, customs and practices with sustainable development? How do you value the influences from outsiders? What is the role of Tnunan in the process to interpret and implement the aims and objectives of sustainable development?



	
How do you value the community’s achievement so far?








	
	Senior Member
	
	
What does the Tribal Council mean to the tribe today? Does it still retain restrictive force upon members? How does the Tribal Council work nowadays?



	
How does the tribe connect traditional norms, knowledge, customs and practices with sustainable development? How do you value the influences from outsiders? What is the role of Tnunan in the process to interpret and implement the aims and objectives of sustainable development?



	
How do you value the community’s achievement so far?








	
	Young Member
	
	
What does the tribe mean to you?



	
Whilst many young people move to cities, why do you stay in the tribe?



	
How does the tribe connect traditional norms, knowledge, customs and practices with sustainable development? How do you value the influences from outsiders? What is the role of Tnunan in the process to interpret and implement the aims and objectives of sustainable development?



	
How do you value the community’s achievement so far? Is current interpretation of sustainable development leading towards a better tomorrow for the community? And, for you?














In the third stage, the researcher continued to trace issues in relation to the Smangus community and visited the community where necessary and appropriate. Moreover, due to participation in various conferences, the researcher kept contact with the governmental officials, environmental NGOs and academic scholars. On various formal and informal occasions, the researcher had opportunities to exchange views and opinions about the affairs of Smangus, as shown in Table 2 below. The researcher recorded or noted the key points of the dialogues, which provided an alternative source of viewpoints for this research.


Table 2. The Viewpoint Exchange Notes, organized by the researcher.










	Major Incidents
	Interviewee
	Questions





	Smangus Involved in Illegal Logging in 2012 and 2015
	S. 2, Sch. 2,
	
	
What do you know about the incidents?



	
What are your views on the illegal logging incidents?



	
How do you value Smangus’ responses to the incidents?








	Smangus Announced to Halve Number of Tourist Received in 2015
	S. 1, Sch. 3, Sch. 4, NGO 2, Govt. 5
	
	
What do you know about the announcement, including the background information?



	
What are your views on the decision?



	
How do you value Smangus’ decision, particularly in the context of sustainable development?








	Government-funded/leaded Developments
	S. 3, Sch. 5, Govt. 2
	
	
What do you know about the governmental projects, including the background information?



	
What are your views on these projects?



	
How do you value these projects, particularly in the context of Smangus’ sustainable development?














In terms of data analysis, the interview transcripts were analyzed through the “Framework”, that is, a method developed by the National Centre for Social Research in the U.K. [59,60]. The qualitative data obtained in this research were analyzed and interpreted through its five stages: familiarization, identifying a thematic framework, indexing, charting, and mapping and interpretation. The detailed procedure is as follows. First, to be familiar with the data, the researcher listened to the interview recordings and transcribed them into written form. In the process, the researcher also noted key ideas and recurrent themes. Second, the researcher made notes and recorded responses to research questions, jotted down recurrent themes and important issues to interviewees in order to identify a thematic framework. Such a thematic framework helped the researcher to sift and sort data, which resulted in classifying issues according to their sources and the degree of essentiality and significance to the research. As a consequence, three major types of issues/themes were identified: priority issues that were directly linked to the research questions; issues that emerged from interviewees’ responses; and analytic themes that arose from “recurrence or patterning of particular views or experiences” [59]. As a consequence, the themes identified are, referencing the UN’s SDGs 2015–2030: to sustainably manage forests and halt biodiversity loss in order to reserve nature, culture and economic opportunities; to promote the community’s economic development in order to eradicate poverty; and to build an effective and accountable institution for the community in order to have a just, peaceful and inclusive society [61]. Third, the researcher subsequently transformed the identified themes into index categories to label and annotate the original text for the thematic frameworks in the indexing stage. In this stage, the researcher “inferred and decided on meaning, both as it stood and in the context of the interview as a whole, and recorded the appropriate indexing reference” [59]. Fourth, the researcher lifted the data “from their original context and rearranged them according to the appropriate thematic reference” [59]. The researcher then adopted a thematic approach and created charts which were “drawn up for each key subject area, and entries made for several respondents on each chart” [59]. The passages contained in the charts were studied and abstractly presented, with references to the original context. Thus, data was ready for mapping and interpretation. In the final stage, what the researcher did was answer the research questions through a process of “reviewing the charts and research notes; comparing and contrasting the perceptions, accounts, or experiences; searching for patterns and connections and seeking explanations for these internally within the data” [59].



In terms of research ethics, this research was conducted in an ethical manner. The introduction to tribal people was straightforward, informed consent was given before interviews, and interviewees’ personal information was protected and anonymized in the article. Moreover, voice recordings were permitted beforehand and confirmed again before interviews began.





3. Results and Discussion


3.1. Interpretation and Integration of Sustainable Development


According to the tribal people, Smangus people use natural resources in an environmentally friendly manner and is an approach to sustain their traditional knowledge by constantly practicing traditional ways of life in a contemporary context. “Gaga”, in the Smangus people’s term (also in the Atayal tribe’s term, but each community has slightly different contents comparing with others), comprises norms, rituals, knowledge, and penalties, as Sch. 1 describes: “it represented the way how Smangus People live”.


Gaga regulates our behaviors and constructs our daily lives. It is an accumulation of our history and historical experiences. For example, Gaga tells us that hunting and gathering foods cannot exceed when we actually need, otherwise it is a waste of food. Foods are there in the forests, if we do not over-exploit it, the forests will always provide foods to feed us. Gaga also tells us to share what we have with others so that the tribe will unite and we will be strong. We therefore work together, eat together, share experiences in living in the forests and knowledge about flora and fauna when we gather together. We teach our young generation together, take them with us to go hunting and gathering foods in our traditional territory so that we can make demonstrations about how to trace animals and set up traps, what grass and flowers are edible etc. Before the mainstream societies’ intervention, this is how we used to live here, and we try to replicate it. Of course, the mindset.



(S. 1)







It can be seen that Gaga, the traditional thought, presents a direct relationships between tribal people, people and the nature, and their affiliation with lands. Such a thought is similar to the contemporary conservationism thought of a balance between human and nature as well as development and environmental protection [62,63,64,65], which provides a common ground for Smangus people to communicate with scholars later. Moreover, the production and reproduction of knowledge, that is, Gaga, are constantly practiced through their daily lives, which encompasses the way they pass their experiences and knowledge about the forests and their attitudes towards the environment on to future generations. Scholars’ and tourists’ interests in junipers, road construction and other infrastructure opened the tribe to mainstream societies, which not only transformed the community from a self-sufficient community to an interdependent one, but also forced the community to adapt to mainstream societies’ legislations and regulations that affected Smangus’ traditional way of life. In other words, some principles of Gaga are in conflict with contemporary legislation, regulations, business models, and livelihoods. For example, indigenous peoples’ traditional territories were agreed between tribes, but nowadays most of the lands belongs to the state and various tiers of governments. As a consequence, when tourism business interests induced indigenous people to conduct activities across the traditional boundaries between each tribe [66], due to a lack of constraint from contemporary legislation on such activities, the effectiveness of traditional norms in “Gaga” declined rapidly.


Last month there was a group of tourists intruded our traditional territory, and they were guided by an indigenous tour guide living in another side of the mountain. You know… in the old days, such a conduct was forbidden because it might be seen as a provocative action and could result in a battle between two tribes. But nowadays they claimed that these lands were belong to the state, and everyone had the right to enter. By law, we had no right to disallow them to enter these lands, but by Gaga, we had the authority over the lands.



(S. 1)






As long as the group of tourists completed the application to visit the area, unless they did something illegal, we had no problem with that. Indigenous peoples’ traditional territories are what they claim, but not being recognized by the government. Our conducts are in line with relative legislations and regulations, not their traditional whatsoever.



(Govt. 5)







The loss of the authority over their lands in traditional territory resulted in difficulties for Smangus peoples to practice their norms, cultural rituals, and so on. To confront such difficulties, Smangus people took a proactive approach to engage with the world. In the process of contact with mainstream societies, Smangus people received contemporary legislation, regulations, social norms, and knowledge that were different from their Gaga. With the influences from the church pastors and academic scholars, as well as other indigenous peoples in the world, the tribal people gradually engaged with the mainstream societies of Taiwan and the world.


The impact of the finding of junipers on the tribe was that an influx of tourists visiting the tribe every weekends, and tribal people began to take the opportunities to earn money. As you know, we had suffered a period of internal competition for tourists and that was terrible for the tribe as a whole. With the helps from the church pastors and some scholars, we made a huge effort to re-unite the tribe under the Tnunan. The experience taught us the danger of external values that were destructive to our Gaga and might split our tribe. However, we have already engaged with the mainstream societies, and there is no turning back.



(S. 3)







In such a transformational process, knowledge exchange was prominent. Indigenous peoples’ traditional knowledge, encompassing everything from flora and fauna for food and medical purposes to weather, landscape, natural resources and so on, has been proven to enrich the knowledge of mankind [9,67,68]. The Smangus followed a similar process, especially when scholars cooperated with the community to survey and record flora and fauna species in the mountainous regions. In such an exchange, Smangus people learnt the values of mainstream societies. To deepen such an exchange process, the Smangus sent young members to study at universities and later one of them obtained a master’s degree. In doing so, with help from countless scholars, the Smangus people were able to systematically integrate traditional knowledge and contemporary knowledge and consequently update their knowledge system, which was presented in the Tnunan. Moreover, mastering new technologies enabled the Smangus people to record tribal history and environmental data and map this information in a geographical context, which also enriched the contents of their eco-tourism businesses by providing guided tours for tourists [33,69]. Furthermore, the digitalized information enabled the Smangus community to accumulate experiences to enrich their knowledge system for future generations to inherit [31].


There were some members questioned about the rationale to send young generation to go to university and the Tnunan would pay for their tuition fees and living costs, which was a burden considering the fact that there was not much savings when the Tnunan was just established. The tribal leader convinced those that we had to learn how outsiders think and do, otherwise we might suffer from another difficulty in doing business and negotiating with outsiders. If happens, it might result in the collapse of Tnunan, consequently we would experience another internal competition. Finally the whole community break down and we, the Smangus community, would disappear.



(S. 2)






It was wised to send children to study outside the tribe. No matter what they claim, the reality is that indigenous peoples are under the sovereignty of this state and, in consequence, they have to obey laws, regulations and social norms to live the life they wish for. Offering opportunities for children to study in universities helps to mediate the misunderstandings between the mainstream society and their tribe, and we have seen some progress.



(Govt. 4)







It was this particular moment that brought to the researcher’s attention that the notion of sustainable development was integrated into the knowledge system of the Smangus people. Although the Rio Summit was held in 1992, Taiwan finally published its Agenda 21 in 2000, and it was later updated in 2004 [70]. In other words, at the beginning of 21st century, Taiwan finally had some substantial process in sustainable development, which coincided with the development of the Smangus Tnunan, and the Smangus people noticed the opportunity and emphasized it in their documents.


In recent years, we often heard governmental officials, NGO people, scholars and almost every one emphasized “sustainable development”. When we looked at the concept and principles of sustainable development, we realized that it was similar to our Gaga and Tnunan–both shared a vision to environmentally use natural resources sensibly and wisely in order to maintain biodiversity and conserve the nature; socially live safely and healthily with full social welfare; and continuously promote economic development without any harm to the environment. For example, in the old days, we relied on hunting and gathering (wild harvesting) to survive. Did we damage the environment? Not at all. We only hunted and gathered what we needs without exceeding necessity, and the biodiversity was richer than the present day. What they emphasized is what we traditionally conduct and nowadays practice.



(S. 2)






Based on the spirit of cooperative business, reasonably use indigenous peoples’ strength in laboring works to contract construction projects in order to improve the economic conditions and quality of life, and achieve indigenous peoples’ sustainable development in our lands. (Smangus Tribal Labor Cooperative, the predecessor of Tnunan).



[31]







It can be seen that the Smangus people have re-interpreted the notion of sustainable development in the local context, which has not only caught up with the international and national waves of sustainable development, but also rationalized their traditional behavior. They made linkages between their traditional norms, that is, Gaga, with sustainable development, in particular, the link between their everyday practices and usage of natural resources. To compare the above statement of the interviewees of Smangus community and their documentation with the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, it is interesting to find that the Smangus’ conduct matches several goals. Certainly, these goals are interconnected, but, in response to research questions, this article intends to take three goals to illustrate how Smangus people achieved these goals to revive their community. Three chosen goals are: Goal 15 Life on Land, Goal 8 Decent Work and Economic Growth, and Goal 16 Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions.




3.2. Sustainable Development Goals in Smangus


3.2.1. Goal 15 Life on Land




Goal 15: Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss



[71]







Goal 15 specifically targets the conservation of forests, which is also where Smangus is located. The indicators of Goal 15 in relation to Smangus are Target 15.2, 15.4 and 15c emphasizing the sustainable management of forests, conservation of mountain ecosystems and biodiversity, and combating poaching and trafficking protected species, as well as increasing local communities’ capacity to pursue a sustainable livelihood [71]. In this domain, although Smangus people largely use natural materials to construct their accommodation, they only take the falling trees and materials in the surrounding areas [72]. Moreover, for the tourists’ convenience, they establish a trail to guide tourists to visit the group of junipers, and the trail is kept as primitive as possible to avoid interruption to the environment. Furthermore, when the elders pass knowledge on to the young people, they use natural materials to set traps to catch animals rather than using large animal traps or gunfire to slaughter animals. The rationale is to obey their Gaga in which Smangus people only hunted and gathered (wild harvesting) what they need without exceeding necessity, as mentioned by the Interviewee S. 2, and consequently conserve the forests.



There are, however, two illegal logging incidents happening in relation to Smangus. In April 2012, a group of criminals were arrested by policemen due to illegal logging activities. In the group, there were several criminals from the Smangus community, which caught the media’s attention [73,74,75,76]. These criminals were from one family who did not participate in the Tnunan. In the incident, these criminals entered another tribe’s traditional territory and conducted illegal logging activity, which is a serious offence in the Atayal’s Gaga. Although these criminals were not members of the Tnunan, the tribal leader decided to visit the offended tribe and apologize in their traditional way in order to reach reconciliation between the tribes. To do so, the Smangus people visited the tribe and conducted a ritual of “blood sacrifice” under the supervision of other Atayal tribes to complete the reconciliation ceremony, and these tribes called for an end to illegal logging activities in their traditional territories [77].


It was sad that such an incident happened in our tribe, but it was also a good opportunity for us to teach our people, especially the young generation. The rationale to conduct the Sbalay ritual (blood sacrifice) is to show them, the Atayal society, and the mainstream societies that we, Atayal People, are serious about our traditions.



(S. 2)






The leader of Smangus certainly showed his greatness. In this incident, even though those people were belong to their tribe, but not in their Tnunan. According to the value of the mainstream societies, he has no responsibility for what they did. However, like he said, as long as he was the leader of the tribe, he had the responsibility to look after the tribal members. So that he insisted to conduct the Sbalay ritual to reach reconciliation with Pyanan tribe because he knew the seriousness of this incident in Gaga. More importantly, Smangus has become a symbol of the Atayal People in Taiwan. If Smangus did not conduct the ritual, other tribes would follow when similar incidents happened, that would eventually result in the collapse of the Gaga.



(Sch. 2)







The conduct in the incidents demonstrates the ways Smangus people manage their traditional territory and how traditional norms and values are integrated into their daily lives. Illegal logging, as a form of trafficking, was tackled in the incident, and the consequence of the incident in the social dimension was proactively treated by the Smangus community to show their respect to both Gaga and the offended tribe. Moreover, through such conduct, the Smangus community ensures and reclaims their rights in their traditional territory and, if other tribes conduct offensive activities within Smangus’ traditional territory, they will have to conduct similar rituals to beg for forgiveness. Thus, as interviewee Sch. 2 commented above, the Smangus community caught this opportunity to overturn a disadvantaged incident to reach a positive outcome. In return, tourists who visit Smangus were not only interested in the junipers, but also this unique indigenous community. The result was an overwhelming numbers of tourists visited Smangus, and Smangus had to halve the number of received tourists in order to ensure the quality of reception, but also reduce the stress upon the environment, as mentioned by the interviewee in the example of the garbage waterfall incident, presented as follows [78,79]. See Figure 4.


The tourists were too many for them (Smangus community) to handle. There were about 30 people in the frontline dealing with 500 or more tourists, and the rest were busy preparing lunch/dinner and accommodation cleaning and hospitality. You could image the heavy workload for everyone, and certainly more and more mistakes would happen. Of course, the tourists asked/expected more than the community could offer was another issue.



(NGO 2)






We spent four or five days helping the tribe clean the garbage waterfall. As Smangus asks tourists to take their garbage away with them, some tourists just lowered their windows and threw away the garbage at the apex of the curved road on the way back to the cities. To be honest, our citizens’ public morality needs to be enhanced.



(Govt. 5)






Figure 4. Garbage Waterfall, Source: United Daily News [80].
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The conduct to halve the number of received tourists demonstrated Smangus’ concerns towards the environment, because, if they wished to earn more money, they could simply recruit more people and build more accommodation to service tourists. But they did not. Instead, they halved the number of received tourists to keep the environmental impact minimum. As the secretary of the Tnunan Council told reporters that “the community does enjoy a huge profit from eco-tourism business, but our people introspected about ourselves and our conducts, the more tourists would add pressures in water, garbage, and noise etc. that had environmentally irreversible impacts. That was the reason we have decided to halve the number of received tourists” [78]. In the balance between environmental protection and economic development, it was clear that the Smangus community chose the former. It seems that Smangus must obtain substantial financial achievement that enables them to resist the temptation of money, which leads us to the second goal, that is, Goal 8, Decent Work and Economic Growth.




3.2.2. Goal 8 Decent Work and Economic Growth




Goal 8. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all



[81]







Goal 8 tackles the economic development in general, and unemployment, labor abuse including youth and women, and specifically inequalities between gender, race, age, disability, nationalities, and nations. The indicators of Goal 8 in relation to Smangus are Target 8.3, 8.5 and 8.9 focusing on encouraging the growth of enterprises in all scales, providing decent work for all people across gender and age with equal pay for work of equal value, and promoting sustainable tourism to create jobs and promote local culture and products [28]. For Smangus, the finding of the group of junipers not only opened the community to mainstream societies, but also was a breakthrough in Smangus’ economic development from wild harvesting to tourism business. As mentioned, the period of internal competition was a disaster for the community, but Smangus people managed to re-unite and established a micro-enterprise, that is, the Smangus Tribal Labor Cooperative (the predecessor of Tnunan), and strived for the economic profits. As mentioned in the introduction section, within the Tnunan, participants share everything from daily workload to income, and from land and properties to crops and livestock. Within Tnunan, every participant receives equal salary regardless of his/her workloads. The workloads are designated by the manager every morning according to the daily work, and individual ability and capability would be taken into account.


Every morning participants gather together in front of the public restaurant and the manager will assign works for everyone according to everyone’s condition. During weekends we receive lots of tourists and the workloads are normally heavier than weekdays. Yet, during weekdays, we still have to clean the environment, inspecting the trail to the junipers, repair facilities, and organize our traditional activities in order to pass experiences and knowledge of our traditional territory on to young generations. In terms of salary, everyone receive a fixed amount of salary. The earned profits are used to subsidize participants’ lives, encompassing from birth, education and wedding to illness, elder care and funeral. We live together, work together, eat together, and share everything together. This is how Smangus works.



(S. 2)







According to unofficial finance predictions, before halving the number of received tourists, Smangus’ annual income was estimated between 20 to 40 million New Taiwanese Dollars (NTD) (around USD 0.65 to 1.3 million) [82]. For a small community, about 150 residents, with little material desire, it is a huge amount of wealth, compared with the figure that GDP per capita in Taiwan in 2017 was USD 24,318 [83]. Smangus’ Tnunan has well demonstrated indicators of Goal 8 in which members of the community work together to establish a micro-enterprise to promote common wealth. Moreover, in the Tnunan, everyone’s workload is similar to others and individual condition is taken into account when workload is distributed, and every participant receives the same salary and benefits from the Tnunan. Such a system illustrates the notion of equality. In addition, Smangus’ business strategy in tourism is up-to-date, in which they halve the number of received tourists and turn to focus on the quality in tourist experiences, which has rewarded them with better profits [84]. Although the re-unity of the community and the establishment of the Tnunan was largely due to the great efforts of the former tribal leader, an acknowledged, stable and sustainable structure of the Tnunan is the key to success in this small community, which leads us to the third goal, that is, Goal 16, Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions.




3.2.3. Goal 16 Peace, Justice and Strong Institution




Goal 16: Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels



[81]







Goal 16 calls for effective, accountable and inclusive institutions to promote safe and peaceful societies and environmental for all. The indicators of Goal 16 in relation to Smangus are Target 16.6 and 16.7, concentrating on developing effective, accountable and transparent institutions, and ensure accountable decision-making at all levels [28]. For Smangus, the Tnunan not only incorporates the tribe’s traditional political and social structure, but also contemporary organizational structure in business (Figure 2). Moreover, participating in the system is voluntary, and every participant has the right to withdraw. Due to its success, more than 75% residents have participated in the Tnunan [85]. Unlike traditional tribal meetings, in which discussion and decision-making was exercised between the tribal leader and seniors, every participant has the right to express his/her own view in the Tnunan. Due to its small population, the Tnunan is a somewhat direct democracy, that is, everyone participates and represents himself/herself.


The Tnunan is a cooperative organization on a voluntary basis, which means participant has the right to join in and withdraw. Every participant has equal right in the Tnunan, and everything is decided through meetings where all participants are welcome to participate in and have their say. As you might know, most residents in Smangus are relatives.



(S. 3)







A system like the Tnunan which comprises the spirit of direct democracy has limitations and is only suitable for “a small-scale geographic community” [86]. Fortunately, Smangus is qualified, and the traditional social bond between residents of the Smangus community helps to consolidate the Tnunan. The Targets 16.6 and 16.7 are accomplished. Having said that, the rest of the Targets of Goal 16 and the recent reports present a tendency to focus on safety and security, jurisdictional equality and just, prevention of corruption and bribery etc. in national and international levels. The proposed target, that is, “to build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels” is somehow missing at the community level [27,81,87]. In this domain, Smangus provides a good example demonstrating how a community-level institution guarantees safety, security, equality, responsiveness, accountability, and so on. in a community, whilst it ensures environmental protection and economic development.






4. Conclusions, Limitations and Suggestions


4.1. Conclusions


This case study presents an indigenous tribe’s struggle to overcome the difficulties in a rapidly changing socioeconomic environment. In this struggle, by adopting new forms of knowledge from outsiders, the Smangus community cleverly incorporates their traditional norms and customs, that is, Gaga, into the notion of sustainable development, and reinterprets it to adapt to the community’s conditions. Moreover, the accumulated knowledge not only enriches their knowledge system, but also provides the Smangus community opportunities to continue the exchange of knowledge with scholars and other interest groups, which becomes a circular process to reinforce the community’s power-knowledge relationship, in which the more knowledge they accumulate, the more power they obtain. Furthermore, the exchanged and accumulated knowledge adds values to their eco-tourism business by providing guided tours for tourists. Yet, more importantly, the community integrates all of these and presents them in the establishment and operation of the Tnunan–a cooperative organization which demonstrates how the Smangus community achieves sustainable development goals.



In response to the first research question, Smangus people took the opportunity to integrate their Gaga into the notion of sustainable development, by comparing their traditional knowledge and daily practice with the perspectives of sustainable development in which socioeconomic development and environmental protection are equally important and complementary [88,89]. To the second question, participants of the Tnunan follow the norms and customs of the Gaga as well as decisions made in the Tnunan meetings to safeguard and be accountable for their traditional territory, and develop tourism business at the same time. Moreover, the Tnunan continues to invest in their community by providing participant benefits and welfare from birth to death, education in particular. Nowadays, the Tnunan’s annual income is more than 20 million NTD, which lays the foundation to continue offering participants social welfare. Furthermore, the success of the Tnunan ensures that Smangus’ traditional norms and customs can continue to be practiced in their daily lives, which secures their indigenous culture. Thus, it can be said that the Smangus community has been revived in the monetary and social perspectives. To the third question, the response to the second question and the illustration in the previous section has demonstrated how and the extent to which the Smangus community has achieved in Goal 15 Life on Land, Goal 8 Decent Work and Economic Growth, and Goal 16 Peace, Justice and Strong Institution of the UN’s SDGs 2015–2030. The economic achievement, the conduct to reduce the stress on the environment, and the social cohesion in the Tnunan explain the way in which the Smangus community finds the balance between economic, social and environmental considerations. Moreover, also in response to the fourth question, the Smangus case highlights the importance of achieving sustainable development goals at micro- and local levels. A superior international organization like the United Nations provides uniform policies, guidelines and principles that are difficult, if not impossible, to reconcile with the different political, social, economic and environmental conditions in each country, and certainly not capable of concerning a small community like Smangus. Yet, the Smangus’ case indicates that only the local people know their own environment, problems and difficulties, and to achieve sustainable development means to solve their problems and difficulties. In this context, the bottom-up approach, that is, to let local people mobilize all sorts of resources to deal with their problems and difficulties, could result in a great outcome like the Smangus community. This resonates with the comment by Kates et al., that sustainable development as “a concept, in the end, represents diverse local to global efforts to imagine and enact a positive vision of a world in which basic human needs are met without destroying or irrevocably degrading the natural system on which we all depend” [89].




4.2. Limitations


There are several limitations in this research as follows.



First, the use of the Framework method to analyze data requires additional care. In the process of transcribing recordings to text, the language barrier, professional languages, jargon and slang in the interviews might result in misunderstanding of the meanings of the respondents. To conquer such a difficulty, the researcher conducted all transcription tasks on his own. Moreover, in the identifying a thematic framework stage, personal preferences, values and judgement would have impacts on the result. To combat this difficulty, the researcher took an approach to review transcriptions on several occasions, for example, after interviewing respondents in the second stage and third stage respectively. Due to the fact that two stages were separated by several years, there were new themes developed when adding new transcriptions after the third stage. Furthermore, indexing is highly subjective and might lead to different interpretations of data. Here, the researcher’s field diary helped to remind of the circumstances in the interviews and reduce the risk of misinterpreting the interview data.



Apart from methodological limitations, financial difficulties and time constraints made the researcher unable to stay in the Smangus tribe for a long period of time, especially in the third stage when the researcher had a full-time occupation. Fortunately, due to contemporary communication technologies, nowadays keeping in touch with interviewees and tracing information about the community has become easier than before. In addition, attending conferences and meetings in relation to issues such as indigenous peoples and environmental protection provides more opportunities to meet interviewees in person, which also contributes to the opportunities to chat with and interview respondents again.




4.3. Suggestions


Looking to the future, new research in SDGs is still necessary. The Smangus’ case represents a possibility in which, by doing the right things at the right time, a small community can make a big difference. However, the lesson learnt from this case cannot be applied or replicated universally. Two spectacular factors promoting the establishment of the Tnunan are knowledge accumulation and strong social cohesion. However, the knowledge accumulation is a long process which requires huge efforts, and the social cohesion is difficult to reach. For example, in the past decade, there have been numerous indigenous tribes in Taiwan visiting Smangus and wanting to know the key successful factors, but most of them get stuck in the consensus building process and have difficulties in negotiating with various interests. That is to say, there is a need to study more successful cases in order to establish a pattern to help other communities like Smangus. Moreover, although this article compares Smangus’ achievements with the UN’s SDGs, there are linkages missing at the national and regional levels. Thus, this article makes suggestions, including the following:

	
to study more successful bottom-up cases in achieving sustainable development/sustainable development goals to accumulate experiences and knowledge in order to establish a pattern to success to help other disadvantaged communities



	
to bridge the gaps between policies in the superior level of the United Nations and micro- and local level of communities



	
to recall attention to micro- and local communities in their achievements in sustainable development goals
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