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Your Excellency, the President of Bolivia, Mr. Evo Morales Ayma, 

Your Excellency Ambassador Léo Mérorés, President of the Economic and Social 

Council, 

Mr Jomo Sundaram, the Assistant Secretary-General for Economic and Social 

Affairs, 

Distinguished Members of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 

Distinguished observers from Member States, Indigenous Peoples' 

Organizations, the Inter-Governmental system, non-governmental organizations, 

the academia and the media, indigenous sisters and brothers indigenous youth 

and Indigenous Parliamentarians, 

It gives me a great pleasure to welcome you and address you today at this 

seventh session of the Permanent Forum which has devoted its special theme to 

"Climate change, bio-cultural diversity and livelihoods: the stewardship role of 

indigenous peoples and new challenges". This year, a record number of more 

than 3300 peoples have pre-registered for this session. 



Let me first pay my respects to the Onondaga Nation and Peoples who are the 

original inhabitants of this land and to thank them for having us here again. 

Let me also acknowledge and thank the President of Bolivia, Mr. Evo Morales 

Ayma for taking the time out of his busy schedule to be here at this 7 t h Session of 

the UN Permanent Forum. This is the first occasion ever that a President of a 

member state has addressed the UN Permanent Forum. We hope getting a 

President, who is an indigenous leader or who cares about indigenous peoples, 

to address our sessions will become a tradition as this will provide inspiration 

and strength to indigenous peoples in this world. 

The seventh session of the Permanent Forum will be especially significant, since 

it is the first session to take place after the adoption of the UN Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The adoption of the Declaration is a major victory 

for the global indigenous peoples' movement and this is a major instrument that 

will reshape the relationships between indigenous peoples and states and the 

society-at-large. The Forum has contributed in getting the Declaration adopted 

and will play a key role in ensuring its implementation. We are expected to 

place major focus this year on discussing how it will discharge its new mandate 

under the article 42 of the Declaration, which mentions the Forum explicitly as a 

body to follow up and promote the implementation of the Declaration. 

The theme for this session on climate change is crucial and very timely as climate 

change has become a global priority issue especially in the past few months just 

before and after the Bali Conference of Parties. I participated in the Bali process , 

not in an official capacity, as we still have to get an invitation from the UN 

Framework Convention on Climate Change. However, this gave me an 

opportunity to understand better the Convention and the Kyoto Protocol and 



what steps can be taken to sensitize these processes on indigenous peoples' 

issues. I regret that we did not succeed to get a representative of the Secretariat 

nor the Bureau to be with us now. After this session we hope we will be able 

convince the Convention that including indigenous peoples in the UNFCCC 

official processes, similar to way the Convention on Biological Diversity is doing, 

will be crucial in meeting the objectives of the Convention and the Kyoto 

Protocol. 

While there have been a number of research and other studies on the impacts of 

climate change on the physical environment and on the identification of general 

human vulnerabilities, there has been very little information on how these 

impact on indigenous peoples. Nor have there been further considerations in 

terms of practical policies and actions available to different actors outside of the 

member-states and the private sector. Indigenous peoples have contributed the 

least to greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) and have the smallest ecological 

footprints on this earth. Their continuing practice of their traditional livelihoods, 

and their struggles to keep the oil and gas under the ground and the trees and 

biodiversity in the forests have kept gigatons of greenhouse gas emissions out of 

the atmosphere. Yet they suffer the worst impacts not only of climate change, but 

also from some of the mitigation measures being taken under the Kyoto Protocol 

and through the unregulated voluntary market. 

Climate change, no doubt, is a major concern for us, indigenous peoples all over 

the world, not only because we are impacted by both the problem and the 

solutions, but more importantly because of the contributions that we can make 

to mitigate it and the ways we are adapting to it. I regard climate change as the 

ultimate evidence of how unsustainable the dominant development model is and 



the strongest argument on why we should change radically the unsustainable 

consumption and production systems perpetuated in our midst. While our 

ancestors and us have adapted to climate change for thousands of years, the 

magnitude and accelerated pace of climate change in this present era is 

unprecedented, presenting major challenges to our capacity to adapt. This is not 

only because of the magnitude of the impacts but also because the support from 

the international community has not been forthcoming. As stewards of the 

world's biodiversity and cultural diversity and with our traditional livelihoods 

and ecological knowledge, we can significantly contribute to designing and 

implementing more appropriate and sustainable mitigation and adaptation 

measures. We can also help craft the path towards developing low-carbon and 

sustainable communities. 

Highlights of the Session 

Let me briefly give you some highlights of what is new and how this year's 

session is going to address the theme and mandated areas of the Forum. 

• The Forum has again invited the Special Rapporteur on the human rights 

and fundamental freedoms of indigenous people and other human rights 

rapporteurs to have a dialogue with the Forum. The outgoing Rapporteur, 

Mr Rodolfo Stavenhagen (Mexico) will be there as well as the incoming 

Rapporteur, Mr James Anaya (USA). In addition, the Special Rapporteur 

on the Right to Education, Mr Munoz, will be with us. 

• Given that 2008 has been proclaimed by the UN as the International Year 

of Languages, a half-day plenary discussion will be held on Thursday, 24 

April in the afternoon, with UNICEF, a Minister from Ecuador, and 

indigenous experts sparking off the debate. 
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• There are various reports that will feed into this session including the 

International Expert Group Meeting on Indigenous Languages, the report 

of the annual session of the Inter-Agency Support Group on Indigenous 

Issues, the Permanent Forum technical paper titled "Impact of climate 

change mitigation measures on the territories and lands of indigenous 

peoples". Other satellite meetings held during the year on indigenous 

peoples and climate change will feed into the Forum's proceedings, 

including regional meetings held in Latin America (in Bolivia and Brazil), 

in Asia (Nepal), the Arctic, Europe, an international expert meeting in 

Australia and others. I urge you to spare some time to become familiar 

with the 35 documents and 11 conference room papers submitted to the 

Forum and them into account in your interventions. 

• A half day regional focus on the Pacific. Speakers include Introductory 

remarks by Mr. Michael Dodson, UNPFII member for the Pacific Region; a 

representative from a United Nations agency; a representative from the 

Pacific indigenous caucus; Ambassador Collin Beck, from the Solomon 

Islands Missions to the United Nations; The Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Social Justice Commissioner, Mr Tom Calma. The purpose of this 

half day is to identify the issues, challenges and positive measures of 

cooperation to improve the situation of indigenous peoples in the region, 

agencies and indigenous organizations making presentations. It is also 

very timely that Pacific is now our regional focus. It is in this region where 

we have now a phenomenon called climate change refugees or 

environmental refugees. I met some indigenous representatives of the 

Pacific, like those from Cateret Island or Tuvalu, who are now forced to 

leave their Small-island states which are sinking due to rising sea levels. 

There are many issues at stake here such as the question of sovereignty 
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and their rights as indigenous peoples and nations. I hope these will be 

discussed and recommendations on how to address such issues will 

emerge. 

This year, the Permanent Forum will focus on the implementation of its 

recommendations of previous sessions. As in previous sessions, the Permanent 

Forum members have emphasized that monitoring the implementation of 

recommendations is a crucial matter. Hence, strategic desk reviews have been 

prepared by the Secretariat of the Forum of 10 MDG country reports-so the 

Forum will be assisted in its monitoring work. In addition, desk reviews of 10 

CCAs/UNDAFs (Common Country Assessment/United Nations Development 

Assistance Framework) have also been prepared for the same purpose. I should 

again mention that a database, which is kept updated by the SPFII, on the 

implementation of recommendations of the 2007 session is posted on the SPFII 

website, www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii). 

I would also like to inform you that the UN Development Group has come up 

UNDG Guidelines on Indigenous Peoples' Issues which, hopefully, improve the 

way UN country teams will integrate more effectively indigenous peoples in 

their priorities. If this will be truly implemented, along with the UN Declaration 

on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, maybe the future sessions will hear more 

positive and constructive reports on how indigenous peoples' situations are 

changing for the better. 

In closing, I would like to reiterate my thanks to my co-members of the 

Permanent Forum for their confidence in me to steer this year's session again and 

for being such good team players. I also would like to thank our Secretariat, who 
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have been tirelessly working to prepare for this session. The Forum members 

have engaged with various processes at the national, regional and international 

level to facilitate the implementation of the Permanent Forum's 

recommendations and also raise awareness of the issues important for 

indigenous peoples. We are also trying hard to promote a human rights-based 

approach to development which includes indigenous peoples' full and effective 

participation. However, the effective participation of indigenous peoples in 

designing and implementing policy remains as a key challenge. 

I would also like to thank the representatives of indigenous peoples' 

organizations and nations, the members of the Inter-agency Support Group on 

Indigenous Issues and the governments who, likewise, have done their share in 

helping implement the Permanent Forum's recommendations. 

Finally, I would like to pay tribute to the indigenous peoples of the world who 

continue to struggle for their rights and are realizing, in the face of all odds, their 

self-determined development or development with identity. Many of you 

traveled for many days and from far away places to participate in this Session. 

Let us all work together to make this session meaningful for all indigenous 

peoples of the world, especially those who cannot be with us today. Let us not 

miss the opportunity to make the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples a living document by ensuring that all our deliberations will be 

significantly guided by it. This, we owe to all those who laid their lives for our 

struggles, our elders who took active part in drafting the Declaration but have 

already passed away and the seven generations coming after us. 

-ends-
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