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Greetings! 

The issue of indigenous peoples and their territories and land is a central and 
fundamental thematic concern situated at the core of the issue of discrimination against 
indigenous peoples worldwide. This concern is well-recognised today in the work in 
progress within the United Nations, and has been elaborated upon in the Working Paper 
of the Special Rapporteur, Mrs Erica-Irene Daes, "Indigenous people and their 
relationship to land. 

The Special Rapporteur emphasized that "[T]he conclusions, proposals and 
recommendations of Special Rapporteur Jose R. Martinez Cobo, volume V of the Study 
of the Problem of Discrimination Against Indigenous Populations form the basis of the 
policy and doctrine adopted by the United Nations in regard to the relationship of 
indigenous peoples with their lands, territories and resources. They may in fact be the 
best articulation of this relationship. Mr. Martinez Cobo states: 

a. "It is essential to know and understand the deeply spiritual special relationship 
between indigenous peoples and their land as basic to their existence as such 
and to all their beliefs, customs, traditions and culture. 

b. "For such peoples, the land is not merely a possession and a means of 
production, [emphasis added] The entire relationship between the spiritual life 
of indigenous peoples and Mother Earth, and their land, has a great many 
deep-seated implications. Their land is not a commodity which can be 
acquired, but a material element to be enjoyed freely." 

In this context, it is indeed most pertinent and commendable that this Forum is engaging 
with this critical issue. However, considering the extremely complex nature of this 
relationship, it would also be necessary to exercise a very informed and cautious 
approach in this debate and in making over-arching recommendations; as such 
recommendations could have very major consequences to the indigenous peoples in all 
the regions of the world. 

We are deeply concerned at the recent introduction of the conceptual construct of 
"communal land" relating to the rights of indigenous peoples over their territories, lands 
and resources. In particular, the Asia Regional Conference on Indigenous Peoples and 
Communal Land held from 14-16 February 2007 in Kompong Cham. Cambodia, and the 
communication pertaining to the outcomes of this conference that was jointly submitted by the 
International Work Group on Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA) and the Tebtebba Foundation 
(E/C. 19/2007/7) poses in our view an insidious threat and external agenda undermining 
the land rights of indigenous peoples in Asia. 



peoples' perceptions and realities, usages and applications, as well as 
their holistic outcomes, of this construct by states and indigenous 
communities in all the regions of the world. 

To the Members of the Organising Committee, NGO Forum on Cambodia, Asian 
Indigenous Peoples Pact (AIPP), Tebtebba Foundation and others involved in the 
organisation of the conference: 

g. Funded and narrowly based regional conferences or meetings in Asia that 
lack wide and legitimate decision making processes should be urgently 
reviewed in a widely- participatory process in the light- of growing 
controversial characteristics and outcomes with the objectives of 
supporting initiatives and processes with desirable trends that embed 
broad decision making, consensus, inclusivity, transparency, accountability 
and wide consultation, and truthfulness to indigenous peoples' realities and 
aspirations. 

h. Processes and outcomes of such regional exercises and initiatives that aim 
to derive consensually and well-deliberated recommendations reflecting 
the collective aspirations of Indigenous peoples in Asia should incorporate 
a systematic method of providing ample opportunities for effective 
participation to all the indigenous peoples' organisations, groups and 
Individual/s concerned and actively engaged on critical issues and 
advocacy without prejudice and discrimination. Any outcome from such 
exercises or initiatives must be first circulated widely and in a timely 
manner as draft for the participants and others who are unable to 
participate physically for their suggestions, comments or any analytical 
inputs before finalization for submission to the United Nations or its 
specialised bodies and/or agencies. 

To the International Work Group on Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA), the European 
Commission and other funders of the conference: 

i. Extend support and solidarity to all indigenous peoples at the national and 
regional levels keeping the principles of inclusivity, non-discrimination, 
accountability, and self-determination; and support open platforms that 
encourage the voices of the many indigenous peoples, nations and 
communities in Asia to be heard with free and prior informed consent. 

j . Halt narrow-based extended support of a few individuals, NGOs, networks 
and indigenous peoples' organisations as "established partners" that have 
contributed to increasing suspicions, divisions, and creation of "power 
players" and NGO-type turfs to the detriment of the collectivity, solidarity 
and efficacy; and urgent and participatory review and revision of such 
strategies of support. 

k. Immediately stop direct interventions in indigenous peoples' dialogues and 
representation on behalf of indigenous peoples in advocacy, and pro-
actively abide by the long established principles of support or donor 
organisational conduct based on empowering capabilities and capacities; 
well-informed observor status; regular periodic participatory review of 
policies and strategies of support that include, importantly, the views of 
those who have not had the opportunity to participate or benefit from the 
supported activities; and disciplined participatory evaluation and 
assessment of processes and outcomes. 



The Federation of Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Asia, and its member organisations, 
while appreciating the conference's efforts to contribute substantively, however 
unequivocally rejects the process and outcomes of the Asia Regional Conference on 
Indigenous peoples and Communal Land, 14-16 February 2007, Kompong Cham, 
Cambodia. 

A brief paper that critiques the basic tenets of the conference, its process and outcomes as a 
non-participatory and poorly representative exercise, which resulted, in a set of recommendations 
purported to be from the Asian indigenous peoples that would further jeopardise the rights of 
indigenous peoples in Asia is submitted to this Forum along with this statement. The paper 
concludes with recommendations to the UNPFII, the specialised agencies and bodies of the UN, 
international NGOs, the individuals and organisations responsible for the conference and the 
funders who supported the conference. 

To the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, and specialised agencies and bodies 
of the United Nations: 

c. The recommendations jointly submitted by the International Work Group on 
Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA) and Tebtebba Foundation as arising from the 
recently held Asia Regional Conference on "indigenous peoples and 
communal land" contained in a document identified with reference 
identification E/C. 19/2007/7 under Item No.3 of the provisional agenda of 
the sixth session of the UNPFII, Special theme: "Territories, lands and 
natural resources" should not be included in any consideration by the 
UNPFII during its sixth session as both the process and outcomes of this 
conference fails to satisfy the minimum standards of adherence to 
internationally acknowledged principles of self-determination, consent, 
participation, representation, accountability or inclusivity affirmed by the 
Indigenous peoples in Asia and of the world. 

d. The issue of indigenous peoples and their territories, lands and natural 
resources is an extremely critical one, and recommendations arising from 
the Asian indigenous peoples must be derived from a well informed, deeply 
analytic, democratic and representative processes reflecting the 
complexities and transitional character of this vast Continent of Asia to be 
acceptable, which the Asia Regional Conference on "indigenous peoples 
and communal land", 14-16 February 2007, in Kompong Cham, Cambodia 
organized by the Asia Indigenous Peoples Pact (AIPP) and NGO Forum on 
Cambodia, with the support of the Danish NGO, International Work Group 
for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA) and the European Commission failed to 
realize. 

e. The conceptual construct "Communal Land" should not be introduced or 
used or applied in describing or recommending about any aspect of 
indigenous peoples and their territories, lands and natural heritage, as this 
construct has severe limitations in scope, dimension and applicability, and 
have been demonstrated to be detrimental or destructive to indigenous 
peoples' territories, lands and natural heritage. 

f. A serious, participatory and rigorous inquiry and appraisal of state 
legislation and indigenous peoples' experiences, past and current, that 
have been based on this construct of "Communal Land" or its variation 
"Communal Land Tenure" should be conducted in order to arrive at a more 
profound understanding of the origins, scope as understood by indigenous 



We thank you for your kind attention, 

Sincerely yours, 

(Sabda Ram Rabha), ICITP-NEZ 

1 

((Roy D Laifungbam), CORE 

(Ram Dayal Munda), All India Tribal Literary Forum 

(Jebra Ram Muchahary), ICITP 

(Umakanta Meithei), TIPS 

(Mathew Mc Daniel), The AkhaHeritage Foundation 


