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Madam Chair, thank you. Greetings to you from the Native American community of New York 
City where more than 30,000 Indigenous peoples from more than 60 different  Indigenous 
nations make their home. 

The promotion and protection of human rights is of concern to both this forum and Indigenous 
peoples. During the 1993 Working Group on Indigneous Populations the Maori delegation of 
the Indigenous peoples of Aotearoa (New Zealand) revealed information about the Human 
Genome Diversity Project (HGDP). The implementation of this Project, which has been termed 
the "Vampire Project" by our communities, involves the gathering of blood, hair and tissue 
samples from 720 Indigenous communities worldwide as sources of genetic materials. While 
the project's planners appear to be reluctant to discuss their plans with our leaders, we have 
been committed to acquiring and disseminating information about the Project. 

Of concern is the patenting of Indigenous genetic material. In the last fifteen  years, the Supreme 
Court has rendered two landmark decisions which awarded patents to General Electric for a 
genetically engineered microbe and to Harvard University for a genetically engineered mouse. 
These rulings give rise to the enormous potential profits venture capitalists envision from the 
biotechnological inventions they presume will result from this kind of research. In fact it is the 
way of the future for investors. Biotechnology companies assert that "patents - which grant 
companies exclusive rights to manufacture or sell inventions for 17 years - have been crucial 
to their ability to raise capital, because they assure a company can earn a profit  from its 
research."(Times, 5/13/95) Profits from medical research by the patenting of human genetic 
material appears to supersede the religious, moral and cultural concerns, of the indigenous 
communities involved in their research. 

Patent applications on the cell lines of indigenous peoples have already been filed. The United 
States government has already filed patent applications for the cell lines of Indigenous peoples 
from Panama and the Solomon Islans. 

In the Report of the Subcommittee on Bioethics and Population Genetics of UNESCO dated 
November 15, 1996 several recommendations are made including that communities be 
informed about genetic research being done on their peoples. It is the responsibility of scientists 
to investigate the various levels at which consent must be obtained and they must take account 
of the particular social and cultural organization and laws. 

Recently we have been informed that the Human Genome Diversity Project is now under review 
by a Committee within the United States National Academy of Sciences and that there will be 



a limited public comment period. To date indigenous peoples have not been provided with 
documentation or formal explanation of what this project is all about. It is very important for 
indigenous peoples to be given the opportunity to voice their opinion on issues which appear 
to be at odds with the complex and fundamental values which govern our cultural, social and 
spiritual infrastructure. 

On June 21, 1996 the American Indian Law Alliance sent a letter to Dr. Eric Fischer, Director, 
Board on Biology, formally requesting information about the Human Genome Diversity Project. 
Their brief  reply about the project in no way provided the vital information which would enable 
us to inform our communities. We urge, Madam Chairperson that the Working Group also 
montior the work that is being pursued under the guise of the Vampire Project and help us 
to ensure that Indigenous communities are not only aware of the dangers but have a voice in 
its progress. 

Daynato. 


