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Madam Chairman,

Throughout the world, indigenous peoples are deprived of internationally 
recognized human rights — civil, political, economic, social and cultural. Even in 
countries with laws which are formally protective of the rights of indigenous peoples, 
they may still be subjected to massive and persistent violations.

This Working Group is one of the bodies which strives to promote and protect 
the human rights and fundamental freedoms of indigenous peoples throughout the 
world. The Group’s important work includes documenting and suggesting measures to 
redress a wide range of abuses, including violations of the right to life and physical 
security, deprivation and discrimination in areas such as health care, education, 
housing and land. Amnesty International, under its more limited mandate, directs its 
efforts toward exposing and ending certain violations, such as extrajudicial execution 
and the judicial death penalty, "disappearance", torture and ill-treatment (including 
rape and sexual abuse),the unfair trial of political prisoners, and their imprisonment as 
prisoners of conscience - persistent abuses which have been directed against indigenous 
peoples on a massive scale in a number of countries.

Amnesty International’s efforts toward this end since the Working Group last 
met have included campaigns against torture, rape and death in custody in India^ where 
many of the victims were tribal people, and against political killings in the Ph i l i pp ine s j 
where several members of tribal communities in the Cordillera region were killed in | 
circumstances strongly suggesting official involvement. In Australia, j vhere there is a ¡ 
high incidence of Aboriginal deaths in custody, Amnesty International has called on the | 
government to fully investigate these deaths and to bring to justice officials implicated ! 
in any abuses. 1

In the context of 1992, being marked throughout the world as the 500th 
anniversary of the arrival of Europeans in the region now known as the Americas,
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Amnesty International initiated a special program of action to draw attention to human 
rights abuses suffered by indigenous peoples of the Americas. In April, it produced a 
statement high-lighting illustrative examples of arbitrary arrest, torture and ill- 
treatment, "disappearance," extrajudicial execution and judicial death sentences 
directed against indigenous peoples in a number of countries in the region, including 
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico and the United States.

In the course of more than thirty years of work directed at halting human rights 
abuses, Amnesty International has found certain similarities in the contexts and 
conflicts which give rise to violations directed against indigenous peoples. They may 
be singled out for such abuses because of their ethnic or national origins, or because 
they were working to promote indigenous rights. The discrimination and economic 
deprivation which indigenous peoples suffer can render them particularly vulnerable to 
the human rights abuses Amnesty International works against; some sectors, such as 
indigenous people who have become refugees, or been internally displaced and isolated 
indigenous groups, can be more vulnerable still.

No one is safe: victims reported to Amnesty International in the course of 1992 
have included indigenous political, religious, and community leaders, women, children 
and old people. Those who work with indigenous peoples or support their cause, 
relatives of indigenous activists and those who have witnessed abuses have also become 
the victims of human rights violations.

Sometimes indigenous peoples are in danger merely because of where they live. 
In situations of internal conflict, such as currently facing Peru and Colombia^ 
indigenous people resident in contested areas may be subjected to abuses by both sides. 
In other contexts, simply to be resident in areas where the official security forces are 
engaged in anti-drugs operations, as in Bolivia, or where governments favour 
non-indigenous settlement in order to secure frontiers for reasons of "national 
security," as in Brazil, may render indigenous people vulnerable to abuses.

Throughout the world, many violations directed against indigenous peoples stem 
from the struggle for land and resources; often their lands and resources, or lands and 
resources they claim, may be wanted by the state or private commercial interests for 
economic exploitation. In such situations, indigenous peoples may become vulnerable 
to abuses by state agents, or, as has been repeatedly documented by Amnesty 
International in Brazil, may find that the state does not effectively investigate or 
prosecute abuses carried out by non-state agents.

The discrimination and social and economic deprivation which indigenous 
peoples suffer in many countries throughout the world, including for example, Mexico, 
the USA and Canada, .may contribute to discriminatory practices in policy and 
prosecution and limit their access to adequate legal representation, and can make it 
more difficult for indigenous peoples to seek redress when their rights are violated.

Often, violations against indigenous peoples are carried out by members of the 
security forces, acting sometimes in uniform and sometimes in plain clothes in the 
guise of the so-called "death squads”. In countries such as Guatemala, civil defence
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patrols, formed at military behest and acting under military orders, have also been 
responsible for human rights violations against indigenous peoples. In a number of 
countries including Peru, both military forces and armed opposition groups have 
committed abuses against indigenous peoples. In some countries, such as Mexico, the 
authorities appear to have colluded or acquiesced in abuses carried out against 
indigenous peoples by private individuals, including hired gunmen. In many countries, 
those responsible for_abuses against indigenous peoples, whether state or private 
agents, appear to benefit from virtual impunity forjheir deeds. This may be the case 
even where some form of official inquiry into past abuses did take place, but the courts 
have still not brought any perpetrators to justice, as is the case for example in Chile,..__

In recent years, there has been a resurgence of indigenous organization in many 
areas of the world: groups have been formed at community, national, regional and 
international level to protect indigenous rights and to bring their demands to public 
attention. A growing international awareness of environmental and ecological issues 
coincides in some cases with indigenous peoples’ traditional beliefs and practices 
concerning protection of the environment and has gained indigenous organizations new 
understanding and allieí at the international level. Some governments and 
intergovernmgiital bodies are in turn devoting increased attention to the demands and 
needs^pf'iriáígenous peoples.

Although much has been accomplished, principally by indigenous peoples 
themselves, the human rights of  indigenous peoples continue to be massively abused in 
many parts of the world and .much remains to be done, at national and international 
level to redress the situation. This October Amnesty International will publish a major 
report on human rights violations sufferedTby indigenous peoples throughout the 
Americas, including a series of recommendations as to how it believes governments, 
inter-governmental bodies and other agencies should help ensure that indigenous 
peoples enjoy the full range of rights guaranteed them under international standards. 
These include for example those rights set out in the Universal Declaration on Human 
Rights, and the two International Covenants on human rights, the international 
conventions dealing with refugees and children’s rights, the elimination of all forms of 
racial discrimination and discrimination against women and the International Labour 
Organisation’s Convention on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples (No. 169).

In the early 1980s, at the height of the army counter-insurgency campaign which 
claimed the lives of tens of thousands of  non-combatant Indians in Guatemala, a leader 
of a Guatemalan indigenous campesino organization wrote to Amnesty International 
concerning the work of international human rights organizations:

"Your work has supported and renewed our conviction / 
that no matter how poor or ill-treated we are, 
we have the right to life and to respect, that to 
kill a new-born baby or an old person bowed down ¡ 
by the persecution of the army constitutes the 
gravest of crimes that deserves the most energetic 
condemnation.
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"I believe that it is on this point that your work 
and our own as a peasant organization converge: the 
defence of the right to life in all of its aspects, 
the rights to physical integrity, to security ... 
to a simple but fully human life, the end to all of 
the threats that have weighed so heavily on our 
people, both Indian and ladino [non-indigenous] for 
so many centuries."

It is in this spirit that Amnesty International hopes to contribute throughout 1992 
and beyond, to the efforts of indigenous peoples to attain full respect for their rights.
In the same spirit it wishes the Working Group every success in its vitally important 

]efforts to assure full protection for the rights of indigenous peoples. During the UN’s 
11993 Year of Indigenous Populations, Amnesty International will continue to draw 
; attention to abuses against indigenous peoples throughout the world.

Thank you, Madam Chairman


