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Dear Chair and Members of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 

On 13 September 2007, the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted the 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). Only four months before, 
on 16 May 2007, the same General Assembly of the United Nations adopted resolution 
61/266 on multilingualism that invites Member States, the United Nations System and 
all other relevant stakeholders, I quote ,"to develop, support and intensify activities 
aimed at fostering respect for and the promotion and protection of all languages, in 
particular endangered languages, linguistic diversity and multilingualism". This 
Resolution also proclaimed 2008 the International Year of Languages. 

In opening this session of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, on the important 
topic of languages, I refer to both decisions, which appear indeed almost simultaneous 
in the context of the long-term international schedule. Their concurrence provides 
evidence of a powerful trend that is highly beneficial to the cause of the Indigenous 
peoples. 

In spite of the undeniable difference of level, importance and nature of those two 
decisions, it is legitimate and useful to recognize on one hand the common movement 
that originated both of them, and on the other the joint policy and programme axis that 
we should develop to implement them. 

Languages are a vehicle of knowledge, a tool for communication and inclusion, and an 
expression of identity and diversity. In recent years, several statements and standard-
setting instruments have testified to a growing awareness of the importance language 
issues at the international level. As a starting point of this common trend focusing at the 
same time on Indigenous rights, culture and languages, may I here recall the 
"Declaration of Vienna" of the World Conference on Human Rights (1993), which 
affirmed the right for "persons belonging to minorities to use their own language" (art. 
19). Subsequent examples include the call of the General Assembly of the United 
Nations for more attention to "multilingualism" (December 1999), resolution 56/262 
(Part II) of the General Assembly of the United Nations focusing on the preservation 
and protection of all languages, and the report of the Secretary-General of the United 
Nations at its fifty-eighth session (2003). 

At UNESCO, a number of normative tools also addressing language issues and 
explicitly mentioning Indigenous peoples have been developed during the same period. 
These include the UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity and its Action 
Plan (2001), the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, 
the Recommendation on the Promotion and Use of Multilingualism and Universal 
Access to Cyberspace (2003), and the Convention on the Protection and Promotion of 
the Diversity of Cultural Expressions (2005). 

The need to address this matter is becoming more acute under the pressure of 
accelerating globalization, in which languages, with their complex implications in terms 
of identity and social integration, both globally and locally, are of strategic importance. 
Processes related to globalization have also increased the pace at which languages are 
disappearing, thereby leading to an immeasurable loss for both linguistic and cultural 

2 



diversity. Indigenous and minority languages, amounting to more than 5,000 languages 
in over 70 countries on six continents, nearly 75 per cent of all languages believed to 
exist, are particularly vulnerable to this trend. 

Following the proclamation of the International Year of Languages, the Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, if considered in the specific perspective of languages 
issues, is a landmark achievement in this long historical process. 

The Declaration acknowledges the significant place that indigenous cultures occupy in 
the world's cultural landscape and their vital contribution to our rich cultural diversity, 
which constitutes "the common heritage of humankind". By safeguarding the diversity 
of cultures, the Declaration endorses languages as expressions of that diversity; it 
further supports the promotion, and where necessary protection, of languages as a 
cultural and, more fundamentally, human phenomenon. 

More specifically, its Article 13 affirms the right of indigenous peoples to "to revitalize, 
use, develop and transmit to future generations their histories, languages, oral 
traditions, philosophies, writing systems and literatures, and to designate and retain 
their own names for communities, places and persons." 

The Declaration does not limit itself, however, to the "language as cultural heritage" 
perspective and asserts, in its Article 14, the right of indigenous peoples "to establish 
and control their educational systems and institutions providing education in their own 
languages". A third perspective, that of language as the prime vehicle of 
communication, socialization and public life, is reflected in Article 16, which states the 
right of indigenous peoples "to establish their own media in their own languages". 

In summary, the Declaration sets promising international standards for the protection 
and promotion of the rights of indigenous peoples within the larger human rights 
framework and, more specifically, highlights their rights related to culture, identity and 
education. In this sense indeed, it echoes the principles of the UNESCO Universal 
Declaration on Cultural Diversity (2001) and the UNESCO Conventions in the field of 
Culture, notably the 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage and the 2005 Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of 
Cultural Expressions, all of which recognize the pivotal role of indigenous peoples as 
custodians of cultural, linguistic, and biological diversity, embodied in the cultural and 
natural heritage, including languages. 

The consequences of the Declaration, for UNESCO and for all its partners, are 
numerous both at policy and at programme levels. At UNESCO this is particularly so 
in the positive context of our mid-term strategy for 2008-2013 that specifically 
identifies indigenous issues as a priority area for our work in the next six years. 

As regards policy, the Declaration shows convergence, as I said, with all UNESCO 
instruments supporting cultural diversity, so that the implementation of our standard-
setting instruments should progress in synergy with the implementation of the 
Declaration. There are, here, many opportunities to promote the rights and aspirations 
of indigenous peoples, namely in the field of tangible and intangible heritage, and 
multilingual and intercultural education - both formal and non-formal. For instance, on 
languages and education, the 2003 UNESCO Position Paper "Education in a 
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Multilingual World", with its three principles supporting 1) mother tongue instruction, 
2) bilingual and/or multilingual education and 3) inter-cultural education, was 
specifically designed to draw the attention of Member States, especially those wishing 
to develop a policy that promotes multilingual education. The emphasis is on mother 
tongue-based bilingual education - that is to say the use of mother tongue/first language 
as the medium of instruction in the early years of schooling, and possibly at all levels of 
education. 

A supplementary opportunity for discussing policy matters has been offered by the 
decision 176 EX/59 of UNESCO's Executive Board, requiring on a preliminary study 
on a new standard setting tool in this field. 

Vital as they are, however, national and international legal measures alone may prove 
insufficient to ensure the preservation of indigenous languages. As put by McCarty and 
Watahomigie, "in practice, language rights have not guaranteed language maintenance, 
which ultimately depends on the home language choices of native speakers." Fully 
aware of this pitfall, UNESCO has, over the past decades developed a wide range of 
programmatic activities designed to complement and reinforce the existing standard-
setting instruments. 

In the present biennium (2008-2009), the indigenous issues priority of our mid-term 
strategy has been translated into a rich interdisciplinary programme. Some initiatives 
focus on raising awareness of the convergence between the different normative 
instruments relating to the Declaration, or on special training for policy makers and 
programmers (including UN staff). Others concern the principles of cultural diversity 
and dialogue as factors to be taken into account in the project cycle. Still others focus 
on indigenous peoples' right to education through the safeguarding and promotion of 
indigenous cultures, languages, knowledge, traditions and identity: and in this context it 
is relevant to mention UNESCO's Guidelines on Inclusive Education. Also in our work, 
we aim to enable indigenous peoples to participate fully and equally in the national and 
international community. 

Other relevant intersectoral programmes at UNESCO include: 

• the programme on linking cultural and biological diversity, where indigenous 
knowledge systems about nature and the universe play an important role, notably 
through the related LINKS (Local & Indigenous Knowledge Systems) 
programme and the programme on Small Island States; 

• the program on education for sustainable development, which includes the 
objective to channel into education policy and curricula indigenous peoples' 
knowledge, pedagogies and views; 

• the platform on languages, which has identified indigenous languages as one key 
area of focus, notably as they represent vehicles for indigenous knowledge and 
practices, and a major factor of access to quality learning opportunities; 

• the platform on dialogue among civilizations and cultures, which includes 
dialogue with indigenous peoples and components related to media and 
intercultural education; and 

• examples of good material translated into indigenous languages, adjusted to 
local contexts, and disseminated through training workshops, like the Advocacy 
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Toolkit for Promoting Multilingual Education (MLE) developed by our Office 
in Bangkok. 

As you can see, in UNESCO's work the standard-setting tools are undeniably important 
but operational projects, namely in the field, are essential to effective advancement in 
this area, and there must be synergy between the two. Broader effectiveness also 
requires joining all existing resources and all the stakeholders - be they Indigenous 
peoples, the wider civil society, professional associations, individual experts, agencies, 
or Member States - with a focus on Indigenous Peoples as actors of culture, subjects of 
rights, speakers of unique languages, and much more. 

It is therefore by launching a call for synergy, a call for joint ventures and for a shared 
strategy that I would like to conclude my speech, and to open our debate. 

Indigenous languages are an important component of a bigger issue. To meet the 
challenge of ensuring that the world's underserved populations including Indigenous 
peoples are fully respected and have their place, one thing is, above all, essential and 
strategic: that in our support for a specific domain, each of us keeps alive a strong 
linkage with the whole. This means, for example, that the mutually reinforcing work on 
behalf of cultural, biological and linguistic diversity at UNESCO cannot be fully 
effective if other challenges - like the one for Indigenous people's rights - are not won 
at the UN and elsewhere. 

Thank you. 
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