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Madame Président of the Human Rights Council, 

Excellencies, 

Distinguished Experts, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am pleased to open the panel on the rôle of languages and culture in the 

promotion and protection of the well-being and identity of indigenous 

peoples. I warmly welcome the experts from ail corners of the globe and 

commend you on your excellent work in the promotion and protection of 

indigenous languages and cultures. I also especially thank the sponsors 

of the resolution authorizing this panel for their support in enhancing the 

visibility of indigenous peoples' issues within the Council and hope that 

indigenous issues will be similarly profiled in the years to corne. 

This panel will focus on indigenous languages and culture, a thème 

deserving of our urgent attention. UNESCO estimâtes that at least 43% of 

the estimated 6000 languages spoken in the world are endangered, of 

which many belong to indigenous peoples. 

This is a global challenge, affecting ail régions of the world. On the 

Australian Continent, at the time of European settlement, there were an 

estimated 250 indigenous languages in existence. Statistics suggest that 

in under 300 years at least 205 of those 250 indigenous languages have 

either béen lost or are in very serious risk of being lost; a heartbreaking 

statistic. In the Russian Fédération, some languages are now spoken by 

people numbering less than ten. Africa is considered the most 

linguistically-diverse continent in the world, but many of the languages 

spoken by its indigenous peoples are the most endangered. Similarly, in 

Asia and the Americas, many indigenous languages are close to dying out. 



The status of indigenous peoples' languages today is ail the more tragic 

because of the centrality of language to indigenous cultures. Indeed, as 

indigenous languages die, so too do intégral parts of indigenous peoples' 

cultures, a process that often involves violations of indigenous peoples' 

human rights to culture, language and even self-détermination. The rôle 

of languages in protecting indigenous cultures is indeed essential. 

Without the appropriate linguistic terminology available to express 

indigenous philosophies and concepts, indigenous peoples lose some of 

their ability to accurately define themselves in accordance with their 

traditions and to convey thèse traditions to future générations. At the 

same time, the world loses some of its cultural history and human 

knowledge. As a renowned linguist working with endangered languages 

notes, "When we lose a language, we lose centuries of human thinking 

about time, seasons, sea créatures, reindeer,. edible flowers, mathematics, 

landscapes, myths, music, the unknown and the everyday." (K David 

Harrison, When Languages Die). 

The causes of indigenous language loss are many, but they often reflect 

the oppression of indigenous peoples historically and into the présent day. 

As the National Géographie project on endangered languages points out, 

"Throughout human history, the languages of powerful groups have 

spread while the languages of smaller cultures have become extinct. This 

occurs through officiai language policies or through the allure that the 

high prestige of speaking an impérial language can bring." In some cases, 

the loss of indigenous languages has been forced by the state, including 

punishment of children for speaking in their indigenous language and 'in 

the interests of assimilation. In contemporary times, indigenous peoples 

are often required to prioritise the learning of non-indigenous languages 
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to engage in and with média and the internet, even if the internet can also 

provide opportunities for the greater dissémination and learning of 

indigenous languages. The human rights treaty bodies have repeatedly 

provided comment on continuing human rights violations involving 

indigenous peoples' languages. 

The concept note for this panel rightly identifies that some indigenous 

peoples have implemented mechanisms to safeguard their languages, 

even in adverse conditions. There are numerous examples of such 

positive efforts. For example, a Chief from the Crée people recently 

visited our office to explain to us their endeavours to provide éducation 

for Crée children in their own language. Moreover, in some states, 

support for indigenous peoples' languages is growing. Indigenous 

languages are officiai languages in places as diverse as New Zealand, 

where Maori is often spoken in the national Parliament with translation 

provided, and Bolivia. Some indigenous languages receive officiai 

récognition elsewhere. An estimated 8 per cent of the Mexican 

population speaks an indigenous language - over 8 million individuals -

which are sourced in a variety of différent language families. Thèse 

examples highlight that there is a heartening potential for states to 

promote the practice and revival of indigenous languages. 

The United Nations human rights System can also provide expert 

guidance to states and indigenous peoples in their endeavours to protect 

and promote indigenous peoples' languages. The Déclaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples, adopted by this body in 2006 and the 

General Assembly in 2007, is rich with références to indigenous peoples' 

languages, built on Article 27 of the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights and other binding treaty provisions. Article 13(2) of the 
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Déclaration is quite spécifie, for example. It requires that states take 

effective measures to ensure that indigenous peoples can understand and 

be understood in political, légal and administrative proceedings, where 

necessary through the provision of interprétation or by other appropriate 

means. The Déclaration is being progressively translated into many 

indigenous languages, in many cases with the support of the United 

Nations. Likewise, the study and advice of the Expert Mechanism on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples' on the right of indigenous peoples to 

éducation contain crucial guidance concerning indigenous language 

issues and call on states to develop and implement indigenous peoples' 

éducation in their languages. Furthermore, the Permanent Forum on 

Indigenous Issues has carried out important work on indigenous language 

issues. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

in concluding, I would like to remind you of the urgency with which we 

must support indigenous languages and cultures before any more become 

extinct. I urge you to use the time today to find constructive solutions, as 

well as the political will, to energetically protect indigenous languages, in 

the interests of indigenous peoples, and humankind as a whole. 

Thank you. 
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