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Madam Chairperson of the Permanent Forum,  

Distinguished Members of the Permanent Forum,  

Assistant-Secretary-General for Human Rights, 

Indigenous representatives, Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen, 

It is an honour for me to address, for the first time since assuming my mandate, the 

Permanent Forum and all those attending the interactive discussion on the human rights 

situation of indigenous peoples today.  

Allow me to briefly provide an update on my work as Special Rapporteur since 

assuming my mandate last year and to elaborate on some of the activities I have been 

involved in since then.  

I will also make a few remarks on this year’s theme of the Permanent Forum on 

‘Peace, justice and strong institutions: the role of indigenous peoples in 

implementing Sustainable Development Goal 16’. 

I took up my role in May 2020, in the midst of the COVID-19 crisis which has taken a 

severe toll on all our lives. Indigenous peoples are especially vulnerable to the disease due to 

inadequate access to health care, clean water and sanitation, and due to their prior health 

conditions.  

This unprecedented scenario required that I immediately focus on how covid-19 is 

impacting on the situation of indigenous communities in order to assess how it would change 

their lives at present and also for the future. I have engaged extensively with indigenous 

peoples around the world to listen and learn how they are being affected. Throughout this 

past year, I have continued to receive disturbing information regarding the particular 

pandemic-related consequences and violations experienced by indigenous peoples all over the 

globe. 

My first annual thematic report to the General Assembly in October 2020 

analysed the global impacts of covid-19 on the rights of indigenous peoples.  

In response to a public call for information on the topic, I received over 150 

submissions from indigenous peoples and organisations, civil society, independent national 

institutions, academics and experts. My report to the General Assembly provides an overview 

of violations of indigenous peoples’ rights, caused or exacerbated by the disease itself, but 
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also by certain measures taken by States to contain the pandemic or protect their national 

economies. Despite covid-19 restrictions, companies have continued to grab land from 

indigenous peoples. Consultations with indigenous peoples and environmental impact 

assessments have been abruptly suspended in order to force through megaprojects relating to 

agribusiness, mining, dams and infrastructure. And while private enterprises have been 

allowed to continue their activities and encroachment on indigenous lands, in contrast, I have 

observed the enforcement of repressive restrictions on indigenous peoples’ rights to freedom 

to expression and assembly in order to protect their lands.  

The escalating evictions of indigenous peoples from their lands and the loss of their 

traditional livelihoods, combined with the hardships of covid-19 is aggravating extreme 

poverty and malnutrition in indigenous communities. For tribes in isolated locations, the virus 

poses an existential threat. 

Indigenous peoples have been largely neglected in contingency measures, and have in 

most countries only been included, if at all, late in the State response to covid-19. As a result, 

their needs and requirements are not adequately taken into account and addressed by national 

programmes and policies. Effective responses to the pandemic and recovery measures must 

be a collaborative effort between indigenous institutions and State institutions. This requires 

combining indigenous knowledge of what is best for their own communities as well as State 

services and financial support.  

Without significantly strengthened action from States, the covid-19 crisis is pushing 

indigenous peoples even further behind in the realisation of the sustainable development 

goals. Recognition of indigenous peoples’ land rights is indispensable for the sustainable 

management of our planet’s limited resources, and ultimately key to the survival of us all. 

Indigenous peoples’ traditional livelihoods and cultures risk becoming extinct as States 

prioritise their economic interests over the internationally recognised rights of indigenous 

peoples.  

Early inclusion and participation of indigenous peoples and their institutions in 

contingency plans is key in order to ensure that their needs are taken into account and 

addressed by national recovery policies. It is also essential in order to ensure greater 

preparedness for future such crises.  I have therefore decided to maintain focus on the 

importance of these issues in my next thematic report which will be submitted to the Human 

Rights Council in September 2021. 



4 

 

Madame Chair, 

I also wish to briefly refer to the thematic report submitted to the Human Rights 

Council in September by my predecessor Ms. Tauli- Corpuz.1 The report highlights 

examples of positive impacts from around the world regarding strengthened protection of the 

rights of indigenous peoples, based on the work that was carried out by her mandate period 

2014-2020.  

Among the examples highlighted are her interventions that contributed to the acquittal 

of indigenous leaders defending the land rights of their communities. Other examples 

illustrate how she intervened directly with several Governments and financial investors in 

large-scale development projects across Asia, Africa and Latin America and successfully 

urged them to suspend activities pending compliance with human rights. In some instances 

her advocacy contributed to halting evictions of indigenous peoples from their traditional 

lands. In other situations she contributed to land rights litigation being decided in favour of 

indigenous peoples and the initiation of land demarcation and titling processes. 

The same report also considers experiences and lessons learned regarding consultation 

processes and puts forward recommendations on the implementation of international 

standards on consultation and free, prior and informed consent. 

In addition, I presented a second report completed by my predecessor to the Human 

Rights Council in September 2020, containing an overview of the situation of indigenous 

peoples in Asia, based on a regional consultation attended by more than 100 representatives 

of indigenous peoples from 13 countries.2 This report focuses on issues relating to self-

determination, governance and justice systems; lands, territories and resources; conservation; 

climate change; business and human rights; human rights defenders; and the Sustainable 

Development Goals. 

The report raises concerns over the massive displacement that indigenous peoples face 

across Asia and the destruction of their environment and rising poverty due to land-grabbing. 

Large-scale development projects including dams, mining, monocrop plantations and logging 

are increasing in the region and causing serious human rights violations as indigenous 

peoples lose their traditional lands and resources. Across the region, indigenous peoples often 

lack legal recognition of their status and there is widespread failure to protect their lands and 

 
1 A/HRC/45/34 
2 A/HRC/45/34/Add.3 

https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/45/34
https://undocs.org/A/HRC/45/34/Add.3
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respect their rights to participate and to be consulted in decisions affecting them. The report 

notes that States must take measures to prevent violence and the criminalisation of 

indigenous peoples who exercise their rights in the defence of their lands and territories. 

Strengthening of the regulation of private companies is essential. In order to disseminate the 

Asia consultation report and strengthen mandate engagement and exchanges with 

stakeholders, a series of webinars were held jointly with the Asia Indigenous Peoples Pact 

(AIPP) and OHCHR Bangkok Office in late 2020. Both Ms. Tauli-Corpuz and I participated 

in these webinars together with over 500 participants from across the Asian region. 

In terms of future thematic priorities I will continue to focus on human rights 

concerns relating to land rights, the impact of covid-19, attacks and criminalisation of 

indigenous peoples and the importance of indigenous knowledge in relation to conservation 

and climate change, as well the right of indigenous peoples to water. The mandate will also 

explore issues which require additional attention such as challenges faced by indigenous 

peoples in urban areas, the impact of forced and bonded labour and analysis of how 

environmental and social impact assessments are carried out. 

Madam Chair, 

In relation to official country visits, in March 2020 the former Special Rapporteur 

had initiated an official country visit to Denmark and Greenland, which unfortunately had to 

be interrupted due to the coronavirus pandemic. As soon as public health conditions allow, I 

intend to resume the visit to Greenland and Denmark, which will be my first official country 

visit as Special Rapporteur. During my mandate period I will continue to seek country visits 

to Asia and Africa and urges States in these regions to accept requests to visit officially. 

My mandate also involves acting upon information of alleged violations of the 

rights of indigenous peoples in specific situations. I would like to acknowledge and thank 

the indigenous peoples and individuals who have provided information to my mandate. 

During 2020, I issued more than 60 communications to over 28 States and to other entities, 

such as private corporations and intergovernmental organisations, in response to information 

received on alleged violations of the human rights of indigenous peoples. My mandate also 

issued numerous press releases on cases of urgency or special concern.   

I would like to acknowledge the many Governments that have responded to my 

communications regarding specific cases and in particular those, where a dialogue has led to 

concrete actions. I am however still concerned that a number of governments have not 
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responded to my communications, requesting information on alleged human rights violations. 

I hope that in the future, more countries will be open to engage in constructive dialogue with 

my mandate regarding particular cases. 

I also wish to refer to my collaboration with other UN specialised entities, regional 

human rights bodies and other activities during the past year. I have continued the 

mandate collaboration with the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues and the Expert 

Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. For instance, in November 2020 I 

participated in the EMRIP seminar on the rights of the indigenous child and in December 

2020, I had the honour to contribute as a panellist, to the Expert Group Meeting on 

pandemics.  

I have maintained engagement with various United Nations agencies and participated 

in several webinars held by UNESCO, ILO and UNFPA on covid-19 impacts and how to 

strengthen indigenous peoples’ inclusion in recovery measures. I also had the honour to speak 

at various events relating to racism and discrimination organised by UNESCO and WHO. 

In terms of cooperation with regional human rights mechanisms, in April 2020 my 

mandate submitted written expert testimony at the request of the African Court on Human 

and Peoples’ Rights on reparations in the Ogiek case. I furthermore participated in several 

events by regional organisations, including by the Inter-American Commission on Human 

Rights relating to indigenous peoples in isolation and covid-19 impacts in the Americas. In 

December 2020, I was invited to a webinar on human rights safeguards and the EU’s 

responsibilities organised by the European Parliament. 

Madam Chair, 

Before concluding, I would like to briefly refer to the theme of the year’s 

Permanent Forum session on: “Peace, justice and strong institutions: the role of 

indigenous peoples in implementing Sustainable Development Goal 16” 

Effective access to justice for indigenous peoples implies access to both the State 

legal system and their own systems of justice. Without accessible State courts or other legal 

mechanisms through which they can protect their rights, indigenous peoples become 

vulnerable to actions that threaten their lands, natural resources, cultures, sacred sites and 

livelihoods. Concurrently, the recognition of indigenous peoples' own justice systems is 

pivotal to ensure their rights to maintain their autonomy, culture, and traditions. 
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The lack of effective recognition of the indigenous justice systems by State 

institutions; coupled with the ongoing discrimination against them in the ordinary justice 

system; and inadequate access to redress and reparation, are among the key challenges faced 

by indigenous peoples around the globe. 

It is important to underline that strengthened support for indigenous justice systems is 

key to promote the rule of law, achieve justice for all and to promote effective, accountable 

and inclusive institutions in a manner consistent with human rights, as set out in the United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goal 16. 

Madam Chair,  

I wish to conclude by noting that as the Special Rapporteur on the rights of indigenous 

peoples, I will draw on my previous experience, including as a grassroots indigenous leader 

and lifelong indigenous rights activist and as a former member of the Committee on the 

Elimination of Racial Discrimination. I look forward to building on the important work 

accomplished by my predecessors since the creation of the mandate in 2001. I remain deeply 

committed to my role as Special Rapporteur, and am thankful for this opportunity to work 

with all of you, indigenous peoples, Governments, the UN system and other partners, to 

promote a better future for indigenous peoples.  

I look forward to hearing your reflections from the floor, as we discuss further. 

I now wish to conclude my statement. I thank you all for your attention.  

 

*** 

 

 


