
UN Working Group on Indigenous Population 
28th of July to 1* of August 1997 

Statement by the Ethnic Minority Rights Organisation of Africa 
at the 15th session of UNWGIP on : 

Agenda 7 : International Decade of Indigenoue Populations 

Madam Chairperson 

We of the Ethnic Minority Rights Organisation of Africa feel honoured to be 
associated with the activities marking the Decades of the World's Indigenous 
Population. The EMIROAF started to participate at the UN Working Group in 1992. 
African nation-states during the last four decades of independence have been facing 
increasing pressures on its population, culture, politics and economy. The main goal 
of EMIROAF has been to spotlight the plight of indigenous and ethnic minority 
communities on the African continent. Today we have conducted study cases on 16 
ethnic minority and indigenous communities including the Ogoni tribe whose 
spokesman, Mr Ken Saro-Wiwa was killed along with eight others by the Nigerian 
authority for their struggle for indigenous rights. That the entire world community 
condemned that barbaric act in unison, testifies to the genuineness of the 
indigenous cause. Democracy, Madam Chairperson, may talk about majority but it is 
also about the protection of indigenous-minority rights. It is when the rights of 
minorities are protected that the majority can have its way. Our survey on the African 
continent has proved that indigenous and ethnic minority affairs  are often ignored by 
the new nations of Africa,  when considering matters of state policy. 

In this decade when the world community of indigenous populations are making a 
break through in all spheres of human endeavour, it is unfortunate that most African 
governments have not been able to make themselves clear on such vital matters of 
international concern. 
In the face of financial burdens, problems of economic, social and political 
transformation,  combined with elite mismanagement, Africa's future is bleak. 
The international Decade of Indigenous Populations, Madam Chairperson, is a 
period to talk some home truth. With three hundred years of slavery, two hundred 
years of colonialism, 50 years of military and one party dictatorship, Africa has not 
been given the chance to think for itself. 
The world, including Africa,  is moving at a high velocity, driven by the forces of 
environmental change, debt burden, humiliating poverty, over urbanisation, 
deforestation and uncontrollable population growth. EMIROAF suggest, Madam 
Chairperson, that what Africa indigenous and ethnic minority communities require is 
not just peace missions or relief  materials for millions of refugees displaced by ethnic 
wars. 

Africa is a creation of European colonialism, where many different  indigenous 
communities were forcefully  brought together in nation-states, without their consent, 
at the Berlin Conference of 1885. It is time to take a second view of these states that 
have become violent, repressive and ungovernable. 
Old tribal hatreds are dangerously reering their violent heads in Africa. 



It is the duty of the UN to call for a second African international conference where 
the different  tribes, ethnic groups, indigenous communities, cultural and social 
groups will determine the basis of their co-existence. Only in this way, Madam 
Chairperson, will the international community avoid the persistent war, misery and 
poverty now ravaging the African continent, resulting in the death of thousands of 
children, men and women, old and young. The time to correct the Berlin error of 
1885 is now. 

Thanks for this great opportunity, Madam Chairperson. 
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