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Thank you for the opportunity to speak on behalf of the World Council of Churches. 

Madam Chair, I come from Aotearoa/New Zealand. There my mountain is Te Tirohanga. My 

river is Taumarere. My canoe is Mataatua. My tribe is Ngapuhi and my ancestor is Kawiti. 

With these words I do not offer  a definition of myself as Maori and indigenous to my country, 

but rather I am describing the relationship 1 have with those parts of the creation which give me 

my identity. My relationship with the land and its natural resources and my relationship with 

my people, especially those who have gone before me. 

Madam Chair, you will well know that the World Council of Churches has followed the debates 

in this Working Croup for many years. You will also know that we have been privileged to be 

associated with many indigenous nations, communities and organisations in numerous parts of 

the world. And we wish to report to you that we never been afflicted  with this distressing 

allergy about definition. Simply put, we recognise the rights of Indigenous Peoples to decide 

how they wish to describe themselves. And this is the pertinent point: description not 

definition. 

For it has been said that "the namer of names is the father of ail things" - that is, whoever claims 

the power to name or define things, controls both their meaning and the understanding people 

have of them. Our experience tells us that most often, it is those who have the need to protect 



power or feel the necessity to control, that they are the ones who wish to develop strict 

definitions. And that is done not to define people into a situation but rather to limit and exclude 

their own authority for  self identification. Governments should be in no doubt that this dynamic 

is understood and that this debate is therefore  not one of definition but rather of control. 

The last decade in the Working Croup has been a hard process but one of the positives is that 

Indigenous representatives have been engaged in dialogue with representatives of governments. 

This is indeed a unique forum in the United Nations. Of course one could never say that there 

has been equality • that is not possible to say while the oppression of Indigenous Peoples 

continues. But in this forum, in this room, there has been a measure of acceptance by both 

sides - acceptance that there are two partners in this process, who must work together. 

Therefore it is of deep concern to the World Council of Churches that after the deliberations of 

this Working Croup for so long - after all these years, one of the stumbling blocks for the 

Governments should still be "Who are youi" As if the experience and association of this past 

decade has meant nothing. 

The World Council of Churches continues to support Indigenous Peoples struggles for self 

determination, land rights, and spirituality. And the struggle of Indigenous Peoples for self 

determination includes the inherent right of Indigenous Peoples to exist as communities, tribes, 

nations and other entities according to their own wishes and to describe their own membership. 

As I have described my own relationship with the world around me. 

That is entirely possible on a national level. The history of any country is the stories of what 

people have told of themselves. And so it can be on the international level. So it should be 

in this forum. So it should be for Governments. 


