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Oral Intervention by the World Council of  Churches on Item 4 "Review of 
developments " 

Madame Chairperson I greet you, and the members of  the Working Group, in the name of  the 
World Council of  Churches. There is a significant  development in our programme work with 
Indigenous Peoples which we wish to report to the Working Group. 

You will know that demands of  Indigenous Peoples for  justice, especially in regard to the 
return of  land, have been well heard within the assemblies and of  the World Council of 
Churches. For over 25 years the member churches of  the Council have tried to give expression 
to the aspirations and demands of  Indigenous Peoples through programmes, ecumenical events 
and, in the case of  Australia, a series of  high profile  visits by ecumenical delegations to 
Aboriginal communities. You will personally recall the WCC sponsored world conference 
'Land is Our Life'  held in Darwin, Australia in 1989, which you were able to attend and speak 
at. 

In 19941 was appointed, as an Indigenous person, to be the Consultant to the WCC's 
programme's on Indigenous issues. For the past four  years I have been responsible for 
programmes accompanying Indigenous Peoples in Latin America, Africa,  Asia and Europe. 
Madame Chairperson, the Working Group will not be surprised to hear that in all these 
continents there is a continuing demand for  respect for  Indigenous spirituality linked to the 
land, the Mother Earth; for  respect of  Indigenous languages; for  honouring Indigenous 
cultural rights and Indigenous traditional and sustainable ways of  agriculture. All this is 
inextricably linked with recognition and promotion of  Indigenous Peoples knowledge and 
wisdom. There is inadequate protection for  Indigenous Peoples rights generally, especially 
because forms  of  spirituality alien to Indigenous Peoples have been allowed to dominate and 
marginalise Indigenous spirituality, preventing its natural development and cosmo vision. 

Because of  these developments the WCC has now made the staff  position permanent - which 
signals that Indigenous programmes now have their permanent place in WCC programmes. If 
you like, we have moved from  discussing solidarity with Indigenous Peoples to the point of 
actually creating a permanent place within the WCC itself.  . 

The very fact  that Indigenous Peoples have been, and are still, present within the WCC means 
our member churches have been learning to respect our Indigenous integrity and our 
understanding of  ourselves as Indigenous. 



Indigenous representatives, although still in relatively small numbers, are present in WCC 
decision-making bodies, including the Central Committee. When its membership is nominated 
at our world assembly attention is paid, not only to the balances of  women and men, clergy 
and laity and youth, but also to Indigenous. This has come about largely because of  concerted 
efforts  by Indigenous Peoples, since that Darwin Conference,  to claim their rightful  place 
within the WCC. This represents a considerable step forward. 

The WCC has learned that when Indigenous Peoples are present inside an institutional 
structure the changes start to happen from  inside, instead of  being seen and interpreted as a 
threat from  outside. 

This might seem merely institutional change and not of  any great significance.  But for  our 
institution it is a considerable. I suggest our situation is not too different  from  the United 
Nations itself  as this institution contemplates shifting  from  providing a space for  Indigenous 
Peoples to make their views known, such as here at the Working Group, to having a 
permanent place within the institution from  which Indigenous representatives may have access 
to all parts of  the UN system. 


