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ITEM 5: HALF-DAY PANEL ON THE ROLE OF LANGUAGES AND 
CULTURES IN THE PROTECTION OF THE WELL-BEING AND IDENTITY 

OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

Madam Chairperson, 

Thank you for giving me another opportunity to address this august assembly. I 
am Legborsi Saro Pyagbara speaking on behalf of the International Committee for 
the Indians of America(INCOMINDIOS). 

Madam Chair, this discussion about language is coming at a most opportune time 
in our history when we are at a major environmental crossroads where we need to 
call into assistance the profound relationship between cultural diversity and 
ecological diversity. Language forms one of the greatest expressions of our 
cultural identities. Our Language is connected with our spirituality, with our 
environment and with our social wellbeing. The loss of any language signais not 
only the loss of a civilization, it is the final funeral rite for the loss of a people. 

It is in this context that we draw the attention of the panelists to the important rôle 
that land médiate in both the promotion of our cultural and social wellbeing as 
well as language diversity. Land is the foundation of the lives and cultures of 
indigenous peoples ail over the world. Without access to and respect for their 
rights over their lands, territories and its natural resources, the survival of 
Indigenous peoples' particular distinct culture is threatened1. 

Madam Chair , it is this regard that we view with great concern some of the 
actions of the Nigeria government and its component states that runs counter to 
the promotion of our wellbeing as a people. 

First, the massive seizure/grabbing of lands that is being embarked upon by the 
Rivers State Government in Ogonî territory negates the very obligation of 
government to take steps to protect and respect our cultural rights. Our wellbeing 
as a people depended on our wholesome relationship with our land, which is the 
centre of our cultural, spiritual and économie wellbeing. When thèse lands are lost 
to mass grabbing and environmental dégradation, our connection to the centre of 
our wellbeing is lost with it. 

Similarly, while acknowledging the difficulty of planning for Nigeria's vast 
number oflanguages, certain government actions seems to aim at decimating the 



languages of indigenous communities in the country while at the same time 
providing state support for the development and study of the three majority 
languages of Yoruba, Igbo and Hausa. Thèse three majority languages have been 
made part of the national éducation curriculum and the state provides facilities and 

.teachers for them to be taught from primary through universities. Thèse three 
languages including English Language are the only ones recognised by the 
Nigérian constitution and can be used on the floor of the national assembly. This 
treatment cannot be said of indigenous languages like that of the Ogoni people. 

Tour years ago, the govemment took the rurther discouraging step of putting thèse 
three languages on the national currencies. 

Corning on the heels of a récent report that many indigenous languages in Nigeria 
are on the path to extinction, unless urgent steps are taken to rescue them from 
imminent disappearance from the linguistic map, while almost twenty three have 
actually gone extinct (Professor Matthew Omo-Ojugo, 2005) you can only see why 
the présent discriminatory language development actions of the Nigeria 
govemment is like a passport to the extinction of the language of the Ogoni 
people and other indigenous communities in Nigeria. 

Madam Chair, based on these,I wish to 

1. Know from the panellists recommendations for best approaches to 
accommodating the présent tendencies of land seizures/land grabbing with 
our cultural protection 

2. What has been the rôle of UNESCO nationally in promoting cultures and 
language in respect of its strong relationship with land 

3. What indicators exists for monitoring language development and survival 

4. What rôle dôes constitutional reforms play in the development of new régimes for 
the protection of our cultures and languages and the enactment comprehensive 
language development policies 

Thankyou. 

j UN Permanent Forum Report 2007 


