
Check against delivery 

Seventh Session of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues 

Climate change, biocultural diversity and livelihoods: 
the stewardship role of indigenous peoples and new challenges 

UNICEF's Statement 
21 April 2008 

Madam Chairperson, distinguished members of the Permanent Forum, Indigenous 
representatives, delegates, colleagues, ladies and gentlemen, 

It is a pleasure to address the Permanent Forum on behalf of UNICEF at its seventh session. 

UNICEF would like to take this opportunity to once again welcome the adoption of the Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. It should be noted that UNICEF's Regional Office for the 
Americas and Caribbean (LAC), along with the Secretaria^ofjhe; P^ermanen^Forum^and the Office of 
the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)Vórgmizéaan fmp^hant^efnïgibèïwefn^ i 
Indigenous leaders and all UN agency focal points, just one month following the adoption of the 
Declaration, to discuss and coordinate follow up mechanisms and dissemination plans. 

Madam Chairperson, 

We must not forget that the majority of the 370 million Indigenous people worldwide are children or 
adolescents, and that they are often among the most marginalized and vulnerable members of society. 
The Declaration is an invaluable tool for us to progress in realizing the rights of Indigenous children. 

UNICEF in particular welcomes that the Declaration includes a specific non-discrimination provision 
on Indigenous children, strong provisions on their right to education and linguistic rights, as well as 
on the protection of Indigenous children from economic exploitation and their special needs, 
particularly in regard to improving their social condition. Using the Declaration together with the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child will bring comparative strength to the overall promotion and 
protection of the rights of Indigenous children. 

All of these issues are of particular importance to UNICEF. Education is, for example, an important 
area of UNICEF's programming for Indigenous peoples in many countries. From West and Central 
Africa to Latin America, UNICEF advocates for the rights of Indigenous children from an 
intercultural perspective and supports education programmes that take into account their traditional 
knowledge. 

The linguistic rights of Indigenous children are also important to UNICEF's work. In line with the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, UNICEF has been promoting the use of Indigenous languages 
in education and in other sectors which are linked to the integral development of Indigenous children 
and women. UNICEF, along with other institutions, has supported the translation and printing of the 
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Declaration into 16 Indigenous languages, and has been using several Indigenous languages in 
communication materials and in supporting governments in improving education, health and 
protection service delivery. We have also been strongly advocating, along with the Organization of 
American States (OAS) and international NGOs, for the use of Indigenous languages in birth 
registration documents. 

We are convinced that the use of Indigenous languages is not only a strategy for improving social 
services: it is a right of Indigenous peoples. We have learned that working in and on Indigenous 
languages is a key strategy for the empowerment of Indigenous peoples, particularly women and girls. 

In line with the Declaration and ILO Convention 169, UNICEF also considers the involvement of 
Indigenous peoples in decision making regarding programmes and policies that affect them to be very 
important. This is why UNICEF has been promoting several Indigenous Leaders Consultative Groups 
for the UN at the country level (eg. Ecuador and Bolivia). Our experience of a regier.a: : :~; _ 
group in the LAC Regional Office has been acknowledged by others, and with the joint leadership of 
UNICEF and the OHCHR, this consultative group may soon become a referent mechanism for all UN 
agencies in the region. Furthermore, the participation of Indigenous adolescents is a key component of 
UNICEF programming and is critical for ensuring free prior informed consent as stated in the 
Declaration. 

Madam Chairperson, 

This year we are discussing the stewardship role of Indigenous peoples as well as new challenges in 
regard to climate change, bio-cultural diversity and livelihoods. 

International concerns have been growing on the impact of climate change on the earth. With its 
dramatic and harmful effects on the environment, climate change threatens the basic elements of life 
for people throughout the world, harming health and the environment and limiting access to water, 
food and land. As such, it will potentially make every one of the Millennium Development Goals less 
achievable, slowing efforts to eradicate poverty, improve health, and protect the environment. 

Climate change has a particularly serious impact on Indigenous peoples, whose way of life is closely 
linked to their traditional relationship with their lands and natural resource. However, the effects of 
this mounting crisis on Indigenous children have so far not been fully addressed. 

UNICEF is increasingly concerned about the impact of climate change on Indigenous children, who 
are among the most vulnerable and marginalized groups in the world. The implications of climate 
change on the health and development of Indigenous children are significant. Climate-related 
ecosystem changes are making it harder to find some wild sources of food and medicinal plants, as 
Indigenous peoples' knowledge of where and when to hunt, fish and gather food plants becomes less 
reliable. Another consequence is the increased vulnerability of Indigenous children to labour and 
economic exploitation, and to dropping out of school. 

Furthermore, the break down of Indigenous structures due to climate change puts Indigenous children 
at particular risk. It is well known that Indigenous peoples have developed ways of life and traditional 
knowledge that are attuned to their environment. It is also known that Indigenous populations because 
of their holistic and integral relationships with nature have played an important role in preserving and 
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maintaining the biological diversity of the planet. At the same time, biological diversity, and forests in 
particular have been crucial to Indigenous peoples' survival and that of their traditional knowledge. 
Sadly, climate change is likely to affect their way of life, resulting in a loss of their cultural identity 
and traditional knowledge. 

It is thus vital to address children's and environmental issues, both in terms of the impact of the 
environment on Indigenous children's survival, growth and development and in terms of the 
important roles Indigenous children can play as agents for change. Recognizing the importance of 
Indigenous knowledge is an important factor to determining ways in which to address climate change 
and restore and preserve the environment. 

It is equally important to understand the intergenerational and holistic ways in which Indigenous 
knowledge is transmitted and to value the contribution of Indigenous children in their local 
communities to ensure the sustainability of climate change adaptation and mitigation plans. 
Empowered Indigenous children are potentially the greatest agents of change for the long-term 
protection and stewardship of the earth. 

Madam Chairperson, 

Protecting and conserving environmental resources while providing for the health and development of 
all children are mutually inclusive goals. Almost any action taken to enhance environmental quality 
also helps to meet the basic rights of Indigenous children. Their basic rights must be specifically 
addressed by response strategies, and they should participate in preparing these strategies to ensure 
their relevance. 

UNICEF is increasingly raising awareness of the impact of climate change on children. During the 
third meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol hosted by the Government of Indonesia (in Bali), in 
conjunction with the 13' session of the Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), in December 2007, UNICEF held a side-event on 
"Climate Change and Children" to highlight the special vulnerability of children to climate change-
related effects and the unique capacity of children and young people to adapt and lead meaningful 
change at community levels. The panel of experts and policymakers focused on specific climate 
change related challenges facing the world's children and will seek to introduce and discuss practical 
interventions and best practices to ensure that children are protected from environmental threats, and 
to empower and educate children and young people to take action. 

It is also worth noting that UNICEF Innocenti Research Center (IRC) in cooperation with UNICEF's 
Programme Division at headquarters level is currently developing a policy paper on Climate Change 
and Children from a Human Security perspective with the support of the Greek Foreign Ministry as 
Chair of the Human Security Network (HSN). This policy paper employs a human-rights based, 
multi-generational, interdisciplinary perspective of climate change and its implications for children, 
pointing the way to means to address it. A human security perspective on the issues for children must 
recognize the impact of a changing environment on Indigenous children and conversely to address 
Indigenous ways of knowing as part of the solution. 

Finally, it should be mentioned that several UNICEF Country Offices are working on environmental 
issues with Indigenous people. This is the case for example in Brazil, in Bolivia and other countries. 
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U N I C E F ia also ±i\¿~¿¿¿ »vith. '^:> partners, incluãing Worid Programme (WFP) and 
the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), in developing a cohesive and 
coordinated UN response to escalating food prices, and in ensuring that the needs of children and 
women are met as part of that response. In particular, UNICEF is focused on possible increases in 
severe acute malnutrition, and on the impact on other programmes that are essential to children's 
welfare. UNICEF is also working to strengthen early warning and preparedness systems, to respond 
quickly where children are most at risk. 

Madam Chairperson, Members of the Permanent Forum, 

We look forward to continuing working with you to protect Indigenous children from the negative 
impact of climate change on their survival, growth and development, and to also support further work 
on the positive opportunity for Indigenous children to make a valuable contribution to emerging 
national and international platforms and frameworks as valuable stakeholders and agents for change. 

Thank you. 


