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Mr. President, Members of the Human Rights Council, distinguished panellists,

Excellences, colleagues and friends,

I am honoured to open this panel on the promotion and protection of indigenous 

languages. As we celebrate the International Year of Indigenous Languages, the Office of the 

High Commissioner for Human Rights welcomes the Human Rights Council’s decision to 

focus on this theme at this year’s panel. 

Any discussion on indigenous languages must begin by acknowledging that the 

world’s indigenous peoples are the custodians of some of the oldest and most diverse 

languages on our planet.  It is therefore with much sadness that we have to recognize that 

some of these indigenous languages are disappearing in many corners of the globe. It is 

estimated that 40 per cent of the approximately 6,700 languages spoken around the world, 

most of which are indigenous languages, are in danger of disappearing. This is a trend that 

can be reversed and we must do our utmost to reverse it. Losing these languages means 

losing a great part of our human heritage, because languages are much more than spoken or 

written words and sentences – they are also the means through which cultures, knowledge, 

and traditions are preserved and transmitted between generations.
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Allow me to share the story of Marie Wilcox, the last fluent speaker of the 

Wukchumni language. The Wukchumnis are an indigenous people native to Central 

California in the United States of America. It is estimated that while this community once 

numbered 50,000, only 200 of them remain today. Of these, only Marie Wilcox, who is well 

into her eighties, can fluently speak their language, which she learned from her own 

grandparents. Her tireless efforts working together with the next generations of her family 

resulted in a dictionary of the Wukchumni language, with the aim of documenting and 

preserving it for future generations. As her daughter Jennifer Malone recounts, “my role is to 

archive it all, to make sure that it gets documented and put somewhere so that 100 years from

now our families will be able to access it and be able to speak”. Marie and Jennifer also teach

weekly classes for their community to ensure that the basics of the language are transmitted 

to future generations. 

Like Marie Wilcox and the Wukchumni, there are countless examples the world over 

of indigenous communities making efforts to exercise their right to preserve and transmit 

their languages. Words and stories such as this one are a powerful illustration of what 

languages represent to indigenous peoples, but also of the challenge posed by centuries of 

assimilation and discrimination. They also illustrate the crucial role of indigenous women as 

holders and transmitters of language and culture. 

Mr. President,

Communities must be supported in their efforts to preserve these languages. The 

ability of indigenous peoples to use their own languages should not be a privilege, but a right 

as enshrined in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 

Language rights are also necessary for the enjoyment of other human rights, such as the right 

to education, the right to health, access to justice, and freedom from discrimination. 

Indigenous languages allow for the freedom of expression and conscience critical to human 

dignity. States have a major role to play in stopping the slide down. Recognizing languages in

constitutions and laws, and taking active practical measures to preserve and promote them not

only helps ensure the implementation of indigenous peoples’ rights to their languages, but 

also enriches the diversity of languages around the Globe and hence our humanity.

This is the reason why, while of course celebrating the achievements of the 

International Year of Indigenous Languages, we must advocate for an international decade of 
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indigenous languages. This Decade should identify clear targets to be achieved and a strategy

and programme of action to realize them. As the United Nations mechanisms on the rights of 

indigenous peoples have jointly emphasized, ten years would provide the time and resources 

necessary to reverse the historic destruction of indigenous languages and reclaim these 

languages for the future of indigenous peoples and the world community alike.

Our distinguished panellists today will, I am certain, help us understand why 

proclaiming such a Decade is an endeavour that would help us all. In this regard, we are 

privileged to have with us here H.E. Mr. Ken Wyatt, the Minister for Indigenous Australians, 

Mr. Lahoucine Amouzay, who is a researcher at the Royal Institute of Amazigh Culture of 

Morocco, and Ms. Irmgarda Kasinskaite, who is part of the UNESCO team that has 

coordinated the International Year of Indigenous Languages. I would like to also 

acknowledge the presence with us of Ms. Kristen Carpenter, Chair of the Expert Mechanism 

on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples for her role as moderator of this afternoon’s panel. We 

are looking forward to your remarks as we explore this important issue.

I thank you for your kind attention and wish you a fruitful discussion.
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