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Achieving the promise of the International Year of Indigenous Languages – 
outcomes, legacies and future work

Grand Chief Wilton Littlechild

Congratualtions to your selection as Chairperson also Vice Chairs, Brian Keane, the Rapporteaur and 
thanks to the prior Chairperson Mariam Wallet Med Aboubakrine 

I would also like to acknowledge States member of UNESCO the very hard work of our two Indigenous 
co-chairs of the steering committee, Grand Chief Ed John and Aili Keskitalo.

As we all know, around the globe, Indigenous peoples’ languages are not safe.  However, I have hope.  
Language revitalization experts believe that with support, Indigenous peoples’ languages are sustainable.  
The emphasis that the UN can place on Indigenous peoples’ languages and their revitalization during this 
international year are critical for their very survival. 

Earlier in this International Year of Indigenous Languages, the Government of Canada tabled legislation 
toward the reclamation, revitalization, recovery and maintenance of Indigenous peoples’ languages. We 
see this as an example that perhaps other states can look at. 

 I hope Canada’s Indigenous languages legislation will become a positive example of how the UN 
Declaration can be incorporated into domestic laws to ensure respect for our human rights. Many States, 
including Canada, need to be advancing legislation that moves away from the damaging long-term effects
of colonialism. 

Our languages must be living languages—sourced from our lands, expressing our creation stories, 
spirituality and alive in our ceremonies and daily lives.

I acknowledge the excellent work already undertaken, including very substantive reports, over many 
years by the Indigenous Iternational caucus, the Permanent Forum and the Expert Mechanism, including 
the outcome documents for the Expert Group Meetings of 2008 and 2016 as well as last year’s Yuelu 
Proclamation from the expert meeting in China.  It is essential that existing expertise continues to work 
with UNESCO to ensure the International Year produces substantive results. I believe the International 
Year should conclude with another signature event, and the adoption of a plan to carry this work forward 
at UNESCO, with an ongoing Indigenous platform.

In December 2018, our Chiefs-in-Assembly at the Assembly of First Nations, unanimously passed a 
resolution calling for an International Decade for Indigenous Languages.  We hope this year can continue 
to build the momentum and make significant gains for Indigenous languages. Our diversity adds to 
richness of the human family.
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