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Madam Chairperson, 
Allow me at the outset to congratulate you on your re-election to the Chair of  the 

Working Group on Indigenous Populations. The confidence  of  the Government of 
Bangladesh in your commitment, and your able stewardship of  the Working Group needs 
no reiteration. 
Madam Chair, 

Bangladesh considers the question of  identifying  indigenous people — either 
through a focussed  but inclusive definition,  or through setting broad criteria — to be of 
singular importance. It is an essential first  step in institutionalising guarantees for 
safeguarding  the rights of  indigenous people. Without a common lexicon concerning the 
scope of  envisaged action for  the indigenous people, we run the risk of  both failing  to 
include genuine indigenous people as well as including unwarrantedly, groups of  non-
indigenous people (who may be vulnerable, marginalised or even persecuted, but not 
indigenous). We welcome therefore  the effort  of  the Chairperson-Rapporteur in drawing 
up, what she calls, a preliminary analysis of  the concept of  indigenous  people.  The 
working paper is a good basis for  focussed  discussion; and Bangladesh will be making 
available to the Centre for  Human Rights detailed section-wise comments on this paper. 

While reiterating our appreciation for  your work, which we have read with 
interest, we would, however, like to express our disagreement with the final  thrust and 
conclusion of  the working paper. Allow me to emphasise that this is not owing to any a 
priori conviction on our part, but a position which a careful  reading of  your working 
paper prompts us to arrive at. We shall refrain  from  an analytical dissection of  the 
working paper here since our comments would be made available to all the members of 
the Working Group and we hope that these comments would be reflecting  in the report of 
the Chair on this question. 
Madam Chair, 

1 would like to refer  to the opening statement of  the Coordinator of  the Decade in 
which mention was made of  an arbitrary 300 million indigenous people of  the world. This 
is a reiteration from  his statement of  last year's. It may be recalled that the Bangladesh 
delegation had on that occasion, asked for  information  on the basis for  the figure  and the 
criteria on which this was calculated. Unfortunately,  we have not received any feed-back 
on our request. I do believe that we could perhaps make the task of  the Secretariat easier. 
Since the Co-ordinator spoke of  300 million, and we know of  our own population size — 
120 million ~ the Secretariat only has to account for  the remaining 180 million indigenous 
people. If  these 180 million are identified,  we should be able to work out a broad enough 



set of  criteria on the basis of  commonalities that characterise the populations, peoples or 
nations so identified. 

There have been statements, Madam Chair, which rejected what was called the 
idea of  governments defining  indigenous  people. We are not certain if  the objection is to 
governments drawing up the definition,  or to having definitions  or criteria per se. 
Bangladesh has no fixation  as to how or who sets the criteria as long as there are criteria 
to go by. It is our commitment to the cause of  indigenous people that is at the root of  our 
emphasis on a definition  and not any unease that the working paper would suggest, or any 
other undefined  concern for  that matter. We need to be mindful  of  the fact  that ambiguity 
(as in the case of  not having clear criteria) can be a convenient cover for  States (that may 
wish to) to deny or grant recognition of  indigenous  people status  at will, since there 
would be no international standards to go by. We are therefore  not surprised that there 
are delegations that are opposed to a standard set of  criteria for  designating or identifying 
indigenous people. 

There have interestingly been references  in interventions by observer governments 
to "our indigenous people". Since this is clearly in the national indigenous  people vis-a-vis 
non-indigenous  people context, we would welcome if  such governments could share with 
us the criteria that they have employed to distinguish the indigenous from  the non-
indigenous; or indeed if  in the domestic context they work without any terms of  reference 
or guidelines. The Working Group of  the Commission entrusted with elaborating a draft 
declaration on the rights of  the indigenous people would find  such inputs useful,  and 
make our job there easier. 

As emphasised time and again by the Bangladesh delegation, the practice of  self-
identification  employed by the WGIP has in effect  proved not to be productive. So much 
so, Madam Chair, that you had to appeal to non-indigenous people resorting to self-
identification  as indigenous at the WGIP to look for  other forums  more suited to their 
respective situation. As explained in one of  our statements at the Commission's working 
group, WGIP attendance can best be described as "indigenous  people plus",  there are 
indigenous people as well as the pretenders. The task is to move from  this situation to 
"indigenous  people proper" and this begs a definition,  or a set of  criteria or some terms of 
reference  in the least. We are not prejudiced as to how inclusive or exclusive these criteria 
should be. Our understanding is that it pre-supposes a clear settler-indigenous dichotomy 
because clearly one has to be indigenous as against some non-indigenous. 

This said and done, in the context of  international action, we need to look for  a 
category that we could call "indigenous  people minus", meaning indigenous people 
proper minus some. This minus, we feel,  consists of  indigenous people who have 
profitted  from  the process of  decolonisation and today form  their own nation-states that 
give them control over their own territory, modes of  production and their fete;  and an 
unhindered freedom  to practice their own customs and traditions. Our reading has been 
that the focus  in the context of  the WGIP as well as the commission's working group 
would be on this indigenous  people minus, indigenous people who continue to be 
marginalised under the domination of  settlers who have dispossessed them in their own 
land en masse, as indicated earlier, one serious implication of  refusing  to focus  on criteria 
would be the subjective, and statist interpretation of  who is or is not indigenous. 
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Madam Chair, 
If  there is no progress towards this focussed  definition  of  indigenous people, we 

would want that all indigenous people, marginalised or otherwise be taken into account. 
This would include indigenous people who are today indigenous nations, with institutions 
of  the state manned by indigenous people, the highest version of  home rule or home 
government that can be conceived. We would, in this connection, like to draw the 
attention of  the Expert members of  the Working Group to comments forwarded  to the 
Centre for  Human Rights by the Government of  Bangladesh on UNGA resolution 50/157 
and the annex thereto. 

We would like to stress that it would be a grievous mistake to look for  indigenous 
people world-wide with a Native American stereo-type. In this connection, reference  may 
be made to the Commission on Human Rights resolution No. 96/40, specifically  to 
preambular 7 which refers  to the diverse situation of  the world's indigenous people. The 
diversity ranges from  marginalisation to main-stream, from  non-recognition of  traditional 
identity to recognition as a sovereign people. Vulnerability and marginalisaiton should not 
automatically be read into the indigenous model. It is essential also to guard against 
efforts  to adopt a compounded matrix that lumps together the indigenous, the tribal, the 
marginalised, the dispossessed and the ethnically non-dominant into one incongruity and 
then calling it indigenous.  Consider, for  example economic or social marginalisation as a 
stand alone factor,  and we will find  that there would be no distinction of  indigenous 
people from  the poor and otherwise socially excluded. If  it is to be race or ethnicity, then 
we are in the minorities mode. The only stand alone criteria for  indigenous people is 
dispossession by external settlers with resulting marginalisation and imposition of  alien 
values and institutions. This, as we have stressed time and again, has historically been the 
case in the Americas and Oceania. The 120 million people of  today's Bangladesh, as well 
as the other indigenous people in the territory of  former  British India, would have been in 
an identical situation had the colonial people chosen to settle in the sub-continent. 

There was this morning an interesting NGO intervention on South Asia. Since it is 
not in the spirit of  the Working Group to resort to rights of  reply, we would like to take 
up the issues raised therein in our intervention under a separate agenda item 

I thank you, Madam Chair — not only on behalf  of  the observer delegation of 
Bangladesh but also on behalf  of  the 120 million-strong indigenous nation of  Bangladesh. 
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