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Madame Chairperson, 

Indigenous peoples all around the world are concerned with the protection of 
human rights and with recognition by governments of  their unique status as 
indigenous peoples. The Working Group on Indigenous Populations has, over 
the years, played an important role in addressing the ongoing concerns of 
indigenous peoples. 

Australia considers that it is not necessary for  the purpose of  advancing the 
rights of  indigenous peoples to try to arrive at some all-purpose definition  of 
"indigenous peoples" either in the context of  participation in Working Group on 
Indigenous Populations or in the Commission on Human Rights Working Group 
on the Draft  Declaration on the Rights of  Indigenous Peoples. 

Australia has not adopted any formal  definition  of  the general concept of 
"indigenous peoples". We recognise the concerns of  countries with complex 
ethnic and historical circumstances, and this is precisely why any attempt to 
arrive at a definition  is likely to be futile.  The world is simply too complex a 
place to attempt a definition  to divide its inhabitants into two groups, the 
indigenous and the non-indigenous. 

At the same time, there are broad principles that can be applied. The Martinez 
Cobo working definition  is perhaps the best known of  these. Another is the 
reference  to the definition  in the UN Fact Sheet on the Rights of  Indigenous 
Peoples. There is also the definition  in Convention 169 of  the International 
Labour Organisation. These will not resolve all grey areas, though they will 
help us make clear what we mean when we refer  to indigenous peoples. 

Central to concepts of  indigenous peoples is the notion of  self-identification. 
This is the starting point in deciding whether or not a particular group or 
individual is indigenous. This is supported by existing work within the United 
Nations on the concept of  "indigenous". Self-identification  is inherent in the 
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Martinez Cobo definition.  It is also explicit in the definition  in Convention 169 
of  the International Labour Organisation. In a closely related area, the 
jurisprudence of  the Committee on the Elimination of  Racial Discrimination 
makes it clear that self-identification,  rather than government edict, shall be the 
primary factor  in determining whether of  not a person belongs to a group that is 
suffering  discrimination. 

Self-identification  is not, however, the whole story. It is not enough for  anyone 
to walk in the door and proclaim themselves to be indigenous. It then becomes a 
matter for  the governments and peoples concerned to established whether or not 
they are prepared to recognise a group or an individual as indigenous. Other 
factors  that can be taken into account include descent and recognition by the 
indigenous community concerned. 

In the drafting  of  human rights instruments, governments have frequently 
avoided excessive attention to questions of  definitions,  recognising the diversity 
of  situations around the world and the need for  instruments to be flexible  to take 
account of  changing circumstances. A relevant and recent example is the 
Declaration on the Rights of  Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious 
and Linguistic Minorities, where the term "minority" is not defined. 

Madame Chairperson 

Australia sees the Working Group on Indigenous Populations as having a 
continuing role in standard-setting. We will be listening very closely to the 
voices of  indigenous peoples, particularly the representatives of  the indigenous 
peoples of  Australia on this issue 

The mandate of  the Working Group should continue to provide a basis for  the 
consideration of  a comprehensive framework  for  the protection and promotion 
of  the human rights and fundamental  freedoms  of  indigenous peoples. The 
Working Group should also continue to provide input to consideration by other 
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United Nations bodies of  the draft  Declaration through the provision of 
analytical commentaries and suggestions, and through reviewing relevant 
standard-setting activities in other United Nations forums  at the regional and 
national levels. 

This role will be of  particular importance in the development of  regional 
standards for  the International Decade of  the World's Indigenous People. It will 
also be imperative that such standards maintain the integrity of  the existing 
international instruments and do not weaken international practice or 
jurisprudence. 

Australia believes strongly that the Commission on Human Rights Working 
Group should continue to consider the Draft  Declaration with a view to 
presenting, as quickly as possible, a suitable draft  to the Commission on Human 
Rights. Whilst the Draft  Declaration remains without government endorsement, 
it has no particular status within the international community. We would hope 
that the process of  consideration by governments will result in the adoption 
within the Decade by the General Assembly of  a Declaration which 
substantively advances the interests of  indigenous peoples. 

Madame Chairperson 

Standard-setting activities alone will not satisfy  the needs and aspirations of 
indigenous peoples. It is up to governments to accept and discharge fully  the 
obligations defined  in those standards. However, the process of  developing and 
implementing a comprehensive and meaningful  set of  international standards 
can be one important way to advance the debate on concepts of  central 
importance. The constructive and energetic participation of  governments in this 
process will build the trust necessary for  an effective  partnership with 
indigenous peoples. 

Thank you, Madame Chairperson 


