
do 
THE  SAAMI  COUNCIL 

FIN-99980  UTSJOKI 
Tel:  + 3S8-697-677  351 
Fax:  +358-697-677  353 

SAMIRADDI 
SAMERADET 
SAAMELAISNEUVOSTO 
SAAMI COUNCIL 
C0K)3 CAAMOB 

UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations 
Fourteenth session 
29 July - 2 August 1996, Geneva 

Item 4 - Standard-setting activities: 
The concept of  "indigenous peoples" 

Statement 

by 

Irja Seurajarvi-Kari 



Madam Chairperson, 

As this is the first  time the Saami Council delegation is taking the 
floor  at this meeting, allow me to congratulate you on your election as the 
Chairperson of  the Working Group on Indigenous Populations. We look 
forward  to working under your able leadership during this session of  the 
Working Group. 

We welcome your working paper on the concept of  "Indigenous 
Peoples" - UN Document E/CN.4/Sub.2/AC.4/1996/2. This informative 
document creates a good basis for  our continued elaboration of  the 
question in hand. 

The debate of  the concept of  indigenous peoples and the 
terminology of  "indigenous populations", "indigenous people" and 
"indigenous peoples" relates to discussions about individual indigenous 
rights and collective indigenous rights including the right to self-
determination. 

Unfortunately,  the use of  the term "peoples" in the indigenous 
context,  seems to create fear  among certain  governments. 

We cannot see any good reasons why Governments should fear  this 
term. To the contrary continued denial of  fundamental  human rights for 
indigenous peoples will amount to be a great disservice to the stability of  a 
nation-State. Governments with serious committments to human rights, 
such as equality and non-discrimination, cannot continue to deny that 
indigenous peoples are also "peoples". 

Some governments oppose the use of  the term "peoples" due to the 
specific  reference  to self-determination  in the United Nations Draft 
Declaration on the Rights of  Indigenous Peoples. Indigenous peoples 
possess the right to self-determination,  regardless of  whatever the final 
Declaration may state, and indigenous peoples will continue their struggle 
to bring about such justice. 

We do not have any consensus definition  of  the term "peoples" in 
international law. However, there are some characteristics which help us 
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to identify  such groups; and indigenous peoples have all or some of  the 
required characteristics. For example, that they should be a ethnic or racial 
group with a substanial number of  members, with a clear self-identity,  and 
a common cultural and historical tradition, with an inseparable historical 
territorial connection to their common homeland. 

Madam Chairperson, 

The  other core question is: who can claim  to be "indigenous". 

Some Governments advocate the need of  a definition  of  the term 
"indigenous" in the Draft  Declaration. They state that absence of  such a 
defintion  in the Draft  Declaration would lead to confusion  and would limit 
the acceptability of  the draft.  Furthermore, those Governments also 
reiterate that it is other peoples, governments which in some cases mean 
the oppressors themselves, who should retain the exclusive right to 
designate and judge who are the "true" indigenous peoples. One 
Government has on numerous occasions even been refering  to "true" 
indigenous peoples in other countries, and "false"  indigenous peoples in 
their own country which they identify  as an "indigenous state". 

We have said it before,  and we are still of  the opinion, that it is easy 
to identify  the beneficiaries  of  the Draft  Declaration even without such a 
definition.  From our viewport, the criteria of  the Cobo report is adequate to 
determine whether a person or community is indigenous or not. Historical 
continuity, attachment to a particular territory, priority in time, self-
identification  and group membership are essential factors  in this regard. 
We cannot see why we, indigenous peoples, should alone have to be 
defined  among all other peoples. 

Madam Chairperson, 

In conclusion, allow me to draw your attention to the conclusions 
and recommendations in your working paper on the concept of  indigenous 
peoples, in Document E/CN.4/Sub.2/AC.4/1996/2, paragraph 69 on page 
22, where you list up the factors  which modern international organizations 
and legal experts, including indigenous legal experts and members of  the 
academic family,  are said to have considered relevant to the understanding 
of  the concept of  "indigenous". 
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Paragraph 69 (c) in your paper, which mention one of  those factors, 
read as follows: 

"self-identification,  as well  as recognition  by other groups, or by 
State  authorities,  as a distinct  collectivity.." 

Correct me if  I am wrong, but I cannot recall any indigenous 
representative expressing that State recognition of  indigenous peoples as a 
distinct collectivity is required. Such a requirment would lead us into a 
situation where some, if  not most, indigenous peoples would be denied 
justice Mid their fundamental  right to remain as a distinct people. 

Madam Chairperson, 

We cannot create a system where we give the States the exclusive 
right to designate and judge who are indigenous peoples. This would 
effectively  be perpetuating the continuation of  oppression and 
colonization. 

The right of  self-determination  includes that we, the indigenous 
peoples, also have the right to define  ourselves without outside 
interference. 

Thank you for  your attention. 


