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The creation of the WGIP in 1982 marked a significant milestone in the history of 

the United Nations because it reflected the understanding and acceptance of the system of 

one of its most significant failings - the exclusion of hundreds of millions of world's 

peoples and all of the world's indigenous cultures. The UN was created by the powerful 

nation/states who won World War II and who wanted to create an international forum, 

which could be a vehicle for the peaceful resolution of global conflict and provide a 

global framework for economic development and cooperation among states. It was 

presumed at the time that states had the capacity to achieve these goals in and of 

themselves. 

In the years that elapsed between 1945 and 1982, the UN system and its state 

members came to realize that global conflict and global development could not be 

addressed without the direct and meaningful participation of all parties involved: those 

who were stakeholders, and those who were right holders; those who had power and 

those who are victims of power; those who were indigenous and those who were not. 

It was this fundamental understanding and the facts presented in the UN Study on 

the problem of discrimination against indigenous populations (aka the Cobo Report) that 

prompted the UN ECO-SOC Council to move for the establishment of the WGIP in 1982. 

In reviewing the performance and achievements of the WGIP over the past 20 

years, the following conclusions are self-evident: 
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1. The WGIP should be maintained by the UN System because it has a crucial 

mandate, which no other UN organ has: 

2. The WGIP interfaces with and compliments the Permanent Forum on Indigenous 

Issues; 

3. The WGIP is appropriately placed within the UN Human Rights division; 

4. Although the WGIP has accomplished significant achievements- there is more 

work that needs to be undertaken under its mandate. 

Mandate #1: 

The WGIP has a critical mandate, which is not addressed by any other body in the 

UN System. 

The WGIP has a two-pronged mandate. It is charged with reviewing national 

developments pertaining to the promotion and protection of the human rights of 

indigenous peoples and with developing international legal standards concerning the 

rights of indigenous peoples. 

In conjunction with its mandate, the WGIP undertook the drafting of a draft 

declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples in 1985; it completed its work in 1993. 

The Draft Declaration represents the most significant development in the promotion and 

protection of the basic rights and fundamental freedoms of indigenous peoples since the 

UN was established. The declaration is the first international instrument drafted with the 

full participation of the indigenous global community. Because the procedures of the 

WGIP did not allow states to veto language, the final draft truly reflects the perspective 

of indigenous peoples and a global consensus of states who were also allowed to 

participate freely. 
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The structure and operating procedures of the WGIP are unique in the UN 

System. They reflect the broadest most inclusive and most democratic structure in the 

UN. All indigenous peoples, nations and organizations are admitted to the WGIP. Its 

presiding body is comprised of independent experts. The WGIP sessions have the 

greatest number of delegates from civil society than any other organ of the UN. Because 

there is no state voting allowed, regional and geopolitical state disagreements do not 

disrupt the work of the body. At the WGIP, indigenous delegates and states enter into 

wide ranging debates, which are open, frank and honest. This process provides for the 

broadest participation in problem solving and the fashioning of workable solutions to 

giobal issues. 

Most critically, the WGIP is the body, which reviews national developments 

pertaining to the promotion and protection of the human rights of indigenous peoples. 

Historic data (Cobo Report) and current data (Durban Report) verify that indigenous 

peoples continue to be denied the protections of the human rights covenants and continue 

to be victims of genocide, ethnocide and racist policies and practices of states. The 

WGIP is the only UN body, which is specifically charged with reviewing state activities, 

which impact the fundamental human rights of the world's 300+ million indigenous 

peoples. 

Mandate #2 - Relationship to Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (PFID 

The WGIP's mandate is separate and distinct from that of PFII. Its mandate is not 

duplicative of, but rather is complementary to the mandate of the Permanent Forum. 

The Permanent Forum was created to advise the ECO-SOC Council on issues 

pertaining to indigenous peoples and to coordinate UN Agency work, which impacts 

indigenous peoples. The standards set by the WGIP and the human rights issues 

presented to the body, inform and supplement the work of the PFII. 
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Mandate #3 - Placement of WGIP in UN System is Critical 
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The WGIP is advisory to the Sub-Commission on Human Rights and its parent 

body, the Human Rights Commission. This is critical in terms of protecting and 

promoting the human rights of indigenous peoples. The PFII has no direct means of 

impacting the human rights bodies of the UN System or of documenting human rights 

abuses for the UN Human Rights Division. The PFII was created to advise the ECO-

SOC Council on issues pertaining to the human rights of indigenous peoples, but the 

issues are identified and clarified by the WGIP. 

In addition, the PFII cannot enunciate standards relating to the indigenous 

peoples. The critical task of elaborating international legal standards relating to 

indigenous peoples is the sole jurisdiction of the WGIP. The procedures of the PFII 

allow state appointees to block or veto consensus. Because of this, the PFII will never be 

able to set protective standards in instances where state actions and policies abridge 

indigenous human rights. The historical and current record of states' dealings with 

indigenous peoples is replete with examples of the most egregious and genocidal policies 

against indigenous peoples. If the WGIP is not maintained by the UN System, these 

inhumane practices and policies of states will not be identified or addressed by the UN 

System. 

Mandate # 4 - Although the WGIP has accomplished significant achievements, there 
is more critical work that is has to undertake. 

The WGIP has accomplished many significant achievements. For the first time in 

western juridical history, there are human rights standards for the world's 300+ million 

indigenous peoples. The WGIP has undertaken and published studies in critical areas 

such as treaty rights, cultural heritage and the relationship of indigenous peoples to land. 

The thematic focal topics of the WGIP have generated current data in the field of human 

rights in many specific areas including health, education, and the administration of 



justice, globalization, economic social and cultural development and children. These data 

inform the work of the UN System and its specialized agencies. 

These accomplishments, as significant as they are, do not address other emerging 

and historical issues impacting indigenous peoples. At present, there is no global 

consensus or standards on the meaning of terms such as "free and informed prior 

consent" or "protections for indigenous intellectual property and traditional knowledge", 

nor has a competent study been undertaken on the impact of globalization on indigenous 

peoples. These are but a few of the areas, which need to be addressed by the WGIP. 

Conclusion 

The achievements of the WGIP demonstrate that it performs a critical service to 

the world's indigenous peoples, the UN System, Civil Society and States. The UN 

System must continue to demonstrate its commitment to the principles enunciated in the 

Human Rights Conventions and the Universal Declaration or Human Rights by 

mamtaining the WGIP as the foundation of the UN Human Rights Division. 
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