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I. INTRODUCTION 

The United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) is part of the Secretariat 
responsible for the field of human settlements development. Receiving its overall policy 
guidance, priorities and direction from its Governing Council, UN-HABITAT has 
activities/programmes on advocacy and awareness raising, policy advice, research and 
development, monitoring, technical cooperation and information and experience exchange. 

Based in Nairobi, Kenya, UN-HABITAT was established in 1978 by the United Nations General 
Assembly. It came into being following the United Nations Conference on Human Settlements 
(Habitat I) held in Vancouver, Canada, in June 1976. 

UN-HABITAT works in partnership with governments, UN specialized agencies, civil society 
organizations, research institutes, associations of professionals and private sector to implement 
the Istanbul Declaration on Human Settlements and the Habitat Agenda adopted at the Second 
United Nations Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat II) held in Istanbul, Turkey in 1996. 

Promoting solidarity and cooperation among countries and stakeholders in the human settlements 
field, is a key component of UN-HABITAT's principles towards the achievement of sustainable 
human settlements and adequate shelter for all. The primary challenge of UN-HABITAT in 
promoting social cohesion, solidarity and supporting civic engagement in this context is to 
strengthen participatory mechanisms ensuring that ail voices, particularly those of the urban 
poor, vulnerable and disadvantaged groups including indigenous peoples, are heard and their 
views and concerns are considered in identifying problems and priorities, setting goals, and 
formulation of policies and strategies. 

In addition to the Headquarters in Nairobi, Kenya, UN-HABITAT, undertakes activities through 
its three Regional Offices established in Africa, Latin America and Asia. UN-HABITAT also has 
seven Liaison and Information Offices (in Beijing, Brussels, Budapest, Chennai, Geneva, 
Moscow and New York). 

2. POSITION AND POLICIES OF UN-HABITAT TOWARDS INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLES 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that everyone has the right to a standard of 
living adequate for the health and well-being of themselves and their families, including food, 
clothing, housing and other basic needs. 

Despite this commitment, millions of people in many parts of the world have little or no access 
to land, housing and life-supporting means. More than 1 billion people live in inadequate 
.lousing conditions in urban settlements alone. These facts are clear manifestations that the 
realization of economic, social and cultural rights - particularly the rights to land, housing and to 
development - has not yet been fulfilled. 
Needless to say, vulnerable groups are most affected, and suffer from deprivation of these rights 
in all societies. In this context, the conditions of indigenous peoples are particularly difficult. 



Indigenous people are rarely protected effectively under existing laws and policies. Furthermore, 
their specific situations, characteristics and needs are often not considered and addressed. In a 
rapidly urbanizing world, indigenous issues and the needs of indigenous peoples are fast 
becoming a topic for human settlements planning, management and development particularly in 
relation to addressing the needs of vulnerable and disadvantaged groups. 

UN-HABITAT supports and advances the principles of a human rights based approach and 
framework for development and that the right to development and other economic social and 
cultura! rights are indivisible whereby every person and all peoples are entitled to participate in, 
contribute to and enjoy the benefits of the realization of human rights and development. UN-
HABITAT works globally towards this goal with focus on increasing inclusiveness and social 
integration in human settlements and the realization of housing rights as effective means of 
improving living conditions. 

Within this approach and framework, UN-HABITAT receives guidance from the human rights 
treaties and their supervisory bodies and fundamentally from the Habitat Agenda to promote and 
to protect the rights of the urban poor, vulnerable and disadvantaged groups including the rights 
ot indigenous peoples to land, housing and property, and other economic resources. 

The Habitat Agenda, sets the policy framework and commitments of the international 
community, national authorities and other stakeholders for adequate shelter for all and" 
sustainable human settlements development. Elaborating on needed actions at all levels for the 
achievement of these goals, the Habitat Agenda recognizes the special conditions and needs of 
indigenous peoples, and places utmost importance on this issue. 17 out of the total 241 
paragraphs in the Habitat Agenda make reference to different aspects of indigenous issues and 
peoples. Among these, paragraph 122 elaborates on needed actions. This paragraph states, I 
quote: 

"In order to promote the continuing progress of indigenous people and to ensure their 
full participation in the development of the rural and urban areas in which they live, 
with full respect for their cultures, languages, traditions, education, social 
organizations and settlement patterns. Governments and leaders of indigenous 
communities, within the national context, should: 

(a) Take particular actions to enhance their productive capacities, ensuring their full 
and equal access to social and economic services and their participation in the 
elaboration and implementation of policies that affect their development; 
(b) Support the economic activities of indigenous people in order to improve their 
conditions and development and to secure their safe interaction with larger 
economies; 
(c) Integrate indigenous women, their perspectives and knowledge, on an equal basis 
with men, in decision-making regarding human settlements, including sustainable 
resource management and the development of policies and programmes for 
sustainable development, including, in particular, those designed to address and 
prevent environmental degradation of land; 
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(d) Address the particular needs of indigenous children and their families, especially 
those living in poverty, thereby enabiing them to benefit fully from economic and 
social development programmes", end of quote. 

3. ACTIVITIES OF UN-HABITAT RELATED TO INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

Since the Habitat II Conference, UN-HABITAT intensified its activities on issues of inclusive 
cities and the realization of human rights in general and housing rights in particular. Actions of 
UN-HABITAT relevant to these contexts are implemented as part of and contribution to its two 
Global Campaigns namely: Global Campaign on Urban Governance and the Global Campaign 
for Secure Tenure. 

I now wish to present a brief summary of UN-HABITAT activities relevant to indigenous issues 
and peoples. 

3.1 Global Campaign on Urban Governance 

UN-HABITAT launched the Global Campaign on Urban Governance with a strategic focus on 
urban poverty reduction. The Campaign is the product of emerging consensus that the quality of 
urban governance has a tremendous impact on poverty reduction efforts. Many local authorities, 
for example, control issues related to the access, cost and regulation of land-use, housing, 
infrastructure and basic services. They are also responsible for local economic development, 
including the informal sector. Moreover, the ability of the urban poor and vulnerable and 
disadvantaged groups including indigenous peoples to participate effectively in local decision
making processes has considerable impacts on whether strategic plans are designed and 
implemented to address their needs and interests. 

3.2 Global Campaign for Secure Tenure 

The Global Campaign for Secure Tenure, whi ;h was launched in July 2000, is an advocacy 
instrument to promote the rights of the urban poor, and other vulnerable and disadvantaged 
groups including indigenous peoples to participate in processes of settlement upgrading and 
development. By promoting the application of secure forms of tenure and by encouraging 
negotiation as an alternative to evictions, the Campaign strengthens collaboration between 
governments at all levels and the urban poor, vulnerable and disadvantaged groups. 

Secure tenure is regarded as a strategic entry point to eradicate poverty. With security of tenure, 
people living and working in informal settlements are more likely to invest their own resources 
in shelter and basic services. Furthermore, security of tenure promotes the integration of 
vulnerable and disadvantaged groups including indigenous peoples into society. During the 
implementation of the Campaign, particular attention should be given to the needs and 
participation of indígeno'is peoples. 

The main focus in this regard should be on the commitment of States as specified in paragraph 
40 of the Habitat Agenda which cites: " We (governments) further commit ourselves to the 
objectives of ('among other issues) : Protecting within the national context, the legal traditional 



rights oj indigenous people to land and other resources, as well as strengthening of land 
management. " 

Furthermore, paragraph 182 of Habitat Agenda states that: "national governments, local 
authorities and civil society organizations should: (g) Remove legal barriers to participation in 
public life by socially marginalised groups and promoting non-discrimination legislation; th) 
Establish agenda setting participatory mechanisms enabling individuals, families, communities, 
indigenous people and civil society to play a pro active role in identifying local needs and 
priorities and formulating new policies, plans and projects. " 

3.3 Cities Alliance 

The Cities Alliance was jointly launched by UN-HABITAT and the World Bank in May 1999 as 
an expanding partnership of organizations committed to developing innovative approaches to 
urban poverty reduction. With membership of the World Bank, UN-HABITAT and 12 bilateral 
agencies, the Cities Alliance is a facility for coordinating development cooperation and 
investment in upgrading and city development. The Cities Alliance has two principal operational 
components, namely broad-based formulation of city development strategies; and the 
development and implementation of large scale upgrading programmes. The Cities Alliance, in 
its "Cities Without Slum Action Plan," has set the ambitious target of making a significant 
improvement in the lives of at least 100 million urban poor, vulnerable and disadvantaged groups 
by 2020. Governments in the "Millennium Declaration" have endorsed this target. 

3.4 United Nations Housing Rights Programme 

In support of the above activities and jointly with the Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, UN-HABITAT has initiated the United Nations Housing Rights Programme. 
The goal of this Programme is to assist States and other stakeholders with the implementation of 
their commitments in the Habitat Agenda to ensure the full and progressive realization of the 
human right to adequate housing as provided for in international instruments. To achieve this 
goal, the Programme is involved in actions at the global level such as: 

- Formulation and adoption of norms, standard rules and guidelines; 
- Elaboration on the existing international legal instruments and enhancing compliance by 

the States; 
- Establishment of a mechanism for exchange of information and experience; 
- Development of a system to monitor and evaluate the realization of housing rights. 

The main challenge of the United Nations Housing Rights Programme, however, is to facilitate 
and support the progressive actions of actors at the national and local levels. These actions focus 
on equal access to housing resources; promotion of security of tenure and prevention of forced 
evictions; combating homelessnes' and protecting the rights of homeless people; and access to 
legal and other remedies in cases of violations. These actions are very much related to the issues 
and problems confronted by indigenous peoples and progress on these areas can substantially 
contribute to the improvement of living conditions of such groups. 
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3.5 Gender Equality and Women Empowerment Initiatives 

UN-HABITAT addresses gender equality and women's empowerment through its programmes 
and activities with the objective of advocating the effective implementation of Habitat Agenda 
commitments on this topic. Gender and women's empowerment policy has overall objectives of 
promoting women's equal rights and women's empowerment within the area of human 
settlements development; and supporting governments, NGOs and other stakeholders in capacity 
building in order to mainstream gender equality. 

The main method of outreach for the empowerment of women, vulnerable and disadvantaged 
groups including indigenous women in human settlements, is through the global networks 
dealing with women, homes and communities operating under the umbrella of the Huairou 
Commission, which was created at Beijing in 1995. In addition, UN-HABITAT organized a 
Gender Task Force, an internal body which aims to mainstream gender in all aspects of UN-
HABITAT's work. This body meets regularly to develop a consolidated gender mainstreaming 
approach, methods and instruments. 

The women's network partners of UN-HABITAT are currently engaged in a wide range of 
activities to bring the concerns of grassroots women including indigenous women into public 
decision-making and policy formulation at various levels. Activities in this direction currently 
include the Grassroots Women's International Academy (GWIA) for peer-group learning among 
communities in the North and South, and the "local-locai dialogues" to activate grassroots 
women's participation in local authority decision-making. 

3.6 Risk and Disaster Management Programme 

The Risk and Disaster Management Programme was created to marshal the resources of UN-
HABITAT to provide governments, local authorities, communities and business organizations 
with practical strategies for mitigating and recovering from conflicts and natural disasters. Field 
activities of this Programme cover several disaster and conflict af r ;cted countries aiming 
development of tools and networks for reduction of vulnerability in human settlements. The 
main activities of the Programme focus on supporting and strengthening capacities of 
stakeholders in managing disasters, awareness raising, and development of prevention, 
mitigation and rehabilitation strategies. 

UN-HABITAT organizes assessment and technical advisory missions to disaster-prone countries 
to strengthen co-ordination and networking among communities, NGOs, governmental bodies, 
local authorities and external support organizations. 
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