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Twenty years ago, in the Ecuadorian Amazon; I met a man from the Zaparo people, Mr. Denasco 
Peuch, who told me his story: When he was a little boy, his village was affected by disease and all 
the inhabitants fled into the forest, to escape the illness. When, after a while, the little boy returned 
to the village with his mother, they were the only ones to return. After that, he did not find other 
Zaparo-speaking human beings; he married a woman from the neighbouring Huaorani group and 
his children grew up, speaking Huaroani and Quichua. But he felt a profound loss; I cannot even 
speak the Zaparo language with my children, he told me, it is as if my thoughts also stop there. 

In the saddest way, this shows what we are losing; not only languages but entire worlds. 

Indigenous languages exist and develop within specific cultural, environmental, social and political 
contexts; and as indigenous peoples' right to self-determination, including to land and resources and 
to decide their own priorities for development is being undermined, their languages come under 
enormous pressure. Today, many indigenous peoples have lost or are in the process of losing their 
languages. 

ILO Convention No. 169, along with the UNDRIP aim at protecting that self-determined space that 
will allow indigenous peoples to maintain and further develop their languages. 

For some, however, it may already be too late and their languages are irreversible lost. It is 
sometimes argued that the collective identity is lost with the language but numerous indigenous 
peoples are defying this misperception; although they have lost their traditional language, they 
maintain strong community identities. One of the direct practical implications of this is that we need 
to rethink the use of linguistic criteria to identify and classify indigenous peoples, for example in 
national censuses and statistics. 

Other peoples may benefit from the recognition of indigenous peoples' rights, which the world has 
seen over the last 20 years. In the case of the Zaparos, the ratification of ILO Convention No. 169 
has allowed the indigenous organizations to establish cross-border contacts and search for scattered 
Zaparo families on both the Ecuadorian and Peruvian side of the border. This has allowed the 
reunion of family members and encounters of the last Zaparo speakers, along with the recognition 
of land rights and other fundamental issues. In parallel, both countries have developed legislation 
and profoundly reformed the educational sectors to provide bilingual and culturally relevant 
education programmes to the indigenous communities. I was told last year that Mr. Denasco Peuch 
has contributed to developing the Zaparo-language curriculum in Ecuador. 

Along these lines, the ILO is promoting the UNDRIP along with the ratification and 
implementation of the ILO Convention No. 169 as the necessary minimum frameworks for the 
protection of the cultural, territorial, political and social space that is necessary for the survival of 
indigenous languages. 

In addition to these general considerations, let me also briefly focus on the employment aspects of 
language policies. Often, the discrimination against indigenous languages is a main element in the 
poor school attainments of indigenous children, which again constitute a barrier to access to 
vocational training and higher-level educations and thus to employment. Patterns of discrimination 
are thereby being perpetuated and reinforced. 



O f particular importance is the ILO Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 
1958 (ILO Convention No. I l l ) 1 which stipulates that discrimination occurs when a distinction, 
exclusion or preference is made that has a negative effect on the enjoyment of equality of 
opportunity and treatment in employment and occupation. The Convention conveys a responsibility 
o n governments to not only abolish directly discriminatory laws and practices but also actively 
develop a policy that will ensure equality of opportunities. 

Equal access to education and vocational training is one of the keys to the promotion of equality of 
opportunities but education services in indigenous communities are often under-funded, low 
quality, poorly equipped and served by the least educated teachers, thereby contributing to very low 
educational achievements among indigenous children. 

Recent ILO studies on child labour in Asia, Africa and Latin America revealed an alarming picture. 
Indigenous children are disproportionately involved in child labour and the lack of quality and 
appropriate education curriculum and services remains a discriminatory root cause behind 
indigenous child labour. 2 

A s provided by ILO Convention No. 111 and 169, indigenous peoples should not only have equal 
access to education and training but their special needs should be taken into account in order to 
eliminate discrimination in practice. Education and training services should be based on their social 
and cultural conditions and practical needs and should thus take into account their languages as a 
key element in promoting equal opportunities. 

The ILO's response to the alarming loss of indigenous languages is thus primarily to continue 
working with indigenous peoples, governments, UN agencies and other development partners for 
the general promotion and implementation of indigenous peoples' collective rights as a precondition 
for ensuring the social and cultural space in which languages are maintained, developed and 
transmitted. 

More specifically, the ILO will contribute to promote the principles of ILO Convention No. 169 and 
N o . 111 with regards to language, education and vocational training to influence the Education for 
All policies, the strategies to reach the Millennium Development Goals, as well as national 
employment and vocational training policies and programmes. 

Finally, the ILO will continue to make materials and publications available in indigenous languages 
and is currently involved in efforts to translate Convention NO. 169 and the UNDRIP into a number 
of indigenous languages. 

Thank you Madame Chairperson. 

Entered into force in 1958 and ratified by 166 countries, ILO Convention 111 promotes the importance of eliminating discrimination which is a 
widely recognized international standard that has become one of the most important general principles in international law, especially in human rights 
law 

For example, in Latin America, it is estimated that indigenous children are twice as likely to work as miners, domestic servant, migrant worker, 
commercial agriculture worker and prostitutes, than their non-indigenous peers. In Africa, ILO estimates that 4 1 % of all children between the ages of 
5-14 are involved in some form of economic activity Reports from Kenya, Cameroon and other countries in Central Africa indicate that child labour 
is a growing phenomenon in indigenous communities, who increasingly rely economically on their children's work In Asia, I L O estimates that 60% 
of the children are economically active, and surveys have shown that many of those involved in the worst forms of child labouras, for example, 
bonded and domestic labour, come from indigenous communities 


