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The OHCHR is very pleased to be participating once again in the Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Issues. The Office attaches great importance to the annual sessions of this body which 
it sees as playing an essential role in promoting coordination in the United Nations system to 
improve the situation of the more than 370 million indigenous people in the world. 

This year, following recommendations by the Board of Trustees of the Voluntary Fund for 
Indigenous Populations, 78 indigenous representatives were authorized by the Secretary-General 
to attend the Forum. A special effort was made to bring representatives from the Pacific to allow 
them to contribute to the half-day discussions on the region. 

Madam Chairperson, 

The report of the OHCHR to the Forum (E/C.19/2008/4/Add.l4) has been circulated. I will 
therefore focus my statement on some particular developments relating to human rights. 

Let me begin by saying something about recent institutional developments taking place in Geneva 
that I believe are very important for indigenous peoples. The Human Rights Council, which is the 
principal inter-governmental body of the UN responsible for human rights, is now fully 
operational, has confirmed the mandates of most of the former Special Procedures including the 
Special Rapporteur on indigenous peoples, has initiated its first human rights reviews of countries 
under the Universal Periodic Review process, and has created its subsidiary advisory bodies 
including the Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 

As noted by the Special Rapporteur, Rodolfo Stavenhagen, the Human Rights Council has 
appointed Prof. James Anaya as the new Special Rapporteur and he will officially take up his 
duties from this Thursday 1 May. The office would like to join others and express its appreciation 
to Prof. Stavenhagen and acknowledge the important work he has accomplished over the two 
terms of his mandate. 

With the new process of reviewing countries' human rights, NGOs including indigenous peoples' 
organizations have the possibility of providing information that can be considered as part of the 
review procedures. Very few indigenous peoples are yet using this new mechanism and our office 
would like to encourage all indigenous peoples present at the Forum to contribute. 



As mentioned earlier, the Human Rights Council has now established an Expert Mechanism on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (resolution 6/36) to advise the Council on thematic issues 
related to indigenous peoples' rights. It will be composed of five independent experts and hold its 
first session in Geneva from 1 to 3 October. The process of selection of the experts will be carried 
out during May and the Council will take its decision on the composition of the expert body at its 
June session. 

If we step back for one moment, we can acknowledge that the UN has established the 
mechanisms and processes that many indigenous peoples have been struggling for over decades. 
We have a high level body, now in its 7 t h year that can advise and influence the UNs programmes 
and policies. We have a Special Rapporteur who has been able to table critical contemporary 
issues affecting indigenous peoples and engage States in constructive dialogue on measures to 
improve their conditions. And, with the creation of the Expert Mechanism, we will have a 
dedicated space for the discussion of human rights questions and a new source of expertise on 
human rights that can be channeled to States through the Human Rights Council. 

Apart from the challenge of ensuring that these mechanisms work effectively together, 
indigenous peoples themselves can now reflect on how best to use these opportunities open to 
them. 

Madam Chairperson, 

I would like to draw attention to some specific developments where I believe the Forum and 
indigenous participants can be engaged. The Committee on the Rights of the Child will consider 
its ongoing work on a general comment on indigenous children at its next session in June. It 
might also be useful to recall that the Human Rights Council at its last session requested the 
OHCHR to prepare a detailed analytical study on the relationship between climate change and 
human rights (resolution 7/23). This is clearly a study of importance to indigenous peoples and 
one in which the indigenous peoples' perspective must be fully and comprehensively 
accommodated. 

Some mention should also be made of the Durban Review Conference which will be held in 2009 
and assess progress in implementation of the recommendations of the 2001 World Conference 
against Racism. The next preparatory session will take place from 6 to 24 October. The Office 
has specifically organized the first session of the new Expert Mechanism on 1 to 3 October just 
prior to the Durban preparatory meeting to facilitate indigenous peoples participation the week 
following. We hope very much that Forum members and indigenous peoples will play an active 
part in the lead up to the Review Conference. 

I would like to mention some specific areas of work that the office is engaged in. We continue to 
cooperate with UN Habitat, IOM and the Permanent Forum secretariat on furthering 
understanding of indigenous peoples in urban areas and will contribute together with agencies, 
governments and indigenous peoples, to the elaboration of guidelines that can help to improve 
policy in this area. The office is also committed, in line with the request of the Forum, to 
elaborating policy guidance on voluntarily isolated indigenous peoples as a follow up to an expert 
meeting held in Bolivia in 2006. In November 2007, the office organized in Brazzaville a meeting 
of indigenous peoples and members of the African Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights 
as well as members of the Forum. The office will continue to promote a better understanding of 
indigenous issues in the region. This year, the office will organize an expert seminar on extractive 
industries, indigenous peoples and human rights in the Russian Federation. This will build on the 



work of the seminar organized by the Forum in July 2007. We hope that in all these activities we 
can count on the continuing support of the Forum. 

Madam Chairperson, 

The activities referred to in this statement deal with institutional and global policy developments. 
While these are valuable in setting international frameworks and bringing visibility to critical 
issues, the concerns of indigenous peoples are those that affect directly their communities. As 
many have pointed out, the challenge for the Forum and the UN system is how they can 
contribute to positive change at the country level. The OHCHR over the last years has been 
reorienting its own work to address the so-called implementation gap and now has some 50 field 
presences. In certain of these countries we have dedicated staff working on indigenous issues. In 
recognition of the challenges facing indigenous peoples in the Africa region, the office 
established at the beginning of this year, a focal point on indigenous peoples in its regional office 
in Yaounde covering 11 central African countries. 

In February this year, guidelines on indigenous peoples' issues were approved by the UNDG. 
They are designed to assist staff in UNCTs integrate indigenous peoples' issues in processes for 
operational activities and programmes at country level in cooperation with indigenous peoples. 
These guidelines are publicly available. I would say to indigenous peoples that the door is now 
open for them to engage the UN in their respective countries and ask them how these guidelines 
can be given life. 

Madam Chairperson, 

Let me conclude by saying that the office considers that it has a particular responsibility for the 
promotion and implementation of the Declaration. The Declaration provides a universal 
framework for dialogue, reconciliation and change at the country level. Together with ILO 
Convention 169, we now have comprehensive and complementary standards to protect 
indigenous peoples' rights. In February 2007, the OHCHR and ILO organized a special meeting 
of the Inter-agency Support Group to discuss ways of integrating both the UN Declaration and 
ILO 169 into UN agency policies and programmes. I would refer the Forum members to CRP 7 
which has the full list of recommendations of the meeting. 

The Office affirms its commitment to promoting the Declaration through its country programmes 
with governments, and will be engaging partners such as national human rights institutions, civil 
society and indigenous organizations in this endeavour. We believe that the Declaration can be 
made a living document only through effective action by all concerned parties. 

I thank you very much. 


