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COVID-19 has changed all of our lives, and taken the lives of many. This

has been particularly true for Indigenous Peoples. 

Along with my EMRIP colleagues, I would like to acknowledge all those 

who have lost their lives due to COVID-19, including many Indigenous 

Peoples, as well as the loss of traditional knowledge this has meant and the 

broader impact on their communities and cultures.  

In 2020, we focused our annual session on the impact of COVID-19 on 

Indigenous Peoples. During four dedicated virtual regional meetings in 

November 2020, we heard from Indigenous Peoples from all regions of the 

world regarding how COVID-19 has affected their lives. We then prepared our 

first ever substantive annual report, focusing on COVID-19.

During our discussions, Indigenous Peoples’ representatives described 

universal challenges, including that the pandemic has exacerbated underlying 

structural inequalities for indigenous communities, such as unequal access to 

adequate health care and potable water. 

We observed the disproportionate impact COVID-19 has had on 

Indigenous Peoples globally, and that women, children, elders, and persons with

disabilities, were suffering the most. We learned that Indigenous People are 

more likely to die of COVID-19, that they are being hit the hardest by its 

socioeconomic consequences, and that their inadequate access to health care 

and other key services increases the likelihood of them catching the virus.
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Indigenous Peoples reported a lack of information in indigenous 

languages and increased violence against women and children. They spoke of 

lost elders and with them traditional knowledge, and they drew links between 

the pandemic and climate change. They reported facing discrimination by the 

broader community and being targeted as carriers of the virus. We also heard 

about increased intimidation and repression of indigenous human rights 

defenders during the pandemic. 

During our annual session in July, we heard from many indigenous 

children about the impact the pandemic has had on them, particularly on their 

right to education, which is covered in our recent Study on the Rights of the 

Indigenous Child. 

Turning to today’s focus on participation, Indigenous Peoples have 

reported that COVID-19 has had a negative impact on free, prior, and informed 

consent and on their participation in decision-making. 

In our discussions, we heard some examples of cooperation between 

States and Indigenous Peoples in responses to COVID-19, but we found a 

frequent lack of inclusion of Indigenous Peoples in the adoption of COVID-19 

measures in States. We noted worrisome trends such as States moving ahead 

with development projects without consultations, and an increase in online 

consultations while many Indigenous Peoples have little or no access to reliable 

internet. 

We heard about some States releasing emergency funding for indigenous 

communities to take their own decisions during the pandemic. However, 

Government responses in many States have not adequately considered 

Indigenous Peoples, for example taken into account nomadic lifestyles and 

related livelihoods during lockdowns and restrictions of movement, and 

economic measures not being tailored to indigenous-owned businesses. 

2



Indigenous Peoples reiterated the need for everyone to work together to 

combat the virus. It is critical that State recovery measures and responses are 

done with the free, prior, and informed consent of affected Indigenous Peoples, 

and it is essential that Indigenous Peoples control the COVID responses in their 

own communities. 

 After a year of listening to Indigenous Peoples, our overwhelming 

conclusion is that self-determination is key. The more autonomy Indigenous 

Peoples have and the better they are able to exercise their right to self-

determination, the better they have fared during the pandemic. 

Indigenous Peoples from all regions cited good practices of indigenous 

communities self-isolating, and other self-reliance measures, including a 

resurgence of traditional practices as an exercise of their right to self-

determination.

They spoke of having stemmed the outbreak by locking down their 

communities early, establishing checks on tribal borders, and organizing 

culturally appropriate biosecurity measures that harness traditional medicinal 

knowledge. Some developed their own local pandemic plans, and others came 

together regionally. Indigenous women led many of these initiatives.

 What we have seen over this past year is a reaffirmation that self-

determination is the critical foundational right upon which the enjoyment of all 

other Indigenous Peoples’ rights is dependent. 

I would also like to reiterate the need for prioritization of vaccines for 

Indigenous Peoples and the importance of indigenous authorities being involved

in immunization planning and delivery. 

In conclusion, I take this opportunity to reiterate EMRIP’s 

recommendations to States to ensure Indigenous Peoples are adequately 

consulted and included in all COVID-19 recovery plans. Recovery plans should 
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not only deal with the current crisis, but also include prevention measures and 

address underlying structural inequalities.  I would also like to reiterate that the 

pandemic must not be used as an opening to limit rights such as the right to 

participation in decision-making and the right to self-determination. On the 

contrary, during such times of crises, the exercise of these rights is more critical 

than ever. 

Thank you. 
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