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Madam Vice-President, 

Distinguished delegates,

Representatives of indigenous peoples, 

Ladies and gentlemen,

It is an honour for me to address the Human Rights Council, and all those attending
this panel discussion on the rights of indigenous peoples today.

More than a year  after  the outbreak of the pandemic,  indigenous peoples  are still
facing severe challenges due to the COVID-19. In many States, there has been little or no
effort  to  involve  or  consult  with  indigenous  peoples  in  the  design  of  recovery  policies,
address their specific needs for assistance or adopt culturally appropriate recovery measures.
It is particularly concerning that the existing recovery efforts are having negative impacts on
indigenous peoples.

Nationwide measures to stop the pandemic are being applied to indigenous territories
without their free, prior and informed consent and without taking into account the systemic
barriers faced by recipients. By failing to adequately consult with indigenous peoples, many
Governments  have adopted responses,  without the participation of indigenous peoples.  In
some countries,  financial  support  has  been delayed by intermediary  government  agencies
rather than distributed to the affected communities. Other countries have relied entirely on
civil society or volunteers to provide assistance for indigenous peoples. 

Health support and economic relief for indigenous peoples, where it took place, were
generally  prepared months after the first  declared cases of COVID-19. The response was
rarely  developed in  collaboration  with indigenous  organizations,  and was often part  of  a
wider  strategy  for  “vulnerable”  groups.  As  a  result,  these  responses,  again,  failed  to
adequately take into account indigenous peoples specific needs across their various lifestyles
or whether they live in their communities, in urban settings, in voluntary isolation or in initial
contact. 

I remain deeply concerned about the rising of illegal deforestation, incursions, land
takings and violence during the pandemic with little government aid or oversight. Emergency
orders are being used to accelerate resource exploration and extraction. The lack of formal
recognition and protection of indigenous lands is leading to violent incursions and killings,
resource extraction, food insecurity, deforestation and evictions.

In terms of vaccination plans, as indicated in my report to this Council1 this year, they
are  often  being  adopted  without
meaningful  consultations  with
indigenous peoples to ensure that they
are informed, and in order to address
their  cultural  and  linguistic  needs,
physical  isolation  and  the  lack  of
health-care infrastructures. Such poor
vaccination  plans  have  worsened  the  marginalization  and  discrimination  of  indigenous
peoples, resulting in low vaccination rates among them.

The same report has also identified some indigenous peoples-led initiatives that have
achieved positive outcomes during the COVID-19 recovery phase. In  Brazil, the Kuikuro

1 A/HRC/48/54.
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people formed partnerships with hospitals, set up their own health centre and hired doctors
and nurses to stay with them and help with prevention.  In  Thailand,  Karen people have
performed rituals by shutting down their villages and not allowing anyone to enter and, in
Bangladesh, the Mro indigenous communities put up a bamboo fencing at the entrance of
their  territory  to  isolate  their  villages.  Rather  than  relying  solely  on  government  aid,
indigenous peoples  are  coordinating  community-level  responses  that  include  reconnecting
with scientific knowledge and managing humanitarian and mutual aid networks. States must
fulfil  their  obligations  to  provide  support  for  protection  plans  elaborated  by  indigenous
peoples in an autonomous manner.   

I  would like to  underline that  inclusion and participation are essential  to preserve
distinct  ancestral  cultures,  knowledge  and  practices,  which  can  be  threatened  by  the
imposition  of  measures  that  do  not  recognize  the  specific  role  and  characteristics  of
indigenous peoples.  The key element  for an efficient  State  response to  the pandemic  for
indigenous peoples is to respect the autonomy of indigenous peoples to manage the situation
locally while providing them with the information and the financial support they identify as
necessary. 

In  conclusion,  indigenous  peoples  need  to  be  included  at  the  early  stages  of
contingency  planning.  Recovery  and  post-pandemic  decision-making  must  involve
indigenous  representatives,  leaders  and  traditional  authorities  in  the  design  and
implementation of culturally appropriate recovery efforts. Specifically, States should involve
indigenous  organizations  and  leaders  in  the  design  and  implementation  of  vaccine
programmes to combat anti-vaccine misinformation, address historical mistrust and promote
information  in  indigenous  languages.  I  encourage  Governments  to  adopt  moratoriums on
extractive  projects  impacting  indigenous  lands during the COVID-19 recovery phase and
ensure that private companies adopt COVID-19 protocols that respect the right of indigenous
peoples to free, prior and informed consent. The implementation of effective measures to
ensure culturally appropriate access to health facilities and to remove barriers to accessing
health care are also indispensable to the overall effort to respond to the pandemic. 

I look forward to hearing your reflections from the floor, as we discuss further.

I thank you all for your attention.

*****
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