We the Indigenous Peoples: Self/Portraits
A photo project with and for indigenous peoples

Background
There are some 370 million indigenous people in more than 70 countries in the world, representing about 5 000 cultures and more than 4 000 languages. Over the centuries, many indigenous peoples have seen their traditional lands and territories taken away depriving them of the means for their physical and cultural survival.  Many indigenous peoples have been subjected to forced displacement, discrimination and marginalization. Their cultures have been eroded by forced assimilation. Some have even faced the threat of extinction. 
 There is a global interest to protect indigenous peoples, because by being together with indigenous peoples, we are protecting the human cultural heritage and biodiversity of the world. We are all together in this as humanity.

“We the Peoples” is the first sentence of the United Nations Charter, which shows the mission of this Organization – to serve all the peoples of the world. After many years of struggle and thanks to the creation of an international indigenous movement and the solidarity of the international community, indigenous peoples’ issues are among the priority issues of the United Nations. Therefore, the United Nations Permanent Forum for Indigenous Issues has been established by the Economic and Social Council where indigenous peoples can participate and raise their voices every year to debate on a level of parity with Governments and United Nations and other inter-governmental agencies. Indigenous peoples actively contribute to recommendations for solutions for indigenous peoples’ issues. The Permanent Forum is the United Nations body that serves as a catalyst for partnership and change. 
Proposed Project
Each year in May, more than 1 500 representatives of indigenous peoples from all over the world come together to the United Nations to participate in the Forum. The Secretariat of the Forum, in cooperation with indigenous peoples and with Rong Jiang, who is a photographer and a long-time United Nations staff member, will use this unique opportunity to capture faces of indigenous participants who attend the session to produce a photo project entitled “We the Indigenous Peoples: Self/Portraits”. The project will include taking portraits of indigenous participants and collecting their views about their cultures, their peoples and themselves to be used as the captions of the photos.
Purposes of the Project
A picture is worth a thousand words. The photos of this project together with indigenous people’s views are intended to show indigenous people’s faces as they themselves choose while they participate at a high level United Nations body.  These photos will be used for the annual indigenous cultural exhibit at the United Nations Headquarters during the Forum’s sessions, and for illustrating United Nations publications, including those issued by the Secretariat of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, among them the periodic edition of the report on “The State of the World Indigenous Peoples”. Each photo will also be shared with the participant in the photo session. If funds become available, they may also be compiled into a book and shown in a touring exhibition.
With the participation of indigenous peoples, this project can play a role in raising the profile and visibility of indigenous peoples, thus contributing to enhancing awareness on indigenous issues, as the Permanent Forum’s mandate calls for, and demonstrating that indigenous peoples are also part of “We the Peoples of the United Nations”.
Implementation of the Project
Information about the project will be distributed to indigenous participants to the Forum’s sessions, explaining the project and inviting those who so choose to participate.
A make-shift studio will be set up in a room (GA-37, near the gift shop area) during the sessions of the Forum and two cameras will be used. One camera will be controlled by the indigenous person who participates via a remote shutter; another will be operated by the photographer, Rong Jiang. The participant in the photo session will be informed beforehand that he or she may present himself or herself in a close-up headshot the way she/he wants and press the remote shutter whenever she/he is ready. At the same time, the photographer will take a full-length portrait of the participant. That way, an objective portrait and a subjective portrait will be taken to form a series of “self/portraits” so as to allow indigenous participants to express their identities and personalities and to showcase their cultures and costumes at the same time. 
This project is expected to be an ongoing project to be implemented over the next sessions of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, during the Second International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People (2005-2015). 
It is hoped that the resources required for the project will become available for its timely implementation.

