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A.
Introduction: Disappearing languages
1.
The year 2008 has been proclaimed by UNESCO as the International Year of Languages. Responding to the need for concrete public policies for the protection and promotion of indigenous languages, the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, at its sixth session, recommended to the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) that an international expert group meeting on indigenous languages be held. The recommendation is as follows:

Considering that 2008 is the International Year of Languages, the Permanent

Forum recommends holding an expert group meeting on indigenous languages that will call upon States, the United Nations system and indigenous peoples and their organizations to consider the following elements:

(a) Working towards concrete actions and legislative development aimed at eliminating discrimination against the current use of indigenous languages;

(b) Developing programmes aimed at promoting the empowerment of indigenous languages through all mediums, including radio and television;

(c) Supporting and increasing the number of centres for the study of indigenous languages;

(d) Financing and supporting schemes for special projects that are formulated by indigenous peoples and are focused on revitalization and rescue of threatened languages;

(e) Designing, in consultation with indigenous peoples and the Permanent

Forum, the organization of a world conference on linguistic diversity, indigenous languages, identity and education, as a contribution to the programme of the Second International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People.

2.
At its regular session in 2007, the Economic and Social Council approved the Forum’s recommendation in decision 2007/244.

3.
It is usually estimated that there are between 6000 and 7000 oral languages in the world today. Most of these languages are spoken by very few people, while a handful of them are spoken by an overwhelming majority of the world. About 97% of the world’s population speaks 4% of its languages, while only 3% of the population speaks 96% of our languages.
 A great majority of these languages are spoken by indigenous peoples, and most (if not all) of them are in danger of becoming extinct.

4.
Why is this happening? Can the extinction of over 5000 languages be prevented, slowed down or reversed in the next 100 years? Can some, most or all of these languages be saved, revitalized and become relevant again? What is the role of states and international organizations in language revitalization? What is the role of indigenous peoples in these processes? What are some of the positive examples around the world?

5.
A number of different factors contribute to whether a language is endangered or not. These languages are not being acquired by children, and as the remaining native speakers die, one by one, the languages are dying with them. In fact, it has been estimated that roughly 90% of all existing languages may become extinct within the next 100 years.

B.
Homogeneous myths in a heterogeneous reality

6.
Although the loss of languages is lamented and by all who care about linguistic, biological and cultural diversity, the loss of indigenous languages is most acutely felt by indigenous peoples themselves, who lose much more. The language we speak is at the core of who we are, how we identify ourselves, how we see our place in the world and how we connect and communicate with those who came before us and those who follow us. Assimilationist policies that lead to the destruction of languages have been considered a form of ethnocide or linguistic genocide. The fact is that few if any countries are homogeneous, but multi-ethnic and pluricultural. The world’s almost 200 countries include at least 5000 ethnic groups, while over two thirds of all countries have more than one ethnic or religious group making up at least 10% of the population.
 

7.
Indigenous languages are often relegated to a second class status of dialect, or vernacular, synonymous with poverty, backwardness and a lack of development, and as such are therefore a part of the problem, which needs to be “solved” with the introduction of the dominant language, which stands for modernity, development and national unity. Being offered no alternatives, many indigenous peoples have been forced to comply, thus exacerbating the loss of their languages, cultures and identities. 

8.
Furthermore, indigenous peoples are increasingly migrating to urban areas. It is estimated that 18 percent of Ecuador’s indigenous population is urban, while in Chile it is at least 50 percent. Much of this migration is seasonal or short term, allowing indigenous peoples to maintain economic, social and cultural ties with their communities of origin, and thus resist assimilation. However, migrants (indigenous and non-indigenous alike) tend often to stay longer than they originally anticipated, sometimes losing touch with their peoples, leading to increased social fragmentation, a loss of identities and the deterioration of language skills. The issues and rights of indigenous peoples who live in urban areas need to be given greater attention by authorities, who also need “…to understand need to understand the multiple identities of indigenous peoples within urban areas and their continuing relationship to their traditional lands, natural resources and environments in rural areas. In this sense, indigenous peoples should not be seen as divided between urban and rural, but rather as peoples with rights and a common cultural identity adapting to changing circumstances and environments. The complexity and diversity of situations of indigenous peoples whose members live in urban areas requires States to adopt culturally sensitive policies and models to respond to these needs.” 

9.
How can a state respond to the multilingual, pluricultural relations, respecting human rights for all, including the indigenous peoples who live within its territories and in urban areas?  How can a state define itself as a pluricultural entity, where different ethnicities live together, speaking different languages that coexist, where differences are not something to be overcome, but on the contrary something to be celebrated as an integral part of the nature of the state? This is about issues such as definition and identity, but also the protection of indigenous peoples’ rights, not only as minority groups or local communities, but as the first peoples of their countries. 

C.
The importance of good policies

10.
Increasingly, it is recognized that education in the mother tongue and bilingual education is beneficial to children and that it is essential that children be offered education that is linguistically and culturally sensitive and relevant, that children who receive an education in their mother tongue fare better than those who are immediately exposed to the foreign, dominant language throughout their education. While this is widely recognized amongst experts and many policy makers as well, there are still important obstacles in the way of indigenous children receiving adequate education. First of all is the persistence of the belief in linguistic assimilation, that indigenous students must be exposed to the dominant language in order to succeed, and that the indigenous language is an impediment to their success. Secondly, there is the issue of resources and the equally persistent belief that, although mother tongue education might be “nice”, it is expensive, with few concrete benefits and ultimately an exercise in wishful thinking. Providing education to indigenous children in their mother tongue requires the training of qualified teachers and the development of curricula and these needs are often not high enough on the list of states’ priorities. 

11.
It is important to remember that policies can change and priorities can be reconsidered. A case in point is the Intercultural Bilingual Education System in Mexico, which, in response to indigenous demands has been greatly strengthened in recent years, covering 1,145,000 students from 47 indigenous peoples, with 50,300 teachers.
 Meanwhile, in Guatemala, the 1985 Constitution recognizes the value of indigenous languages and stipulates that in schools established in areas of predominantly indigenous population, education shall be conducted preferably in bilingual form. One of the best examples often cited is that of New Zealand, where Maori went from being a forbidden language in schools in the 1950s to being a funded language in pre-schools, primary schools, secondary schools and universities, through the adoption of the 1989 Education Act. Policy makers in various countries have received the message that indigenous students who know their own language are more likely to stay in school, are more likely to go to college and are more likely to enrich and strengthen their own communities, benefiting not only their own communities, but the whole national society as well.

12.
While education is the area where considerable focus has been placed, other areas for policy development that should be addressed include access of indigenous language to the media, both mainstream and indigenous-specific production and dissemination of literature, theatre and other arts and cultural expressions in indigenous languages, the use of indigenous languages in the justice system and other areas of public administration and the exposure of non-indigenous society to indigenous languages and other areas of inter-cultural relations. In addition, concrete means should be developed for the full and effective participation of indigenous peoples in policy in making that affects their languages. 

D.
Normative Framework
13.
A number of international instruments deal with language rights, covering a wide range of issues such as the fact that language should not induce discrimination (Constitution of UNESCO, 1944), that minorities have the right to carry on their own education activities (Convention against Discrimination in Education, 1960), that education of the child respect the child’s cultural identity and language (Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989) or that people have the right to use their own language in community with their other members of their group (International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1966). The Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity
 in article 4 states that “The defense of cultural diversity is an ethical imperative, inseparable from respect for human dignity. It implies a commitment to human rights and fundamental freedoms, in particular the rights of persons belonging to minorities and those of indigenous peoples. No one may invoke cultural diversity to infringe upon human rights guaranteed by international law, nor to limit their scope.”
14.
Of particular interest to indigenous peoples are ILO Convention No. 169 on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries, and the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. ILO Convention 169 addresses languages, in article 28, stating that indigenous children shall “… be taught to read and write in their own indigenous language or in the language most commonly used by the group to which they belong.” Article 28 goes on to state that “Adequate measures shall be taken to ensure that these peoples have the opportunity to attain fluency in the national language or in one of the official languages of the country.” and that “measures shall be taken to preserve and promote the development and practice of the indigenous languages of the peoples concerned.” Convention 169, in addition to other relevant international instruments, has prompted many countries, especially in Latin America, to adopt constitutional provisions and laws that recognize the pluricultural nature of their societies, including provisions on languages.

15.
The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (The Declaration) explicitly mentions languages in articles 13, 14 and 16, while article 3 deals with the overarching right to self-determination and the right of indigenous peoples to determine their own cultural development.

Article 3
Indigenous peoples have the right to self-determination. By virtue of that right they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development.
Article 13
1.Indigenous peoples have the right to revitalize, use, develop and transmit to future generations their histories, languages, oral traditions, philosophies, writing systems and literatures, and to designate and retain their own names for communities, places and persons.

2.States shall take effective measures to ensure that this right is protected and also to ensure that indigenous peoples can understand and be understood in political, legal and administrative proceedings, where necessary through the provision of interpretation or by other appropriate means.

Article 14
1. Indigenous peoples have the right to establish and control their educational systems and institutions providing education in their own languages, in a manner appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and learning.

2. Indigenous individuals, particularly children, have the right to all levels and forms of education of the State without discrimination.

3 States shall, in conjunction with indigenous peoples, take effective measures, in order for indigenous individuals, particularly children, including those living outside their communities, to have access, when possible, to an education in their own culture and provided in their own language.

Article 16
1. Indigenous peoples have the right to establish their own media in their own languages and to have access to all forms of non-indigenous media without discrimination.

2. States shall take effective measures to ensure that State-owned media duly reflect indigenous cultural diversity. States, without prejudice to ensuring full freedom of expression, should encourage privately owned media to adequately reflect indigenous cultural diversity.

16.
In addition, the Declaration says that states shall provide effective mechanisms for the prevention of actions that deprive indigenous peoples of their integrity as distinct peoples, cultural values or identities (article 8) and that indigenous peoples have the right to determine their own identity in accordance with their customs and traditions (article 33). Furthermore, article 15, (although not explicitly mentioning languages) states that the dignity and diversity of indigenous peoples’ culture and traditions shall be reflected in education and public information. The Declaration was adopted by the General Assembly on 13 September, 2007.

17.
The Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues has demonstrated its concern for indigenous languages. At its Fourth Session in 2005, the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues focused on primary education within the context of Millennium Development Goal 2, which calls for primary education for all by the year 2015. The Forum placed a heavy emphasis on language in primary education, underlining the importance of mother tongue education which is indispensable for indigenous children. The Forum recommended that states increase the number of indigenous persons in the educational sectors, including in policy, administration, teaching indigenous culture, history and contemporary society, indigenous languages and the production of education materials. It also recommended the development by states of bilingual and culturally appropriate primary education for indigenous children to reduce dropout rates, stressing that the mother tongue must be the first learning language and the national language the second language.  The Forum recommended that states and the UN system and other intergovernmental organizations pay attention to intercultural bilingual education for indigenous peoples at the preschool, primary and tertiary levels.   Finally UNESCO and UNICEF were urged to continue promoting bilingual and cross-cultural education in Latin America and expand these experiences in other regions. 

18.
Various other recommendations of the Permanent Forum on primary education focused on culturally appropriate education, including the need to review curricula in order to erase culturally discriminatory materials and enhance knowledge of indigenous cultures
.

19.
Finally, in July 2007, the Executive Board of UNESCO decided on the preparation of a convention for the protection of indigenous and endangered languages. The Executive board requested the Director General of UNESCO to “…conduct a preliminary study of the technical and legal aspects of a possible international standard-setting instrument for the protection of indigenous and endangered languages, including a study of the outcomes of the programmes implemented by UNESCO relating to this issue, and to submit such a preliminary study to the Executive Board for examination at its 179th session”. The Executive Board also invited the Director-General to convene a meeting of experts, including representatives of indigenous peoples, to assist him in the preparation of such a preliminary study.

E.
Items for discussion
20.
Building on the recommendation contained in paragraph 72 from the Report of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues at its sixth session, discussions of the International Expert Group Meeting on Indigenous Languages will be based on the following themes:

a) Working towards concrete actions and legislative development aimed at eliminating discrimination against the current use of indigenous languages;


- What are some examples of good practices? 


- How can the Declaration be used to influence policy making and legislation?


- Where legislation is in place, how can the implementation gap be bridged?

b) Developing programmes aimed at promoting the empowerment of indigenous languages through all mediums, including radio and television;

- What are some good examples and challenges in this area, and how can these challenges be overcome?

- How can resources be devoted to language programmes?

- How can indigenous peoples take advantage of new information and communication technologies?


- What should be the role of public and private media enterprises?

c) Supporting and increasing the number of centres for the study of indigenous languages;

- What are some good examples in the revival or strengthening of indigenous languages?

- What should be the means for adult or community education centers for the study of indigenous languages?

d) Financing and supporting schemes for special projects that are formulated by indigenous peoples and are focused on revitalization and rescue of threatened languages;

- What is and what should be the role of indigenous peoples, states, the UN system and donors, in the specific schemes for the revitalization and rescue of threatened indigenous languages?

e) Designing, in consultation with indigenous peoples and the Permanent

Forum, the organization of a world conference on linguistic diversity, indigenous languages, identity and education, as a contribution to the programme of the Second International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People.

- What should be the purpose of such a conference?

- What should be the main areas in the agenda of such a conference?

- How would such a conference be prepared (expert contributions, role and contribution of states and indigenous peoples, regional focus…)?

- Hosting and funding

21.
This expert group meeting will adopt recommendations which will be submitted to the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues at its seventh session. The Permanent Forum will devote a half day discussion to this subject and adopt its own recommendations on this important subject.

� See for example, Skutnabb Kangas, Tove (2000) Linguistic Genocide in Education – or worldwide diversity and human rights, Mahwah: LEA, UNESCO (2003) Language Vitality and Endangerment: UNESCO Ad Hoc Expert Group on Endangered Languages, Paris: UNESCO.


� UNESCO (2003) Language Vitality and Endangerment: UNESCO Ad Hoc Expert Group on Endangered Languages, Paris: UNESCO.


� UNDP (2004) Human Development Report 2004: Cultural Liberty in Today’s Diverse World, New York: UNDP


� The Report of the International Expert Group Meeting on Urban Indigenous Peoples and Migration (2006) submitted to the Sixth Session of UNPFII, p. 12-13, (E/C.19/2007/CRP.8).


� E/CN.4/2004/80/Add.2


� Adopted  by the 31st session of the General Conference of UNESCO, Paris, 2 November 2001.


� See E/2005/34. In addition, a compilation of relevant recommendations from the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, from all its 6 sessions is attached as an annex to this paper. 
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