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Today indigenous peoples and the world will celebrate International Day of the World’s Indigenous Peoples, which is officially commemorated on 9 August annually in recognition of the first meeting of the United Nations Working Group on Indigenous Populations in Geneva in 1982. 

The International Day was first observed on 9 August 1994, at the start of the First International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People. In December 2004, the General Assembly proclaimed the Second International Decade of the World’s Indigenous Peoples from 2005 to 2015. Subsequently, the Programme of Action of the Second Decade was adopted in November 2005 with the theme “Partnership for Action and Dignity”. 

The goal of the Decade is the further strengthening of international cooperation for the solution of problems faced by indigenous peoples in such areas as culture, education, health, human rights, the environment and economic and social development, by means of action-oriented programmes and specific projects, increased technical assistance and relevant standard-setting activities.  In the area of development, the specific objective is “to redefine development from the perspective of cultural appropriateness and equity.” To achieve this is not easy because the dominant development model is still trapped within the neoliberal framework which favors more extraction of the last remaining world’s resources which are mostly found in indigenous peoples’ territories. This framework exacerbates inequity and poverty among indigenous peoples.

The first objective of the Second Decade Programme is to “promote non-discrimination and inclusion of indigenous peoples.” This objective has not been reached. Systematic racism and discrimination is still the lot of many indigenous peoples not only in the developing countries but also in the richest and most powerful countries in the world. National statistics on health, poverty, access to education still show that many indigenous peoples are still the poorest of the poor, the least healthy and ones who do not have access to formal education. And yet these statistics are hardly reflected in the Millennium Development Goals country reports and the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers of most governments. Nor is the situation of discrimination and marginalization of indigenous peoples adequately dealt with by MDG and PRSP related projects and activities.

A major achievement for indigenous peoples occurred recently on 29 June 2006 where the Human Rights Council adopted the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The Fifth Session of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues strongly recommended that the Human Rights Council adopts the Declaration, without any amendments.  The members of the Forum and representatives of all the regional caucuses of indigenous peoples are looking forward to the adoption of the Declaration by UN General Assembly before the end of 2006. 

When adopted by the General Assembly, the Declaration could well be a major step towards eliminating the widespread human rights violations suffered by over 370 million Indigenous people worldwide. While the Declaration is not binding it would go a long way towards affirming and respecting indigenous peoples' rights to language; nationality; their right to self-determination which includes their right to use and develop their political, economic and social systems or institutions. The Declaration enshrines protection and security in times of armed conflict; life, physical security and liberty; the collective right to live in freedom, peace and security as distinct peoples and not to be subjected to any act of genocide or any other act of violence, including forcibly removing children of the group to another group. It also enshrines protection and conservation of the environment; education; participation in decision-making; self-government; cultural expression and Indigenous use and develop lands, territories, and resources, which they have traditionally owned, occupied, used, or acquired. This Declaration will be the essential framework which should be used to promote harmonious relations and mutual respect between indigenous peoples and States.  
Indigenous peoples’ issues are starting to gain higher visibility within the United Nations as result of the direct advocacy of indigenous peoples and the partnerships built with the UN system, governments and civil society, in addition to the recommendations from UN bodies such as the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, the Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms of Indigenous Peoples and the UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations. However, a big gap still remains between rhetoric and practice. Recommendations from the reports of the Special Rapporteur and the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues still have a long way to go in terms of implementation. There needs to be more decisiveness on the part of governments and multilateral organizations to implement recommendations addressed to them. Every August 9, the International Day of Indigenous Peoples, for the next 9 years should be used as an opportunity to show how governments, multilateral bodies, NGOs and indigenous peoples are implementing the Programme of Action of the Second International Decade of the World’s Indigenous Peoples. 

Today, we celebrate the distinct indigenous cultures of the world, the continuing survival and the achievements of indigenous peoples of the world and the contributions that indigenous peoples continue to make to their own countries and to the United Nations. At the same time however, we need to remember the indigenous human rights activists who have been killed, arbitrarily arrested and tortured in many countries while promoting human rights and peace. Their sacrifices will only truly be honored when the rights of indigenous peoples are recognized and when there is truly a harmonious and diverse global society that recognizes and respects the inherent dignity and the equal and inalienable rights of indigenous peoples and indeed, all members of the human family.
 ENDS
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