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Summary
At its second session, in May 2003, the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues
recommended that a world conference on indigenous peoples in the information society be
organized on the occasion of the World Summit on the Information Society. The Global
Forum of Indigenous Peoples and the Information Society was one of the largest official
parallel events of the Summit. It was attended by representatives of six United Nations
Member States (a total of 18 government departments), eight United Nations system entities
and other intergovernmental bodies, 12 private-sector participants and 90 indigenous and
non-governmental organizations. A total of 286 persons attended the Global Forum, which
examined both potentials and obstacles to the full and effective participation of indigenous
peoples in the information society. Obstacles included (but were not limited to) lack of basic
community infrastructure, limited access to modern technologies and the urgent need for
gender and age-sensitive capacity-building. Potentials included (but were not limited to)
access to new marketplaces, increased indigenous networking (both regionally and
internationally), new strategies to revitalize and pass on culture and languages, and the
opportunity to fully participate in the new information and connectivity revolution facing
humanity.

DECLARATION AND PROGRAMME OF ACTION OF THE
GLOBAL FORUM OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND THE INFORMATION SOCIETY
The Geneva Declaration
Introduction
1.

We, representatives of Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes of the wo rld, assembled in
Geneva from 8-11 December 2003 for the Global Forum of Indigenous Peoples and the
Information Society. The Global Forum is an official meeting for the first phase of the
World Summit on the Information Society and is facilitated by the Pe rmanent Forum on
Indigenous Issues.

2.

As the representatives of Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes, and recognizing
the full diversity of Indigenous peoples, who live in both, urban, rural and remote
settings, we declare the following fundamental pr inciples for building the
information society that is inclusive of our cultural diversity and indigenous
information communications styles and respects our rights in forming partnerships
in action. All the following statements apply to Indigenous peoples, nations and
tribes, our Elders, women, men, youth and children, in order that States abide by
and respect them.

3.

The Information Society is the result of a global revolution in the fields of economics,
technology and social development. Its primary aspe cts are knowledge, information,
communication and access to services and products. These elements of the Information
Society, by their very nature are reflective of the political and economic status of the
dominant society. This global revolution has had and continues to have a profound and
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and tribes, most of whom continue to live in extreme poverty without basic provision for
food, water, shelter, electricity and other basic infrastructure.

4.

At the heart of our vision of the Information Society is respect for the dignity and human
rights of Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes, which must be affirmed, if the
economic, information and digital divide which separates technology rich nations and the
private sector from the most marginalized peoples in society, including Indigenous
peoples, nations and tribes, is to be bridged.

5.

In this context, Information and Communication Technology (ICT) should be used to
support and encourage cultural diversity and to preserve and promote indigenous
languages, distinct identities and traditional knowledge of Indigenous peoples, nations
and tribes in a manner which they determine best advances these goals. The evolution of
information and communication societies must be founded on the respect and promotion
of the rights of Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes and our distinctive and diverse
cultures, as outlined in international conventions. We have fundamental and collective
rights to protect, preserve and strengthen our own languages, cultures and identities.

6.

The prerequisite for the inclusion of Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes in the
Information Society is the provision of adequate infrastructure in States for tele communications, radio, television, the internet and ICT providers, with the free, prior
and informed consent of Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes concerned. This requires
access to basic community infrastructure such as electricity and energy sources. It is the
desire of Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes that the provision of infrastructure and
energy be achieved in sustainable ways and the use of alternative technologies be
investigated to ensure the environment is protected. States should take immediate action
to address the needs of all Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes in their countries and
should support developing nations and countries in transition, in their effort to provide
ICT infrastructure.
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7.

Some Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes have made strides in bridging the
information divide with the assistance of States and private sector support and
financial subsidies. Our achievements demonstrate that equitable partnerships
between Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes and othe rs can be attained. These
indigenous approaches and programs are resources, which can be transmitted to
others through indigenous to indigenous training projects in order to meet the need
of the vast majority of Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes, who have a critical
need for culturally appropriate capacity building programmes. Capacity building
programmes should begin at the grassroots level and should ensure gender equity.

Human Rights
8.

We declare that our participation in building and implementin g the information society
must be based on our right to self-determination, and honour and respect of the spirit and
intent of treaties. Towards this end, we ask that States consider the rapid adoption of the
Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which we regard as minimal
standards for the achievement of equity and social justice.

9.

We declare that the protection and preservation of our indigenous languages and
development of our traditional knowledge cannot be separated from our right t o maintain
and strengthen our distinctive spiritual and material relationship with our lands,
territories, resources, air, inland waters and coastal seas. Access to ICT should not
replace indigenous/traditional ways of knowing. Indigenous peoples, nation s and tribes
have a right and cultural obligation to preserve and transmit our ways of life, which
includes our ways of knowing, to younger generations.

10.
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especially concerning sacred and/or secret information and knowledge, must be
respected. Arrangements for equitable benefit sharing must be based on our free, prior
and informed consent.

11.

We declare our desire to work collectively with others in the Information Societ y to
create an ethical code and standards for best practices, which will be inclusive of our
cultural values.

Education and Culture
12.

We have the right to fully access and participate in decision-making processes (at all
levels) concerning State Education (and the use of modern technologies). We also have
the right to establish and control our own education systems based on our cultural
methods, in our own languages and to plan and control our ICT application, as we see fit.
We have the right to establish and control ICT training and application in indigenous
educational systems, based on our own cultural methods of teaching and learning (of
wisdom and cultural knowledge), in our own languages. We need to be key members
and an integral part of the ICT capacity building for our communities.

13.

We call on States, civil society and the private sector to partner with Indigenous peoples,
nations and tribes, to provide the needed resources for the development and
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expertise, and for programs that will be self sustaining.

14.

We are entitled to culturally appropriate forms of distance learning a s a complement to
our methods of oral, personal, and intergenerational learning, that are an integral part of
indigenous learning and the transmission of language and culture.

15.

To ensure equitable access to the Global Information Society, we need to dev elop our
own approaches in the utilization of ICT that can be adapted to our own patterns and
protocols of communication.
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16.

We are entitled to education and capacity building methods that are rooted in our
languages, cultures and traditional knowledge an d that are fundamental in validating and
affirming indigenous self-esteem and identity.

17.

To promote mechanisms that enable Indigenous peoples to realize culturally adaptive
applications to the ICT, best practices and technology need to be shared among v arious
Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes. In order to do so, regional, national and
international meetings and workshops have to be held to exchange information about
educational projects between indigenous individuals, groups and peoples.

Social and Economic Development
18.

We have the right to determine and develop priorities and strategies for exercising our
right to development. All development measures including those relating to the
implementation of the Information Society, must be controlled by the Indigenous
peoples, nations and tribes concerned and carried out in equal partnership with them.
Participation, negotiation, and free, prior and informed consent of Indigenous peoples,
nations and tribes must be recognized as key elements of any de velopment process.

19.

We have the right to establish and control our own Information Communication and
Technology (ICT), further developing our fundamental right to social and economic
progress.

20.

We have the right to participate in all manner of media and Information Communication
Technology in mainstream ICT systems, nationally and internationally, in order to further
strengthen our social and economic development strategies.

21.

We have the right to appropriate capacity-building and support in developing a sound
financial base, in order to keep up with technological developments and to build
partnerships and networks.

Health
22.

Technology can assist in meeting our dire need for primary health care. It is a vehicle to
success in achieving the Millennium Development Goals relating to infant mortality and
maternal health care. Technology can also support preventative health education and
through Tel-med applications, provide services over vast geographic distances.
Information technology should be used to promote and protect our traditional healing
practices as well as to improve our access to mainstream health services. This potential
can only be realized through collective efforts and equitable partnerships between
Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes, States, civil society and the private sector. This
is considered a high priority.

Indigenous Cultural Property (includes Traditional Knowledge and Indigenous Intellectual
Property and the Media)
23.

We are the owners and guardians of the Traditional Ancestral Knowledge of our cultures
that have been transmitted through aeons by our oral traditions and ceremonial cultural
practices. Existing intellectual property regimes that favour individual property rights
within the public domain are insufficient for the protection of indigenous intellectual
property, which is the collective inheritance of Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes
and the legacy of future generations.

24.

Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes have the right to both fully explore existing legal
regimes and to develop sui generis legal systems, in order to safeguard traditional
knowledge and to ensure protection of sacred and/or secret content. This right
encompasses the wealth of traditional knowledge, including but not limited to ethnobotanical and genetic applications of traditional knowledge and traditional knowledge
systems relating to medicinal and agricultural practices.
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25.

An indigenous media agency should be established, in cooperation with relevant United
Nations organizations, to advise on legal protection and dissemination of information on
indigenous political, cultural and economic situations; and stories, articles, videos,
images, and products of indigenous peoples, nations and tribes, utilized for commercial
purposes, through all forms of media, including print. Furthermore, relevant United
Nations agencies, coordinated by the Permanent Forum of Indigenous Issues, should in
cooperation with Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes, elaborate a code of ethics
regarding mainstream media researching or reporting on indigenous communities.

26.

An internationally recognized indigenous products symbol should be encouraged and
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ICT innovations belonging to Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes, either individually
or collectively.

27.

The United Nations and Member States should promote mechanisms to ensure the
effective protection of the collective knowledge, innovations, and practice of Indigenous
peoples, nations and tribes, linked to cultural and biological diversity.

Environment
28.

The environment is a concern for us all. ICTs, including radio and video, provide
excellent opportunities to showcase and educate about the natural beaut y and diversity in
which we live and can further our efforts to protect our lands and territories. Indigenous
peoples are interested in producing multi-media education materials to assist in
environmental education.

29.

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes share the responsibility of
protecting the environment and to live in sustainable ways. ICTs should be used to
promote sustainable forms of living for the benefit of our whole planet.

30.

There should be no construction of ICT equipm ent on Indigenous territories without the
free, prior and informed consent of the indigenous peoples.

31.

Environmental and cultural impact assessments on indigenous territories (lands,
waterways, airspace, seas and oceans) must be carried out with the eff ective participation
of the indigenous people/s before any ITC construction takes place.

32.

ICT construction, whether on lands, waterways, airspace or in the oceans, should not
proceed if there are concerns of negative environmental or cultural impacts.

Our Road to Tunis
33.

To assure the meaningful participation of Indigenous peoples, nations and tribes in Tunis
in 2005 and in all preparatory conferences leading up to Tunis, the following
recommendations need to be implemented:
a.
The Tunis Global Forum of Indigenous Peoples and the Information Society
(GFIPIS) should be convened at the same site of the Tunis WSIS and should precede the
WSIS by four (4) days. Registrations for the GFIPIS should include access to WSIS.
b.
Indigenous members of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, in
coordination with regional indigenous organizations, should be included during 2004 and
2005, in the planning process of the Tunis WSIS.
c.
Travel and per diem grants for lodging and support for Indigenous peoples,
nations and tribes should be funded by States and private sector and provided
within sufficient time to allow for proper planning and participation. Contributions
should be sent to the Permanent Forum, which should ensure equal allocation
among the indigenous regions taking into account gender, age and geographic
equity.
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d.
A broad based effort should be made to inform Indigenous peoples, nations and
tribes about the dates, location and all relevant matters of the Tunis regional preparatory
conferences in early 2004. Email announcements should also be distributed to all
participants of the annual sessions of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues.
The Geneva Programme of Action
Following are suggested courses of action to improve indigenous connectivity and equitable
access to the new information society, on the Road to Tunis in 2005.
Economic and Social Development:
Indigenous peoples are interested in building partnerships with other indigenous peoples,
States, the international system (including financial bodies), and the private sector to:
1.

Ensure regular and sustained support for isolated indigenous communities, so
they can maintain connectivity.

2.

Build partnerships that are crucial for the establishment and sustainability of
community connectivity, especially through funding/resourcing and training.

3.

Promote cooperation among those who have access to new technologies and
those who do not.

4.

Ensure that Indigenous peoples who have access to new technologies can share
their skills in such areas as advertising (for trade of indigenous communities)
with those who do not.

5.

Ensure ICTs are made available to communities on the basis of equity and are
accessible to all.

6.

Recognize the potential of the Internet for indigenous peoples to promote th eir
own culture and history beyond economic profit.

7.

Explore possibility for an indigenous satellite.

8.

Assist Indigenous communities to explore and develop technologies themselves.

9.

Explore e-commerce applications, which are very important for ind igenous
enterprises, in assisting them to develop needs analysis, business plans, and
partnerships and to plan how to sustain their
e-commerce projects.

10.

Establish a worldwide indigenous association of indigenous organizations and
businesses that have made the leap to connectivity, so that they can assist and
make this technology available to indigenous communities who are not yet
connected.

11.

Raise awareness about the necessity of satellites to accomplish any form of
communication in remote areas.

12.

Promote radio/wireless as cheaper and better strategies for small communities.

13.

Raise awareness of appropriate technologies for the local situation and such
issues as the use of landlines, which maybe very expensive but may work better
in large communities.

14.

Fund capacity building in communication projects for indigenous
communities, prioritizing access by youth, women and Elders.

15.

Promote access to information by Indigenous women and indigenous youth
and projects for capacity building.
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16.

Assist indigenous peoples to decide what ICTs they need and to assess what
(formal) education is needed to have access to the knowledge of this new
technology.

17.

Develop computer software in indigenous languages that allow indigenous
peoples to write in their own languages and to expand the use of computers in
communities where indigenous languages are still in common use.

18.

Properly resource indigenous peoples to allow their full participation in the
information society.

Culture and Education
Indigenous peoples are interested in building partnerships with other Indigenous peoples,
States, the international system (including financial bodies), and the private sector to:
19.

Assist indigenous media in transmitting information (through print, audio and
video) without excessive cost.

20.

Adapt information technologies to the needs of indigenous communities.

21.

Assist indigenous peoples to publicize their realities, recognizing that indigenous
peoples should decide what should be published and what sho uld not.

22.

Develop and promote ICT projects that motivate all young learners (including
indigenous youth) to understand other cultures and also to take part in the
preservation of their own cultures.

23.

Promote education and capacity building about i nformation technology to ensure
that indigenous peoples can utilize it effectively and appropriately.

24.

Ensure that relevant United Nations bodies including the Permanent Forum on
Indigenous Issues, OHCHR, WIPO, and UNESCO should work together on these
issues to ensure that these issues (that are cross-cutting) are adequately
addressed, recognizing that no single United Nations body has a mandate that
allows for the comprehensive addressing of these issues. Such a partnership
should encourage complimentary in addressing these issues.

25.

Produce a secure database portal of Indigenous languages written and oral.

26.

Create educational programs, where indigenous students can be trained to
improve their technical skills.

27.

Assist indigenous peoples to develop our own strategies of communications.

Environment
Indigenous peoples are interested in building partnerships with other indigenous peoples,
States, the international system (including financial bodies), and the private sector to:
28.

Ensure that ICTs, including satellite dishes, are not placed on indigenous lands or
territories unless the free, prior and informed consent of the Indigenous peoples
of those territories have been secured.

29.

Establish procedures concerning the placement of ICT equi pment on Indigenous
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that their free and prior informed consent is obtained prior to any work
commencing.

30.

Ensure that indigenous peoples fully participate in environmental and cultural
impact assessments on their indigenous territories (lands, waterways, airspace,
seas and oceans) before any ITC construction takes place and that construction
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relating to ICTs whether on land or in the seas should not be undertaken where
there is a negative environmental or cultural impact.
Health
Indigenous peoples are interested in building partnerships with other indigenous peoples,
States, the international system, including financial bodies, and the private sector to:
31.

Develop and implement indigenous specific health strategies at both community level, regional, national and international levels.

32.

Ensure that high-tech health care enhances and build on traditional ways of
healing.

33.

Allow indigenous peoples, through their indigenous evolutionary processes, to
find their own uses for modern technologies, through capacity building and
learning about its potential.

34.

Work with indigenous communities, to assist them in identifying what
improvements are needed firstly in their health care, before they can identify how
technology can help in other areas.

35.

Recognizing the under-resourcing of indigenous health in many countries ensures
that moneys saved through high tech health delivery are redirected back into
other indigenous health areas.

Human Rights
Indigenous peoples are interested in building partnerships with other indigenous peoples,
States, the international system, including financial bodies , and the private sector to:
36.

Acknowledge that this Global Forum of Indigenous Peoples and the Information
Society - Programme of Action is built on the previous precedents of World
Conferences, noting the unqualified use of the term indigenous peoples in the
Johannesburg Declaration and the relevant recommendations made at the World
Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related
Intolerance.

37.

Recognize that Indigenous peoples were identified as vulnerable groups by
the World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination Xenophobia
and Related Intolerance, and as peoples, suffer multiple forms of
discrimination. In particular, indigenous women are at the intersectionality
of race and gender discrimination. Therefore, particular attention should be
given to the negative uses of modern technologies in promoting and
proliferating racial hatred, discrimination, gender bias and stereotyping. As
the World Conference recommended, special measures should be adopted to
address discrimination against indigenous peoples.

38.

Develop special measures to include marginalized segments of society including
Indigenous peoples, and to ensure that they are not further marginalized by the
information society.

39.

Ensure that the right to freedom of speech is exercised within the boundaries of
the right of non-discrimination.

40.

Develop a code of conduct for the use of the information society, encouraging
respect and promotion of cultural diversity.

Traditional Knowledge
Indigenous peoples are interested in building partnerships with other indigenous peoples,
States, the international system, including financial bodies, and the private sector to:
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41.

Ensure that international organizations, including WIPO and other bodies,
dealing with issues of relevance to Indigenous peoples and the information
society, develop effective participation mechanisms to allow full and effective
participation of indigenous peoples, including travel grants for regional
representatives to participate in relevant meetings.

42.

Assist Indigenous Peoples in exploring sui generis legislation to protect their
collective intellectual property rights.

43.

Raise awareness with UNESCO that it needs to consider more effective
protection mechanisms for cultural heritage .

44.

Promote the theme of Traditional Knowledge protection with the Permanent
Forum on Indigenous Issues as the special theme for its 2005 session.

Geneva Programme of Action –Obstacles and challenges
The main obstacles and challenges facing indigenous pe
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participation in the information society are identified as the following:
1.

Remoteness - Indigenous communities in remote rural areas experience more difficulty
with connectivity. The dispersals of some indigenous groups to various locations in
large geographical areas prevent them from receiving ICT training and maintaining their
cultural cohesion.

2.

Poverty - The poverty of some indigenous communities even in developed countries
reduces their access to the Internet.

3.

Fear of change and cultural impact - Some indigenous people are sceptical and afraid
about the possible impact of the Internet on their communities, cultures and traditional
knowledge.

4.

New marketing strategies required - The issue of marketing in
e-commerce is a challenge for indigenous enterprises.

5.

Training - Training is expensive and it is hard to find funding and matching funds for the
provision of infrastructure.

6.

The broader context of Cultural Erosion - Some indigenous peoples stated that is was
hard to think about new technologies when they were the ongoing victims of cultural
erosion.

7.

Lack of computer software in indigenous languages - was a barrier to further use of
computers in many communities.

8.

Low levels of literacy - Indigenous participants identified low levels of literacy in
indigenous languages, the national lingua-franca and in English (the computer language),
as barriers to computer literacy and expanded use of computers in indigenous
communities. This was largely the result of the oral nature of indigenous cultures and
poor access and participation in formal education systems.

9.

Unsustainable projects and reliance on outside funding mechanisms - Projects in some
indigenous communities from South and Central America are not su stainable and they
have to depend on external funds (international NGOs, governments and others).

10.

Lack of suitable research in specific areas - There are no methodologies that adequately
represent unique indigenous writing systems.

11.

Technology as a challenge for indigenous cultures –Modern technologies do not always
adapt to the realities of indigenous communities. There is a fear that in the information
society, all must conform to one model. It is a challenge for Indigenous peoples to learn
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to use new technologies, while at the same time holding on to and restoring their
traditional systems.
12.

The cost of ICTs and the lack of resources - in indigenous communities constitute a
major obstacle.

13.

Keeping up with fast paced changes - Indigenous peoples in both developed and
developing countries often have outdated hardware and software.

14.

Gender equity and the information society - The voices of men are the only voices
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effective participation of Indigenous women is vital.

15.

Media control and usage - Media is disseminating wrong information about
indigenous peoples, specially using indigenous women as sexual objects for
advertisement. Indigenous peoples want more control over information that is
distributed about them.

16.

Lack of basic community infrastructure –It is difficult for indigenous peoples to
consider new technologies and the future when they face, on a daily level, the lack of
basic community infrastructure in areas such as water, sanitation and sealed roads.
----------------------------
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