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Phyafulla and Namaste!

First of all I would like to congratulate all the sisters present here specially those indigenous sisters who have traveled long journey of struggle for indigenous peoples and specially indigenous women.  It was not an easy journey. We have confronted many challenges to organize indigenous women and raise our issues.  If we talk about women issues within our indigenous organizations, we used to be accused of weakening indigenous peoples’ movement and struggle and if we raised indigenous women issues among mainstream women’s movement, we used to be blamed to be crazy since mainstream women could not understand. The situation has not changed much now too.  Definitely we have made some progress but if we compare with the problems we have, it is still nothing.  Indigenous women’s movement still has a long way to go.

The indigenous women face multiple levels of oppression and exploitation: 

· As women, they experience gender oppression owing to the prevailing concept that women are inferior to men.

· As indigenous peoples who are denied of their right to self-determination, 

· As farmers and workers, they experience class oppression, 

 Beijing Platform for Action created a ray of hope for indigenous women.  Beijing Conference was one of the first time that indigenous  women were able to come together on the international level to articulate their needs as indigenous women, separate from those of indigenous peoples as a whole. 

Today, 10 years after Beijing Conference, indigenous women are still facing crisis stemming from escalating militarism by nation-states under, “Anti Terrorist Movement”. Gender-based violence exists during armed conflict, like rape and trafficking in women by soldiers or even settlers as a weapon for the systematic repression and dislocation of the indigenous people. The experiences of indigenous women and children in militarized situations are particularly difficult and indigenous women live in continuous fear of rape. 

Globalization of the economy and trade liberalization has brought more and greater problems for the indigenous women in particular and the indigenous peoples as a whole. The encroachment of transnational corporate investments into ancestral lands is having grave consequences on indigenous women. In Asia today, indigenous women are forced to become one of the most oppressed and impoverished sectors of society having extremely low literacy rate.

        Human rights and fundamental freedoms are defined by numerous international standards and conventions providing equal rights and status for women and for indigenous peoples but the indigenous women continue to experience multiple layers of oppression and exploitation. 

The continuous displacement from ancestral lands and territories and destruction of indigenous economies is having adverse impact on indigenous women. The undermining of the rights to control our ancestral natural resources, the land, water, forests and other livelihood sources, is most crucial among indigenous women. Due to the inherent lack of employment opportunities in underdeveloped countries in Asia, leaving villages and coming down to the cities do not spare indigenous women from being exploited. In the cities and overseas too, they face difficulties in finding employment because of the prevailing discrimination against indigenous people and women.

             Indigenous women, by tradition, are the custodians of traditional knowledge in agriculture and health. Indigenous women play key roles in peace-building in their communities. The imposition of colonial and neoliberal policies in indigenous communities has eroded egalitarian indigenous beliefs and practices reinforcing disparities between women and men, youth and children.  

Indigenous women are poor not because we know nothing but because our rights to have access and control over to our natural resources have been denied, our rights to do what we know have been rejected. Indigenous women therefore are organizing themselves not only to assert their rights but to advocate and promote what they know too. 

Indigenous Women have been at the forefront of the international Indigenous Movement but still gender equality and increased political participation of Indigenous Women are essential aspects of Indigenous Peoples' human rights and putting our rights into practice.  Recognizing the important role of indigenous women, the third session of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues had indigenous women as the special theme.  Indigenous women are taking all the opportunities to organize themselves and to raise their issues.

Indigenous women of the International Indigenous Women’s Forum therefore have come together in New York on February 26 and 27 and March 12, 2005, for a three-day conference beginning just prior to the 49th Session of the United Nations Commission on the Status of Women, in which we will take part.  Our purpose in gathering is to reaffirm and strengthen our skills, strategies and advocacy work on behalf of ourselves, our Peoples, communities and Women’s human rights globally.

For indigenous Women the Beijing Platform for Action is to protect our rights to land, our natural resources, ensuring our survival and guaranteeing our right to self-determination. If this meeting is for most marginalized women, then the discussion should be to protect the lives of thousands and thousands of peoples, the discussion should be for enabling people to survive, to enable them to have fresh air to breath, enable them to have clean water to drink, to enable mothers to be able to let her children live in security and peace, to allow us to speak our languages.  Beijing Platform for Action should be discussing about promoting different lifestyle which consume less energy and without the cost of other’s rights. We strongly believe that Beijing Platform of Action is about equality, justice, peace and human dignity. We have been given decisions most of the time and now we must take opportunity to decide for ourselves.  

