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    Mr. Chairperson, Distinguished Delegates,  


Thank you for the opportunity to address this Committee on agenda item 66 on Indigenous Issues. As has been noted, there are at least 5,000 distinct groups of Indigenous Peoples living in more than 70 countries, with a global population estimated at 300 to 350 million.  Among the most resilient of peoples worldwide, they are also among the poorest and most vulnerable, resulting from social exclusion and economic marginalization. 

For indigenous women, it has also been noted that gender discrimination intersects with other forms of discrimination. Indigenous women often experience gender and ethnically motivated violence and discrimination, including forced pregnancy or sterilization, sexual assault, domestic abuse, and denial of legal rights and protection. Poverty and lack of access to education and health services further erode their economic and social rights. 

In the last two decades, indigenous women have mobilized to address the needs of their communities and to ensure that indigenous issues are visible on the international agenda. At the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing (1995), they collectively issued a Declaration of Indigenous Women to demand world attention to their particular realities, as the world embarked on the International Decade of the World’s Indigenous Peoples (1995-2004).
Since then, indigenous women have actively participated in UN and other global and regional forums, spotlighting the vital need to protect their human, cultural and intellectual property rights and recognize the contribution of indigenous knowledge to human development and wellbeing.  In countries seeking ways to adapt to the ongoing food security crisis and mitigate the impact of climate change and other forms of environmental degradation, indigenous women are a valuable resource for improved natural resource management, drawing on their knowledge and experience in sustaining their communities and promote environmental sustainability.

In line with its Strategic Plan, UNIFEM work focuses on enhancing the options of economically and socially excluded women, including women in indigenous communities. It supports efforts by indigenous women’s groups to get countries and communities to value indigenous knowledge and culture and increase awareness of their human rights. 
Currently UNIFEM is focusing on increasing indigenous women’s political participation and access to justice, in both formal and ancestral justice systems. This includes applying a culturally appropriate perspective to promote women’s rights among traditional indigenous justice system authorities,  and supporting the access of indigenous women to “promoters of good treatment”, both men and women, who follow women through the process and give advice to the authorities.
During the constituent assembly process in Ecuador, UNIFEM supported an alliance of indigenous women’s groups in three communities to present recommendations to  improve 
their access to justice. Several recommendations were included in the final document, including a guarantee of women’s participation in decisions by ancestral justice institutions. At the local level, UNIFEM supported efforts to reform the ancestral indigenous justice system in 43 kichwa communities in Imbabura Province, strengthening women’s right to demand justice in cases of gender based violence and economic discrimination. A set of “Rules for a Good Coexistence” were adopted which are now being implemented in these communities.
Following a similar process in Bolivia, in which indigenous women were able to get several provisions in the new constitution, UNIFEM supported the Excluded Women’s organizations in Trópico, Cochabamba to engage in participatory forums with local government, insisting upon the protections guaranteed in the new Constitution. 
In the Caribbean region, UNIFEM supported a series of studies on the status of indigenous women that the centrality of land to the identity, culture and economy of indigenous peoples. Results  were presented at a meeting on “Caribbean Indigenous Women: Voice, Participation and Influence” for Sustainable Development” last year, resulting in agreement to support community, national and regional networks of indigenous women to ensure that their expertise and perspective is reflected in all national development strategies; encourage greater dialogue and action for the recognition of land rights; enhance the access of indigenous women to credit and other productive resources;  and combat cultural practices and gender stereotypes that violate the rights of indigenous women and negatively affect the wellbeing of indigenous communities. 
In Africa, through a partnership with the World Bank to support results-based initiatives on women's economic security, UNIFEM is supporting Maasai women to sell traditional bead work in broader markets. At a time of severe drought, in which the Maasai are struggling to keep their cattle alive, the  supplemental income from the sale of their beads is helping women to provide for their families.
The gender dimensions of climate change and environmental degradation are gaining visibility as indigenous communities are increasingly engaging in mitigation initiatives, including the development of alternative energy sources. UNIFEM and IFAD recently completed a study on the gender-specific effects of these changes on indigenous women,  highlighting local adaptation strategies, including alternative livelihoods in the face of erratic rains, draught and desertification.  In Asia Pacific, UNIFEM partners with IFAD to support Indigenous Women’s Resource Centers, including one in Lijiang, China, and two in India, providing gender awareness  training, research and capacity-building for women and men in their communities. 
This year, as the Third Committee takes up the protection of indigenous peoples’ rights, it is important to ensure that the rights, realities and contributions of indigenous w omen are fully recognized and acknowledged.


Thank you.
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