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V World Congress of the Finno-Ugric Peoples
Khanty-Mansiysk
28 June to 1 July 2008

Address of Ms. Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, 

Chairperson of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues 
Your Excellency, the President of the Russian Federation, Mr. Dmitry Medvedev,
Your Excellency, the President of the World Congress of the Finno-Ugric Peoples,
Honorable Elders,
Representatives of indigenous organizations and nations,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

It gives me great pleasure to address you today and I am grateful to Mr. Pavel Sulyandziga, Vice-Chairperson of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, for conveying my message to you. I would like to take this occasion to thank the Russian Federation for the invitation and for its substantive cooperation with the UNPFII through the years, and to express my gratitude to Mr. Pavel Sulyandziga and Mr. Andrey A. Nikiforov, two highly respected members of the UNFPII from the Russian Federation, who have made strong contributions to the advancement of the human rights of indigenous peoples. I bring you all warm greetings from the United Nations. 
I. Indigenous Peoples and the United Nations
In 1923, more than two decades before the foundation of the United Nations, Cayuga Chief Deskaheh traveled to Geneva as the representative of the Six Nations of the Iroquois, indigenous peoples of North America, to the League of Nations to plead for the cause of his people.  He waited one year working for recognition by the League, but was not received and returned home. A similar trip was organized by a Maori religious leader, W. T. Ratana, in 1925 to protest the breaking of the Treaty of Waitangi by the Government of New Zealand. Like Chief Deskaheh, he was denied access to the League of Nations.

I provide this introduction to show that the history of indigenous peoples and international institutions is old, pre-dating the United Nations, and has included many challenges. However, as a result of the determination of indigenous peoples, much has been gained. Since its inception, there has been a vigorous and dynamic interface between the UN and indigenous peoples. Indeed, since 1945, the indigenous movement has been among the strongest civil society interlocutors at the UN, and this involvement has produced at least three key outcomes: a) a new awareness of indigenous peoples’ concerns and rights at the international level, b) recognition of indigenous peoples’ invaluable contribution to humanity’s cultural diversity and heritage, and c) awareness of the need to address the problems of indigenous peoples through policies, laws and budgets. 

A brief history of indigenous issues at the international level includes, but is not limited to, the following key developments:

· The first UN agency to study the situation of indigenous peoples was the International Labour Organization. Its study led to the adoption in l957 of ILO Convention No. 107 (Convention concerning the Protection and Integration of Indigenous and Other Tribal and Semi-Tribal Populations in Independent Countries), which was heavily criticized by indigenous peoples for its assimilationist approach. To rectify that weakness, in 1989 the ILO adopted Convention No. 169 on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries. Some indigenous peoples in ratifying countries have successfully used the convention to make their issues more visible and to bring about changes in their constitutions and laws.
· In the l960s and 1970s indigenous peoples’ movements started gaining strength. Linkages between national and regional movements led to the formation of a transnational indigenous peoples’ movement. In l977 the “International NGO Conference on Discrimination against Indigenous Populations in the Americas”, held in Geneva, adopted the “Declaration of Principles for the Defense of Indigenous Nations and Peoples of the Western Hemisphere”, asserting that indigenous peoples are subjects of international law.
· Due to strong pressure on the UN to address basic human rights of indigenous peoples, the Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities appointed a Special Rapporteur in l972 to prepare a “Study on the problem of discrimination against indigenous populations”. The final report (the Martinez-Cobo report) came out in l982. 

· That study, along with the efforts of the indigenous movement, led to the establishment, in 1982, of the Working Group on Indigenous Populations, to “review developments regarding the human rights of indigenous populations and to develop international standards”. 

· 1993 was declared International Year of the World’s Indigenous People and the World Conference on Human Rights took place, with great participation by indigenous representatives. Among the achievements was the adoption of recommendations calling on the General Assembly to proclaim the International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People (1995-2004), to adopt the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and to establish a permanent forum on indigenous peoples in the United Nations. 

· In 2000 the Commission on Human Rights established a Special Rapporteur on the human rights and fundamental freedoms of indigenous people to examine the situation of indigenous peoples worldwide on the basis of communications received and country-specific visits.  
· During the same year, the Economic and Social Council established the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues.

· On 13 September 2007, the General Assembly adopted the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. This was an historic achievement and the result of more than two decades of dialogue among governments and indigenous peoples from all regions.  The Declaration establishes an important standard for eliminating human rights violations against indigenous peoples worldwide and for combating discrimination and marginalization.  It also promotes their full and effective participation in all matters that concern them. The UN Declaration will be the guiding light of the indigenous human rights movement, Governments, the intergovernmental system and all concerned as we move forward. 

II. The United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues

The mandate of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues is to: 
· Provide expert advice and recommendations on indigenous issues to the Economic and Social Council, as well as to programmes, funds and agencies of the United Nations

· Raise awareness and promote the integration and coordination of activities related to indigenous issues within the UN system 
· Prepare and disseminate information on indigenous issues 
The Permanent Forum is a unique body composed of eight experts nominated by states and eight nominated by indigenous organizations – all sitting at a level of parity and deciding together on important issues. This high-level body in the UN’s hierarchy demonstrates the increasing political engagement of states in cooperation with indigenous peoples to address a multiplicity of issues.

The Permanent Forums’s annual session lasts 10 days (in April or May) and takes place at UN Headquarters in New York.  The seventh session of the Permanent Forum, which began on 21 April, was especially significant since it was the first session to take place after the adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 

The Permanent Forum is one of the two largest meetings taking place at the UN every year. The session this year enjoyed extremely rich participation: more than 1800 participants from indigenous peoples’ organizations, NGOs, academia participated, some 30 UN system and other inter-governmental organizations, about 70 Member States and some 30 indigenous parliamentarians from around the world. For the first time ever, the President of a state, H.E. Evo Morale of Bolivia, participated.  Ministers from four countries (Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador and Nepal) were present at the session and, for the first time, the European Parliament sent a six-member delegation. 

Let me share with you the substantive output of the session, which included the following: 

· The Forum’s recommendations under the session’s main theme “Climate change, bio-cultural diversity and livelihoods: the stewardship role of indigenous peoples and new challenges” strongly promote the participation of indigenous peoples, who contribute the “smallest ecological footprints” on Earth, in all future negotiations on climate change as well as their protection from mitigation measures that may have adverse effects on their livelihoods and their future as peoples. The Forum urged all parties to consider alternative systems beyond the perpetuation of highly-centralized fossil-fuel-based energy supplies and large-scale bioenergy and hydropower dams.  The Forum also called for an increased support for renewable, low-carbon and decentralized systems and recommended that States abandon old, centralized electricity grids, which are not suitable for the challenges of climate change. 

· Following a half-day discussion on indigenous languages, the Permanent Forum issued recommendations intended to raise the prestige of indigenous languages, including through supporting efforts towards standardization,  establishing indigenous universities and promoting the use of indigenous languages in public administration.  

· Given that the seventh session was the first after the adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the Forum decided to take a leading role on the promotion of the implementation of the Declaration. It decided to hold an international expert group meeting before the eighth session to formulate concrete proposals.

At next year’s session, follow up discussion will be devoted to economic and social development, indigenous women, and the Second International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People. The regional focus will be on the Arctic. The implementation of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples will be a standing item.  The special theme for 2010 (policy year) will be “Indigenous Peoples’ development with culture and identity: Articles 3 and 23 of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples”.
III. Corporations and Indigenous Peoples

The relationship between indigenous peoples and corporations is of great concern to the UNPFII. In this regard, during the 2008 session of the UNPFII, the Permanent Forum recognized the contribution of and welcomed the report on the International Workshop on Perspectives of Relationships between Indigenous Peoples and Industrial Corporations, organized jointly by the Administration of the Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Region, the Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East and the secretariat of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, with support from the Public Chamber of the Russian Federation., held in Salekhard in 2007. The Permanent Forum called upon States to fully support and accept the recommendations contained in the report.

Following, the Salekard meeting, the Permanent Forum also appointed Special Rapporteurs, including Mr. Pavel Sulyandziga, to study the impact of corporations on indigenous peoples. The Permanent Forum has also requested that States call on transnational corporations to implement the UN Declaration.
Excellencies, Indigenous Brothers and Sisters, Friends,

On behalf of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, I wish you all a very successful Fifth World Congress of the Finno-Ugric Peoples and I express my hope that we will see many Finno-Ugric participants at the 2009 Session of the UNPFII.
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