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In recent years, one of the main priorities of 
IWGIA’s publications has been to circulate 
information on the UN Permanent Forum 
on Indigenous Issues. IWGIA’s publication, 
The Indigenous World, includes regular 
yearly updates on recent events in this 
regard. 

In 1998, IWGIA published the book The 
Permanent Forum for Indigenous Peoples – the 
struggle for a new partnership. Now, in 2003, 
with the Forum already established and its 
first session held last year, IWGIA wishes 
to continue to prioritise the dissemination 
of information and analysis on this issue. 
With this in mind, we are now publishing 
this Handbook on the Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Issues in order to provide basic 
information on the nature of the new UN 
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 
the aim being to enable indigenous orga­
nisations to have greater influence within 
this new body. 

THE PERMANENT FORUM 
ON INDIGENOUS ISSUES



3

Lola García-Alix

IWGIA
Copenhagen 2003

THE PERMANENT
FORUM ON

INDIGENOUS ISSUES



4

THE PERMANENT FORUM ON INDIGENOUS ISSUES

Author: Lola García-Alix

Copyright: The author and IWGIA
(International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs)

Translations: Mario Di Lucci and Elaine Bolton

Cover
and layout: Jorge Monrás

Print: Eks-Skolens Trykkeri aps
Copenhagen, Denmark

ISBN: 87-90730-75-5
ISSN: 0105-4503

INTERNATIONAL WORK GROUP
FOR INDIGENOUS AFFAIRS
Classensgade 11 E, DK-2100 - Copenhagen, Denmark
Tel: (+45) 35 27 05 00 - Fax: (+45) 35 27 05 07
E-mail: iwgia@iwgia.org - website: www.iwgia.org

Acknowledgements:

This handbook has been published with the financial support of the World Bank, the
Norwegian Development Cooperation Agency, the Danish Ministry of Foreing Affairs
and  the Swiss Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The content of the manual does not necessarily express the opinion of the donors.



5

CONTENTS

Preface ....................................................................................................... 6

CHAPTER I
    The United Nations ................................................................................ 8
   Organisational Chart ..........................................................................  16

CHAPTER II
    The United Nations System ................................................................ 18

CHAPTER  III
   The United Nations and
   Human Rights ....................................................................................... 36
   Organisational Chart ........................................................................... 44

CHAPTER IV
   Indigenous Peoples and
   the Permanent Forum .......................................................................... 46

CHAPTER V
   The process of establishing
   the Permanent Forum ......................................................................... 56

CHAPTER VI
   Establishment of the Permanent Forum ........................................... 62
   Organisational Chart showing position
   of the Permanent Forum ..................................................................... 68

CHAPTER VII
   The Permanent Forum on
    Indigenous Issues ................................................................................. 70

CHAPTER VIII
   Practical details ..................................................................................... 86

Annexes
   The ECOSOC resolution ..................................................................... 98
   Joint declaration of the indigenous representatives .................... 101
   IWGIA and the Permanent Forum
   on Indigenous Issues .......................................................................... 103



66

W ith the establishment of the Permanent
Forum on Indigenous Issues in 2000

and the inaugural meeting held in May 2002,
the United Nations has taken the first step to-
wards putting the goal of the UN Decade of
the World’s Indigenous Peoples 1995-2004
into practice, outlined by the UN as the
strengthening of international cooperation for
the solution of the problems faced by indig-
enous peoples.

The establishment of the Permanent Fo-
rum undoubtedly marks an historic mile-
stone but it also marks the beginning of a
long process that will require great efforts
on the part of all those involved to ensure
that the Permanent Forum is able to fulfil its
role successfully within the United Nations
system.

The Permanent Forum is the first body
within the UN system in which indigenous
peoples are represented with the same sta-
tus as governmental representatives. Al-
though neither ideal nor perfect, the indig-
enous peoples of the world have - with the
greatest of efforts - gained an institutional
platform that can be used by international
organisations to coordinate efforts aimed at
improving indigenous peoples’ living con-
ditions. The first obstacle has therefore been
overcome but there still remain many obsta-
cles ahead.  Members of the Forum, govern-
ments, indigenous peoples’ representatives
and NGOs are faced with the challenge of
establishing and developing working proce-
dures for the Permanent Forum that will en-
able it to put good ideas into practice and
implement its broad mandate in the best pos-
sible way.

It is clear that the process, which requires
that the Permanent Forum move from theory
to action, from good intentions to concrete re-
sults that are of benefit to indigenous peo-
ples, will be a long and difficult one. The firm
and coordinated support of all those involved
in the process will be essential if the process
is to move forward successfully, and if the
Permanent Forum is to be capable of respond-
ing to the expectations of the indigenous peo-

ples. It is now up to members of the Forum,
indigenous peoples, governments, and NGOs
to make some of the dreams come true. The
success of the Permanent Forum will not only
depend on the individual members of the
Forum but also on the competence, credibil-
ity and legitimacy of those wishing to have
an impact on its work.

The Permanent Forum is mandated to co-
ordinate activities between the various UN
bodies and agencies and it will provide ex-
pert advice and make recommendations to
ECOSOC. How will this be done? What are
the possibilities and limitations? To what ex-
tent do the UN agencies address indigenous
issues and what is the potential for enhanc-
ing the position of such issues?

The aim of this handbook is to help those
wanting to find a path through the UN sys-
tem in relation to indigenous issues. There
are two important issues, or pitfalls, to bear
in mind.

The first is that the Permanent Forum is a
focal point for discussion and coordination,
and will hopefully develop as a dynamic in-
stigator and initiator of projects and activi-
ties relating to indigenous peoples. However
– and this is absolutely essential – the work
to be done and the means to be raised are
located in the many bodies and agencies un-
der or associated with the UN and not in the
Permanent Forum. Those who think that par-
ticipation in the meetings of the Permanent
Forum is an end in itself or sufficient are la-
bouring under a misapprehension. This is
reflected in this handbook, which gives due
regard to the position of indigenous peoples
and issues in the work of a number of UN
agencies.

The second issue is the connection be-
tween the Permanent Forum and the local
conditions under which indigenous peoples
live. As with all other UN institutions, noth-
ing will come out of the Permanent Forum
discussions unless there is someone to put
things into practice. Health issues must, for
example, be brought home to the country of-
fices of the World Health Organisation

PREFACE
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(WHO); issues that involve the World Bank
must be raised with the local offices or local
World Bank-funded projects. How this is to
be organised  is a key issue, along with the
question of how to bring local issues to the
knowledge of the international head offices
of the agencies and how to use the Perma-
nent Forum in this process.

This handbook should facilitate the efforts
of those wanting to have a brief overview of
the structure of the UN and the role that in-
digenous people have or could potentially
have. The handbook also tries to clarify the
position of the members of the Permanent
Forum vis-à-vis governments, agencies and
NGOs.

The members of the Permanent Forum are
expected to be experts, appointed in their in-
dividual capacity. They are not, or should not
be, appointed only because of their political
position or status. In fact, none of the indig-
enous members ‘represent’ a local or regional
constituency – they must see themselves as
speaking on behalf of all the indigenous peo-
ples of the world. Nevertheless, each member
of the Forum must be accepted by indigenous
peoples (the indigenous members) and gov-
ernments (government-appointed members)
as legitimate experts. Otherwise they will not
be listened to. For the indigenous members,
therefore, they must ensure and maintain
broad consultation with indigenous organi-
sations. To fulfil such aims, regional consulta-
tive meetings have been held prior to and since
the establishment of the Forum and these are
dealt with in this handbook.

Such regional meetings are also condu-
cive to dialogue between members of the Fo-
rum and specialised indigenous NGOs. The
members of the Forum depend upon research-
ers and other experts to investigate issues that
are being dealt with by the Forum, as does the
Secretariat of the Permanent Forum.

The Permanent Forum is unique within
the United Nations in that it is the only forum
in which indigenous peoples have gained
seats as equals alongside government-ap-
pointed members. Indigenous Peoples have

taken with them and extended the tradition
of involvement and openness of the Working
Group on Indigenous Populations (under the
Commission on Human Rights), up to the
level of just below the Economic and Social
Council (ECOSOC). To this must be added
the fact that the Forum’s mandate is broader
than – and different from - that of any other
UN body dealing with indigenous peoples’
rights. The question is whether it is realistic
for indigenous peoples to be able to have an
impact at that level. Will they be listened to?

A major challenge for indigenous peoples
will be, firstly, to bring the UN bodies and
related agencies into the Permanent Forum
and, secondly, to gain credibility within the
system in order to play the advisory role
stated in the mandate given by ECOSOC. The
intention is to give the Forum a status such
that all these institutions have to bring issues
relevant to indigenous peoples and commu-
nities into this arena. In this case, indigenous
peoples will be listened to. One condition for
this will be that these institutions gain from
seeking the expert advice of the Forum, its
members, observers and Secretariat.

The Forum should promote, encourage
and advise governments and international
agencies on how to develop standards for
dealing with indigenous peoples.

Another challenge is for the Forum to
reach out to indigenous communities from
the Amazon to the Philippine Cordilleras,
from the Arctic to Aotearoa.

This handbook deals with the history, the
establishment and the structure of the Per-
manent Forum. The mandate of the Perma-
nent Forum is broad and is not restricted to
human rights issues. This means it is a new
phenomenon in the UN system. This is thor-
oughly dealt with in a number of the chap-
ters. There are some things the Permanent
Forum can do and others that cannot be
dealt with, and there are rules and regula-
tions as to how to behave. This and other
practical information is extremely important
and dealt with in a separate chapter.
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The League of Nations was established immediately after the First
World War. Its first meeting took place in Geneva in 1920 with

the participation of 42 States, 26 of which were non-European. A
total of 63 States belonged to this organisation during its twenty-five
years of existence.

The basic aim of the League was two-fold: firstly, it sought to main-
tain peace through collective action. For this, conflicts between States
would be referred to the League’s Council for arbitration and concili-
ation. Its members undertook to defend each other from aggression.
Secondly, the League wished to promote international cooperation
on economic and social affairs.

At the end of the 1930s, and with the outbreak of the Second World
War, it became clear that the League had failed in its main objective of
maintaining peace and so the members decided to dissolve the or-
ganisation.

The League of Nations held its last meeting in 1945, in which year it
was replaced by the United Nations Organisation (UNO).

THE UNITTHE UNITTHE UNITTHE UNITTHE UNITEEEEEDDDDD
  NA  NA  NA  NA  NATITITITITIOOOOONNNNNSSSSS
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THE UNITED
NATIONS

CHAPTER  I

THE LEAGUE OF NATIONSLEAGUE OF NATIONSLEAGUE OF NATIONSLEAGUE OF NATIONSLEAGUE OF NATIONS WAS THE FORERUNNER TO THE UNITED NATIONS
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T he United Nations was officially created
on 24 October 1945, when the “Charter

of the United Nations” was ratified by its
first 51 member States. Now, every year on
that date, United Nations Day is celebrated
throughout the world. With the recent in-
clusion of Switzerland and East Timor in
September 2002, the number of member
States of the United Nations has now risen
to 191.

The United Nations is an organisation of
sovereign States. The States voluntarily join
this organisation with the aims of promot-
ing world peace through international co-
operation, supporting economic and social
progress and promoting respect for human
rights.

When governments decide to become
members of the Organisation they accept
the obligations contained in the Charter
of the United Nations,1  and undertake to
fulfil the obligations therein established.

The Charter of the United Nations is an in-
ternational treaty that establishes the fun-
damental principles of international rela-
tions. It has the status of international legis-
lation as it is a treaty and thus binding on
all States signing it. For this reason, all the
member States of the United Nations must

fulfil the obligations they have contracted via
the Charter, including that of promoting re-
spect for human rights and cooperating with
the United Nations and other nations to
achieve this aim. However, the Charter does
not set out specific rights, nor the way in
which these must be applied by member
States.

The United Nations serves as a centre for har-
monizing and coordinating international ef-
forts to resolve the problems facing humanity
but it is not a world government, nor does it
establish laws. However, the Organisation
provides the means necessary to find peace-
ful solutions to international conflicts and to
formulate policy on issues affecting all hu-
mankind. In the United Nations, all member

States, big or small, rich or poor, with differ-
ent political points of view and social sys-
tems, have both a voice and a vote.

It is important to remember that, being made
up of sovereign and independent States, the
UN is not a homogeneous and independent
organisation, so decisions on any UN initia-
tive or activity depend on the will of the mem-
ber States to accept it, finance it and undertake
it. On issues of peace maintenance and inter-
national policy, particularly, a complex and
frequently slow negotiation process is re-

THE UNITED NATIONS

THE UNITED NATIONS IS ONLY FORMED OF COUNTRIES
RECOGNISED AS SOVEREIGN STATES

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND NATIONS LIVING WITHIN THE STATES ARE NOT
REPRESENTED, AND ARE NOT MEMBERS OF THE UN
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quired to reach a consensus among all States
that takes into account national sovereignty
and international needs.

STRUCTURE OF THE UNITED NATIONS

The principles are:

• All member States are sovereign
equals.

• All member States must obey the Char-
ter.

• Countries must try to resolve their dif-
ferences through peaceful means.

• Countries must avoid the threat or use
of force.

• The UN cannot intervene in the inter-
nal affairs of any country.

• The countries must try to help the
United Nations.

Apart from establishing the general prin-
ciples and purposes previously men-

tioned, the Charter of the United Nations also
establishes the basic structure of the organi-
sation.

The Charter establishes six principal organs:
the General Assembly, the Security Council,
the Trusteeship Council, the International
Court of Justice, the Secretariat and the Eco-
nomic and Social Council.  In turn, these or-
gans can create other bodies to assist them
on specific issues, and these are known as
the subsidiary organs.

In addition, the UN has a system of affili-
ated organisations, which comprises nine-

teen specialized agencies and various pro-
grammes and funds.  These affiliated organi-
sations have their own budgets and govern-
ing bodies, establish their own rules and
guidelines and provide technical assistance
and other types of practical aid in virtually
all spheres of economic and social activity.

The United Nations and its affiliated organi-
sations make up what is known as the
United Nations System, the main aim of
which is to promote respect for human rights,
protect the environment, fight disease and
reduce poverty.

The purposes are:

• To maintain international peace and
security.

• To develop friendly relations, respect,
tolerance and cooperation between
nations, based on respect for the prin-
ciples of equal rights and the self-de-
termination of peoples.

• To promote respect for human rights
and fundamental freedoms without
distinction.

• To ensure the economic and social
progress of all peoples through inter-
national cooperation.

• To be a centre for harmonising the ac-
tions of nations in the attainment of
these common ends.

The Charter establishes the basic purposes
and principles of the United Nations:
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PRINCIPAL ORGANS

THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE PRINCIPAL ORGANS OF THE UNITED NATIONS AND THEIR SUBSIDIARY ORGANS:

In the opening ceremony of the International Year of Indigenous Populations held in
New York in 1993, indigenous leaders were invited by the Secretary-General to speak
before a plenary session of the General Assembly.

The General Assembly has established a number of committees and commissions to
study specific issues and present reports and recommendations to the plenary General
Assembly.

THE SECURITY COUNCIL

The General Assembly is made up of rep-
resentatives of all the member States of

the United Nations and is a kind of “parlia-
ment of nations” that meets to consider the
most pressing world problems. Each member
State has a vote. Decisions on important is-
sues, such as international peace and secu-
rity, the admission of new members or the UN
budget are adopted by a two-thirds majority.
Other issues are decided by a simple majority.
In recent years, there have been special efforts
to get decisions adopted by consensus instead
of through a formal voting procedure.

The General Assembly has its permanent
headquarters in New York and meets
once a year between September and De-
cember. The General Assembly may also
hold an extraordinary session if the Se-

curity Council or a majority of member
States request it.

The General Assembly is a body made up
exclusively of member States. Only they have
a voice and a vote in the Assembly’s delib-
erations. Some bodies with observer status
may, at the prior invitation of the President
of the Assembly, speak before the plenary
General Assembly.

 One of the subsidiary organs of the General
Assembly of most relevance to indigenous

peoples is the “Third Committee”. This com-
mittee considers all social, humanitarian
and cultural issues before presenting them
to the General Assembly.

The Charter of the United Nations gives
the Security Council the crucial respon-

sibility of maintaining international peace
and security. It can meet at any time when

peace between States is threatened. It is es-
tablished in the Charter that all member
States are obliged to comply with decisions
of the Council.
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THE TRUSTEESHIP COUNCIL

THE INTERNATIONAL COURT OF JUSTICE

THE SECRETARIAT

The Trusteeship Council was set up to su-
pervise the administration of colonial

territories under the protection of other mem-
ber States. The main aim of this system was
to lead these territories progressively to-
wards the development of self-government
and independence.

The aims of this organ have been fulfilled
and, at this current time, all territories under
its supervision have achieved self-govern-
ment or independence, either as separate
States or via their union with independent
neighbouring countries.

T he International Court of Justice is the
main legal organ of the UN. It settles

legal disputes between States and gives ad-
visory opinions on any legal issues pre-

sented to it by the different principal organs
of the United Nations. The Court only con-
siders legal disputes between States.

The Secretariat is responsible for the day-
to-day running of the United Nations,

and is made up of international civil servants
who work in offices throughout the world.
The Secretariat provides services to the
other principal organs of the UN and ad-
ministers the programmes and policies they
formulate.

The staff of the Secretariat are only ac-
countable for their activities to the
United Nations and receive instructions
from no governments or authorities out-
side the organisation. At the same time,
the member States undertake to respect
the exclusively international nature of
the role of the Secretary-General and his

The Council is made up of 15 members, 5 are
permanent members: China, USA, United
Kingdom, France and Russia. The other 10
are chosen by the General Assembly for a
two-year period.

The Council can adopt measures to ensure
its decisions are complied with. It is the only
UN organ that can impose economic sanc-
tions or order an arms embargo. On some
occasions, the Council has authorised mem-
ber States to employ “all means necessary”,

including joint military measures, to ensure
fulfilment of its decisions.

The Security Council also recommends its
candidate for the post of Secretary-General
to the General Assembly and proposes the
admission of new members to the United
Nations.
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“...One in 20 members of the human family are members of indigenous communities. I have no
doubt that, as new members of the United Nations family, you will make an immense contribu-
tion to the Organisation’s mission of peace and progress. On behalf of the United Nations
family, I want to pledge our strong support to your cause and concerns.”

Kofi Annan, Secretary-General of the United Nations
Closing Speech of the 1st session of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues

Under the general authority of the Gen-
eral Assembly, the Economic and So-

cial Council (ECOSOC) coordinates the eco-
nomic and social work of the United Nations
and the United Nations System.

ECOSOC is a principal organ of the UN that
examines international issues of an eco-
nomic or social nature and regulatory for-
mulates recommendations, undertaking an
essential role in encouraging international
development cooperation.

The Economic and Social Council is made
up of 54 member States, chosen by the Gen-
eral Assembly for a three-year period. It meets
twice per year, although it can also hold ex-
traordinary sessions should this be deemed
necessary. During its meetings, the Council

THE ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL COUNCIL

considers reports from all its subsidiary or-
gans on issues of an economic, social and
humanitarian nature.

The subsidiary organs meet regularly and
present their reports and recommendations
to ECOSOC meetings.

For example, the Permanent Forum will ad-
vise ECOSOC on all issues related to indig-
enous peoples. Other organs advise the
Council on issues of human rights, social
development, the situation of women, crime
prevention, drugs or environmental protec-
tion. Five Regional Commissions promote
economic development and cooperation in
their respective regions.

staff and agree not to attempt to influ-
ence this.

Head of the Secretariat is the Secretary-Gen-
eral, who is appointed by the General As-
sembly on the recommendation of the Secu-
rity Council for a renewable period of five
years. Mr. Kofi Annan from Ghana is cur-
rently UN Secretary-General.

The Secretary-General is the international
representation of the values and moral au-
thority of the United Nations, and one of his
most important tasks is the use of his “good
offices”, that is, the adoption of measures, in
public or private, based on his independ-
ence, impartiality and integrity, in order to
avoid the commencement, increase or exten-
sion of international conflicts.
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THE SUBSIDIARY ORGANS OF THE ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL COUNCIL

As previously explained, the Economic
and Social Council can establish what-

ever subsidiary organs it may require to ful-
fil its mandate on economic and social is-
sues and the promotion of human rights.

ECOSOC has different kinds of subsidiary
organs, such as:

GOVERNMENTAL BODIES

• Nine Functional Commissions, which
are the Statistical Commission, the Com-
mission on Population and Development,
the Commission on Social Development,
the Commission on Human Rights, the
Commission on the Status of Women, the
Commission on Narcotic Drugs, the Com-
mission on Crime Prevention and Crimi-
nal Justice, the Commission on Science and
Technology for Development and the Com-
mission on Sustainable Development.

Of the nine functional commissions,
only the Commission on Human
Rights considers specific issues on the
rights of indigenous peoples. In any
case, it is important to remember that
the work of the other commissions,
such as for example, the Commission
on Sustainable Development, the Com-
mission on Social Development and
the Commission on the Status of
Women, etc., also considers issues of
vital importance to indigenous peo-
ples.

• Four standing committees or commis-
sions, which are the Committee for Pro-
gramme and Coordination, the Commis-
sion on Human Settlements, the Commit-
tee on Non-governmental Organisations

and the Committee on Negotiations with
Intergovernmental Agencies. Both the
functional commissions and the stand-
ing committees and commissions are
purely governmental bodies, which
means that only governments can be
members and only members have voting
rights. The States that are not members of
these organs can participate in the delib-
erations as observers.

• Five regional commissions, which are
the Economic Commission for Africa
(Addis Ababa, Ethiopia); the Economic
and Social Commission for Asia and the
Pacific; the Economic Commission for
Europe (Geneva, Switzerland); the Eco-
nomic Commission for Latin America
and the Caribbean, and the Economic
and Social Commission for Western Asia.

The regional commissions deal with the-
matic issues in the different regions. Their
aim is to contribute to economic develop-
ment, coordinate actions aimed at the pro-
motion of the different regions, strengthen
economic relations of countries within
and between regions and promote social
development.

Like the functional commissions and per-
manent committees, these bodies are ex-
clusively governmental.

EXPERT BODIES

ECOSOC can establish thematic expert bod-
ies. The members of these bodies are experts
with recognised competence on the relevant
issue. These experts act independently and
serve in their own personal capacity, not as
State representatives.
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The expert bodies deal with issues such as
development policy, natural resources and
economic, social and cultural rights, or in-
ternational cooperation on the transporta-
tion of dangerous goods.

In July 2000, ECOSOC established the
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues
as an expert body of ECOSOC.

These subsidiary organs of ECOSOC may,
in turn, establish other subsidiary organs,
which, in turn, advise on specific issues or
questions within their mandate.

For example, the Sub-commission on the
Promotion and Protection of Human Rights
is a subsidiary organ of the Commission on
Human Rights which, in turn, is a subsidi-
ary organ of ECOSOC.

ECOSOC and Non-governmental
Organisations

According to the Charter of the United
Nations, the Economic and Social Coun-
cil can hold consultations with non-gov-
ernmental organisations (NGOs) inter-
ested in the issues that are within
ECOSOC’s remit. The Council recog-
nises that these organisations often have
special experience or technical knowl-
edge of use to the work of the Council
and so they should have an opportunity
to express their opinions.

In order to be able to collaborate officially
with the United Nations, interested NGOs
need to be recognised by ECOSOC as hav-
ing consultative status. To obtain this
recognition, the organisation must send
a request to ECOSOC’s Committee on
Non-governmental Organisations. This
committee is made up of 19 member
States of the United Nations, and it
meets every year. At these meetings, the

committee considers the requests re-
ceived. The Committee then recommends
to ECOSOC a number of organisations
to be granted consultative status. The fi-
nal decision is taken by an ECOSOC
meeting.

The non-governmental organisations
recognised as having consultative sta-
tus can send observers to the public
meetings of ECOSOC and its subsidiary
organs, give its opinion in writing on
issues related to the work of the Council
and, on prior request, present oral inter-
ventions at meetings of the Council or
its subsidiary organs. In addition, they
can consult the United Nations Secre-
tariat on issues of mutual interest.

There are currently 2,143 NGOs recognised
as having consultative status with the Eco-
nomic and Social Council (ECOSOC), and
they are classified into three categories.

• General category: granted to organi-
sations involved in most of the Coun-
cil’s activities.
• Special category:  granted to organi-
sations with particular competence in
concrete areas of the Council’s activity.
• Roster category:  granted to organisa-
tions that may occasionally make con-
tributions to the work of the Council, its
subsidiary organs or other organs of the
United Nations.

At this moment, approximately twenty
indigenous organisations are recognised
as having consultative status with
ECOSOC.

Note

1 The Charter of the United Nations can be found
at http://www.un.org/Overview/Charter/
contents.html
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SIMPLIFIED CHART OF THE UNITED NATIONS SYSTEM
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THE UNITED NATIONS
SYSTEM

T he United Nations system1  is made up of the Secretariat of the
United Nations, the United Nations Programmes and Funds,

and the specialized agencies.

These bodies have their own budgets and governing bodies, their
own regulations and guidelines, and provide technical assistance
and other practical support in almost all areas of economic and so-
cial activity.

The Programmes and Funds are part of the United Nations, and the
specialized agencies are linked to the United Nations via coopera-
tion agreements and are autonomous bodies created by means of
inter-governmental agreements. Some of the specialized agencies are
of special relevance to indigenous peoples.

18
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SPECIALIZED AGENCIES AND BODIES OF THE UNITED NATIONS
OF GREATEST RELEVANCE TO INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

The International Labour Organisation
was created in 1919 by means of the

Treaty of Versailles. When the United Na-
tions was established in 1946, the ILO was
the first specialized agency associated with
the UN, with special responsibility for work
and social issues. The ILO currently has 175
member States.

Its tasks include promoting social justice for
workers and formulating international poli-
cies and programmes to contribute to im-
proving their living and working conditions.
It prepares international labour standards,
which serve as guidelines for authorities in
implementing these policies, and undertakes
training and education programmes in or-
der to contribute to continuing these efforts.

INTERNATIONAL LABOUR ORGANISATION (ILO)

In addition, it approves conventions and rec-
ommendations establishing international
labour standards in areas such as freedom
of association, salaries, quotas and condi-
tions of work, severance compensation, so-
cial security, holidays, industrial safety, em-
ployment agencies and work place inspec-
tions. Through its technical cooperation pro-
grammes, its experts help in human resource
planning, professional training, manage-
ment techniques, employment policies, oc-
cupational health and safety, social security
systems, cooperatives and small-scale craft
industries.

More information can be found at:
www.ilo.org

     THE INTERNATIONAL LABOUR ORGANISATION AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

The ILO was the first international or-
ganisation to consider indigenous

issues. The ILO began its work on indig-
enous peoples in the 1930s, when the or-
ganisation began to pay particular atten-
tion to the situation of the people then
known as “native workers”. In 1953, the
ILO published a study on indigenous
peoples. In 1957, it adopted Convention
No. 107 and Recommendation No. 104
concerning the protection and integration
of indigenous and tribal populations. Due
to the paternalistic and assimilationist
attitude of this convention, in 1989 the
International Labour Conference ap-
proved a revised version, which is Con-

vention No. 169 concerning indigenous
and tribal peoples.

Convention No. 169 is of great signifi-
cance to indigenous peoples, as it was
the result of great efforts on the part of
the international indigenous movement
and, although for many indigenous or-
ganisations it is still incomplete, it has
turned many indigenous demands into le-
gal rights. It is the only current International
Treaty to consider the problems of indig-
enous peoples in a comprehensive manner.

Like any international convention, Con-
vention No. 169  is of a binding nature,
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which means that the text is a legal re-
quirement for those States ratifying it. The
ILO has established mechanisms by
which to monitor treaty implementation.
Once a country has ratified the Conven-
tion, it must send reports to the ILO on
how it is being implemented. These re-
ports must include information on the
situation of indigenous peoples, both in
legislative and practical terms.

To date (February 2002), the countries
having ratified Convention No. 169 are

Argentina, Bolivia, Colombia, Costa Rica,
Denmark, Ecuador, Fiji, Guatemala, Hon-
duras, Mexico, Holland, Norway, Para-
guay and Peru.

The ILO also has two technical coopera-
tion programmes specifically designed
for indigenous peoples: the INDISCO
programme and the Project to Promote
ILO Policy on Indigenous and Tribal Peo-
ples. Both programmes work with indig-
enous organisations, NGOs and also
governments.

THE WORLD BANK GROUP

Established in 1944, the World Bank is
made up of five affiliated institutions.1

Its principle mission is to combat poverty in
order to obtain lasting results and to help
people to help themselves and the environ-
ment in which they live by providing re-
sources and knowledge, creating capacity
and forging associations in the public and
private sectors.

The owners of the World Bank are more than
181 countries, represented by a Board of
Governors and Executive Directors whose
headquarters are in Washington DC. The
member countries are shareholders with a
power of final decision within the World
Bank.The Bank has offices in more than 100
countries, employing more than 10,000 peo-
ple.

The World Bank is a main provider of devel-
opment assistance. The Bank’s clients are
States to which the institution grants loans.
The Bank operates in close cooperation with
the International Monetary Fund (IMF),

which is an inter-governmental organisation
with 171 members. This institution seeks to
promote international cooperation around
international monetary affairs and to facili-
tate trade through production capacity.

The structural adjustment programmes pro-
moted by the Bank have been strongly criti-
cized by indigenous peoples and others be-
cause they did not take into account the so-
cial costs and their impact on the poorest
sectors of the population. The impact of these
programmes to indigenous peoples is that
they often risk loosing their lands and terri-
tories.

During the 1990s, the Bank launched vari-
ous reform processes, which included
greater funding for environmental projects
and poverty reduction programmes. The
Bank then began to pay more attention to
the demands of the civil society and to put
greater energy into the search for participa-
tory policies and transparent loans.
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In practice, implementation of the social and
environmental reforms promised by the Bank
has been much slower than expected and so
there are ongoing debates and pressure on
the Bank to ensure that it:

• Fulfils and implements the new regula-
tions and widens the package of reforms;

• Implements more effective dissemination
policies, such as the translation of docu-
ments into local languages and their dis-
semination through Public Information
Centres within the countries;

Recognises the right to informed participa-
tion in order to promote an open dialogue
on development problems, real participation
in funding processes and joint evaluation
mechanisms of programmes and projects.

Note

1 The International Bank for Reconstruction and
Development, the International Finance Corpo-
ration, the International Development Associa-
tion, and the International Centre for Settlement
of Investment Disputes and the Multilateral In-
vestment Guarantee Agency.

THE WORLD BANK AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

The impact of the World Bank’s
projects and programmes on indig-

enous peoples has been the object of con-
troversy in recent decades.

In response to severe international criti-
cism of the destructive impact of its
projects on indigenous peoples during
the 1960s and 70s, the World Bank
adopted its first policy on “tribal” peo-
ples in 1982, known as Operational
Manual Statement 2.34 (OMS 2.34). This
policy requires World Bank staff to in-
clude measures to protect the territorial
rights, health and cultural integrity of in-
digenous peoples and to ensure that
those peoples affected by projects partici-
pate in their planning and implementa-
tion. However, in practice, the policy
made little contribution to reform within
the Bank. The Bank’s projects therefore
continued to have serious negative im-
pacts on indigenous peoples throughout
the 1980s.

For this reason, and to improve implemen-
tation of their policies on indigenous peo-
ples, in 1991 the World Bank revised its

policy on Indigenous Peoples and pro-
duced Operational Directive 4.20
(OD4.20).

This Operational Directive attempts to
ensure that Bank staff takes positive ac-
tion to protect indigenous rights: guar-
anteeing land ownership and rights to
resources; mitigating the negative im-
pacts of development projects; guaran-
teeing their participation; and ensuring
they share in the benefits. Importantly,
the policy contains provisions for the re-
jection of projects whose negative impacts
cannot be adequately improved or whose
borrowers have not presented appropri-
ate plans in terms of complying with the
policy.

In spite of weaknesses in this Operational
Directive, indigenous peoples consider
that this policy could help safeguard the
rights of indigenous communities af-
fected by World Bank projects, provided
that it is adequately implemented.

During the mid-1990s, the Bank began a
further review of OD4.20 and other pro-
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tection policies as part of a “conversion”
process at all levels of the Bank, with the
aim of standardising and clarifying op-
erational directives for staff and borrow-
ers. According to the Bank, this review
was necessary to improve the quality of
fulfilment of protection provisions. For
their part, indigenous peoples expressed
a fear that the true reason was to mini-
mise the obligatory rules and limit the
cover of the political provisions, and they
stated that any new policy should
strengthen the existing one, particularly
with regard to its provisions on land and
resource security.

In 2000, the Bank published the prelimi-
nary policy document. In spite of the
Bank’s declarations that there had been
no dilution of the regulations with regard
to OD4.20, indigenous peoples and
NGOs stated that this document was
weaker than existing policy, primarily be-
cause it contained no obligatory provi-
sions to protect indigenous peoples’ land
rights, it did not recognise the right to
prior and informed consent, it did not
prohibit forced resettlement, it lacked in-
digenous monitoring and supervision re-
quirements of the Bank’s operations and
it had not been extended to cover struc-
tural adjustment loans.

For more information see: www.worldbank.org

WORLD INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY ORGANISATION (WIPO)

The World Intellectual Property Organi-
sation (WIPO) was established with the

primary tasks of preserving and increasing
respect for intellectual property throughout
the world and promoting industrial and cul-
tural development by stimulating creative
activity and technology transfer.

Intellectual property comprises two areas:
industrial property related to inventions and

other patents on inventions, registered brand
trademarks, designs, names etc., and copy-
right and other rights linked to literary, mu-
sical and artistic works, films, performances,
interpretations and phonograms.

It disseminates information and maintains
an international register and encourages
other forms of administrative cooperation
between member States.

WIPO AND THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

WIPO’s recognition of the fact that the
issue of protecting indigenous peoples’
heritage falls within its mandate has
opened the path to important opportuni-
ties for indigenous peoples.

In 1992, the Working Group on Indig-
enous Populations and WIPO organised
a technical conference on Indigenous
Peoples. The participants recommended
that the United Nations should produce
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For more information see: www.wipo.org

more effective measures to protect indig-
enous peoples’ intellectual and cultural
property rights.

In 1998, WIPO launched a new pro-
gramme of activities to examine current
and future possibilities for protecting tra-
ditional knowledge, genetic resources
and folklore. During 1989 and 1990,
WIPO held a series of consultations with
indigenous peoples and produced the first
systematic study on their needs and ex-
pectations in terms of intellectual prop-
erty issues among the owners of traditional

knowledge and folkloric expressions. On
the basis of these studies, WIPO decided
to set up an inter-governmental commit-
tee on intellectual property, genetic re-
sources, traditional knowledge and folk-
lore. The aim of this committee is to pro-
mote a consensus around the knowledge
and resources that need to be protected.

This Inter-governmental Committee of
WIPO has met on three occasions and a
small number of organisations have par-
ticipated in the debates.

THE WORLD TRADE ORGANISATION (WTO)

The World Trade Organisation (WTO), esta-
blished in 1995, provides a legal and

institutional framework for the multilateral
trading system. The  WTO is the successor
to the 1947 General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade (GATT).

Its  main objective is to secure the liberalisa-
tion of world trade for economic growth and
development.

Its functions are:

• to implement the 29 multi- and plu-
rilateral trade agreements that constitute
the WTO;

• to act as a forum for multilateral trade
negotiations;

• to resolve trade disputes, and to examine
national trade policies.

The WTO covers not only trade in goods
but also in services and trade-related as-
pects of intellectual property, which may

include areas as diverse as agriculture, tex-
tiles, government procurement, and rules
of origin.
 
The Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs) is one
of the 29 agreements in the founding Final
Act of WTO. It requires State patent protec-
tion mechanisms for all fields of invention,
although State members may also exclude
inventions from patentability if necessary to
prevent commercial exploitation, to protect
public order, morality, human, animal or
plant life or health, safeguard production,
or avoid prejudice to the environment. How-
ever, this latter option is considered to re-
quire alternative protection by way of devel-
oping an effective sui generis system.
 
The Council for Trade-Related Aspects of In-
tellectual Property Rights (TRIPs Council)
monitors the TRIPs Agreement, which pro-
vides protection for different kinds of intel-
lectual property rights, including patents.
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TRIPs also sets out transition arrangements
and enforcement obligations for members.
 
The Committee on Trade and the Environ-
ment is the WTO body that explores such
issues as: the relationship between provi-
sions of multilateral environmental and
WTO agreements; interfacing sustainable
development, environment and trade; the

impact of environmental measures on mar-
ket access; trade in domestically prohibited
goods; transparency in trade-related envi-
ronmental measures; TRIPs; and traditional
knowledge. It also co-operates with the Un-
ion for the Protection of New Varieties of
Plants (UPOV)  and FAO Commission on
Plant Genetic Resources and publishes a bul-
letin.

....”We believe that the whole philosophy un-
derpinning the WTO Agreements and the
principles and policies it promotes contra-
dict our core values, spirituality and
worldviews, as well as our concepts and prac-
tices of development, trade and environmen-
tal protection. Therefore, we challenge the
WTO to redefine its principles and practices
toward a ‘sustainable communities’ para-
digm, and to recognize and allow for the con-
tinuation of other worldviews and models of
development. Indigenous peoples, undoubt-
edly, are the ones most adversely affected by
globalization and by the WTO Agreements.
However, we believe that it is also us who can
offer viable alternatives to the dominant eco-
nomic growth, export-oriented development
model. Our sustainable lifestyles and cultures,
traditional knowledge, cosmologies, spiritu-
ality, values of collectivity, reciprocity, re-
spect and reverence for Mother Earth, are cru-
cial in the search for a transformed society
where justice, equity, and sustainability will
prevail.”

Indigenous Peoples Seattle Declaration
Third Ministerial Meeting of the World

Trade Organisation
30 November – 3 December 1999

In December 1999, in relation to the Third
Ministerial Meeting of the World Trade

Organisation, held in Seattle, indigenous
peoples produced what was known as
the Seattle Declaration. In this, indig-
enous peoples stated that trade liberali-
sation and export-led development,
which are the  basic principles on which
policies promoted by the WTO are based,
were creating extremely negative impacts
on the lives of indigenous peoples.

In their opinion, the WTO agreements
were undermining their right to self-de-
termination, their sovereignty as peoples,
the constructive treaties and agreements
that indigenous peoples had negotiated
with the States in which they lived.

In this important declaration, indigenous
peoples describe the serious impacts of
these agreements on their communities
and ask the WTO to consider this prob-
lem urgently, demanding that:

• An urgent social and environmental
justice analysis be undertaken to look
into the cumulative effects of these
Agreements on indigenous peoples.

• A review of the Agreements be under-
taken to address the inequities and
imbalances that adversely affect in-
digenous peoples.

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND THE WTO
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The Declaration also includes a large
number of concrete proposals in relation
to the Agreement on Agriculture, service
and investment liberalization and the
TRIPS Agreement.

The Declaration can be found at:
http:// www.itpcentre.org/legislation/
english/wto99.htm

For more information see: www.wto.org

WORLD HEALTH ORGANISATION (WHO)

The World Health Organisation has been
in existence since 7 April 1948 with the

primary aim of achieving the highest possi-
ble level of health for the world’s population.

The WHO focuses mainly on primary health
care, through education on prevailing health
problems, food supply and adequate nutri-
tion, clean water and sanitation, mother and
child health, family planning, immunisa-
tions, prevention of local diseases and pro-
vision of essential medicines.

It also helps countries to strengthen their
health systems by establishing infrastruc-
ture, promoting investment in human re-
sources, encouraging the necessary re-
search for the development of appropriate
technology and undertaking programmes
to eradicate the main illnesses affecting
children, with particular focus on tropical
diseases.

For more information, see: www.who.org

THE WHO AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

Over recent years, the WHO has given
greater attention to projects aimed

at indigenous peoples and has promoted
important initiatives to discuss the issue
with indigenous organisations.

In 1998, the WHO organised a Forum on
Indigenous Peoples and Health in col-
laboration with the Working Group on
Indigenous Populations.

In this Forum,  Dr. Gro Harlem Brundt-
land, Director-General of the WHO, said

 “...WHO will play a role to ensure that the
billion and a half people who have been ex-
cluded from economic development and the

health ‘revolution’ of the 20th century are lifted
from poverty and ensured healthy lives in the
21st. Redressing the plight of indigenous peo-
ples is an integral part of this agenda.”

The recommendations of this Forum were
that:

• Indigenous peoples and their per-
spective on health should penetrate
the policy-making process.

• The existing expertise and experience
of voluntary organisations should be
built upon, and their role enhanced
by involving them in monitoring pro-
grammes and initiatives.
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•  New communication technology, al-
though held in suspicion, could be
used in positive ways, e.g., to ex-
change ideas and points of view and
to develop energy.

The 51st World Health Assembly, bear-
ing in mind the recommendations of the
Forum on Indigenous Peoples and Health,
urged members:

“To develop and implement national plans
of action or programmes on indigenous peo-
ple’s health, in close cooperation with indig-
enous peoples, with the aim of:

• guaranteeing indigenous peoples access
to health services;

• supporting the involvement of indigenous
representatives in WHO meetings;

• ensuring that health services are cultur-
ally sensitive to indigenous peoples; re-
specting, preserving and maintaining the
knowledge of traditional healing and
medicine in close cooperation with indig-
enous peoples; ensuring the active par-
ticipation of indigenous peoples in iden-
tifying their health needs and appropri-
ate research to formulate strategies to im-
prove their health situation and its fu-
ture direction.”

UNITED NATIONS PROGRAMMES AND FUNDS

The UN Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organisation was created on 4 No-

vember 1946 with the aim of contributing to
world peace and security through education,
science and culture.

UNESCO gives priority to the attainment of
a basic education adapted to the actual needs
of peoples. It collaborates in the training of
teachers, educational planners and admin-
istrators and encourages the building of
schools and provision of the necessary
equipment with which to run them.

UNITED NATIONS EDUCATIONAL, SCIENTIFIC AND CULTURAL ORGANISATION (UNESCO)

In terms of cultural activities, this institu-
tion seeks to safeguard cultural heritage by
stimulating creation and creativity and con-
serving cultural organisations and oral tra-
ditions, as well as promoting books and
reading.

In terms of information, UNESCO promotes
the free circulation of ideas via audio-visual
media, encourages the freedom of the press
and the independence, pluralism and diver-
sity of the media.

For more information, see: www.unesco.org

I n addition to the specialised agencies there are also a number of United Nations Pro
grammes and Funds. Some of these are important to indigenous peoples, others have to

date only to a very limited extent or not at all dealt with indigenous issues.
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UNESCO has paid particular attention
to the need to protect the cultural herit-
age and intellectual property of indig-
enous peoples. In cooperation with the
World Intellectual Property Organisation
(WIPO), UNESCO produced the “Model
Treaty on the Protection of Expressions
of Folklore against Illicit Exploitation”.
This Model Treaty recognises that indig-
enous peoples are the traditional own-
ers of artistic heritage, including folklore,

UNESCO AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

music and dance, created within indig-
enous territories and passed down
through the generations.

In addition, in recent years, some of
UNESCO’s programmes have taken into
account the importance of indigenous
peoples’ cultural heritage and have sup-
ported many programmes in educational
and cultural spheres.

UNITED NATIONS DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME (UNDP)

This programme is the most important
source of multilateral development co-

operation. It is financed with funds from the
voluntary contributions of member States
every year. It was established in 1965 by
merging two of the United Nations techni-
cal cooperation programmes.

UNDP has a network of 115 offices, which
receive support from more than 30 regional
and international organisations which, in
turn, collaborate with 152 of the world’s gov-
ernments to promote improved living con-

THE UNDP AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

In recent years, the UNDP has paid far
greater attention to activities on behalf

of indigenous peoples and many of its
small grant programmes and program-
mes of a regional and national nature
have given special consideration to in-
digenous peoples.

 The general objective of UNDP’s associa-
tion and cooperation with indigenous peo-
ples is to include indigenous perspectives
and development concepts within UNDP
programmes and to ensure that the concerns
and interests of indigenous peoples are re-
flected in the organisation’s activities.

ditions, fair economic growth, ecologically
sound agricultural development, forestry,
soil improvements, water supply, environ-
mental health, energy, urban development,
education, health and housing.

It collaborates with non-governmental or-
ganisations to encourage a spirit of entre-
preneurship as a factor in self-sufficient and
sustainable development, and promotes eco-
nomic and social development to address
the needs of the poorest sectors of the popu-
lation, in particular.
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In 2001, the UNDP published the docu-
ment “UNDP and Indigenous Peoples:
A Policy of Engagement”.3  This impor-
tant document has the aim of providing
UNDP staff with a framework for estab-

lishing sustainable collaboration with in-
digenous peoples. It highlights the main
guiding principles of their relations with
indigenous peoples.
For more information, see: www.undp.org

UNITED NATIONS ENVIRONMENT PROGRAMME (UNEP)

This programme was created in 1972 follow-
ing the UN Environment Conference. Its

headquarters are in Nairobi, Kenya.

It serves as a catalyst for the activities of gov-
ernments, scientific communities and non-
governmental organisations through the for-
mulation and implementation of projects
related to environmental issues, such as the
atmosphere, climate change, the depletion
of the ozone layer, water resources, oceans,
coastal zones, deforestation, desertification,
health and biotechnology, among others.

UNEP projects are financed by interested
governments and international organisa-
tions and have enabled the participation of
more than 30,000 scientists and technicians
in 142 countries in projects coordinated
through the Global Environment Monitor-
ing System, which comprises some 25 net-
works, each with an associated database.

For more information see:
www.unep.org

Since the Earth Summit in 1992, UNEP
has taken responsibility for promoting

the States’ recognition of the traditional
methods and knowledge of indigenous
peoples, and ensuring that indigenous
peoples gain a share of the economic and
trade benefits deriving from the use of these
traditional methods and knowledge.

UNEP also collaborates with indigenous
and local communities on implementing
and evaluating the activities that are be-
ing carried out in support of the Conven-
tion on Biological Diversity.

UNEP has undertaken an international
evaluation of biodiversity, with the in-

volvement of indigenous peoples. In this
research, the following were identified as
the primary causes of a loss of bio-
diversity: degradation or total loss of
habitat, excessive exploitation of biologi-
cal resources, contamination, the intro-
duction of non-native (outside or exotic)
species and climate change. The general
conclusion of this important report was
that the forests, marine and coastal areas
and agricultural ecosystems and inter-
nal waterways were the most threatened.

In relation to this international evalua-
tion, UNEP carried out various investi-
gations into the “human values of
biodiversity”, in which it considered the

UNEP AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES
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traditional, religious and cultural values
related to biological diversity. This re-
search highlighted the interdependence
between indigenous peoples and their
environment.

 UNEP also addresses the promotion and
protection of indigenous rights in accord-
ance with international environmental
standards.

UNICEF AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

UNITED NATIONS CHILDREN’S FUND (UNICEF)

Article 30 of the Convention on the
Rights of the Child recognises the

right of indigenous children to enjoy their
culture, religion and language.

In 1991, the Executive Board of UNICEF
approved a resolution giving UNICEF a
mandate to improve the way in which its
projects help indigenous children to en-

The United Nations Children’s Fund has
been responsible for supervising the

survival, protection and development of chil-
dren since it was set up by the General As-
sembly in 1946.

UNICEF defends the rights of children and
women and addresses their needs the world
over. Its activities are guided by the UN Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child (CRC).
This Convention defines and expresses the
civil, political, social, economic and cultural
rights of all children. It also states the obli-
gations of governments and families, of the
international community and local commu-
nities, to ensure that all children have the
possibility of personal development.

Within the framework of this Convention,
UNICEF addresses such issues as child la-
bour, land mines, sexual exploitation, child
trafficking, and indigenous women and chil-
dren. One of UNICEF’s tasks is to promote

ratification of this Convention by the States
and to establish international standards to
protect children the world over.

UNICEF also implements programmes in
the areas of health, nutrition, education,
water and sanitation, the environment,
women in development countries and other
spheres of importance to children. It focuses
on training the community in areas of ob-
stetrics and childcare, these programmes
being undertaken in collaboration with the
World Health Organisation.

It is also responsible for establishing pro-
grammes of promotion and development edu-
cation and channels funds from industrial-
ised countries to provide humanitarian as-
sistance to children in the developing world
in order to address the problems facing them:
extreme poverty, poor health, lack of school-
ing, discrimination, psychological trauma,
physical and sexual exploitation and abuse.



30

joy their rights as recognised by the Con-
vention. For this reason, over the last few
years, the organisation has developed
various programmes aimed specifically
at improving the living conditions of in-
digenous communities. Of these, the
PROANDES programme (Programme of
Basic Services for the Andean Region) can
be mentioned, which is being implemented
in the poorest areas of Bolivia, Colombia,
Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela, where many

indigenous peoples live, and the sustain-
able development projects for children in
the Amazon basin, the main aim of which
is to improve the living conditions of in-
digenous women and children.

Indigenous children in various countries
also benefit from UNICEF’s programmes
on issues such as child labour, education,
health and child sexual exploitation.

For more information see: www.unicef.org

UNITAR was established in 1965 as an au-
tonomous body of the United Nations with
the aim of helping the UN achieve its main
objectives in terms of maintaining interna-
tional peace and security and promoting
economic and social development.

UNITAR is financed through the voluntary
contributions of member States, inter-govern-

UNITED NATIONS INSTITUTE FOR TRAINING AND RESEARCH (UNITAR)

mental organisations, private foundations
and other non-governmental sources that
sponsor the Institute’s training programmes.

It organises grants and regional refresher
courses in international law and, at the re-
quest of the member States, it provides advi-
sory services to diplomacy institutes in de-
veloping countries.

I n recent years, UNITAR has organised
various international and regional

training courses to strengthen the capac-
ity of indigenous peoples in the areas of
conflict resolution and the promotion of
peace processes.

In May 2002, UNITAR organised a spe-
cial seminar on the United Nations Sys-
tem for the recently appointed members
of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous
Issues.

UNICEF AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

For more information see: www.unitar.org
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The idea to create the International Fund
for Agricultural Development arose

during the World Conference on Food, held
in 1974. IFAD’s Governing Council came
into force on 30 November 1977 with the prin-
ciple aim of mobilising resources to improve
the food production and nutrition of low in-
come groups in developing countries.

INTERNATIONAL FUND FOR AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT (IFAD)

IFAD provides loans, generally under highly
favourable conditions. It is concerned not only
with with increasing agricultural production
but also improving employment, nutrition
and income distribution prospects at local
level, since for every dollar contributed in
support of its projects, IFAD has managed to
mobilise two more from other external donors.

IFAD AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

Over the last few years, IFAD (the In
ternational Fund for Agricultural

Development) has expanded its initia-
tives in support of indigenous peoples
and has developed region- specific strat-
egies for indigenous peoples. The Fund
has specifically focused on indigenous
peoples as beneficiaries of its interven-
tions because of their poverty and need
for social justice in Latin America and a
large part of Asia, and has channelled a
significant proportion of its loans and
grants to supporting indigenous peoples.

However, according to IFAD’s prelimi-
nary discussion document, “Valuing Di-

versity in Sustainable Development”, the
Fund’s special interest in supporting
these groups does not stem only from is-
sues of poverty reduction, social justice
and humanitarian concerns, but also be-
cause it has been amply demonstrated
that national economies and society as a
whole stand to gain from ending the
marginalization of these groups and be-
cause indigenous peoples’ value systems
are such that indigenous peoples play a
crucial role in the stewardship of natu-
ral resources and biodiversity.

For more information see: www.fida.org

The United Nations Industrial Develop-
ment Organisation (UNIDO) was estab-

lished by the General Assembly in 1966 as
the body responsible for promoting and ac-
celerating the industrialisation of developing

countries. Its status as a specialized agency
was achieved in 1979 but it only became a
fully autonomous body on 1 January 1986.

UNITED NATIONS INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPMENT ORGANISATION (UNIDO)

For more information see: www.unido.org
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Given that one of the UN’s objectives is
that of eliminating hunger, the UN Food

and Agriculture Organisation was estab-
lished on 16 October 1945.

From its headquarters in Rome, Italy, the FAO
formulates programmes to raise nutritional
levels and living conditions, and improve
the efficiency of the production, preparation,
marketing and distribution of food and ag-
ricultural and livestock products from farms,
forests and fisheries, promoting rural devel-
opment and improvement. The FAO pre-

UNITED NATIONS FOOD AND AGRICULTURE ORGANISATION (FAO)

pares developing countries to face up to
emergency food situations and, where nec-
essary, provides emergency aid. It promotes
agricultural investment, improved agricul-
tural production, livestock rearing and tech-
nology transfer to developing countries. It
also encourages natural resource conserva-
tion, stimulating the development of fishing,
fish farming and sources of renewable en-
ergy.

For more information, see: www.fao.org

   UNITED NATIONS CONFERENCE ON TRADE AND DEVELOPMENT (UNCTAD)

UNCTAD became a permanent organ of the
General Assembly following the First United
Nations Conference on Trade and Develop-
ment held in Geneva, Switzerland in 1964.
Geneva is also where it currently has its

headquarters. Among its tasks is that of pro-
moting international trade, in particular for
developing countries, with a view to speed-
ing up their economic growth.

In recent years, the UNCTAD Secretariat
has been collaborating with the Secre-

tariat of the Convention on Biological Di-
versity around the issue of the econom-
ics of biodiversity conservation.

UNCTAD is promoting the use of eco-
nomic instruments and incentives to en-
sure that environmental resources are
conserved and used in an ecologically
sustainable way.

For more information see: www.unctad.org

UNCTAD has adopted a “Biotrade Ini-
tiative”, which is designed to provide the
global community with information on
how to develop the world’s biodiversity
responsibly.

It is important that indigenous organisa-
tions monitor this initiative on Biotrade
closely, along with the activities being de-
veloped by its Secretariat.
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T he Office of the United Nations High Com-
missioner for Refugees was established

in 1951 to protect refugees and promote last-
ing solutions to their problems. Its basic role
is that of providing international protection
to refugees who, by definition, do not enjoy
the protection of their country of origin.

UNHCR ensures that refugees are provided
with asylum, and that they obtain a favour-
able status in their country of exile. The fun-
damental element of international protection
is the generally accepted principle of prohi-

OFFICE OF THE UNITED NATIONS HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR REFUGEES (UNHCR)

bition of rejection, by virtue of which the for-
cible expulsion or repatriation of a person to
their country of origin or former place of resi-
dence is prohibited.

It must also ensure that people with refugee
status are protected from rejection, illegal de-
tention or expulsion; have the right to work,
education and assistance, along with the
right to intellectual and industrial property;
access to the courts and freedom of movement.

For more information see: www.unhcr.ch

The United Nations University was esta-
blished in 1973 following approval of

its Charter by the General Assembly and,
since 1975, it has functioned as an autono-
mous body of the United Nations with its
headquarters in Tokyo, Japan. Its  activities
are aimed at promoting cooperation between
international and scientific experts to con-
tribute to resolving urgent problems.

UNITED NATIONS UNIVERSITY (UNU)

Although it is called a university, the UNU
has no students, nor teaching body nor
premises for university teaching. The UNU
considers problems by means of interna-
tional networks of academic and research
institutes, including its own research and
training centres.

This was established in 1978 in Nairobi,
Kenya, with the aim of promoting the good

development of human settlements through
measures aimed at improving the housing of
the poorest of the world’s population.

The centre provides technical cooperation
to government programmes, undertakes re-
search, organises expert meetings, practical
courses and training seminars, in addition
to publishing technical courses.

UNITED NATIONS HUMAN SETTLEMENTS PROGRAMME (HABITAT)

Habitat develops and implements national
and international policies and programmes
on human settlements, urban and regional
planning, housing construction and the es-
tablishment of infrastructure in rural and
urban areas, low cost construction tech-
niques and methods for water supply.

For more information see:
www.habitat.org
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This programme, largely administered
and financed by the UNDP, sends more

than 2,000 specialists and workers to pro-
vide services in over 100 countries, mostly
in the developing world.

These people work on development and emer-
gency aid programmes being implemented by
governments with the support of the UNDP

UNITED NATIONS VOLUNTEERS (UNV)

and the UN’s specialized agencies or in pro-
grammes implemented by the volunteers
themselves on behalf of governments.

The UN volunteers support local organisa-
tions promoting self-sufficiency through
community participation

For more information see: www.unv.org

This was established by the General Assem-
bly in 1976 and became UNIFEM in 1985.

This body provides direct support to wom-
en’s projects aimed at promoting their inclu-
sion in the planning of important develop-
ment programmes and projects.

Although it has a small budget, coming pri-
marily from international non-governmen-

tal organisations and private donors, along
with voluntary donations from more than
100 institutions, UNIFEM has improved the
condition of women in America, Africa,
Asia, the Pacific and Caribbean by offering
access to credit, training and technology to
more than 550 projects.

For more information see:
www.unifem.undp.org

UNITED NATIONS DEVELOPMENT FUND FOR WOMEN (UNIFEM)

WORLD FOOD PROGRAMME (WFP)

The WFP was established in 1963 and is
the only multilateral body providing

food assistance in the developing world. It
provides a quarter of all international food

aid, as well as producing regulations for the
purchase and transport of an even larger
share of the food aid provided by different
countries.

UNITED NATIONS POPULATION FUND (UNFPA)

What was, in 1967, a trust fund offering
technical assistance to reduce the high

demographic trends of the 1960s became, two
years later, the largest provider of assistance
on population issues to developing countries.

The role of the United Nations Population
Fund is to promote international-level train-
ing to address population and family plan-
ning needs. It also promotes an understand-
ing of population factors, such as demo-
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graphic growth, fertility, mortality, age struc-
ture, spatial distribution and migration.

UNFPA helps governments draw up popu-
lation projects and programmes and pro-
vides financial assistance for their imple-
mentation. 50% of the Fund’s resources is
aimed at issues related to mother and child,

Notes

1 http://www.unsystem.org/en/
2 The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, the International Fi-

nance Corporation, the International Development Association, the International
Centre for Settlement of Investment Disputes and the Multilateral Investment Guar-
antee Agency.

3 This document can be found at
http://www.undp.org/policy/docs/policynotes/IP%20Policy%20English.pdf

health and family planning. The other 50%
is devoted to information and training ac-
tivities, data analysis and research in terms
of demographic and socio-economic rela-
tionships, and evaluating policies and pro-
grammes to improve the situation of women.

For more information see: www.unfpa.org
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Since its formation, the organisation has given special priority to
the promotion and protection of human rights. Article 1 (3) of the

1945 Charter of the United Nations defines one of its main objectives
as the  “promotion and encouragement of respect for human rights
and for fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race,
sex, language, or religion”.

When looking at the work of the United Nations in the area
of human rights, it is important to note the existence of two
different types of body: those based on the Charter of the
United Nations and those based on the Treaty system.

36

BEFORE THE UN BEGAN TO CONSIDER THE ISSUE OF HUMAN RIGHTS,
 THIS WAS CONSIDERED TO BE THE EXCLUSIVE AFFAIR

OF THE DIFFERENT STATES

THE
UNITED NATIONS
AND HUMAN RIGHTS

CHAPTER  III
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BODIES BASED ON THE CHARTER
OF THE UNITED NATIONS

               THE COMMISSION ON HUMAN RIGHTS

The Charter entrusts the United Nations
with the task of creating bodies respon-

sible for examining and addressing human
rights issues and formulating new standards.

In the area of human rights, the most impor-
tant organ based on the Charter of the United
Nations is the Commission on Human
Rights. This is the main organ of the United
Nations devoted to protecting and promot-

ing human rights. Its task is to give overall
political direction, study problems related
to human rights, develop and codify new
international standards and ensure ob-
servance of human rights, in addition to ex-
amining the situation of those rights in any
part of the world and reviewing information
coming from States and non-governmental
organisations.

The Commission on Human Rights is a governmental body made up of 53 mem-
ber States chosen by ECOSOC for a three-year period. All other member States

who are not represented on the Commission participate in its work as observers. The
Commission meets once per year, for six weeks, usually during March and April in
Geneva but, where necessary, its members may also call extraordinary meetings.

NGOs that have consultative status with ECOSOC can also participate and present
written and oral interventions to the Commission on any issue related to human rights.

The Commission has two main functions: one is the promotion of human rights,
which is of a preventive nature and the other is the protection of human rights,
which is of a corrective nature.

The following are among the Commission’s activities in terms of promoting human rights:

• Coordination of the human rights activities of the United Nations System
• Formulation of international standards on human rights (Declarations, Covenants,

Conventions)
• Preparation of studies and reports on human rights

In 1996, the Commission decided to include a new subject, entitled “Indigenous
Issues”, within its programm , in order to give particular attention to the problems of
indigenous peoples. Since then, under the agenda point known as “Indigenous
Issues”, the Commission has considered reports and resolutions from the Working
Group established to consider the Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples, the Working Group on Indigenous Populations, the Permanent Forum on
Indigenous Issues and the International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People.
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Many indigenous organisations participate actively in the Commission’s
sessions, presenting oral and written interventions under this agenda
point.

It is important to remember that the Commission is not an international tribunal
and so does not have the capacity to judge or punish government behaviour in
the area of human rights. In spite of this limitation, the Commission’s activities
in the area of human rights protection are:

T he establishment of specialized mechanisms to study issues of particular
importance, and to investigate cases of complaints. For this, the Commis-

sion has the power to create other subsidiary organs or mechanisms, such as
the appointment of experts, special rapporteurs or the establishment of work-
ing groups.

The Special Rapporteurs and Working Groups, which come under the Special
Procedure system, have a mandate to raise matters of specific human rights
violations, provided they are within their remit, with the relevant governments.
NGOs, individuals, victims, families, prisoners (basically anyone) can present
complaints to the specific Special Rapporteur. The Special Rapporteur inter-
venes with governments, sometimes sending the response received from the
Government to the plaintiffs for their subsequent intervention, and this inter-
vention is reflected in the report the Special Rapporteur presents to the Commis-
sion on Human Rights. Rapporteurs are clearly a real barometer by which to
judge the human rights situation of any country.

At its 57th Session (2001), the Commission on Human Rights decided to
appoint a Special Rapporteur on the Situation of the Human Rights and
Fundamental Freedoms of Indigenous Peoples for a three-year period.
The President subsequently appointed Mr. Rodolfo Stavenhagen, Mexi-
can academic and researcher, a specialist in indigenous rights, as Spe-
cial Rapporteur.

Consideration of individual complaints on human rights violations. These
complaints are confidentially considered by the Commission under a proce-
dure known as “the 1503 procedure”.1

This procedure is the oldest of the UN’s human rights mechanisms. It was
established in accordance with an ECOSOC resolution, adopted in 1971. It
deals with systematic violations of human rights. Information/complaints re-
ceived are dealt with confidentially. Under existing procedures, the Sub-Com-

SPECIALIZED MECHANISMS
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mission has a Working Group on Communications to consider demands corresponding
to the 1503 procedure. The Working Group on Communications sends serious cases to
the Working Group on Situations, under the Commission on Human Rights. Reports are
not published. When the Working Group on Situations meets, during the meeting of the
Commission on Human Rights, the sessions are held behind closed doors.

In recent years, the number of indigenous organisations and individuals using the
1503 procedure to present complaints of violations of their basic human rights have
increased considerably.

SUBSIDIARY ORGANS AND MECHANISMS OF THE COMMISSION ON HUMAN RIGHTS

Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights

Until 1999, when ECOSOC decided to change the name of this body, the
official name of the Subcomission was Sub-Commission on Prevention of

Discrimination and Protection of Minorities.

The Sub-Commission is the main subsidiary organ of the Commission on
Human Rights. It was established by the Commission at its first session, in
1947, under the authority of the Economic and Social Council.

The Sub-Commission meets annually in Geneva and is made up of 26 mem-
bers acting in an individual capacity. It initially devoted its time to issues of
discrimination and minorities, vulnerable groups and contemporary forms of
slavery but it has now widened its sphere of action, developing legal stand-
ards and making recommendations to the Commission.

The Sub-Commission is made up of 26 experts exercising their roles in a personal
capacity and who are chosen by the Commission from expert applications pre-
sented by the States, bearing in mind the criterion of a fair geographic distribution.

Its tasks are:

• To carry out studies, particularly in the light of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, and to make recommendations to the Commission on the
prevention of all kinds of discrimination in relation to human rights and
fundamental freedoms and the protection of racial, religious and linguistic
minorities;

• To undertake any other task entrusted to it by the Council or the Commis-
sion.

The Sub-Commission has its own subsidiary organs2 , including the Working
Group on Indigenous Populations, established in 1982 and which is made up
of five members of the Sub-Commission.
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The Sub-Commission has a specific point on its work agenda to consider
“Discrimination against Indigenous Peoples”. Under this agenda point, the
Sub-Commission examines the annual reports of the Working Group on Indig-
enous Populations and the reports from the Special Rapporteurs on this matter.
The Sub-Commission was the first UN body to officially abandon the expres-
sion “indigenous populations” in favour of “indigenous peoples” in 1988.

Among the greatest achievements of the United Nations is that of having estab-
lished a body of international human rights legislation along with the neces-

sary mechanisms for their promotion and protection. For the first time in history,
there is a universal code of human rights that all nations can sign and to which all
peoples can aspire.

The bodies based on the Treaty System have been created by virtue of legally binding
human rights treaties. The main role of these organs is to monitor application of the
treaties on the part of governments that have ratified and thus agreed to be party to them.

THE UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS

On its creation in 1946, the United Nations began the initial task of classifying
and then codifying human rights, in order to take them beyond the sphere of

morality and enshrine them in binding legislation.

At its first work session, the Commission on Human Rights began to prepare the
documents aimed at formulating, defining and protecting the basic human rights
and freedoms of all human beings. This process gave rise to the formulation of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which was approved by the General As-
sembly in 1948. This declaration proclaims a long list of all fundamental rights and
freedoms accorded to all human beings by the international community. Its main aim
was to provide individuals with a series of rights and mechanisms that could defend
them during future atrocities and violations such as those committed during the
Second World War.

No-one doubts that the Declaration is a fundamental document in the history of human-
ity and international relations. However, it must be remembered that it was a product of
a particular moment in time and of the cultural concepts that wrote it. With time, and the
changing events on the international scene, a multitude of aspects have arisen that the
declaration at that time did not take into account, either because they had not yet arisen
or because the world organisation as it was then did not envisage them.

   BODIES BASED ON THE TREATY SYSTEM
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Indigenous peoples consider the protection provided by the Universal Decla-
ration as it stands is insufficient because it ignores collective rights, essential
to their survival as distinct communities. The effectiveness of the current in-
struments for the promotion and protection of human rights falls far short of
considering the realities of indigenous peoples, simply because they were not
considered at the time of its writing.

THE INTERNATIONAL COVENANTS

D ue to the non-binding nature of the Declaration of Human Rights, in 1951 the Gen-
eral Assembly considered that, in order to be able to implement the Universal

Declaration, two Covenants needed to be drawn up: one on civil and political rights,
and the other on economic, social and cultural rights. Both covenants express the
general provisions established by the Declaration in terms of specific rights and are
of a binding nature, which means that States having agreed to be  “party” to them are
legally required to comply with them. The covenants also indicate the measures
States need to take to make these rights effective and establish an obligation on those
having ratified these International Conventions to report regularly on implementa-
tion. The majority of the world’s countries are party to these covenants, which makes
supervision of their human rights practices possible.

The General Assembly adopted the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights3  and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in
1966, but they did not enter into force until 1976, when a sufficient number of govern-
ments had agreed to ratify them.

The main difference between the two covenants is that they have different implemen-
tation measures: immediate for the first and gradual for the second. In any case, the
two covenants are considered inseparable and interdependent.

The two covenants, together with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, form
the International Bill of Human Rights.

The United Nations subsequently adopted and brought into force a series of other
human rights treaties to grant greater protection to particularly vulnerable groups or
against atrocities. These treaties are:

• The International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimi-
nation (1969).

• The International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination
against Women (1979).

• The Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treat-
ment or Punishment  (1984).

• The Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989).
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• The International Convention for the Protection of the Rights of all Migrant Work-
ers and their Families,  which is the most recent of these treaties, adopted by the
United Nations in 1990. However, it has not yet entered into force as it has not
been ratified by the necessary number of governments.

Treaty monitoring bodies

The implementation of all these international human rights treaties is supervised by
the committees or “treaty monitoring bodies”. The legal basis for the establishment of
most of the treaty bodies can be found in the treaties themselves or was given by the
Economic and Social Council.4

These treaty monitoring bodies are made up of independent experts with recognised
skills in the area of human rights, who are chosen by the States parties

The roles of these committees are:

• To consider the periodic reports submitted by the States on how they are imple-
menting the obligations they have assumed by ratifying the treaty.

• To receive and consider individual communications.5

• To consider communications on the part of States party to the Treaty regarding
the failure of other States to fulfil their obligations as signatories to the Treaty.6

• To make general recommendations and comments.

• To inform the General Assembly of their activities.

Some of the treaty bodies have contributed substantially to the progressive
development of indigenous rights through a general interpretation of the ap-
plication of the human rights conventions and, in their reports and recom-
mendations, they have recognised and protected the collective rights of indig-
enous peoples.

Both the Committee for the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination
(CERD) and the Human Rights Committee have been used by a relatively
small number of indigenous people and organisations, with very favourable
results in terms of recognition of their rights. Unfortunately, for the vast major-
ity of indigenous organisations, the procedures of these treaty bodies are not
well-known. However, there is no doubt that the mechanisms are of vital im-
portance and of great potential to advancing the recognition of indigenous
peoples as subjects under international law.
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List of international treaties and their corresponding treaty bodies

  International Treaty Treaty Body

International Covenant on Civil Human Rights Committee
and Political Rights

International Covenant on Economic, Committee on Economic, Social
Social and Cultural Rights and Cultural Rights

Convention against Torture and other Committee against Torture
Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading
Treatment or Punishment

International Convention on the Committee on the Elimination
Elimination of all Forms of Racial of Racial Discrimination
Discrimination

Convention on the Rights of the Child Committee on the Rights of the Child

International Convention on the Committee on the Elimination
Elimination of all Forms of of Discrimination against Women
Discrimination against Women

To obtain more detailed information on the human rights bodies and mechanisms, see the
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights web site at: www.unhchr.ch

Notes

1 For more information on the Commission’s dif-
ferent mechanisms for presenting complaints to
the organs of the Commission on Human Rights,
see IWGIA document no. 21 Human Rights and
Indigenous Peoples: a Handbook on the United Na-
tions System by Florencia Roulet.

2 The Sub-Commission currently has four working
group meetings prior to each session : the Working
Group on Communications (which examines all
the complaints received along with the government
responses and selects communications that reveal
a clear and proven pattern of persistent violations
of human rights and fundamental freedoms to be
presented to the Sub-Commission; the Working
Group on Contemporary Forms of Slavery; the
Working Group on Indigenous Populations; and
the Working Group on Minorities.

3 The “International Covenant on Civil and Politi-
cal Rights” also has an “Optional Protocol to
the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights”, of 16 December 1966, which empowers

the Human Rights Committee to receive and con-
sider communications from individuals allegedly
the victims of violations of any of the rights stated
in the Covenant. It also has a “Second Optional
Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights, aiming at the abolition of the
death penalty”, of 15 December 1989.

4 In the case of the International Covenant on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights, the body
monitoring its implementation, the Committee
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, was
established by a subsequent resolution of the
Economic and Social Council.

5 The Optional Protocol to the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights, the International Con-
vention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial
Discrimination and the Convention against Torture
establish the right of individuals to present special
communications to these committees.

6 This procedure has never been used by any State
in the treaty monitoring bodies.
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               INDIGENOUS PEOPLES
AND THE UNITED NATIONS

The first existing record of a request for indigenous participa-
tion in an inter-governmental institution was in the 1920s,

when an Iroquoi indigenous leader travelled to Geneva to inform
the League of Nations (the forerunner to the United Nations) of
the situation of the indigenous peoples of Canada and to request
its mediation in their long-running conflict with their govern-
ment.

Following the creation of the United Nations in 1946, there were
a number of attempts to get the organisation to consider the situ-
ation of indigenous peoples. One initiative worthy of mention
was a proposal made by the Bolivian government in 1948 to cre-
ate a sub-commission to study the social problems of aboriginal
peoples. Unfortunately this initiative, too, failed to gain support
within the system and 20 years were to pass before the situation
of indigenous peoples was once more formally considered by the
United Nations.

AntecedentesAntecedentesAntecedentesAntecedentesAntecedentes
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In 1923, Deskaheh, leader and spokesperson for the Council of the Iroquoi Confed-
eration of Canada, travelled to Geneva to present his longstanding dispute with

the Canadian government to the League of Nations. Deskaheh’s stay in Geneva at-
tracted considerable attention and, after many months of hard lobbying work, the
Iroquoi leader gained the support of a number of governments, including Holland
and Japan, to present his case to the League of Nations.  Unfortunately, despite all his
efforts, the League of Nations decided not to consider his case, arguing that the de-
mands presented by Deskaheh related to Canada’s internal affairs, thus falling out-
side the competence of the League of Nations. The Canadian government did not
allow Deskaheh to return to Canada after his trip to Geneva.

nity and, particularly, the human rights
bodies of the United Nations, to consider
their situation and take appropriate meas-
ures to protect their basic rights.

This incipient international indigenous
lobby had the support of a small number of
non-governmental organisations and some
independent experts and managed to get the
Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimi-
nation and Protection of Minorities1  to be-

I n the late 1960s and early 1970s, indig-
enous movements arose in a large number

of countries in response to the systematic
violations of their most basic rights and the
discriminatory and assimilationist policies
prevailing at the time. During the course of
this struggle, a process of indigenous organi-
sation was developing at local, national and
regional level, out of which arose an incipi-
ent international indigenous lobby. This
lobby called upon the international commu-

BACKGROUND
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STUDY ON DISCRIMINATION AGAINST INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

48

gin to formally consider the situation of in-
digenous peoples. In 1972, the Economic and
Social Council authorised the Sub-Commis-

 On the basis of this decision, the Sub-
Commission appointed one of its

members, Mr. Jose Martinez Cobo from Ec-
uador, as Special Rapporteur to undertake
this study on discrimination against indig-
enous populations. This study was carried
out between 1972 and 1984.2

While the Sub-Commission was preparing
the study on discrimination against indig-
enous peoples, one event of great importance
in the formation of an international indig-
enous movement occurred in Geneva. This
was the  “NGO Conference on Discrimina-
tion of Indigenous Populations in America”,
which took place in Geneva in 1977.

sion on Prevention of Discrimination  to
undertake a special study on discrimination
against indigenous peoples.

The Study undertaken by Martinez
Cobo begins with a working definition
of who indigenous peoples are and con-
siders an extremely wide spectrum of
issues, such as indigenous identity, cul-
ture, legal systems, health, housing, edu-
cation, language etc. Its conclusions
clearly reflect the fact that the conditions
in which the world’s indigenous peo-
ples live are conducive to discrimination
with regard to all the different issues con-
sidered by the Rapporteur. It concludes
with a series of proposals and recom-
mendations.



49

THE WORKING GROUP ON INDIGENOUS POPULATIONS

Dr. Erica Irene Daes, former chairperson of the
Working Group on Indigenous Populations

This event was attended by more than 100
indigenous representatives from the whole
Western hemisphere, some non-governmen-
tal organisations and a small number of gov-
ernments.

The conference produced one of the first in-
ternational indigenous documents, entitled
a “Draft Declaration of Principles for the
Defence of the Indigenous Nations and Peo-
ples of the Western Hemisphere”.3   Among
the most important recommendations of this
conference was the establishment of a work-
ing group of the UN Sub-Commission on
Prevention and Discrimination of Minorities
to consider the situation of indigenous peo-
ples.

But perhaps one of the most important re-
sults of this conference was the establish-
ment of a model for coordination between
the different indigenous peoples of the world
in terms of formulating their demands, one
that has been used and developed by indig-
enous peoples at subsequent international
meetings.

Because of this conference, a small number
of indigenous NGOs managed to obtain con-
sultative status with the Economic and So-
cial Council, and the representatives of these
indigenous organisations began formally to
participate, gradually and in increasing
numbers, in the human rights bodies of the
United Nations.

I n 1981, bearing in mind the recommenda-
tion of the 1977 Conference and the re-

ports regularly presented by the Rapporteur,
Martinez Cobo, in his study on Discrimina-
tion, the Sub-Commission recommended that

the Commission on Human Rights should
establish a Working Group on Indigenous
Populations. A year later, in 1982, ECOSOC
authorised the Sub-Commission to create
this working group as a subsidiary organ to
the Sub-Commission on Prevention of Dis-
crimination and Protection of Minorities.
Since then, this Working Group has met an-
nually in Geneva, normally during the last
week of July.

In addition to facilitating and encouraging dia-
logue between governments and indigenous
peoples, the Working Group has two main tasks:

• To review events relating to the promo-
tion and protection of the human rights
and fundamental freedoms of indigenous
peoples. To analyse this material and
send its report to the Sub-Commission.

For this, the Working Group receives and
analyses oral and written information
presented to it by indigenous organisa-
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GENERAL ASSEMBLY

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL
COUNCIL (ECOSOC)

HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION

SUB-COMMISSION ON THE
PROMOTION AND PROTECTION

OF HUMAN RIGHTS

WORKING GROUP ON
INDIGENOUS POPULATIONS

tions, governments, specialized agencies
and other UN organs.

• To give particular attention to changes
in international standards relating to the
human rights of indigenous peoples.

It should be noted that the Working Group’s
mandate does not authorise it to examine
concrete complaints of alleged human rights
violations with the aim of formulating rec-
ommendations or adopting decisions on
concrete cases or countries.

As a subsidiary organ of the Sub-Commis-
sion, the Working Group on Indigenous
Populations is located at the lowest level of
the hierarchy of UN human rights bodies.
Its recommendations have to be considered
and accepted first by its superior body, the
Sub-Commission, then by the Commission
on Human Rights and ECOSOC, before
reaching the General Assembly.

The Working Group is made up of five inde-
pendent expert members of the Sub-Commis-
sion – one from each of the world’s geopo-
litical regions.

The current members of the Working
Group (July 2002) are:

Mr. M.A. Martínez  from Cuba
(President)
Mr. Yokota  from Japan
Ms. Motoc  from Romania
Ms. Hamson from Great Britain
Mr. Guisse from Senegal

The Working Group on Indigenous Po-
pulations established flexible rules of pro-
cedure from the start, enabling all those in-
terested and, more particularly, the repre-
sentatives of indigenous communities and
organisations to participate in the delibera-
tions of the Working Group.

This procedure of open participation, unprec-
edented in UN bodies, was key to consoli-
dating the Working Group as a focal point
for UN activity on indigenous peoples. Since
then, and over the last twenty years, thou-
sands of indigenous representatives have at-
tended the meetings of the Working Group
to make known their situation, their aspira-
tions and their demands.

No more than 50 people attended its first
session, held in Geneva in 1982. Since
then, the number of participants has
gradually increased, spectacularly so
during the 1990s. In recent meetings,
more than 800 participants have been
recorded, thus making it one of the larg-
est UN fora on human rights.
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  THE DRAFT DECLARATION ON THE RIGHTS OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

The indigenous peoples’ organisations that
every year attend the Working Group meet-
ings also take the opportunity of their trip to
Geneva to hold indigenous meetings before
and during the Working Group meetings.
The aim of these indigenous meetings is to
discuss common problems, draw up strate-
gies for their participation in international
organisations and determine joint positions.

The Working Group has produced some
important studies, for example:

• Study on treaties, agreements and other
constructive agreements between States
and indigenous populations4  produced
by the current Chair of the Working
Group, Mr. Miguel Alfonso Martínez.

• Study on the cultural and intellectual
property of indigenous peoples5  pro-
duced by the person who was, for 12 con-
secutive years, chair of the Working
Group, Dr. Erica Daes.

• Study on Indigenous Peoples and their
Relationship to Land6  also written by Dr.
Daes.

But the most significant achievement of the
Working Group has been the formulation
and adoption of the Draft Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

In 1985, the Working Group decided to be-
gin work on formulating a draft Declaration
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. For al-
most a decade, the Working Group devoted
a large part of its time to drafting this text, in
which representatives of indigenous peo-
ples, government delegations and experts on
the subject participated very actively.

The final text was adopted by the Working
Group in 1993 and then in 1994 by its supe-
rior body, the Sub-Commission on the Pro-
motion and Protection of Human Rights. In
1995, following formal procedures, the Com-
mission on Human Rights considered the
text submitted by the Sub-Commission and
decided to establish an Inter-sessional Work-
ing Group with a mandate to consider the
text presented and draw up a draft Declara-
tion for its consideration and adoption by
the UN General Assembly.

The Working Group on Indigenous Po-
pulations has been the main forum for in-
digenous peoples from all parts of the world
to discuss all kinds of international issues.
This is no less true in relation to the Perma-
nent Forum although the process of estab-
lishing this institution took place outside the
Working Group.

The Draft Declaration is a long and  com-
plex document with a preamble and 45

articles, divided into nine sections.

The text recognises the wide range of basic
human rights and fundamental freedoms of
indigenous peoples. Among these are the
right to unrestricted self-determination, an
inalienable collective right to the ownership,
use and control of lands, territories and other
natural resources, their rights in terms of

maintaining and developing their own po-
litical, religious, cultural and educational
institutions along with the protection of their
cultural and intellectual property. The Dec-
laration highlights the requirement for prior
and informed consultation, participation
and consent in activities of any kind that
impact on indigenous peoples, their prop-
erty or territories. It also establishes the re-
quirement for fair and adequate compensa-
tion for violation of the rights recognised in
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Mr. Luis Chávez (Peru), president of the Working Group of
the Commission on Human Rights for the Declaration

on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples

the declaration and establishes guarantees
against ethnocide and genocide.

Article 3 of the Draft Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples

“Indigenous people have the right of
self-determination. By virtue of that right
they freely determine their political sta-
tus and freely pursue their economic,
social and cultural development.”

The Draft Declaration also provides for fair
and mutually acceptable procedures to re-
solve conflicts between indigenous peoples
and States, including procedures such as
negotiations, mediation, arbitration, national
courts and international and regional mecha-
nisms for denouncing and examining hu-
man rights violations.

The Declaration notes that the rights men-
tioned within it form minimum standards
for the survival and well-being of the world’s
indigenous peoples.

A s noted previously in this chapter, the
text adopted by the Sub-Commission

in 1994 was subsequently considered by the
Commission on Human Rights. The Com-
mission then decided7  to establish an open-
ended Working Group that would meet be-
tween sessions to examine the text presented
by the Sub-Commission and draw up a draft
Declaration to be examined and approved
by the General Assembly within the frame-
work of the International Decade of the
World’s Indigenous People (1995-2004).
This resolution also established a special
procedure so that indigenous representa-
tives could participate in the debates of this
Working Group, whose members are mem-
ber States of the Commission on Human
Rights.

Since its establishment in 1995, this Work-
ing Group has met annually and has so far
held eight meetings. Unfortunately, after al-
most eight years, very little progress has been
made and the discussions between govern-
ments and the indigenous representatives
seem to be at a deadlock. So far, only two
articles, 5 and 43, have been adopted, both

directly related to recognising the individual
rights of indigenous peoples.

THE WORKING GROUP OF THE COMMISSION ON HUMAN RIGHTS ON
THE DRAFT DECLARATION ON THE RIGHTS OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES
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THE SPECIAL RAPPORTEUR ON THE SITUATION OF THE HUMAN RIGHTS
AND FUNDAMENTAL FREEDOMS OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

In spite of the fact that a majority of govern-
ments claim that they have no great prob-
lems with the general principles of the dec-
laration drawn up by the Working Group
on Indigenous Populations, the reality is that
a large number of them continue to have se-
rious problems with the original text and are
opposed to explicit recognition of the collec-
tive rights of indigenous peoples, particu-

larly the right to self-determination, as stated
in Article 3 of the Declaration.

At this precise moment, the adoption of a
Declaration that responds to indigenous de-
mands seems very far off, despite being one
of the main objectives of the International
Decade of the World’s Indigenous People,
which ends in 2004.

I n 2001, the UN Commission on Human
Rights decided to appoint a Rapporteur

on the Situation of the Human Rights of In-
digenous Peoples. Later that same year, the
Chair of the Commission on Human Rights
appointed Dr. Rodolfo Stavenhagen, Mexi-
can lecturer and researcher, a specialist on
indigenous rights, as Special Rapporteur for
a three-year period.

The appointment of the Special Rapporteur
is another great achievement on the part of
indigenous peoples in their already long
struggle to gain protection and recognition
of their fundamental rights from the UN sys-
tem.

The Special Rapporteur’s mandate is:

• To gather information and communica-
tions from all relevant sources – includ-
ing governments and indigenous peo-
ples, communities and organisations –
on violations of the human rights and
fundamental freedoms of indigenous
peoples.

• To formulate recommendations and pro-
posals on measures and activities to pre-
vent and remedy violations of the basic
human rights and fundamental freedoms
of indigenous peoples.

• To work in close contact with other spe-
cial rapporteurs, special representatives,
working groups and independent experts
of the Commission on Human Rights and
the Sub-Commission on the Promotion
and Protection of Human Rights.

The work of the Special Rapporteur includes
missions to gather information and commu-
nication with governments on allegations of
violations of the human rights of indigenous
peoples.

In his first report, presented to the Commis-
sion on Human Rights in April 2002, Dr.
Stavenhagen  introduced a general overview
of the main human rights issues facing in-
digenous peoples and set out a work agenda
for his future activities.

This first report of the Special Rapporteur8

can be found on the web site of the Office of
the High Commissioner for Human Rights:
http://www.unhchr.ch/indigenous/
rapporteur.htm

The Rapporteur will present his second re-
port to the Commission on Human Rights
in April 2003.
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WORLD CONFERENCES

S ince the early 1990s, the UN has organ-
ised a series of world conferences or

summits.

Among the objectives of these conferences
are:

• To mobilise national and local govern-
ments and non-governmental organisa-
tions (NGOs) around action on serious
global issues.

• To serve as an international forum in
which proposals can be discussed with
the aim of establishing a consensus be-
tween nations on issues of particular rel-
evance to the international community.

• To establish processes in which govern-
ments can make concrete commitments
to solving the problems raised.

• To establish international standards and
guidelines for national policies.

The participation and contribution of civil
society, in debates both on the official and
unofficial processes of these conferences, has
turned these events into real “global fora”
that have played a key role in guiding the
work of the United Nations.

Indigenous peoples have participated ac-
tively in these international events and have
made substantial progress in terms of recog-
nition of their rights.

The United Nations Conference on Environ-
ment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro
(Brazil) in 1992  represented an extremely
important step forward for indigenous peo-
ples in their relationship with the United Na-
tions. Here, the international community rec-
ognised that indigenous peoples and their
communities play a crucial role in environ-
mental management and development. In

addition, the need to recognise, promote and
strengthen the role of indigenous peoples
and their communities in national and in-
ternational activities aimed at ecologically
sound and sustainable development was
highlighted.

A large number of the legal instruments ap-
proved by this conference recognise the fun-
damental role of indigenous peoples in the
management and use of the environment.
Chapter 26 of the programme of action
adopted by the Conference (Agenda 21) was
devoted to indigenous peoples.

Another result of this world conference was
the signing of the Convention on Biological
Diversity, which includes provisions specifi-
cally concerning indigenous peoples.

On the basis of this conference, subsequent
high-level conferences, such as on Popula-
tion and Development in 1994, Social De-
velopment in 1995, the Fourth World Con-
ference on Women in 1995 and the United
Nations Conference on Human Settlements
(Habitat II) in 1996 have all formulated rec-
ommendations on indigenous peoples.

Indigenous peoples held a parallel meeting
in which hundreds of indigenous representa-
tives participated and in which they adopted
their own declaration on the environment
and development, known as the Kari-Oka
Declaration.

The World Conference on Human Rights held
in Vienna in 1993 was attended by a large
number of indigenous representatives with
very important results. The Conference rec-
ognised the responsibility of all member
States of the United Nations to respect the



55

THE INTERNATIONAL YEAR AND DECADE OF THE WORLD’S INDIGENOUS PEOPLE

human rights and fundamental freedoms of
indigenous peoples. Among the recommen-
dations from this Conference to the General
Assembly were the proclamation of the Dec-

ade for indigenous peoples and the estab-
lishment of a Permanent Forum for indig-
enous peoples.

I n December 1992, the General Assembly
proclaimed 1993 as the “International

Year of the World’s Indigenous People”. At
the end of that same year, the General As-
sembly, on the recommendation of the World
Conference on Human Rights, proclaimed
the “International Decade of the World’s In-
digenous People” (1995-2004) and decided
that the theme of the Decade would be “In-
digenous People: partnership in action”.

The aim of the Decade is to strengthen inter-
national cooperation as regards solving the
problems faced by indigenous peoples in
terms of human rights, the environment, de-
velopment, health, culture and education.

The programme of activities approved by the
General Assembly to achieve the Decade’s
concrete objectives includes the approval of
the draft Declaration on the Rights of Indig-
enous Peoples and the establishment of a
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues
within the UN system.

In July 2000, when ECOSOC established the
Permanent Forum, the United Nations took
an historic step on behalf of the international
community in terms of recognising indig-
enous peoples, thus fulfilling one of the ob-
jectives of the Decade. Unfortunately, the

other main objective, that of adopting a Uni-
versal Declaration on the Rights of Indig-
enous Peoples, still seems very far from be-
coming a reality, and there is little hope that,
in the short period of time remaining before
the end of the Decade, indigenous peoples
will be able to have an instrument as impor-
tant as a Universal Declaration protecting
and promoting their fundamental rights, so
vital  to their survival and their future.

Notes

1 Now called the Sub-Commission on the Promo-
tion and Protection of Human Rights, which is
the main subsidiary organ of the Commission
on Human Rights. It is made up of 26 indi-
vidual experts appointed by their respective
governments. It is a non-governmental advisory
body.

2 United Nations document: E/CN.4/Sub2/
1986/7

3 This declaration is included in United Nations
document E/CN.4/Sub.2/476/Add.5, Annex
4 (1981).

4 UN Document:  E/CN.4/sub.2/1999/21
UN Document:  E/CN.4/sub.2/1999/21

5 Published in 1993
6 UN Document:  E/CN.4/sub.2/2001/21
7 Resolution of the Commission on Human Rights

1995/32, 3 March 1995
8 E/CN.4/2002/97 and E/CN.4/2002/97 Add1
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D iscussions on the establishment of a Permanent Forum on In-
digenous Issues within the UN system lasted almost a decade,

the process being – at times - an excessively formal one, tedious for
some, long and difficult for others. But there is no question that, over
the course of these ten years of discussions, what originally seemed
no more than a Utopia gradually turned into reality.

The idea of a Permanent Forum to consider issues specific to indig-
enous peoples within the United Nations system is closely linked to
the development of an international indigenous movement and to
the progressive impact indigenous peoples have achieved  within
the Human Rights bodies of the United Nations over the last three
decades.

The establishment of a body such as the Permanent Forum on Indig-
enous Issues represents an historic milestone in the indigenous strug-
gle of the last few decades in terms of gaining a position within the
international community and being able to draw attention to their
problems and demands with regard to issues that are of direct con-
cern to their future and their survival as peoples.

THE PROCESSTHE PROCESSTHE PROCESSTHE PROCESSTHE PROCESSTHE PROCESS
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THE PROCESS OF ESTABLISHING A PERMANENT FORUM

CHAPTER  V
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“The UN didn’t recognise us. Our issues
didn’t even appear on their agenda. We
didn’t exist. We knocked on the door of
the UN in 1977 and they scarcely moved.
For many years, it seemed as if very little
was happening. But now, when we look
back, we can see how far we have come.”

  THE DISCUSSION PROCESS

THE IDEA OF A PERMANENT FORUM

Chief Oren Lyons
Haudenosaunee Confederation

A lthough the idea of establishing a new
body focussing on indigenous peo-

ple’s issues within the UN system can be
found in various indigenous and UN docu-
ments, it was not until the Vienna World
Conference on Human Rights in 1993 that
this possibility was officially considered
within the UN agenda.

The Declaration and Programme of Action
of this World Conference on Human Rights
recommended that the General Assembly
should consider the establishment of a Per-
manent Forum. That same year, when the
General Assembly adopted the programme
of activities for the International Decade of

the World’s Indigenous People (1995-
2004), it identified the establishment of a
Permanent Forum and the adoption of a
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples as the two main objectives of the
Decade.

From then on, the issue of establishing a
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues
within the UN began to receive official
consideration and thus began a long proc-
ess of discussion and negotiation be-
tween governments and representatives
of indigenous organisations to define the
nature and specify the powers of this pos-
sible new UN body.

I n 1995 and 1997, the first expert seminars
were organised, the first in Copenhagen,

Denmark and the second in Santiago de
Chile.

The first seminar on the possible establish-
ment of a Permanent Forum for Indigenous

Peoples took place in Copenhagen in June
1995, under the auspices of the Danish gov-
ernment and the autonomous government
of Greenland.
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THE FIRST SEMINAR

This initial seminar provided the first ever
opportunity for official dialogue be-

tween indigenous representatives and gov-
ernments on the possibility of establishing
a new body within the UN system specifi-
cally focussing on indigenous issues. In ad-
dition, the participants discussed the main
issues relating to establishment of this new
body such as its mandate, structure, par-
ticipation, etc.

In general terms, the majority of participants
were agreed that the possible Forum should
have a wide mandate and equal member-
ship between government and indigenous
representatives, but the only real consensus
that was reached at this seminar was con-
cerning the need to evaluate existing UN
mechanisms, procedures and programmes
on indigenous peoples to see how far they
could be effectively used before continuing
to discuss the establishment of a Forum.

STATEMENT OF MISSION FOR THE PERMANENT FORUM

Presented by indigenous participants at the First Seminar on the possible establish-
ment of a Permanent Forum for Indigenous Peoples

The Permanent Forum should:
• Be able to make clear decisions and intervene effectively on an urgent basis on

behalf of indigenous peoples throughout the world;
• Be involved in and coordinate action for the resolution of conflicts affecting the

indigenous peoples in any way;
• Oversee the implementation and monitor the effectiveness of international and re-

gional instruments and programmes affecting indigenous peoples;
• Monitor and advise on the implementation and effectiveness of actions of the United

Nation’s bodies and Member States in relation to indigenous peoples;
• Provide indigenous peoples with a high-level and public forum to participate in

decisions and consider a wide range of matters affecting indigenous peoples in
areas of development, environment, culture, education, economics, social, intellec-
tual property, trade with particular emphasis on traditional and innovative sys-
tems;

• Eliminate racism and discrimination against indigenous peoples;
• Promote and advance world acceptance and understanding of all peoples.

THE SECOND SEMINAR

The second seminar was held in June
1997, in Santiago de Chile. This second

seminar was very significant, as it helped con-
siderably in defining the nature of the Forum
more clearly and in broadening the consensus
on the main issues, such as the need for this

new body to be placed at a high level within the
UN structure, preferably reporting to the Eco-
nomic and Social Council (ECOSOC), the need
for it to have a wide mandate, equal member-
ship between governments and indigenous peo-
ples and an open participation procedure.
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THE REVIEW OF THE EXISTING MECHANISMS, PROCEDURES AND PROGRAMMES
WITHIN THE UNITED NATIONS CONCERNING INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 1

This seminar also identified some of the spe-
cific roles that the Forum could play, such
as:

• Contributing to conflict resolution,
• Coordinating UN activities on indig-

enous peoples,
• Undertaking impact evaluations of activi-

ties and policies related to indigenous
peoples,

• Disseminating information on the situa-
tion and needs of indigenous peoples.

These proposals, which had previously been
considered very sceptically by a large number
of governments, were now accepted by the
vast majority in Chile.

The seminar recommended that the Com-
mission on Human Rights should refer the
issue of the establishment of a Permanent
Forum to ECOSOC for consideration and for
its establishment as soon as possible.

Following the recommendations of the
first seminar that was held in Copenha-

gen, the General Assembly requested the Sec-
retary-General to produce a review of the ex-
isting mechanisms, procedures and pro-
grammes within the United Nations con-
cerning indigenous people”

This report, produced by the Secretary-Gen-
eral and presented to the General Assembly
in 1996, was decisive in terms of continuing
the official UN discussions on the possible
establishment of a Permanent Forum and
gave a great boost to the debate at a time when
the idea was only supported by a limited
number of governments.

The conclusions of this study indicated that,
in spite of the growing interest in and con-
cern for indigenous issues among the differ-
ent organisations and departments of the
UN, particularly the Human Rights bodies,
it was clear that there were many weaknesses
and inconsistencies within the UN system
with regard to indigenous issues.

Of these weaknesses, the Secretary-General
noted that:

• There were no internationally accepted
guidelines on indigenous rights.

• There were no permanent mechanisms
guaranteeing a regular exchange of in-
formation between the concerned and in-
terested parties (governments/ UN agen-
cies and indigenous peoples), in spite of
the fact that UN agencies were increas-
ingly implementing and planning pro-
grammes and projects for indigenous
peoples.

• There were no adequate mechanisms
within the UN system that made the ef-
fective participation of indigenous peo-
ples possible in the work of the UN.

The Secretary-General’s report clearly
highlighted the current lack of appropri-
ate mechanisms for the effective participa-
tion of indigenous peoples within the
United Nations system and the need to
establish an integrative and coordinating
mechanism for indigenous peoples within
the UN.
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THE INDIGENOUS CONFERENCES

THE COMMISSION ON HUMAN RIGHTS AND THE “AD HOC “ WORKING GROUP

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE UN PERMANENT FORUM ON INDIGENOUS ISSUES

The indigenous organisations who were
actively involved in the official discus-

sion process initiated their own parallel re-
gional processes for information, discussion
and strategic development around the estab-
lishment of the Permanent Forum. Five in-
ternational indigenous conferences were
held in  Temuco (Chile), Kuna Yala (Panama),
Indore (India), Arusha (Tanzania) and
Chiang Mai (Thailand). The indigenous dec-
larations resulting from these conferences,
and the Arctic Indigenous Peoples’ Decla-
ration on the establishment of a Permanent

Forum, had a decisive impact on the way
the official debates and meetings progressed,
and were included as official documenta-
tion of the UN meetings and as annexes to
some of the UN official reports.2

The indigenous conferences formulated and
developed the main issues in terms of what
indigenous people felt should be the char-
acteristics of this new body, achieving a sig-
nificant impact in this regard and interact-
ing constructively with the extremely formal
UN process.

In 1998, on the basis of the recommenda-
tions of the seminars organised in Copen-

hagen and Santiago de Chile, the Commis-
sion on Human Rights adopted a resolution3

that paved the way for a new stage in the
process of establishing the Permanent Fo-
rum. This resolution decided to establish an
Ad Hoc Working Group to formulate and
consider proposals for the possible estab-
lishment of a Permanent Forum.

The  Ad Hoc Working Group met for the first
time in 1999, and the most significant
progress made at this session was that it
consolidated the idea of establishing a Per-
manent Forum and made headway in terms

of discussions around basic issues such as
its mandate, level and composition.

In 1999, based on the results of this first ses-
sion of the Ad Hoc Working Group, the Com-
mission on Human Rights decided to renew
the Group’s mandate so that it could con-
clude its work and present concrete propos-
als to the Commission regarding establish-
ment of this new body. This second and last
meeting of the Ad Hoc Working Group was
held in February 2000, and managed to
achieve a long-awaited consensus around
issues fundamental to the establishment of
the Permanent Forum for Indigenous Peo-
ples.

O n the basis of the agreements reached
at the 2nd meeting of the Ad Hoc Work-

ing Group, the Danish government spon-
sored a resolution on the establishment of
the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues
at the 56th session of the UN Commission
on Human Rights. On 27 April 2001, the

Commission decided to adopt a resolution4

in which it recommended to ECOSOC the
establishment of a Permanent Forum on In-
digenous Issues.

In July 2000, the UN Economic and Social
Council considered the resolution of the UN
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Commission on Human Rights and adopted,
by general consensus, the establishment of
a Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues –
an unprecedented event in the international
community. Finally, the General Assembly
endorsed ECOSOC’s decision at its Millen-
nium Session in December 2000, and the Per-
manent Forum on Indigenous Issues became
officially established within the United Na-
tions system.

However, before being able to hold its first
session, issues of vital importance to indig-
enous peoples still had to be decided, such
as the process for nominating its members
and the financing of this new body. These
two issues were to be the main focus of in-
digenous peoples’ attention during 2001.

In the process that resulted in the establish-
ment of the Permanent Forum there were of-
ten opposing viewpoints that seemed im-
possible to reconcile. Very often the cleavage
was between indigenous peoples and some

governments on one side and on the other
side governments that wanted to limit the
scope of the Permanent Forum mandate on
the other. But there were also diverging view-
points within the indigenous group, the in-
digenous caucus. Some of these divergences
related to the strategy to be followed, others
to the problem of creating legitimacy or
representativity between indigenous com-
munities and the indigenous representation
in the Permanent Forum. Such problems
were transferred to the process ahead.

Notes

1 UN/GA Doc: A/51/493 of October 1996.
2 The declarations of these indigenous conferences

are published in IWGIA document 91, The Per-
manent Forum for Indigenous Peoples – The Strug-
gle for a New Partnership.

3 Resolution of the Commission on Human Rights
1998/20 of  9 April 1998.

4 Resolution of the Commission on Human Rights
2000/87 of 28 April 2000.
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The challenge to ensure adequate implementation of the ECOSOC
resolution and to enable the recently established Permanent Fo-

rum to hold its first session did not end with the official establish-
ment of the Permanent Forum.

The two most important challenges facing the indigenous organisa-
tions following the establishment of the Permanent Forum were:

• To ensure indigenous control over the nomination of the eight
indigenous experts;

• To achieve allocation of the necessary financial resources from
the UN system to enable the creation of a Secretariat for the Per-
manent Forum, staffed by qualified indigenous people.

CHAPTER  VI

ESTABLISHING
THE PERMANENT
F ORUM
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THE NOMINATION PROCEDURE

T hroughout the whole discussion pro-
cess leading up to establishment of the

Permanent Forum, and even more so after
its official establishment, one of the main de-
mands of the indigenous organisations was
that they should have control over the proc-
ess for nominating the eight indigenous “ex-
perts”. Although the resolution refers to the
nominations being made on the basis of
broad consultation between the President of
ECOSOC and the indigenous organisations,
it specifies no criteria by which to define
what is meant by “broad consultation”.

For this reason, the indigenous organisa-
tions placed great emphasis on the fact that
the best, indeed only, way of ensuring
“broad consultation with indigenous or-
ganisations”, as established in the resolu-
tion, would be by holding regional consul-
tation processes, organised by the indig-
enous peoples themselves, in order to iden-
tify the most appropriate indigenous candi-
dates.

During 2001, the indigenous organisations
held various meetings with the Vice-Presi-
dent of ECOSOC and the High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights, Mary Robinson,
in which they stated that unless the indig-
enous peoples had the possibility of recom-
mending their own candidates, through the
widest possible regional indigenous consul-
tations, there would be a risk that some gov-
ernments would attempt to control or influ-
ence the nomination process for indigenous
candidates. This would quite clearly be with-
out the participation or consent of indig-
enous peoples and would be contrary to the
spirit in which the Permanent Forum was
established.

In spite of a lack of official funding to sup-
port this process of regional indigenous con-
sultation, those organisations that had been
most active in the process of establishing the
Permanent Forum set up regional commit-
tees to organise regional consultations for
the nomination of indigenous candidates.

Regional consultations for the nomination
of candidates from Asia, Central America,
South America, Russia, the Pacific and the
Arctic were held during the second half of
2001.

The organisational processes to achieve
these consultations were frequently long
and, in some cases, controversial, but they
undoubtedly represented the first major ef-
fort of the indigenous organisations to
achieve a consensus around nominating
their own “experts” and thus guaranteeing
the necessary legitimacy of the eight indig-
enous members of the Permanent Forum.
This was, of course, only the beginning and
these processes will need to be improved and
perfected on future occasions, but the whole
experience established an extremely con-
structive precedent in the search for appro-
priate procedures by which to choose the
indigenous “experts”.

In addition to the candidates nominated by
the regional consultations, the office of the
High Commissioner received approximately
fifteen further individual nominations for
candidates from a number of indigenous
organisations.
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THE DECISIONS TAKEN BY ECOSOC TO ENABLE THE FIRST SESSION
OF THE PERMANENT FORUM TO TAKE PLACE

THE OFFICIAL NOMINATION OF THE 16 MEMBERS OF THE PERMANENT FORUM

The ECOSOC meeting, held in Geneva in
July 2001, once more considered the is-

sue of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous
Issues and took decisions on some of the
points outstanding so that the first session
of the Permanent Forum could be held:

• The first session of the Forum would take
place in the UN headquarters in New
York from 13 to 24 May 2002.

• The regional distribution of experts nomi-
nated by the governments would corre-
spond to the five regional groups operat-
ing within the UN system, a system of
rotation being established between the
regions for the three remaining places.

• The choice of the 8 indigenous experts
would be announced by the President of
ECOSOC no later than 15 December
2001.

• ECOSOC requested that, when consider-
ing the 2002-2003 budget, the General As-
sembly should allocate financial re-
sources that would ensure the good run-
ning of the Permanent Forum, such as to
reflect its broad mandate.

The ECOSOC meeting took place at
the same time as the 19th Session of
the Working Group on Indigenous
Populations and so the indigenous
caucus, meeting in Geneva, decided
to ask ECOSOC if they could make an
intervention on the agenda point de-
voted to the Permanent Forum. This
request was accepted by ECOSOC
and, on behalf of the indigenous cau-
cus, two indigenous representatives
spoke to the plenary session. They
once more highlighted how important
it was that the nomination process for
the indigenous experts should take
into account the recommendations of
the indigenous regional consulta-
tions and that the Permanent Forum
should have its own secretariat and
the necessary financial resources to
fulfil its mandate. They also spoke for
a continuation of the Working Group
on Indigenous Populations.

F inally, at the end of December 2001, the
President of ECOSOC made known the

names of the members of the Permanent Forum,

eight of them nominated by the member gov-
ernments of ECOSOC and eight indigenous
experts nominated by the President himself.

The experts nominated
by the Governments

• Ms. Qin Xiaomei from China1

• Mr. Marcos Matias Alonso from Mexico
• Ms. Otilia Lux Garcia de Coti

from Guatemala          
• Mr. Wayne Lord from Canada                   
• Ms. Ida Nicolaisen  from Denmark              

• Mr. Yuri A. Boitchenko
from the Russian Federation

• Ms. Njuma Ekundanayo
from the Democratic Republic of Congo

• Mr. Yuji Iwasawa from Japan
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The indigenous experts nominated by the
President of ECOSOC

• Mr. Antonio Jacanamijoy from Colombia
• Mr. Ayitegau Kouevi  from Togo
• Mr. Willie Littlechild  from Canada
• Mr. Ole Henrik Magga from Norway 
• Ms. Zinaida Strogalschikova

from the Russian Federation
• Mr. Parshuram Tamang from Nepal
• Ms. Mililani Trask

from Hawaii (United States of America)
• Mr. Fortunato Turpo Choquehuanca

from Peru   

The President of ECOSOC did not appoint
all the candidates nominated by the indig-
enous regional consultations but, of the
eight indigenous experts appointed, it is sig-
nificant that six were nominations made by
the regional consultations. This is, in fact,
significant recognition on the part of
ECOSOC of indigenous peoples’ internal
processes, and a great achievement in the
process of recognising the indigenous peo-
ples’ right to identify the indigenous expert
members of the Permanent Forum through
their own consultation processes.

The first session of the Permanent Forum
on Indigenous Issues took place at the

UN headquarters in New York from 13 to 24
May 2002.

More than 600 people participated in this
historic event, including more than 300 in-
digenous representatives, State delegations,
UN bodies and agencies.

At its first session, the expert members of the
Permanent Forum chose Ole Henrik Magga
(a Saami from Norway) to be President for
the first year. Four Vice-Presidents were also

elected: Antonio Jacanamijoy (Colombia),
Njuma Ekundanayo (Democratic Republic
of Congo), Parshuram Tamang (Nepal) and
Mililani Trask (USA). Willie Littlechild
(Canada) was elected as the Permanent Fo-
rum’s rapporteur.

There were two main issues on the agenda
of this first session:

• The general declarations of observers
• A review of the activities of the UN sys-

tem,
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Mr. Ole Henrik Magga, president of the Permanent Forum
- May 2002

Under the agenda point “General Declara-
tions”, the Permanent Forum heard State and
indigenous delegates speak on a wide vari-
ety of issues. Some of the declarations from
indigenous representatives were of a gen-
eral nature, presenting a wide range of is-
sues relating to the difficulties and discrimi-
nation faced by indigenous communities
and peoples,  whilst others made specific
recommendations to the members of the Per-
manent Forum.

The discussions on a review of the activities
of the UN system focused on the following
issues: economic and social development,
environment, health, education and culture,
and human rights.

A large number of UN specialised agencies
and other bodies were invited by the Presi-
dent of the Permanent Forum to present their
work and programmes in relation to indig-
enous peoples. There were interventions,
among others, from the World Bank, UNDP,
ILO, UN-Habitat, UNEP and the Secretariat
of the Convention on Biological Diversity,
the UN Population Fund, UNICEF, WHO,
UNESCO and OHCHR. These interventions
were followed by a brief “dialogue” of ques-
tions and answers between the members of
the Permanent Forum and the representa-
tives of the UN agencies and bodies, which
gave rise to a constructive dialogue on how
to strengthen the UN agencies’ programmes
in relation to indigenous peoples.

One of the issues that was repeatedly raised
by indigenous representatives and members
of the Permanent Forum was the need for
the Forum to have its own Secretariat, ad-
equately financed out of the regular budget
of the United Nations. This secretariat, ac-
cording to the interventions made, should
be directly linked to the ECOSOC Secretariat
and not to the Office of the High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights. The main argu-

ment given for this was that the Permanent
Forum has a mandate to deal with issues
not only related to human rights but also
economic and social development, the envi-
ronment, health, education and culture. The
majority of indigenous interventions indi-
cated a desire to see a Secretariat made up of
a team of indigenous professionals.

The lack of financial resources for the Fo-
rum, both for activities and for the running
of its own secretariat, made it quite difficult
for this first session to draw up a real plan of
work. Until then, the only budget granted by
the UN to the Forum was that which was
strictly necessary for holding the first and
second sessions.

Priority issues identified by the Permanent
Forum at its first session

The following are some of the priority issues
that can be found in the meeting’s report:

• The need for an adequately constituted
and financed Secretariat, linked directly
to the ECOSOC Secretariat.

• The need to gather information within
the UN system in order to promote coor-
dination of its work on issues directly af-
fecting indigenous peoples.
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• The need for strengthened communica-
tion with other UN bodies.

• The gathering of information on indig-
enous organisations. In this regard, the
reports of the Permanent Forum recom-
mend that a UN publication be produced
every three years on the status of the
world’s indigenous peoples.

• The need for indigenous children’s and
young people’s issues to be a central issue,
separate and permanent, in the agenda and
work plan of the Permanent Forum.

Indigenous rights in the areas of, among oth-
ers, health, intellectual property, human
rights and genetic resources also received
special consideration from the Permanent
Forum. Access to education systems and lan-
guage learning were also the object of spe-
cial consideration, along with conservation
of the environments upon which indigenous
peoples’ lives depend.

The Forum also urged the countries to ratify
a number of international instruments such

as International Labour Organisation (ILO)
Convention 169 and encouraged the states
to adopt the UN Draft Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples before the end
of the Decade.

With regard to the location and date of its
next session, the Forum recommended that
ECOSOC decide to hold it once more at the
UN headquarters in New York during the
period April-May 2003.

After two weeks of deliberations, the first ses-
sion of the Permanent Forum came to an end
with a declaration from the UN Secretary-Gen-
eral. In his speech, Mr. Annan began by wel-
coming the indigenous peoples into “the fam-
ily of the United Nations” and said to all in-
digenous peoples of the world, “You have a
home in the United Nations”. The indigenous
peoples, he said, have hopes, rights and aspi-
rations that could and must be addressed by
the Organisation, as well as knowledge and
skills that could help the international com-
munity in its goals of development and peace.

The efforts of the indigenous peoples, and
particularly the members of the Perma-

nent Forum, to ensure that this new body will,
like other UN bodies, have its own secretariat
with which to implement its mandate ad-
equately, have borne fruit.  In December 2002,
the General Assembly took a decision to re-
quest that the Secretary-General establish a
secretariat within the Department of Eco-
nomic and Social Affairs (DESA) to assist the
Permanent Forum in fulfilling its mandate
and financing the implementation of recom-
mendations made by the Forum through the
Economic and Social Council.

With this decision, the United Nations sys-
tem has taken another decisive step towards
enabling the Forum to fulfil the role it has
been given, enabling it to develop its work-
ing procedures and thus begin to implement
its wide mandate.

Note

1 As of December 2001, there was one remaining
expert to be nominated, from the Asia regional
group. In October 2002, ECOSOC confirmed
the nomination of Qin Xiaomei from China as
member of the Permanent Forum.
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THE PERMANENT
FORUM

O n 28 July 2000, the Economic and Social Council
(ECOSOC) of the United Nations took an historic deci-

sion when it adopted a resolution to establish a “Permanent
Forum on Indigenous Issues”.

This decision marked a fundamental milestone in the indig-
enous struggle of the past decades to gain a position within
the international community. The new body is unique in sev-
eral ways, perhaps most importantly in its parity composi-
tion. For the first time in the history of indigenous peoples,
they will be on an equal footing with members nominated by
the States in a permanent UN body.

CHAPTER  VII
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     THE NAME

The name Forum came into use as a ge-
neric name to identify a possible new

body within the United Nations system that
could consider all issues related to indig-
enous peoples.

Over the course of the seven years of discus-
sions, the name “Forum” has come to be con-
sidered the most appropriate, given its mean-
ing of an assembly in which all participants
can meet to discuss issues of mutual interest.
This term also encapsulates the indigenous
request that this possible new body should
be of an open nature, one in which all indig-
enous organisations, communities or nations
who wished to do so could participate.

Another reason for using this generic name
was because it left the issue of its position
within the United Nations system and its
role open. It is important to bear in mind that
the usual names of United Nations bodies,
such as committees, commissions, working
groups etc.,  are often defined in relation to
their position and mandate.

Over the course of the seven years of discus-
sions on establishment of the Permanent
Forum, the term “Forum” gradually gained
strength and was finally accepted by all as
an appropriate name, in line with the unique
nature of this new body.

The name Permanent signifies that it is not a
temporary body, set up to fulfil its mandate
within an established period of time. Some
bodies and mechanisms of the United Na-
tions are established to play a particular role
within a certain, limited, period of time and
they depend upon their superior body to re-
new their mandate (or not) once the period
for which they were established has come to
an end.

The debate on whether to include the term
“indigenous peoples” in  the name of the
new body was one of the most heated, tak-
ing place during the final discussions held
on establishment of the Permanent Forum.

Over the course of the last three decades, in-
digenous peoples have defended their right
to be recognised as “peoples” at all interna-
tional fora, and have repeatedly argued
against the use of such expressions as
“populations” or “people”. These expres-
sions limit their rights as a distinct group
and, as such, their legitimate right to self-
determination as recognised in the United
Nations Charter and the International Hu-
man Rights covenants. For this reason, in-
digenous peoples were unanimous in de-
fending the inclusion of the expression “in-
digenous peoples” in the name of this new
body, whatever its final name was to be.

For their part, the governments decided on
an ambiguous name without any connota-
tions of a legal nature, the “Permanent Fo-
rum on Indigenous Issues”, a term which is
also used by the Commission on Human
Rights for the agenda point in which it con-
siders issues related to indigenous peoples.
The governments thus avoided entering into
a discussion on the interpretation of the con-
cept of “peoples” and their consequent right
to self-determination.

For the representatives of the indigenous
organisations, the failure to include the ex-
pression “indigenous peoples” was one of
the battles lost during the process to estab-
lish the Forum.

Some of the governments who resolutely
supported the establishment of the Perma-
nent Forum argued that the inclusion of the
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MANDATE AND FUNCTIONS

word “peoples” in the name would have
been opposed by a large majority of govern-
ment delegations, thus impeding the estab-
lishment of the Forum on the part of the Com-
mission on Human Rights and ECOSOC.
In any case, it is important to remember that
failure to include this term in the Permanent
Forum’s name will not prevent the indig-

enous representatives from continuing their
struggle for recognition of the term “peoples”
as a symbol of their rights. Governments also
argued that since the Permanent Forum
should not only focus upon indigenous peo-
ples as such but deal with the relationships
between indigenous peoples and govern-
ments “issues” was a convenient term.

The Permanent Forum is a subsidiary or-
gan of the Economic and Social Coun-

cil . As was explained in the first chapter of
this handbook, the Economic and Social
Council is the main United Nations organ
supervising and coordinating the UN’s eco-
nomic and social activities. It deals with pro-
moting standards of living, full employment
and economic and social progress; identify-
ing solutions to health, economic and social
problems at an international level; facilitat-
ing cooperation on a cultural and educa-
tional level; and encouraging universal re-
spect for human rights and fundamental
freedoms.

It coordinates the work of the 9 functional
commissions and 5 regional commissions
of the United Nations, plus its 14 special-

ized agencies and 11 Funds and Programmes.
In addition, it issues policy recommenda-
tions for the United Nations and member
States. The scope of the Economic and So-
cial Council covers more than 70% of the
human and financial resources of the whole
United Nations system.

The problems with which indigenous peo-
ples are currently confronted relate to all as-
pects of the work of the United Nations, and
so the Permanent Forum, as a subsidiary or-
gan of ECOSOC, is placed at a sufficiently
high level within the United Nations organi-
sational chart to give it the possibility of hav-
ing a maximum impact on all work under-
taken by the organisation and its associated
bodies, and of being able to fulfil its broad
mandate.

The mandate of the Permanent Forum is
to examine indigenous issues within the

context of ECOSOC’s mandate in terms of
economic and social development, culture,
the environment, education, health and hu-
man rights.

This mandate offers the Permanent Forum
an opportunity to undertake concrete ac-
tions, ensuring that the work of the United
Nations system as a whole benefits the
world’s indigenous peoples.
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Both through its placement within the sys-
tem and its broad mandate, this new body
has the possibility of being a visible and po-
litically influential platform that will give
indigenous peoples the possibility of estab-
lishing direct dialogue with the member
States and organisations of the United Na-
tions system, and of sharing specialist
knowledge and issues of interest in order to
improve the standard of living of the world’s
indigenous peoples.

The three main functions ECOSOC has en-
trusted to it are the following:

• To provide specialist advice and to make
recommendations on indigenous issues
to the Council, and to the programmes,
funds and bodies of the United Nations,
through ECOSOC.

• To publicise activities related to indig-
enous issues and promote their integra-
tion and coordination within the United
Nations system.

• To prepare and disseminate information
on indigenous issues.  The Forum must
inform indigenous peoples of its activi-
ties and facilitate information, experience
and other resources of the United Na-
tions system to indigenous peoples.

The main objective of the Permanent Forum
is thus to influence and watch over the in-
terests of indigenous peoples throughout
the whole United Nations system. For this
reason, the Permanent Forum will need to
promote the practical implementation of in-
digenous rights and encourage the organi-
sation’s programmes to improve the qual-
ity of support they provide to the benefit of

indigenous peoples. In addition, it will need
to ensure that indigenous peoples receive
the necessary information enabling them to
have a more direct impact on the United
Nations programmes and to participate in
the design and benefits of those projects
being implemented by the UN that affect
them directly.

For this reason, it is extremely important to
bear in mind that the Forum’s mandate is of
an operational nature.  Its creation responds
to the need to move from a framework of dis-
cussion on the content and interpretation of
indigenous rights to a context of more practi-
cal operation, such as the use of the United
Nations resources in improving the living
conditions of the world’s indigenous peoples.

The Forum’s operational nature is particu-
larly important if you consider that a large
proportion of the funding for the United Na-
tions’ operational programmes is directed
at regions in which indigenous peoples live.
A great number of these projects and pro-
grammes directly affect indigenous peoples
and, in many cases, have unfortunately had,
and continue to have, a negative impact on
indigenous peoples’ lives. In the words of
Ted Moses (Grand Chief of the Grand Coun-
cil of the Crees), the Permanent Forum has
the task of making the United Nations
“work” for the world’s indigenous peoples.

The Forum will also need to raise the aware-
ness of the United Nations system around
the specific issues and problems of indig-
enous peoples, and act as a focal point
within the UN system to promote and
strengthen indigenous peoples’ participa-
tion in those international issues that affect
them directly.
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As part of its wide mandate, the Forum must
inform indigenous peoples around the
world of its activities and facilitate informa-
tion on resources the UN system could offer
indigenous peoples to improve their quality
of life.

Of the many activities already included in
the Permanent Forum’s work programme
during its first session are:

• To improve coordination between the UN
bodies and specialized agencies and in-
digenous peoples.

• To improve the participation of indig-
enous peoples in the processes of plan-
ning and implementation of program-
mes, along with the implementation of
projects affecting indigenous peoples on
the part of UN bodies.

• To strengthen the system for evaluating
projects implemented by the UN system
in order to ensure that indigenous peo-
ples are respected and benefited in these
projects.

• To develop plans, policies and pro-
grammes to ensure indigenous partici-
pation.

• To invite the UN specialized agencies
and programmes to present reports on
their activities in relation to indigenous
peoples.

• To invite indigenous peoples, govern-
ments and experts in the field to give their
points of view and possible recommen-
dations in terms of contributing to respect
for indigenous rights and promoting the
development and improvement of indig-
enous peoples’ living conditions.

One of the greatest differences between the
Permanent Forum’s mandate and that of the
Human Rights bodies is that it is able to have
a direct impact on international organisa-
tions working on social and economic is-
sues, which are largely the ones that have a
direct impact on the life and well-being of
the world’s indigenous peoples.

For this reason, it is particularly important
to note that the debate on and consideration
of the human rights of indigenous peoples,
along with information and complaints of
any violations of their fundamental rights,
must continue to be considered by the Com-
mission on Human Rights and its subsidi-
ary organs: indigenous organisations will
therefore need to continue using the human
rights mechanisms to promote the recogni-
tion and protection of their fundamental
rights.

The Permanent Forum is made up of 16
experts acting in an individual capac-

ity as independent experts on indigenous
issues.

The fact that the Permanent Forum is com-
posed of experts and not representatives is a
circunstance that has given rise to great con-
troversy.

The reason for the Forum’s composition be-
comes clear once you realise that there are
only two criteria that exist for membership
of a United Nations body.

1. That of being a member representing a
member State.
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2. That of being a member as an individual
expert acting on the basis of their profes-
sional qualifications.

The first criterion for membership – a mem-
ber representing a member State – is that
used in the governmental bodies, such as,
for example, ECOSOC and its Functional
Commissions (the Commission on Human
Rights, Commission on Sustainable Devel-
opment, etc) .

The individuals representing States in gov-
ernmental bodies are not formally partici-
pating as themselves, only on behalf of the
State to which they belong. State representa-
tives act in their status as diplomats, and
represent and defend the interests of the
State. In this they receive instructions from
the State they represent and these guide their
actions as members of the relevant body.

The second criterion is that which is used in
the expert bodies, such as the Human Rights
Committee1 , the Committee on the Elimina-
tion of Racial Discrimination, etc.

These bodies are made up of individuals act-
ing in their own personal capacity as ex-
perts. The member experts of the UN bodies
must have proven experience in dealing with
the issues considered by the body in ques-
tion. They act in an individual capacity and
do not receive instructions from States. Their
professional qualifications are their only
guide in their actions as members of these
bodies, which means that their action is in-
dependent.

In this respect, it is important to recall that
the United Nations is an association of sov-
ereign States and the indigenous peoples/
organisations/nations that live within those
States are not members of the United Na-
tions. To acknowledge that indigenous mem-
bers should have the status of representa-

tive of a body of a governmental nature
within the United Nations at the same level
as representatives of the member States
would imply UN recognition of the State
sovereignty of indigenous peoples’ organi-
sations.

For this reason, the only possible option
within the UN structure that could be used
for the composition of the Permanent Forum
was its establishment as an expert body, in
which all its members, regardless of whether
they were appointed by governments or
through indigenous consultations, would
hold their position on the basis of their pro-
fessional experience and qualifications in
this area. For this reason, and as independ-
ent experts, none of the members of the Per-
manent Forum receive instructions as to how
to act, either from the States or from a par-
ticular indigenous organisation/People/
Nation.2

All members of the Permanent Forum are
experts with proven experience of indig-
enous issues and they must serve the inter-
national community according to their per-
sonal professional qualities. Each and every
member has an obligation to defend and pro-
mote the world’s indigenous peoples as a
whole within the UN system.

The issue of representativity or independ-
ence of the Forum’s members, and particu-
larly those eight members nominated through
consultations with indigenous organisations,
was the object of long and controversial dis-
cussions throughout the negotiation process
to establish the Permanent Forum. Two of the
concerns raised by the indigenous organisa-
tions in relation to the Permanent Forum mem-
bers’ status of individual expert were:

• The responsibility towards the indig-
enous peoples and their institutions of
those indigenous members appointed
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through consultation with indigenous
organisations.

• The authority and significance of a UN
body whose members are chosen accord-
ing to their individual abilities.

With regard to the issue of responsibility, one
indigenous demand related to the repre-
sentativity of the indigenous members. It has
previously been explained why it was not pos-
sible to put indigenous peoples’ repre-
sentativity on a level with that of the States
within the UN system. But, in addition, there
is another important aspect to bear in mind,
which is the limited number of indigenous
experts – eight – that make up the Permanent
Forum. This limited number of members in
itself makes the formal representation of each
and every one of the world’s indigenous peo-
ples and organisations impossible.

These difficulties of representation are also
applicable to the members nominated by the

States, as the eight experts nominated by the
governments also do not represent the di-
versity of interests of all the States.

In any case, and although the indigenous
experts do not formally represent all of the
world’s indigenous peoples, they have an
ethical and moral obligation to do their best
to represent the interests and needs of the
world’s indigenous peoples as a whole.

With regard to the authority and significance
of the Permanent Forum within the UN sys-
tem, it is important to bear in mind that its
status as an expert body does not mean that
its effectiveness and impact will be compro-
mised. There are many examples of other UN
bodies, such as for example, the Human
Rights Committee, the Committee on the
Elimination of Racial Discrimination, etc.
that widely demonstrate the authority and
impact of expert bodies.

The Permanent Forum has a parity com-
position. Of its sixteen experts, eight are

chosen by governments and eight are indig-
enous experts appointed by the President of
ECOSOC. In this, the President must enter
into broad consultations with indigenous
peoples with the aim of receiving nomina-
tions for candidates.

When we talk of the nomination process for
candidates to a UN body such as the Per-
manent Forum, we must remember the great
challenge this type of process represents for
indigenous organisations and communities.
This is due primarily to the fact that the in-
digenous organisations and communities
do not have the international organisational

structures, formal procedures or financial re-
sources that the States in the inter-govern-
mental bodies have with which to nominate
their candidates.

For this reason, the issue of who should be
chosen as the eight indigenous experts and
who should choose them was one of the great-
est challenges for indigenous peoples in
terms of establishing the Permanent Forum.

One of the fundamental demands of indig-
enous peoples was their participation on an
equal footing with the governments in the
Permanent Forum and thus their right to
nominate the eight indigenous members. For
this, the appointment of the eight indigenous
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experts would have to take place with the
direct participation of the indigenous or-
ganisations, this participation being the only
way of guaranteeing the legitimacy of the
indigenous experts and, indeed, the parity
composition of the Permanent Forum.

The resolution picks up on this demand of
indigenous peoples and refers specifically
to the fact that the appointments for the eight
indigenous experts must be made on the
basis of broad consultations on the part of
the President of ECOSOC with the indig-
enous organisations. Unfortunately, the reso-
lution specifies no kind of criteria by which
to define what is understood by “broad con-
sultations” with indigenous organisations.

Since the establishment of the Permanent
Forum in July 2000, the representatives of
the indigenous organisations have repeat-
edly stated that the most appropriate proce-
dure to ensure broad consultation, taking
into account the principles of transparency,
representativity and equality of opportuni-
ties for all indigenous peoples expressed in
the resolution, would be to hold broad re-
gional consultations organised by the indig-
enous organisations themselves.

These regional consultations would be the
best way of guaranteeing the legitimacy of
the indigenous experts and would ensure
the true parity composition of this new body.
On the other hand, if the indigenous peo-
ples had no possibility of organising their
own consultation processes for proposing
the candidates they considered to be most
appropriate, there would be a risk that many
governments and agents external to indig-
enous peoples would propose or appoint the
indigenous representatives. This would not
only delegitimize the composition of the Per-
manent Forum itself but would also be con-
trary to the spirit in which the Permanent
Forum was established.

Another particularly important aspect noted
by the representatives of the indigenous peo-
ples was that these regional processes would
be the only way of ensuring that the Perma-
nent Forum could be closely linked to the
indigenous organisations and communities.
Without this link, the Forum would run the
risk of becoming just another structure, iso-
lated from the indigenous reality.

As described in the previous chapters, which
give an overview of the historic process that
led to the creation of the Permanent Forum,
the Forum was established through a unique
process in which, for the first time, the in-
digenous organisations themselves, along-
side the official UN discussion process, es-
tablished procedures for indigenous infor-
mation and discussion at regional level.3

During 2001, the indigenous organisations
once again established regional consultation
processes with the aim of sharing criteria
and making proposals for candidates for the
first appointments of the eight indigenous
experts.

In spite of the difficulty of organising these
processes, the majority of regions made great
efforts to be able to hold regional consulta-
tions and out of these came different candi-
dates whose nominations were sent to the
President of ECOSOC for his consideration.
It is important to note that six of the eight
experts appointed by the President in De-
cember 2001 were nominations made dur-
ing the indigenous regional consultations.
This is, in fact, very important recognition
on the part of the United Nations of the in-
ternal processes of indigenous peoples and
a great achievement in the process of recog-
nising the right of indigenous peoples to
identify the indigenous expert members of
the Permanent Forum through their own
consultation processes.
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THE GEOGRAPHICAL REGIONS

THE 16 MEMBERS OF THE PERMANENT FORUM ON INDIGENOUS ISSUES

The resolution establishes that the geo-
graphic distribution of the world’s indig-

enous peoplesmust be taken into account, along
with transparency, representativity and equal-
ity of opportunities for all indigenous peoples.

Governments

The regional distribution of the 8 members
appointed by the governments is based on
the 5 regional groups operating within the
UN system, by means of one member for each
of the following groups:

• Group of Asian countries
• Group of African countries
• Group of countries of the Western block:

USA, Australia, Canada, New Zealand
and Europe

• Group of countries of the Eastern block:
Countries in the former USSR, and East-
ern European countries

• Group of countries of Latin America and
the Caribbean

In addition, a rotation process will be estab-
lished between the groups for the three re-
maining seats.

For the first period of the Permanent Forum,
the governments decided that the additional
rotational seats should go to the regional

groups of Latin America and the Caribbean,
the Western Group and Asia, which would
each have two members.

Indigenous peoples

According to the proposals of the indigenous
organisations themselves for indigenous ex-
perts, the regional distribution of the eight
indigenous experts will be based on 7 geo-
cultural regions:

• Asia
• Africa
• The Arctic
• Central and South America and the Car-

ibbean
• North America
• The Pacific
• Former USSR and Eastern Europe

The one remaining place will rotate between
three large regions: Asia, Africa and Central/
South America and the Caribbean. The addi-
tional rotating place would, for this first pe-
riod of work of the Permanent Forum, go to
Central/South America and the Caribbean.

According to the indigenous organisations,
these seven regions reflect the geo-cultural dis-
tribution of the world’s indigenous peoples
in the most appropriate way.

I n December 2001, the President of ECOSOC
published the list of 16 experts appointed

as members of the Permanent Forum. The 16

members have been appointed for a period of
three years (2002-2004) with the possibility
of re-election or re-appointment.
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The indigenous experts appointed by the
President of ECOSOC were:

• Mr. Antonio Jacanamijoy (Colombia),
• Mr. Ayitegau Kouevi (Togo),
• Mr. Willie Littlechild (Canada),
• Mr. Ole Henrik Magga (Norway), 
• Ms. Zinaida Strogalschikova

(Russian Federation)
• Mr. Parshuram Tamang (Nepal),
• Ms. Mililani Trask (Pacific – Hawaii)
• Mr. Fortunato Turpo Choquehuanca

(Peru).         

The experts appointed by the governments
were:

• Ms. Otilia Lux Garcia de Coti
(Guatemala)          

• Mr. Marcos Matias Alonso (Mexico)
• Mr. Wayne Lord (Canada)                   
• Ms. Ida Nicolaisen (Denmark)             
• Mr. Yuri A. Boitchenko

(Russian Federation)
• Ms. Njuma Ekundanayo

(Democratic Republic of Congo)
• Mr. Yuji Iwasawa (Japan)
• Ms. Qin Xiaomei (China)4

At the first session of the Permanent Forum, its members elected Ole Henrik
Magga (indigenous Saami expert, nominated by the Arctic indigenous peo-
ples) as President for one year. The President will be the Permanent Forum’s
official representative between annual meetings.

PARTICIPATION

O ne of the fundamental demands of in-
digenous peoples in relation to estab-

lishing the Permanent Forum was the princi-
ple of full participation on the part of indig-
enous organisations and communities in the
Permanent Forum’s debates. To ensure this
principle of full participation, the Forum will
need to apply the same open model of partici-
pation as used in the Working Group on In-
digenous Populations, thus offering maxi-
mum opportunity to indigenous peoples to
contribute to the deliberations and work of
the Permanent Forum.

The specific resolution clearly specifies this
principle of open participation when it states
that, “...States, United Nations bodies and or-
gans, intergovernmental organizations and
non-governmental organizations in consulta-
tive status with the Council may participate
as observers; organizations of indigenous

people may equally participate as observers
in accordance with the procedures which
have been applied in the Working Group on
Indigenous Populations of the Subcommis-
sion on the Promotion and Protection of Hu-
man Rights”.

The Working Group on Indigenous Po-
pulations was pioneering in institutionaliz-
ing a new model of open participation, recog-
nising the right of indigenous peoples’ organi-
sations to participate in the debates, regard-
less of whether the indigenous organisations
held consultative status with ECOSOC or
not.5

The model of open participation established
by the resolution is thus a great achievement,
if you consider the level at which the Perma-
nent Forum is placed within the UN struc-
ture. There is no doubt that this achievement
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WORKING PROCEDURES

LOCATION OF MEETINGS

is the result of the struggle that indigenous
representatives have maintained over the
last thirty years to achieve recognition of their
right to participate as key players in the UN
debates on issues that directly affect them.6

The model of open participation thus recog-

nises the right of indigenous peoples to par-
ticipate as the legitimate representatives of
the indigenous organisations and peoples
and not only as NGOs.

The Permanent Forum determines its own
working methods on the basis of work

regulations established for the subsidiary or-
gans of the Council. The resolution indicates
that decisions will be taken on the principle
of consensus.

Over the last few years, a large number of
UN bodies have been trying, as far as pos-
sible, to avoid moving to voting procedures
as they prefer to take decisions on the ba-

sis of a consensus between all their mem-
bers.

Whilst indigenous peoples supported the
fact that the Forum should be governed by
the principle of consensus, they felt it should
not exclude the right of members to vote
should this be necessary. The reason was
their fear that, on occasions, the principle of
consensus could be used as a power of veto
by some members.

The Permanent Forum meets once per year
for ten working days.

The resolution notes that the Permanent Fo-
rum can meet at the UN headquarters in
New York, the UN office at Geneva or any
place that the Forum may consider appro-
priate.

ECOSOC itself and some of its subsidiary
organs alternate their meetings between the
New York and Geneva offices. The resolu-
tion also notes the possibility of holding the
Forum’s meetings in other places that mem-
bers may consider appropriate. This is largely
in response to a proposal from the indig-

enous organisations during the discussions
to establish the Permanent Forum to con-
sider holding meetings in other countries in
which indigenous peoples live, in order to
bring its work closer to the reality of the
world’s indigenous peoples.

The first session of the Permanent Forum
took place in the UN headquarters in New
York (USA) in May 2002. In the report of this
session, the Permanent Forum recommended
that its second session should again be held
at the UN offices in New York.
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THE SECRETARIAT OF THE PERMANENT FORUM

A s we saw in the previous chapter, the
establishment of a Secretariat to pro-

vide technical and administrative services
to the Permanent Forum so that it can imple-
ment its programme of activities has been
one of the main demands of indigenous peo-
ples over the last few years.

Indigenous peoples argued time and again
that, like other UN bodies, the Permanent
Forum should have its own Secretariat and
adequate funding to be able to carry out its

work. They upheld that, as a subsidiary or-
gan of ECOSOC, the Secretariat should be
located within ECOSOC’s Department of
Economic and Social Affairs. In addition, the
staff of this Secretariat should be profession-
als with proven experience in indigenous
issues and, preferably, indigenous profes-
sionals.

In its first report, the Permanent Forum itself
recommended that ECOSOC should ur-
gently establish a Secretariat for the Forum.

T he Economic and Social Council de-
cides that the secretariat of the Per-

manent Forum on Indigenous Issues
shall be established as a matter of ur-
gency and that, given the broad mandate
of the Forum, the secretariat shall be lo-
cated in New York and shall be attached
to the secretariat of the Council. The sec-
retariat will be designated as the secre-
tariat of the Permanent Forum on Indig-
enous Issues, and will comprise five Pro-
fessional and two administrative staff,
with due consideration being given to
qualified indigenous persons. The secre-
tariat will assist the members of the Fo-
rum in fulfilling its mandate by imple-

menting the approved programme of ac-
tivities, including the organization of
meetings; undertaking research projects
and preparing the annual report to the
Council; raising awareness and promot-
ing the integration and coordination of
activities relating to indigenous issues
within the United Nations system; and
preparing and disseminating informa-
tion on indigenous issues. Those activi-
ties are to be funded from the regular
budget.

* Report from the 1st session of the UN Permanent

Forum on Indigenous Issues. E/CN.19/2002/3/Rev.1

DRAFT DECISION I

ESTABLISHMENT OF THE SECRETARIAT OF THE PERMANENT FORUM ON INDIGENOUS ISSUES

Following the recommendations made by
the Permanent Forum to ECOSOC, in Decem-
ber 2002, the General Assembly decided to
ask the Secretary-General to establish a Sec-
retariat within the Department of Economic

and Social Affairs (DESA) to assist the Per-
manent Forum on Indigenous Issues and
with the aim of enabling this body to carry
out its mandate.
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FINANCING THE PERMANENT FORUM

RELATIONS TO OTHER UN BODIES

The General Assembly also asked the Secre-
tary-General to establish a Voluntary Fund
for the Forum with the aim of funding im-
plementation of the recommendations made
by the Forum through the Economic and
Social Council.

Following the recommendations of the Gen-
eral Assembly, the Vice Secretary-General of
the United Nations for Economic and Social
Affairs finally established, in February 2003,
the Secretariat of the Permanent Forum on
Indigenous Issues as a dependent office
within the Division for Social Policy and De-
velopment of DESA.

It is the Secretariat’s job to provide technical
and administrative assistance to the Perma-
nent Forum on Indigenous Issues in order to
enable it to implement its mandate.

In addition, the Secretariat will administer
the Voluntary Fund for the Permanent Fo-
rum and will coordinate the activities of the
work programme of the Permanent Forum.

The Secretariat is in the process of establish-
ing its offices and communication networks
and already has a web site. It will be respon-
sible for organising the second session of the
Permanent Forum, to be held in New York
from 12 to 23 May.

With the Secretary-General’s establishment
of the Permanent Forum’s own Secretariat,
the United Nations has re-affirmed its com-
mitment to indigenous peoples and to the
Permanent Forum and has taken a hugely
important step towards ensuring that this
new body enjoys the conditions necessary
to fulfil its role within the system.

The Permanent Forum will be financed
from resources available from the regu-

lar budget of the United Nations and its spe-
cialized agencies. In December 2002, the

General Assembly established a fund for
voluntary contributions for the Permanent
Forum, which will be administered by the
Secretariat.

In the resolution that established the Perma-
nent Forum, it is noted that, five years af-

ter its creation, ECOSOC – in the light of ex-
perience gained – should carry out an evalu-
ation of the way the Permanent Forum is
working, including the method for selecting
its members.

In addition, the resolution also notes that,
after the Permanent Forum has been estab-
lished and has held its first period of an-
nual sessions, ECOSOC should examine all

the mechanisms, procedures and pro-
grammes existing within the United Nations
in relation to indigenous issues, including
the Working Group on Indigenous Po-
pulations, with the aim of rationalising ac-
tivities, avoiding duplication and juxtapo-
sition, and promoting efficiency.

It is important to note that this paragraph of
the resolution refers to one of the most con-
troversial issues, and one which is still pend-
ing a decision, that is, the relationship and



83

coordination of activities between the Per-
manent Forum and the Working Group on
Indigenous Populations.

What implications does establishment of the
Permanent Forum have for the future of the
Working Group on Indigenous Populations?

The mandate of the Permanent Forum clearly
reflects that its establishment does not have
the aim of replacing the Working Group on
Indigenous Populations, nor any of the bod-
ies that currently consider the human rights
of indigenous peoples.

The Working Group on Indigenous Po-
pulations has been and continues to be the
only UN body with the specific mandate of
formulating international standards on the
rights of indigenous peoples. Moreover, it is
a particularly important institutional space
through which indigenous peoples can have
access to human rights-related bodies, and
where indigenous peoples can inform the
international community of violations of
their rights, and it is the only one devoted
specifically to protecting and promoting
those rights.

The mandate of the Permanent Forum on
Indigenous Issues is very different: it is to
advise the Economic and Social Council, and
other UN programmes and agencies linked
to it, on aspects related to economic and so-
cial development, culture, the environment,
education, health and human rights. In addi-
tion, the Forum will be responsible for encour-
aging awareness raising and promoting the
integration and coordination of activities re-
lated to indigenous issues within the United
Nations, along with formulating and dissemi-
nating information on such issues.

Both bodies are clearly different in terms of
mandate, their place within the UN system,

composition and ways of working. They will
both need to carry out their activities in a
complementary and mutually supportive
way, with the aim of promoting the interests
of indigenous peoples and strengthening
their participation in the achievement of the
UN’s aims: to maintain peace, promote and
protect human rights and sustainable devel-
opment.

In spite of this, some governments have in-
sisted that the Working Group will have no
reason for existing once the Permanent Fo-
rum has been established. They base their
argument on a duplication of roles and the
need to rationalise the use of the UN’s fi-
nancial resources. For their part, indigenous
representatives have defended the fact that
establishment of the Permanent Forum
should not and does not signify a threat or
alternative to any of the existing bodies deal-
ing with the rights of indigenous peoples,
and particularly not to the Working Group
on Indigenous Populations.

It is important to note that, in the United
Nations system, there are many examples of
bodies that consider the same thematic issue
in different ways. For example, on the issue
of women, the UN has a number of different
bodies focussing specifically on this issue,
such as the Commission on the Status of
Women, the Committee on the Convention for
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination
against Women and UNIFEM (the United
Nations Development Fund for Women).

Notes

1 The Human Rights Committee is a quasi-judi-
cial body that has a mandate to supervise the
States’ fulfilment of the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights. It is also the tribu-
nal that judges demands according to the Op-
tional Protocol. It is made up of members act-
ing in their own personal capacity.
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2 During the negotiation process for establishment
of the Permanent Forum, some States proposed
that the Forum should be an inter-governmental
body, made up solely of government delega-
tions. These delegations would be formed of one
government representative and one indigenous.
Delegation members would be nominated by
the State they represent. This option was cat-
egorically rejected by the indigenous peoples,
given that this model would impede the inde-
pendence of the indigenous representatives. Both
their nomination and their actions would de-
pend largely on the instructions of the States
they were representing.

3 For more detailed information on the indigenous
regional conferences held and the indigenous dec-
larations of these conferences, please see the
IWGIA document The Permanent Forum for In-
digenous Peoples : The Struggle for a New Partner-
ship, Copenhagen 1999. The text of this book
can also be viewed on IWGIA’s web site:
http://www.iwgia.org

4 In December, ECOSOC postponed nomination
of one of the experts, from the Asia Regional
group. In October 2002, ECOSOC appointed
Qin Xiaomei  from China, who had been pro-
posed by the group of Asian governments, as
member of the Permanent Forum.

5 Non-governmental organisations can be ac-
knowledged as maintaining a relationship with
the United Nations and carrying out a task of

common interest by obtaining consultative sta-
tus granted by the Economic and Social Council
(ECOSOC). This status is based on article 71 of
the United Nations Charter and ECOSOC reso-
lution 1996/31. The rights and privileges out-
lined in detail in this resolution authorise such
organisations to contribute to the work pro-
grammes and objectives of the United Nations,
acting in the capacity of technical experts, advi-
sors and consultants to governments and the
Secretariat. Non-governmental organisations
with consultative status can attend meetings,
make oral interventions and written declarations
on issues included on the ECOSOC agenda and
in the various subsidiary bodies.
For more information, please see: http://
www.onu.org/sc/ong/ongecosoc.htm#7

6 Recognition on the part of the UN system of the
right of indigenous peoples to participate in dis-
cussions on issues directly related to their fun-
damental rights is also reflected in the special
participation procedure established by the Com-
mission on Human Rights, to ensure that indig-
enous organisations without consultative sta-
tus with ECOSOC could participate in the de-
bates of the Inter-sessional Working Group of
the Commission established to consider the draft
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peo-
ples.



85



86

    PRA    PRA    PRA    PRA    PRACTICALCTICALCTICALCTICALCTICAL
            ISSUES            ISSUES            ISSUES            ISSUES            ISSUES

86

This chapter attempts to answer some of the questions most fre-
quently asked by indigenous organisations interested in partici-

pating in the sessions of the Permanent Forum and understanding in
more detail how the meetings of this body take place.

The information is based on the rules of procedure and organisation
of work that were applied to the first meeting of the Permanent Fo-
rum, held in New York from 13 to 24 May 2002.

PRACTICAL
ISSUES

CHAPTER  VIII
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T he 16 members of the Permanent Forum
on Indigenous Issues officially meet once

a year for two weeks (10 working days).

The first meeting took place in the United
Nations headquarters in New York, and this
is where it is also planned to hold the sec-
ond meeting, from 12 to 23 May 2003.

WHEN AND WHERE

As a subsidiary organ of ECOSOC, the Per-
manent Forum on Indigenous Issues organ-
ises its work according to the Rules of Proce-
dure established for Subsidiary Organs of
ECOSOC.

THE ORGANISERS

MEMBERS AND OBSERVERS

T he Permanent Forum has its own Secre-
tariat, established by the Secretary-Gen-

eral following recommendation from the
General Assembly.

This Secretariat has its offices in the UN
headquarters in New York and is situated
within the UN Department of Economic and
Social Affairs.

The Secretariat is responsible for providing
technical and administrative services to the
Permanent Forum and is thus in charge of
organising its sessions.

Secretariat of the Permanent Forum
on Indigenous Issues
Department of Economic and Social Af-
fairs
DC2-1772
United Nations Headquarters
New York,  NY 10017, USA
Tel: + 1 917 367 5100
Fax: + 1 212 963 3062
Email:
indigenouspermanentforum@un.org
Web site: http://www.un.org/esa/
socdev/pfii/

A ll those attending the sessions of the
Permanent Forum participate as ob-

servers, with the exception of the 16 mem-
bers.

Members:  These are the 16 appointed ex-
perts. They are the only ones who have a
right to take the relevant decisions, by means
of a consensus or a vote.

Observers: This means all participants in
the annual meetings of the Permanent Fo-
rum who are not members of the Permanent

Forum, such as representatives of govern-
ments, UN agencies and bodies, indigenous
organisations or communities, non-govern-
mental organisations (NGOs) and profes-
sionals and representatives of specialist or-
ganisations.

All observers, without distinction, can
present oral or written interventions on all
agenda points. In their interventions, observ-
ers can provide information, comments, pro-
posals, etc. to be considered by the Forum’s
members.
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REGISTRATION

STATEMENTS

The rules of procedure established for the
participation of observers are the same as
those applying to the Working Group on In-
digenous Populations.

Participation will be open and the follow-
ing can attend Permanent Forum sessions:

• Representatives of government delega-
tions;

• Representatives of UN agencies and bod-
ies;

• Representatives of indigenous organisa-
tions, peoples and communities;

• Representatives of non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) with or without
consultative status with ECOSOC;

• Representatives of specialist organisa-
tions, experts or other interested people.

A ll participants have to register to be able
to attend the Forum’s meetings. Regis-

tration and accreditation of participants is
the responsibility of the Secretariat of the
Permanent Forum.

The Secretariat has prepared a registration
form. All people and organisations inter-
ested in participating will need to fill out
this form and send it to the Secretariat at least
one month prior to the start of the Perma-
nent Forum’s session.

The registration form can be obtained from
the Permanent Forum’s web site or by send-
ing your request directly to the Secretariat
by post or fax. Once you have returned your
registration form, the Secretariat will ac-

knowledge its receipt and confirm in writ-
ing that you have been registered to attend
the meeting.

This confirmation letter from the Secre-
tariat is very important for all those re-
quiring visas to enter the country where
the meeting is being held. This docu-
ment, together with an official identity
document (passport) will also be neces-
sary in order to register officially on ar-
rival at the meeting and obtain the offi-
cial pass. This official pass, including
personal details and a photo of the par-
ticipant, is a security requirement for
entry into all UN offices.

O rganisations that have consultative sta-
tus with ECOSOC will also be able to

send written statements. These statements will
be available to all the meeting’s participants.

There are a number of conditions that need
to be borne in mind by those interested in
sending in written statements.

• They must be written in one of the six
official languages of the United Nations
(Spanish, English, Chinese, Russian,
Arabic or French);

• They must be sent in sufficient time for
them to be considered and then translated
prior to their distribution. This should
normally be a minimum of three months
in advance;
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MEETING PROCEDURES

• The statement must be no more than
2,000 words long.

For any further information regarding par-
ticipation in the meetings of the Permanent

Forum, or sending in written statements, you
should contact the Secretariat.

A ccording to normal procedure, the meet-
ings are opened by an official representa-

tive from the United Nations system. Being a
subsidiary organ of ECOSOC, the normal pro-
cedure is that the President/Vice-President of
that body should give an inaugural speech
and announce the meeting officially open.

The official UN representative makes an in-
augural speech in which she/he presents
some issues of particular relevance that are
to be considered during the session. It is also
normal procedure to invite other relevant fig-
ures from within the UN system to present
an opening speech, for example, a representa-
tive of the Secretary-General.

THE BUREAU

The Bureau  is the governing body of the
meeting. It comprises the president of

the Permanent Forum, a rapporteur and a
number of vice-presidents, to be decided by
the members of the Forum themselves.

After the opening speech, and once the ses-
sion has been officially inaugurated by the
relevant people, the President/Vice-Presi-
dent of ECOSOC (or their representative)
will invite the members of the Permanent
Forum to give their nominations for the
members of the Bureau.

The role of the President during the meeting
is to chair the debates throughout the whole

period of sessions, rule on any disagreement
regarding working procedures and coordi-
nate with the Secretariat with regard to all
practical details relating to the meeting’s
proceedings.

The role of the Rapporteur is to assist the
President in the control and supervision of
the report that will be drawn up by the Sec-
retariat during the meeting.

The vice-presidents and rapporteur can also
chair the meeting in the absence of the Presi-
dent. The President and/or rapporteur (in
his absence) will be responsible for present-
ing the report to ECOSOC.

The normal procedure is that the members
come to an agreement on the composition
of the Bureau prior to the official opening
of the meeting, in order to avoid wasting
valuable time on issues of formal proce-
dure.

A representative from the Secretariat of the
Permanent Forum will sit alongside the
President as Secretary, assisting the Presi-
dent on issues of procedure and documen-
tation.

The members of the Bureau are elected for
one year, with the possibility of re-election.
The elected President will also be the Per-
manent Forum’s official representative be-
tween sessions.
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THE AGENDA

The composition of the Permanent Forum’s
committee has to reflect the parity composi-
tion of this body (equal numbers of govern-

ment-nominated experts and indigenous ex-
perts)  and both groups must be represented
on it.

After the official opening and the elec-
tion of the Bureau, the ECOSOC repre-

sentative will invite the newly elected Presi-
dent and Rapporteur to approach the po-
dium and take the chair.

Normally, the president elect gives a speech
in which she/he indicates some of the fun-
damental issues and priorities to be consid-
ered during the session.

The President’s speech is then followed by
adoption of the work agenda.

The agenda is defined according to the Per-
manent Forum’s mandate and the issues
proposed by the members of the Forum, along
with urgent issues they have identified as
important for consideration at that session.
The proposed agenda, along with the docu-
mentation necessary for each agenda point,
is available to all participants at the start of
the meeting.

The work agenda can include various pri-
vate meetings among the Permanent Forum
members during the period of sessions. The
aim of these private meetings is to discuss
the progress of the meeting and prepare de-
cisions and recommendations to be included
in the report. In order, for example, to pro-
mote the dialogue between the Forum and
the observers, the Forum can also declare
some of the meetings as informal without
minutes being taken.

Following the formal procedures only mem-
bers of the Permanent Forum can make pro-
posals or changes to the work agenda. How-
ever, during the first session of the Perma-
nent Forum, some indigenous interventions
recommended that the Permanent Forum
should allow indigenous organisations to
send informal proposals in relation to the
work agenda prior to the opening session.

At its first session, the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues elected a President,
a Rapporteur and four Vice-Presidents

President:  Mr. Ole Henrik Magga (Norway)

Rapporteur: Mr. Willie Littlechild (Canada)

Vice-Presidents:
Ms. Njuma Ekundanayo ( Democratic Republic of Congo)
Mr. Parshuram Tamang  (Nepal)
Mr. Antonio Jacanamijoy (Colombia)
Ms. Mililani Trask ( Hawaii, USA)
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MEETING LANGUAGES

PRESENTATION OF INTERVENTIONS

All official sessions of the Permanent Fo-
rum have simultaneous interpretation

into the six official languages of the United
Nations, that is, English, Spanish, French,
Russian, Arabic and Chinese.

All oral interventions, either from members
of the Permanent Forum or from observers
participating in the meeting, can be made in
any of the six official languages and will, in
turn, be interpreted into the other five lan-
guages.

For operational reasons and, in practical
terms, due to the impossibility of making all
official work documents prepared during
the meeting available to the participants in
all six languages, the UN bodies operate pri-
marily around two working languages dur-
ing their sessions.

In the case of the Permanent Forum, the lan-
guages during the work sessions are Eng-
lish and Spanish. All official documents pre-
pared during the meeting will be available
in these two languages at least 24 hours prior
to their discussion. All written proposals and
information addressed to the President dur-
ing the session must be in one of these two
working languages.

In relation to the issue of working languages,
the representatives of indigenous peoples
have, on numerous occasions, insisted that
the Secretariat should, wherever possible,
consider translating some of the most im-
portant documents into French and Russian,
in order to facilitate the participation and
contribution of indigenous organisations
speaking these languages as opposed to
English or Spanish.

D uring the Permanent Forum sessions,
all members of the Permanent Forum

and observers (representatives of indigenous
organisations, government delegations, UN
agencies and bodies, NGOs etc.) can make
oral interventions in order to express their
points of view and recommendations on
agenda points.

Members of the Permanent Forum may speak
at any time and as often as they wish on any
agenda point, and they have priority over
observers.

Those observers interested in presenting an
intervention will need to register on a list
prepared by the Secretariat for each agenda

point. The Secretariat’s representative will
inform all participants of where they can
register to present interventions. The Secre-
tariat will draw up a registration list for in-
terventions, which will remain open until
the start of the debate on that specific point.

Observers will be called upon by the Presi-
dent to present their intervention and will
do so in the order in which the speakers were
registered. The person responsible for the list
of interventions will inform the speaker as
to when she/he can expect to be called to
speak. It is important to bear in mind that
this information is only approximate, as it is
very possible that the intervention may be
earlier or later than this, depending on the
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PREPARING AN INTERVENTION

course of the debate. It is therefore very im-
portant that participants registered on the
list of speakers should pay attention to the
progress of the interventions and the order
of speakers, in order to ensure that they are
in the hall when called upon by the Presi-
dent to present their speech.

Should they be absent when called upon to
speak and if the list of interventions for this
agenda point has already closed, they will
lose the chance of making their speech.

Depending on the number of speakers regis-
tered, the President will decide how many
minutes are available for each speaker to
present their intervention. This normally
varies between a maximum of 5 to 10 min-
utes. If there is not enough time, the Presi-
dent may reduce the number of minutes
available for observers’ interventions.

I t is recommended that those participants
who have requested to speak should have

their speech prepared in advance and
should ensure that it is in line with the allot-
ted time. If the speaker fails to respect the
number of minutes given and the interven-
tion exceeds the permitted time, the Presi-
dent can interrupt the intervention and ask
the speaker to stop.

It is particularly important that indig-
enous representatives presenting in-
terventions during the sessions of the
Permanent Forum bear in mind the
mandate and role of the Permanent
Forum.

Interventions should take into account the
fact that the Permanent Forum was not es-
tablished to substitute any of the other sub-
sidiary organs or mechanisms of the Com-
mission on Human Rights, such as the Work-
ing Group on Indigenous Populations, or
the Working Group of the Commission on
Human Rights on the Draft Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples or the Spe-
cial Rapporteur.

The Permanent Forum is a subsidiary organ
of ECOSOC, which coordinates all the eco-
nomic and social programmes of the United
Nations system. The Forum was created to
discuss the use of United Nations resources
in improving the living conditions of indig-
enous peoples.  For this reason, the partici-
pants must bear in mind that debates on the
content and legal interpretation of indig-
enous rights, along with specific complaints
of human rights violations on the part of
States, must continue to be considered by the
subsidiary organs and mechanisms estab-
lished by the Commission on Human Rights
with this mandate and not by this Perma-
nent Forum.

Interventions must therefore be in line
with the mandate of the Permanent
Forum and the specific issues on the
agenda.

In their interventions, representatives of the
indigenous organisations will have the op-
portunity of providing information, giving
their points of view and making recommen-
dations as to how to promote and improve
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OTHER ACTIVITIES

the work of the United Nations. In this re-
spect, it is particularly important that indig-
enous organisations’ interventions provide
concrete information and proposals to the
Permanent Forum in order to:

• Improve the coordination of the UN spe-
cialized agencies and bodies in relation
to indigenous peoples;

• Advise the specialized agencies and other
bodies within the UN system on formula-
tion of policies and work programmes;

• Promote the participation of indigenous
peoples in the planning and implemen-
tation of UN projects affecting indig-
enous communities;

• Evaluate UN projects to ensure that they
respect indigenous rights and benefit in-
digenous peoples;

• Increase indigenous participation in the
work of the United Nations in general.

O ver the course of the two weeks of Per-
manent Forum sessions, a number of

parallel events are held such as, for exam-
ple, seminars, round tables, presentations
etc. These events normally take place dur-
ing the two-hour lunch break (1pm to 3pm)
or following the afternoon sessions. These
events are normally organised by the UN
agencies, indigenous organisations and
NGOs in order to discuss and share points of
view, or take a deeper look at specific issues
of particular relevance to indigenous peoples
in relation to the activities of the Permanent
Forum. The parallel events also offer the par-
ticipants and panellists an opportunity to net-
work and establish contacts with other in-
digenous organisations, and official or unof-
ficial institutions that have an interest in that
particular issue or area of work.

During the first session of the Permanent
Forum, various UN agencies and bodies,
such as the Office of the High Commissioner
for Human Rights, the International Labour
Organisation, Habitat, UNDP etc., organised
round tables at which they shared informa-
tion and discussed their work programmes
with indigenous organisations and inter-
ested NGOs.

THE INDIGENOUS CAUCUS

As has been the norm over the last 20 years
in other international meetings in which in-
digenous peoples participate, the indig-
enous organisations hold their own meet-
ings during the Permanent Forum meetings,
in what is known as the “indigenous cau-
cus”. This indigenous caucus is a strictly
indigenous assembly, in which all repre-
sentatives from indigenous organisations
who are participating in the official meeting
can take part.

The indigenous caucus normally holds a
preparatory meeting, which takes place dur-
ing the week-end prior to the start of the offi-
cial session. Subsequently, over the two
weeks of official sessions of the Permanent
Forum, the indigenous caucus continues to
meet regularly.

Some of the objectives of these meetings are:

• to share information of interest to indig-
enous organisations participating in the
sessions of the Permanent Forum;

• to discuss and reach an agreement on in-
digenous strategies;
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THE REPORT OF THE PERMANENT FORUM

THE PERMANENT FORUM AND ECOSOC

• to formulate joint declarations from the
indigenous caucus on issues considered
of particular importance.

As the only forum where a significant and
concerned number of indigenous peoples
are present, the indigenous caucus has al-
ways played an important role for indig-
enous peoples to discuss issues, strate-

gies and to reach common understandings.
Whenever unanimous decisions have
been taken by the indigenous caucus it is
being listened to by governments. This is
in spite of the fact that the indigenous
caucus has no official status neither
within the UN system nor within the in-
digenous world.

D uring the meetings of the Permanent Fo-
rum, the Secretariat is responsible for

writing the narrative report of the Perma-
nent Forum sessions, under the supervi-
sion of the President and the Rapporteur.

The decisions and recommendations to be
included in the report will be discussed
and prepared by members of the Perma-
nent Forum in the private meetings held
during the period of sessions. In formu-
lating their recommendations, the mem-
bers take into account recommendations
made by observers during the debates on
the different agenda points.

Only members of the Permanent Forum
have the power to decide on the content
and official adoption of the report. In
principle, they do not have to consult
the observers prior to its official adop-
tion. However, during their first session,
the members of the Permanent Forum
decided to consult the observers formally
and review the content of the report dur-
ing their last working session.

This consultation procedure offers observ-
ers an opportunity to make comments and
suggestions on the report prior to its formal
adoption by the members of the Permanent
Forum and ensures a greater participation
of the observers in the content of the report.

The official report of the sessions of the
Permanent Forum is presented directly

to ECOSOC and contains recommendations
for actions by ECOSOC. The recommenda-
tions include internal decisions on the or-
ganisation and work programme of the Fo-
rum, along with requests to other UN agen-

cies and bodies, including ECOSOC, in terms
of implementing administrative actions in
relation to their policies and work pro-
grammes.

The United Nations has recently established
strict rules with regard to the length of re-
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FUNDING TO PARTICIPATE IN PERMANENT FORUM MEETINGS

UNITED NATIONS VOLUNTARY FUND FOR INDIGENOUS POPULATIONS

ports. For this reason, and in order to be more
effective, the report is a concise document
which, in addition to providing a narrative
description of the course of the sessions, con-
tains very specific proposals that are drawn
up as provisional decisions for considera-
tion by the higher level organs, such as
ECOSOC.

The report is distributed to the relevant or-
gans, funds, programmes and bodies of the
United Nations as a way, among other things,
of encouraging dialogue on indigenous is-
sues within the United Nations system.

There are a number of institutions that pro-
vide financial assistance for indigenous

The Fund finances the cost of air ticket, ac-
commodation and expenses during their stay
in New York for representatives selected from
among the requests received by the Fund.

organisations to attend the meetings of the
Permanent Forum.

F ollowing a decision of the General As-
sembly, in December 2001, the Volun-

tary Fund for Indigenous Populations now
funds the participation of representatives

 The Voluntary Fund receives voluntary con-
tributions from governments, organisations
and public and private bodies.

The Voluntary Fund for Indigenous Populations was established by the General As-
sembly in 1985 with the aim of funding the participation of indigenous representatives
of indigenous communities and organisations in the deliberations of the Working Group
on Indigenous Populations. Since 1995, the Fund has also financed the participation of
indigenous representatives in the sessions of the Working Group established by the
Commission to consider the draft declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples.

from indigenous organisations and com-
munities in meetings on the Permanent
Forum on Indigenous Issues.

For more information on the Voluntary Fund for Indigenous Populations and to obtain an
application form, please contact:
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THE HUMAN RIGHTS FUND FOR INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

T his Fund was established in 1985 by five
European NGOs1  with the aim of fund-

ing the participation of indigenous repre-
sentatives in the Working Group on Indig-
enous Populations. Over the course of the
last twenty years, the Fund has extended its
funding to additionally cover indigenous
participation in other UN meetings, such as
the Commission on Human Rights, the
Working Group on the draft Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and the ses-
sions of the Permanent Forum.

The Fund covers the cost of tickets, accom-
modation and expenses for the chosen in-
digenous representatives.

Voluntary Fund for Indigenous Populations
Ms. Eulàlia Ortadó,
PW 2-041, Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights
United Nations CH-1211  
Geneva 10, Switzerland
Tel. (41-22) 917 9145,   917 9266,  917 9164 
Fax (41-22) 917 9017. 
Email: eortado-rosich.hchr@unog.ch
Web page: http://www.unhchr.ch/html/menu2/9/vfindige.htm

The Human Rights Fund coordinates the
support granted to indigenous organisa-
tions with the aim of ensuring that the
greatest number of indigenous repre-
sentatives participate in the meetings and
also to avoid double funding.

The Fund also contributes financially
to the costs of interpreting for the indig-
enous caucus in its parallel meetings.

For more information on the Human
Rights Fund for Indigenous Peoples,
please contact:

Human Rights Fund for Indigenous Peoples
c/o IWGIA
Classensgade 11E
DK 2100 Copenhagen
Denmark
Tel: (45) 35 27 05 00
Fax (45) 35 27 05 07
Email: lga@iwgia.org
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THE WORLD COUNCIL OF CHURCHES

T hrough its indigenous programme, the
World Council of Churches also pro-

vides financial support to cover some of the

World Council of Churches
Eugenio Poma
150 Route de Ferney
P.O. Box 2100
1211 Geneva 2
Switzerland
Email:  epa@wcc-coe.org

For more information, please contact:

costs of indigenous participation in the meet-
ings of the Permanent Forum.

Note

1 The five member organisation of the Human
Rights Fund are:
• Anti-Slavery International (ASI) based in the

United Kingdom,
• the International Work Group for Indigenous

Affairs (IWGIA) based in Copenhagen, Den-
mark,

• the Coordinating Group on Indigenous Af-
fairs (KWIA) based in Belgium,

• the Dutch Centre for Indigenous Peoples
(NCIV) based in Holland and

• the Society for Threatened Peoples based in
Germany.
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ANNEX I

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL COUNCIL RESOLUTION 2000/22

ESTABLISHMENT OF A PERMANENT FORUM
ON INDIGENOUS ISSUES

The Economic and Social Council

Recalling the provision contained in the final document
of the World Conference on Human Rights, held in Vi-

enna in June 1993, according to which the establishment of
a permanent forum for indigenous people within the United
Nations system should be considered, A/CONF.157/24,
(Part I), chap. III, sect. II.B, para. 32.

Recalling also that consideration of the establishment of a
permanent forum is recognized as one of the important ob-
jectives of the programme of activities for the International
Decade of the World’s Indigenous People, General Assem-
bly resolution 50/157, annex.

Noting the two workshops on the subject held under the
auspices of the Commission on Human Rights in Copenha-
gen in 1995 and in Santiago in 1997, see E/CN.4/Sub.2/
AC.4/1995/7 and E/CN.4/1998/11 and Add.1-3.

Recalling the report of the Secretary-General entitled “Re-
view of the existing mechanisms, procedures, and pro-
grammes within the United Nations concerning indigenous
people”, A/51/493. and noting in particular the striking
absence of a mechanism to ensure coordination and regular
exchange of information among interested parties  – Gov-
ernments, the United Nations and indigenous people – on
an ongoing basis,

Taking into account the deliberations of the Working Group
on a permanent forum for indigenous people, see E/CN.4/
1999/83 and E/CN.4/2000/86. Established pursuant to
Commission on Human Rights resolutions 1998/20 of 9
April 1998 see Official Records of the Economic and Social
Council, 1998, Supplement No. 3 (E/1998/23), chap. II, sect.
A. and 1999/52 of 27 April 1999 Ibid., 1999, Supplement
No. 3 (E/1999/23), chap. II, sect. A. To consider the estab-
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lishment of a permanent forum and to sub-
mit concrete proposals to that effect, as well
as the consideration given to the subject at
the fifty-sixth session of the Commission,

Wishing to finalize this project during the
International Decade of the World’s Indig-
enous People as one means of furthering the
objectives of the Decade in partnership be-
tween Governments and indigenous people,

Stressing that the establishment of the per-
manent forum should lead to careful con-
sideration of the future of the Working Group
on Indigenous Populations of the Subcom-
mission on the Promotion and Protection of
Human Rights,

Bearing in mind the common resolve to pro-
mote peace and prosperity in accordance
with the Charter of the United Nations, and
recalling the functions and powers of the
Council in that respect as contained in the
Charter,

1. Decides to establish as a subsidiary or-
gan of the Council a permanent forum
on indigenous issues, consisting of six-
teen members, eight members to be nomi-
nated by Governments and elected by the
Council, and eight members to be ap-
pointed by the President of the Council
following formal consultation with the
Bureau and the regional groups through
their coordinators, on the basis of broad
consultations with indigenous organiza-
tions, taking into account the diversity
and geographical distribution of the in-
digenous people of the world as well as
the principles of transparency, repre-
sentativity and equal opportunity for all
indigenous people, including internal
processes, when appropriate, and local

indigenous consultation processes, with
all members serving in their personal
capacity as independent experts on in-
digenous issues for a period of three years
with the possibility of re-election or re-
appointment for one further period;
States, United Nations bodies and or-
gans, intergovernmental organizations
and non-governmental organizations in
consultative status with the Council may
participate as observers; organizations of
indigenous people may equally partici-
pate as observers in accordance with the
procedures which have been applied in
the Working Group on Indigenous Popu-
lations of the Subcommission on the Pro-
motion and Protection of Human Rights;

2. Also decides that the Permanent Forum
on Indigenous Issues shall serve as an
advisory body to the Council with a man-
date to discuss indigenous issues within
the mandate of the Council relating to
economic and social development, cul-
ture, the environment, education, health
and human rights; in so doing the Per-
manent Forum shall:

a) Provide expert advice and recommen-
dations on indigenous issues to the
Council, as well as to programmes,
funds and agencies of the United Na-
tions, through the Council;

b) Raise awareness and promote the in-
tegration and coordination of activi-
ties relating to indigenous issues
within the United Nations system;

c) Prepare and disseminate information
on indigenous issues;

3. Further decides that the Permanent Fo-
rum shall apply the rules of procedure
established for subsidiary organs of the
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Council as applicable, unless otherwise
decided by the Council; the principle of
consensus shall govern the work of the
Permanent Forum;

4. Decides that the Permanent Forum
shall hold an annual session of ten
working days at the United Nations
Office at Geneva or at United Nations
Headquarters or at such other place as
the Permanent Forum may decide in
accordance with existing financial rules
and regulations of the United Nations;

5. Also decides that the Permanent Forum
shall submit an annual report to the
Council on its activities, including any
recommendations for approval; the re-
port shall be distributed to the relevant
United Nations organs, funds, pro-
grammes and agencies as a means, in-
ter alia, of furthering the dialogue on
indigenous issues within the United
Nations system;

6. Further decides that the financing of the
Permanent Forum shall be provided

from within existing resources through
the regular budget of the United Na-
tions and its specialized agencies and
through such voluntary contributions
as may be donated;

7.  Decides that, five years after its estab-
lishment, an evaluation of the function-
ing of the Permanent Forum, including
the method for selection of its members,
shall be carried out by the Council in
the light of the experience gained;

8. Also decides, once the Permanent Fo-
rum has been established and has held
its first annual session, to review, with-
out prejudging any outcome, all exist-
ing mechanisms, procedures and pro-
grammes within the United Nations
concerning indigenous issues, includ-
ing the Working Group on Indigenous
Populations, with a view to rationaliz-
ing activities, avoiding duplication and
overlap and promoting effectiveness.

45th plenary meeting
28 July 2000
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ANNEX II

JOINT STATEMENT FROM INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ REPRESENTATIVES
PRESENT AT THE ECOSOC SUBSTANTIVE SESSION 2000

S even years have passed since the 1993
World Conference on Human Rights in

Vienna recommended the establishment of
a Permanent Forum for Indigenous Peoples.
Within this period the General Assembly
twice recommended its creation and several
dialogues took place between governments
and Indigenous Peoples on the establish-
ment of the permanent forum.  On the 28th of
April 2000 the Commission on Human
Rights in its 56th Session adopted Resolu-
tion E/CN.4/RES/2000/87 on the Estab-
lishment of a Permanent Forum on Indig-
enous Issues.

The creation of a Permanent Forum was fur-
ther supported by more than 130 Govern-
ments present at the recently concluded 24th

Special Session of the General Assembly
entitled “World Summit for Social Develop-
ment and Beyond: Achieving Social Devel-
opment for all In a Globalizing World”.

21ter. Encourage the ongoing work on a draft
declaration on the rights of indigenous peo-
ple, with the aim of achieving completion
prior to the conclusion of the International
Decade on the World’s Indigenous People
in 2004 and support the establishment of a

New York, 27 July 2000

United Nations permanent forum to discuss
indigenous issues within the mandate of the
Economic and Social Council relating to eco-
nomic and social development, culture, the
environment, education, health and human
rights. (Paragraph 21ter of Final Outcome
Document )

.
Although the Commission Resolution does
not fully capture the aspirations of Indig-
enous Peoples, as it is a compromised docu-
ment reached between States themselves, we
do feel that it does approach the promise of
a direct voice for indigenous peoples within
the United Nations system. We believe that
the adoption of the Resolution reflects the
willingness of States to build a new partner-
ship with Indigenous Peoples.

The establishment of a Permanent Forum is
a historical and urgent step which can help
bring forth peace, justice, and sustainable
development amongst all peoples of the
world.  We, Indigenous Peoples at this
ECOSOC Session strongly urge the Members
of the ECOSOC to adopt the Commission on
Human Rights Resolution E/CN.4/RES/
2000/87.

Signed:  27 July 2000, UN Headquarters, New York

• Lars Anders Baer -  Saami Council
• John Henriksen -  Saami Council
• Alberto Saldamando -  International Indian Treaty Council
• Carol Kalafatic -  International Indian Treaty Council
• Tonya Gonella Frichner -  American Indian Law Alliance
• Mercedes Pierre -  American Indian Law Alliance
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• Marcial Arias - Asociacion Napguana
• Tarcila Rivera Zea - Chirapaq (Centro de Culturas Indígenas del Perú)
• Esther Camac - Asociación Ixacavaa de Desarrollo e Información  Indígena
• Lucy Mulenkei - African Indigenous Women’s Organization
• Naomi Kipuri - Arid Lands Institute
• Oren R. Lyons - Haudenosaunee Confederacy
• Darwin Hill - Haudenosaunee Confederacy
• Hjalmar Dahl - Inuit Circumpolar Conference
• Rodion Sulyandziga - RAIPON

(Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North)
• Ratnaker Bhengra - JOHAR
• Suhas Chakma - Asian Indigenous and Tribal Peoples’ Network
• Victoria Tauli-Corpuz - TEBTEBBA/ Asian Indigenous Women’s Network
• Aucan Huilcaman - Consejo de Todas las Tierras
• Cecil Le Fleur - IPACC

(Indigenous Peoples’ of Africa Coordinating Committee)
• Wilton Littlechild - Indigenous Organization for Resource Development

(IORD)

Supported by:

• Jens Dahl - International Workgroup for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA)
• Simonetta Baldelli - League for the Rights and Liberation of Peoples
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IWGIA AND THE PERMANENT FORUM ON INDIGENOUS ISSUES

T he establishment of the Permanent Forum
on Indigenous Issues was of special sig-

nificance for IWGIA as we have been one of
the very few non-indigenous NGOs that,
from the very beginning of the negotiation
process leading to the establishment of the
Forum, expressed their commitment to the
establishment of this new UN body.

The Permanent Forum was established dur-
ing the course of a unique process that re-
layed the various regional indigenous dis-
cussions to the UN meetings in Geneva.
Throughout this process, IWGIA supported
indigenous people both technically and fi-
nancially to organise international indig-
enous gatherings aimed at sharing informa-
tion and preparing common proposals for
consideration in the official UN discussions
on establishment of the Forum.

The result of these gatherings was a com-
mon indigenous strategy on the establish-
ment of a new UN organ dealing solely with
indigenous issues. This indigenous strategy
clearly strengthened indigenous positions
and views throughout the process and had
a clear impact on the negotiation process that
took place in the UN meetings, finally lead-
ing to the establishment of a Permanent Fo-
rum that largely responded to the demands
of indigenous peoples.

After the official establishment of the Forum
in 2000, IWGIA continued supporting indig-
enous people to organise indigenous re-
gional consultations aimed at nominating
the indigenous experts to the Permanent
Forum on Indigenous Issues. These regional
processes led to recommendations being
made for the eight indigenous expert mem-
bers of the Permanent Forum. When appoint-
ing the eight indigenous expert members of

the Permanent Forum, the ECOSOC Presi-
dent by and large endorsed the legitimacy of
a unique tradition, thus incorporating the
indigenous regional processes into the UN
decision-making system.

One of IWGIA’s main priorities with regard
to the Forum has been to disseminate infor-
mation about the Permanent Forum on In-
digenous Issues though our publications. In
recent years, IWGIA’s yearbook The Indig-
enous World has included a report on recent
developments on the issue.

Furthermore, in 1998 IWGIA published the
book The Permanent Forum for Indigenous Peo-
ples – the struggle for a new partnership. In this
book IWGIA compiled the most important
documents produced in the process of nego-
tiations on the establishment of the Perma-
nent Forum. The book was widely distrib-
uted among indigenous peoples and inter-
ested parties, and it became one of the most
relevant working tools in the official debate
that led to the establishment of the Forum.
Demand for the book has been so great that
it is currently out of print.

Now that the Forum has been established
and the first session has been held, IWGIA
intends to continue to give special priority
to raising awareness and understanding
of the new UN Permanent Forum among
indigenous peoples. With this in mind,
IWGIA has now published this Handbook
on the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues.
The aim of this publication is to provide
some basic information that will provide
indigenous readers with a better under-
standing of the main characteristics of the
new UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous
Issues.
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The Permanent Forum has been IWGIA’s
main focus of attention over the past few
years and will continue to be so in the years
ahead. The UN Permanent Forum on Indig-
enous Issues faces a challenging time if it is
to fulfil its role successfully within the UN

system. The fragile structure of the Forum is
still under enormous pressure and it will
require great support from all interested par-
ties: governments, indigenous peoples, UN
agencies and NGOs.




