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Rights of indigenous peoples: a fresh start following last year's UN declaration? 
 
"There are nearly as many indigenous people in the world as there are Europeans!", said Hélène 
Flautre (Greens/EFA, FR), chair of the EP Subcommittee on Human Rights, as she introduced 
Monday's hearing on the rights of indigenous peoples, whose chief focus was how to make a reality 
of last year's UN Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 
 
The hearing was taking place ahead of the 7th session of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
People, starting on 21 April in New York, to which the subcommittee hopes to send a delegation. First 
a short film produced by the UN was shown, describing the main issues facing indigenous peoples: 
loss of territory, culture and language, as well as poverty, discrimination and violence. Then 
representatives of indigenous peoples and the UN spoke. 
 
The new UN declaration: opportunities and challenges 
 
Hassan Id Balkassm, a Moroccan from the Amazigh (Berber) minority who is a member of the UN 
Permanent Forum, told the audience that the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights had not 
recognised indigenous peoples: most states had then followed a policy of seeking to "assimilate" 
such minorities, thereby eradicating their culture.  The UN's adoption on 13 September 2007 of the 
Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples represented a turning point, providing both 
opportunities and challenges. The opportunities consisted of the very rights listed in the declaration. 
The challenges lay in implementing those rights.   
 
What indigenous peoples give to the rest of the world 
 
Elisavvet Stamatopoulou (secretariat of the UN Permanent Forum) said the declaration had "moral, 
legal and political implications for the 390 million indigenous people in the world. She pointed out 
that, in Europe, there are indigenous minorities in Finland, Greenland and Russia. She stressed that 
modern states have been willing to recognise indigenous peoples as "nations", if only in order to 
conclude treaties with them, but also that indigenous peoples do "give something back" to the rest of 
the world, for example by reminding us of the value of cultural diversity (Ms Hélène Flautre added 
that Finland's Sámi minority had played a key role in alerting the world to climate change).  Ms 
Stamatopoulou argued that the EP should use the UN declaration as a lever for providing assistance 
via international financial institutions, and she concluded with the words of another indigenous forum, 
the declaration of Iximche: "We have dreamt our past and we remember our future". 
 
Papuans on the defensive 
 
Weynand B. Watori, chair of the Commission on Human Rights and Environment of the Provincial 
Parliament of Papua (Indonesia), spoke of the plight of his people: immigration from other parts of 
Indonesia and other unfavourable demographic trends had left the Papuans a minority in their own 
territory, while illegal logging, mining and fishing were devastating their environment. Moreover, the 
government was not implementing a 2001 autonomy law consistently. He called for official 
recognition of the seriousness of the situation, dialogue between indigenous Papuans and the 
government, and issued an invitation to MEPs "to visit the parliament in Papua, to see the beauty 
before it disappears for ever", a heartfelt plea that elicited strong sympathy from Ms Flautre. 
 
Separatism not generally the aim 
 
A highly sensitive matter was broached in a reply given by Mr Balkassm to a question by Marco 
Cappato (ALDE, IT), the EP rapporteur on this year's annual report on human rights. Speaking of the 
region he knew best, Mr Balkassm argued that indigenous peoples in Africa are not separatist but 
simply seek a degree of self-determination, particularly on language and culture.  "It is only if 
governments are not interested in people's rights that separatism may seem the only option", he said, 
citing the case of Kosovo/Serbia. 
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