
The United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues

Topic: The Rights of Indigenous Peoples

Topic Background

The United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues was created by the United
Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) on July 28th 2000 with the purpose of
addressing Indigenous issues from an economic and social development standpoint. The forum
was also tasked with discussing the culture, education, health, and rights of Indigeous
individuals.

This committee will be tasked with addressing the following issues in their research and
resolutions: Indigenous Livelihoods and Housing, Indigenous Peoples’ Collective Rights and
Right to Self-Determination, and Indigenous Women. Delegates should approach this committee
with the utmost respect for the Indigenous communities we will be discussing, and work towards
solutions that will advance the rights and self-determination of these communities. It is important
that delegates broach this committee and the aforementioned topics with adequate personal
research, respect, and acknowledgement of the historical oppression of these groups.

Past International Action

The Sustainable Development Goals & SDG 10
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To adequately address the topic of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, it is essential to
understand this issue within the context of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The
United Nations’ 17 SDGs work jointly to promote the eradication of poverty and the protection
of the planet by addressing key pillars such as education, economic opportunity, climate action,
gender equality, peace, justice, and much more. This issue pertains specifically to SDGs number1

5 and 10.
SDG 5 calls for the promotion of gender equality throughout the globe and within

countries themselves. This committee will be discussing the rights of Indigenous women and
should thus strive to achieve gender equality in these communities, while still respecting their
self-determination in regards to this issue. SDG 10, on the other hand, calls for the reduction of
inequalities faced by marginalized groups across the globe. This includes the promotion of the
rights and the sovereignty of Indigenous communities through international and domestic
initiatives that strive to uplift these historically oppressed groups. Delegates should approach this
topic with an in-depth understanding of how each subtopic relates to the previously mentioned
SDGs as well as to the international development agenda as a whole.

1 https://sdgs.un.org/goals.
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The Work of the United Nations

The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP),
developed in 1993, is seen as the most comprehensive document addressing and providing the
foundation for Indigenous rights on an international scale. This document calls for the
recognition by all governments that Indigenous Peoples possess inherent rights to existence,
development, and well-being that should be protected by national governments, not infringed
upon.2

UNDRIP has since been adopted by 182 member nations of the UN, with notable
signatories being Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United States. Some of the notable
rights designated in UNDRIP include the right to Indigenous culture, language, religion, and
territory, as well as the right to live free from discrimination. It is essential that delegates in this3

committee familiarize themselves with the rights outlined in this document as well as develop
strategies for the effective enforcement of said rights. Though the UNDRIP is largely seen as the
penultimate document in obtaining rights for Indigenous Peoples, it has yet to be codified in
international law, and many signatory states still enforce policies that counteract and contradict
these rights. This is why it is the duty of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous

3 https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/FAQsindigenousdeclaration.pdf.
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Issues to strategize ways in which this document may be better enforced to ensure the rights of
all Indigenous Peoples.

The Work of NGOs, International Organizations, and Civil Society

NGOs and other civil society organizations have played a pivotal role in advocating for
the restoration of the rights of Indigenous Peoples. The NGO conference on “Racism against
Indigenous Peoples of the Western Hemisphere” that occured in 1977 was one of the first
international meetings where the rights Indigenous communities were discussed in a meaningful
capacity. This conference led to the subsequent creation of the Working Group on Indigenous
Populations, which gathered a variety of Indigenous activists, community leaders, and
representatives to further discuss the topic. Through this meeting, the draft of the “Declaration4

on Indigenous Peoples’ Rights” was conceived. This declaration was seen as being an important
step towards codifying Indigenous rights, as previously discussed. Outside of traditional forums
for NGO and civil society collaboration on these issues, domestic activists continue to advocate
for increased sovereignty, self-determination, and rights provision for Indigenous Peoples in UN
Member States across the globe. These efforts work to grant greater visibility to these issues and
have undoubtedly led to international efforts enacting change. Any solutions drafted by this
committee should work to include and prioritize grassroots Indigenous activists and community
leaders who have led the efforts of rights restoration since the start of this fight.

Sub-Topics to Consider

Sub-Topic 1: Indigenous Livelihoods and Housing

Indigenous Peoples represent more than 370 million people in the world’s population.
Speaking an estimated 7 000 different languages, they make up an unquestionably diverse
component of the global community. Unfortunately, despite their foundational history and5

culture, their traditions and native lands are often not respected by national governments and
their rights are infringed upon. This lack of regard and respect for Indigenous communities holds
its origins in the pre-colonial and colonial era, when Western states attempted to eradicate
Indigenous culture, subjugate Indigenous Peoples, and settle Indigenous lands. In the era of
decolonization, numerous factors still disadvantage Indigenous Peoples compared to their
non-Indigenous counterparts. These factors and harsh realities are often exacerbated by colonial
legacies and geographic remoteness. These circumstances also contribute to the systemic

5 https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf.
4 https://ipdpowwow.org/Archives_1.html.
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discrimination faced by Indigenous Peoples, especially in relation to the development of
livelihoods and housing opportunities. In particular, within Western Most Developed Countries
(MDCs) that often have deep rooted histories of subjugating Indigenous Peoples, these issues are
overlooked and thus exacerbated. In government-issued reserves and housing programs for
Indigenous communities, inequalities and a lack of basic provisions are especially prevalent. In6

order to get to the root of systemic disparities between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
communities, it is important that this committee focus on the development of safe and secure
housing options for Indigenous peoples. However, in drafting solutions to a lack of quality
housing and livelihoods, delegates must remember to account for the needs and desires of
community leaders. Any solutions created must be implemented with the explicit approval of and
collaboration with the communities that these solutions intend to serve, as to not impose
post-colonial conditions onto these groups. Processes to address these issues should be
developed in a collaborative and inclusive manner.

Sub-Topic 2: Indigenous Peoples’ Collective Rights and Right to

Self-Determination

Globally, Indigenous Peoples have deeply held connections with their lands, territories,
and resources that have been infringed upon for much of modern human history. These facets of
self-determination are not only essential to Indigenous identity and existence, but they are

6 https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/IndigenousPeoplesHousingen.pdf.
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constantly under attack. These concepts often heavily contrast modern ideas of sovereignty,
ownership, and borders which are now socially and politically dominant. Many Indigenous
communities currently lack the necessary legal safeguards and protections extended by
internationally recognized norms, like the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, due to the
neglect of these rights for Indigenous Peoples by many national governments. Consequently,7

many Indigenous Peoples face serious threats to their existence due to government policies that
tolerate and even promote widespread and systemic discrimination. It is important to note that
many conceptions, frameworks, and notions which are required for the protection of Indigenous
land, culture, and ways of life rely heavily on international legal concepts that do not fit the
norms of these Indigenous Communities. Further, many of the ways in which we understand
Indigenous rights do not arise from their conceptions of their sovereignty and self-determination;
historic precedent with respect to the international treatment of Indigenous groups has meant
that, throughout much of history, assumptions and decisions have been made on behalf of
Indigenous Communities without their voice and inclusion in the conversation.

While utilizing international frameworks can provide greater equality to Indigenous
populations, it is important for delegates to consider the implications of policy being delivered
to these communities from their historic oppressors. Additionally, it is important to acknowledge
how varied Indigenous communities are and thus how solutions drafted in this committee must
contain a degree of flexibility for communities to adapt to their specific circumstances.

In the face of the diversity and complexity of adversities faced by Indigenous Peoples
throughout the world, it is essential that delegates address the implementation of rights, as well
as relevant legal issues for solving disputes between Indigenous Communities and relevant
actors. This committee should seek to understand, promote, and implement the rights of
Indigenous Peoples on an international and sub-national level. The UNDRIP has undoubtedly
impacted the ways in which Indigenous rights are conceived and implemented today. However,
the document’s lack of enforceability greatly limits its ability to protect the outlined rights. In
working to protect these rights further, it is imperative that delegates determine how countries
can implement policies that best protect Indigenous people’s ways of life. Thus, venues for
self-determination such as secession may provide greater opportunities for Indigenous
communities to assert sovereignty. Such tools seem almost essential in the promotion,
perpetuation, and maintenance of the collective rights of Indigenous Peoples. However, many
alternative options must be explored to resolve this fundamentally multifaceted issue.

Sub-Topic 3: Indigenous Women

Indigenous women play a pivotal role in the survival and development of their
communities as many act as community leaders, advocates, and representatives to international

7 https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/IndigenousPeoplesHousingen.pdf.
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forums. Despite the efforts of these women, there exists significant disparities between their
societal status and the ways in which they are treated, as compared to their Indigenous male
counterparts. Women have often been disproportionately affected by the mistreatment of
Indigenous communities at both domestic and international levels. These disparities not only go
against the principles outlined in SDGs 5 and 10, but they often result in dangerous situations
and conditions for these women. The constant discrimination and mistreatment of Indigenous
women in society is an especially prevalent issue for this committee to examine.

Indigenous women are often victims of poverty, illiteracy, insufficient health care, human
trafficking, land deprivation, and violence. However, these women continue to advocate for8

their communities with many Indigenous women playing a particularly active role in the United
Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII). The UNPFII was officially activated
in 2001 to discuss the struggles of Indigenous communities, especially those of the women
within them. Since its first session, the UNPFII has created a specific caucus for Indigenous
Women, where the aforementioned are given the platform to speak of their personal experiences
and advocate for policy changes that can remedy these issues. Notably, the theme of UNPFII’s
Third Session, held in 2004, was centered around Indigenous Women. The forum has since
adopted more than 150 recommendations aiming to directly improve social, political, and
economic conditions for Indigenous women. These recommendations address a variety of issues,
including education, culture, health, human rights, environment and development, conflict, and
political participation. Throughout this committee, delegates must consider how the policies they
advocate for will affect not only Indigenous Peoples, but specifically Indigenous women.
Additionally, it will be important for delegates to consider how to best promote equity and justice
within this community, and keep in mind the intersectionality of these issues.

Possible Solutions

8 https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/BriefingNote1_GREY.pdf.
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When looking towards possible solutions to be adopted by this committee, it is of the
utmost importance to ensure that the needs of the Indigenous Peoples are taken into account
through inclusive discussions and collaborative measures. This committee could consider the
development of an oversight committee, as an example, to keep governments accountable to the
commitments they make to Indigenous communities, both on an international and domestic level.
At the same time, delegates should consider ways to allow for the fostering of cultural
understandings between Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities, and the establishment of
positive connections between these groups. There should also be an emphasis placed on ensuring
the guarantee of the rights of Indigenous Peoples, including their rights to housing,
self-determination, land, and inclusion in decision making processes. Member States should also
consider ways to make up for the long history of systemic oppression and marginalization of
Indigenous Peoples as they look toward building a positive future for the international
community.
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Questions to Consider & Further Reading

Questions to Consider

1. What can the international community and national governments do to ensure quality
housing options for Indigenous Peoples?

2. How can this committee work towards closing the wealth gap between Indigenous and
non-Indigenous communities?

3. What can the international community do to better enforce current agreements on
self-determination and sovereignty? Do new treaties/standards need to be created?

4. How can this body work to combat problems faced by Indigenous women globally?
5. What can this committee do to ensure land security for Indigenous women? How might

these policies be best enforced?

Further Reading

● United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs Indigenous Peoples: this site
covers a variety of topics related to Indigenous issues and should be used in early
research to further develop context for the problem.
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● Amnesty International Indigenous Peoples: Amnesty International’s overview of
Indigenous Peoples may be used for reviewing relevant case studies as well as
understanding the issue from an international law perspective.

● The World Bank Understanding Poverty Overview: Indigenous Peoples: this site is
helpful for understanding Indigenous issues from an economic standpoint, especially
related to economic and housing development.

● UN Women Indigenous Women’s Rights and Activism: this site provides an overview of
the efforts and initiatives of many Indigenous women activists.

● Australian Government Indigenous Housing Overview: this site provides an interesting
case study in a national government’s efforts towards increasing housing opportunities
for Indigenous communities.
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