Plenary Session, Monday 11 April 2005 (AM)

Item 15: Indigenous issues

Mr. Rodolfo Stavenhagen, Special Rapporteur on human rights and fundamental freedoms of indigenous people, talked mostly about education. According to him, education is an essential tool for indigenous people to avoid exclusion and discrimination, and to exert ones other rights. He mentioned that educational services’ quality for indigenous people is always inferior, and stressed the importance of improving the quality, respecting cultural diversity and mother languages, as well as allocating enough money for that. He explained that the model of intercultural and bilingual education is much better than a model of assimilation, and that countries need support in professional training. He also mentioned that in spite of legislative measures and institutional reforms, there is often a gap between these measures and reality. Then he explained the situation in the countries he visited this year. Concerning Colombia, he emphasized that Amazonian populations tend to disappear and face some severe problems. He stressed that young boys are engaged in armed groups, while girls are raped. Concerning the situation in Canada, he brought up  that well-being indicators, such as the infantile mortality rate of indigenous people, are always inferior as the national average. 

The representative of Canada answered that the government is doing efforts to improve the situation, and is enhancing programs, such as the youth indigenous suicide prevention program.

Members

The representative of Australia agreed with the fact that indigenous people were disadvantaged in health, and in other socio-economic fields. But he stressed the progresses made on this issue, for example the improvement of school access or the fall of infant mortality rate. Even if it’s a slow process, he said, the gap between indigenous people and the other is becoming smaller. 

The representative of Norway welcomes the report of Mr. Stavenhagen, and the importance attached to education in it. He considered that education is a fundamental rights which helps to avoid poverty. He added that it was necessary to prepare children with the adult life and that they have a cultural indigenous education. 

Mexico also stressed the differences between indigenous people and the others, specially in access to education.  

The Russian Federation emphasized that indigenous children have the right to have an education in their mother language.

Germany mentioned that access to education is a fundamental right, and stressed the importance to avoid discrimination in that field. 

Observers

The World Health Organisation stressed the bad health conditions of indigenous people, and the high infant mortality rate within this social group. 

