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Executive Summary  
 
Across the globe and across time, one of the most egregious historical dynamics has been the 
consistent denial of basic rights for indigenous peoples. While the context and specific forms 
such dynamics take vary immensely according to distinct national and local contexts, the basic 
problems do not. An important international acknowledgement of this sad history came on 
September 13, 2007, when the UN General Assembly adopted the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. While the adoption of the UN Declaration is an important first 
step, the challenge of respecting the rights of indigenous peoples is a complex one. This 
conference brought together indigenous people from Africa, Latin America and North America, 
as well as key actors from both the national and international levels to discuss this challenge. It is 
envisioned as the start of a process that will facilitate a better understanding of the complexity 
that exists in addressing the problems of poverty, exclusion and victimization that are confronted 
by so many indigenous peoples.  
 
A number of cross-cutting themes were raised by presenters and participants at the conference. 
The first of these was the need for holistic, multi-disciplinary solutions to complex problems. 
Again and again, presenters emphasized that the problems of poverty, health, education and 
political exclusion are interlinked. Many presenters also emphasized that education has a 
particularly crucial role to play. Education was cast as a route out of poverty, a way of drastically 
improving health outcomes, and a way of giving indigenous peoples the knowledge and 
confidence necessary to participate effectively in political life. Yet it was acknowledged that even 
the best designed educational programs and policies are doomed to failure unless the issues of 
poverty, health and political exclusion are addressed simultaneously. This may seem an 
impossible task. Yet, while it is daunting, many presenters noted stories of success, suggesting 
that holistic, multidisciplinary solutions are within our reach.  
 
A second theme raised during the conference was the need to build better bridges between 
researchers, policy makers, practitioners and advocates. Great emphasis was placed on the need 
to make better use of existing research rather than to simply undertake more research. The 
conference also highlighted the different roles that research can play. At the community level, 
research plays a critical role in supporting the right of free, prior and informed consent. At the 
national level, research can shed light on how policy might be made more effective. It can also 
help both indigenous and non-indigenous communities to develop better understandings of each 
other and to identify the common ground and common goals that facilitate true cooperation. At 
the international level, research can inform debate and support the operation of bodies such as the 
United Nations Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.  
 
The third theme to dominate the conference was the importance of international forums in 
meeting the challenge of respecting indigenous peoples' rights. Presenters emphasized that 
international forums provide an essential platform from which indigenous peoples can advocate 
for change at the national level. They are particularly valuable in light of the very different 
political contexts that confront some indigenous peoples. For communities confronted by a lack 
of democracy at the national level, or by a refusal to recognize their indigenous identities, 
international bodies provide a forum in which they can articulate and defend their rights. 
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The conference comprised two components. The first was a public component, spread over 
November 17 and 18. A synopsis of the presentations from this public component is set out 
below. The second component of the conference was a smaller working group held on November 
19. While space constraints limited the size of the workshop, an account of the key themes and 
issues discussed by its participants is also set out below in the hope that this will prove useful to 
other policy makers, practitioners and advocates working to promote the rights of indigenous 
peoples.  
 
Special thanks are due to Mary Shem, Janine Metalic and Elma Moses, who performed 
traditional welcoming ceremonies and prayers at the conference.  
 
The Institute for the Study of International Development gratefully acknowledges that this 
conference was made possible in part by generous funding from the Government of Canada’s 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development and the United Nations Population 
Fund as well as by other support from the United Nations Development Program and the 
Indigenous Peoples of Africa Coordinating Committee. 
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Thursday, November 17: Setting the Stage  
 

Welcome  
 
Prof. Christopher Manfredi, Dean, Faculty of Arts, McGill University  
 
This conference reflects two important aspects of ISID's mandate: internationalization and 
interdisciplinary approaches. The challenge of respecting indigenous peoples' rights is 
increasingly an international challenge. It is also a challenge that needs to be met by 
interdisciplinary approaches.  
 
Prof. Philip Oxhorn, ISID Founding Director, McGill University  
 
This conference provides an opportunity to pursue two important goals. The first of these is to 
establish a dynamic dialogue between academics, policy makers and practitioners working in the 
field of indigenous rights. The second is to establish a platform for comparing successes and 
shortcomings so that we can develop more effective approaches for the future.  
 

 
Achievements and Pending Challenges after the Passage of the United Nations Declaration on 

the Rights of Indigenous Peoples  
 
Tarcila Rivera, World Forum of Indigenous Women, IIWF  
 
Indigenous women have a critical role to play in meeting the challenge of respecting indigenous 
peoples' rights. There has been a gradual but significant increase in the involvement of 
indigenous women in this area, in part because of the increasing internationalization of 
indigenous rights. The UN is an important forum, providing a space in which indigenous women 
(and men) have become global citizens. It has allowed indigenous peoples, and women in 
particular, to identify shared dreams as well as shared obstacles to the realization of those dreams. 
International forums, such as the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, have provided 
indigenous peoples with recognition and an international platform from which they can advocate 
for change at the domestic level. The 2007 UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
represents a significant landmark. While it has already led to some changes, implementation 
remains a substantial challenge. A guiding principle should be that governments and indigenous 
communities would enter into the process of implementation as equals.  
 
In meeting the challenge of respecting the rights of indigenous peoples the role of information is 
critical. Indigenous groups face some difficult decisions, which they will only be able to make 
when they have good information about how their decisions will affect future generations. In 
many cases this information is lacking, undermining the process of free, prior and informed 
consent. Universities and researchers can play an important role in strengthening this process. 
Building bridges between academics and indigenous communities will support greater, more 
effective political participation by indigenous peoples. Politicians have advisors, so too should 
indigenous groups.  
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Hassan Idbalkassm, former member of the United Nations Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Issues for Africa 
 
The challenge of respecting indigenous peoples' rights in Africa is heavily influenced by the 
political context. The lack of democracy and the centralization of political power in African states 
have led to significant delays in the recognition of human rights generally, and the rights of 
indigenous people in particular. Africa's history of colonialism and the primacy given to state 
consolidation in the post-colonial era have also contributed to a reluctance to recognize 
indigenous rights. Many Africa governments refuse to recognize the existence of indigenous 
peoples, insisting that all Africans are indigenous.  
 
The adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples provides a number of 
opportunities but also many challenges of implementation. The right of self-determination 
represents a substantial challenge to African governments because it requires some form of 
power-sharing. Dialogue has been constrained by the fact that governments have been reluctant to 
recognize the representatives of indigenous peoples and the rights of indigenous communities 
over land. In many cases, this has been influenced by governments' interests in maintaining 
control over natural resources. Education also remains a significant challenge. Indigenous 
peoples have a right to education that respects and integrates their language and culture. This 
requires much more than a symbolic recognition of rights.  
 
The events of the Arab Spring are very important for indigenous rights in North Africa. Many 
indigenous youth have participated in the liberation movements and some of their traditional 
symbols have become symbols used against dictators. The changes currently taking place in 
North Africa may provide an opportunity for greater recognition of, and political participation by, 
indigenous peoples.  
 
Robert Watts, Vice President and Senior Partner, First Peoples Group  
 
In respecting the rights of indigenous peoples' there have been failures on both sides. If the 
implementation of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples is to be successful, 
indigenous peoples must "unlearn" some things. In particular, they must reject the belief that they 
are not capable and are not able to affect change. Education of both indigenous and non-
indigenous communities is critical if the UN Declaration is to be successfully implemented. 
Education will reduce the tendency to make unsupported assumptions about what each group 
wants. Such assumptions are a significant barrier to dialogue.  
 
The right to self-determination is central to many other rights. While it offers the possibility of 
substantial change, the extent and nature of that change depends on the amount of effort that is 
invested. Investment in indigenous communities would have substantial economic benefits for 
societies as a whole. Similarly, the right to free, prior and informed consent offers both promise 
and pitfalls. If the indigenous community is not educated, then the extent to which their consent 
is informed is questionable. One of the most valuable contributions of the UN Declaration is that 
it provides a framework for engagement and negotiation. Indigenous communities are already 
starting to articulate their claims in terms of the rights set out in the UN Declaration.  
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The academic world can contribute to the implementation of the UN Declaration by influencing 
what is taught in schools and universities. It can help to reshape public opinion and ensure that 
the non-indigenous community is better informed. Above all, it can help indigenous and non-
indigenous communities to recognize that they have common goals.  
 
Kenneth Deer, Secretary of the Mohawk Nation at Kahnawake  
 
Governments frequently emphasize the aspirational, non-binding nature of the UN Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. This overlooks the fact that many of the rights included in the 
UN Declaration can be found in a binding form elsewhere, even the right to self-determination. 
The UN Declaration simply tries to recognise that these broader human rights are also owed to 
indigenous peoples.  
 
The UN Declaration has been resisted because it is perceived as a threat to the status quo. What is 
good for indigenous people is assumed to be bad for the rest of a society. This assumption reflects 
underlying, unrecognised racism in society. The UN Declaration is an important tool for 
addressing racism and the mistaken assumption that respecting the rights of indigenous peoples 
represents a cost, rather than a benefit, to other groups in society.  
 
Discussion 
 
Discussion raised the issue of racism, with participants noting that racism is often is perceived as 
a problem that exists elsewhere. Racism is very easily institutionalized, and the racist dimension 
of indigenous issues is often overlooked or denied. Discussion also addressed the practical impact 
of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Participants noted that while the UN 
Declaration did not create new rights, it has facilitated the recognition of existing ones. While 
some countries have adopted domestic versions of the UN Declaration, they tend not to give full 
force to all of the rights, particularly the right to self-determination. Nevertheless, the UN 
Declaration provides new ideas and new arguments that can be employed in legal forums.  
 
Participants noted that some of the most important effects of the UN Declaration were actually 
felt before its adoption. Getting the UN Declaration adopted required the organization, 
mobilization and socialization of indigenous communities. This left a legacy of institutional tools 
that can be used to pursue a range of goals. Indigenous communities have become better at 
articulating claims and engaging in dialogue. Speakers also noted that the UN Declaration 
provided inspiration to communities even before it was adopted. 
 
Discussion also examined the impact of globalization on indigenous rights. Participants noted 
that globalization has had both positive and negative effects on indigenous peoples. On the 
positive side, the UN Declaration represents a globalization of rights and a globalization of the 
fight for the rights of indigenous peoples. The globalization of information has also allowed 
greater publicity about breaches of human rights. However, globalization has contributed to 
undermining the rights of indigenous peoples by increasing demand for resources and land, and is 
often linked to environmental degradation.  
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Friday, November 18: The Experience on the Ground  
 

Education: Building Identity and Respect  
Chair and Discussant: Prof. Donald Taylor, McGill University  

 
Kathy Mallett and Sonia Prevost-Derbecker, CEDA, Pathways to Education Canada 
 
Education in indigenous communities remains a difficult and challenging task. Increasing 
urbanization of the indigenous population has affected educational issues. CEDA works in 
developing services for the growing urban indigenous population, aiming to provide services that 
are shaped by indigenous value systems and needs. Integrating indigenous spirituality into 
programs is critical for their success. One way of doing this is to encourage the participation of 
elders in educational support programs. A holistic approach is also important in making 
educational services effective. Poverty has both direct and indirect effects on education as it 
shapes other social issues like crime and health. Education is a route out of poverty, but given that 
poverty itself undermines education, it is not an easy route to success.  
 
One of the biggest challenges in education is the challenge of fostering a sense of self- worth in 
students and in indigenous communities more broadly. CEDA aims to teach students to advocate 
for themselves, to give them the tools they need to have a voice and solve problems. This is the 
key to sustainability and success over the longer term. Another significant challenge is the 
challenge of change at the institutional level. The aboriginal community remains severely under-
represented on school boards in Canada. This is one of the reasons why outcomes for aboriginal 
students have fallen behind. The lack of indigenous participation at this level makes it too easy 
for those in charge to attribute the under-performance of aboriginal students to a lack of 
capability on their part, rather than the failure of the system to address the needs of aboriginal 
students. Improving indigenous education requires institutions in which aboriginal voices are 
heard.  
 
Elma Moses, Mary Shem and Janine Metalic (McGill University) 
 
Indigenous students need indigenous role models. These are often lacking, in part because of the 
legacy of residential schools. Attempts to integrate aboriginal culture into education will only be 
successful if aboriginal people are given a greater voice. Even today there is a significant 
problem with the way in which aboriginal history is portrayed in mainstream history classes: 
aboriginal perspectives are missing. This perpetuates the view that aboriginal people are victims 
who are oppressed. We need to ensure that the history of aboriginal communities is taught in a 
way that accords it more importance and which values aboriginal culture and perspectives. It is 
also important that aboriginal studies is not cast as a subject which is only important for 
aboriginal students. Segregating aboriginal learning from non-aboriginal learning limits the 
opportunities for both sides to learn from each other.  
 
Many aboriginal students still live traditional lifestyles and speak aboriginal languages in their 
daily life. If education is to be effective, this must be taken into account. Students often learn 
more effectively in their native language. Students also engage better in lessons that get them 
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outside the class room. Including opportunities to be 'on the land' during lessons can improve 
education outcomes. This will be easier to achieve if the funding gap between aboriginal and non-
aboriginal education is addressed.  
 
Discussion  
 
The discussion raised a number of issues relating to the importance of culture and identity and 
how both of these issues interact with education. Participants noted that while past state policies 
have been a significant blow, aboriginal communities have resisted the loss of their languages and 
cultures.  
 
Discussion also addressed the tendency towards de-facto segregation in education. Participants 
noted that it is difficult to integrate aboriginal culture into education, and to tailor education to 
meet aboriginal needs, while avoiding segregation. Neither isolation nor assimilation is a 
solution. Presenters noted that the chances of success would be higher if we focus on improving 
co-operation and empowering aboriginal communities. This will strengthen accountability and 
lead to greater equality.  
 
 

Health: Maintaining Culturally Appropriate Healthcare  
Chair and Discussant: Prof. Tim Johns, McGill University  

 
Emmanuel Nengo, Président du Comité de Surveillance au sein de l'UNIPROBA  
 
In Africa a significant challenge is the definition and identification of indigenous peoples. While 
there is great diversity among the indigenous peoples of Africa there are also points of similarity, 
including the reluctance of their governments to recognize them as indigenous. Many indigenous 
groups have also found that their lifestyles have become difficult to sustain. Their traditional 
activities are increasingly subject to limits and regulations imposed by the state.  
 
While the context of Africa is unique, the Batwa people of Burundi face many of the same 
problems which confront indigenous communities around the world. A case in point is their 
limited access to public health services. Another problem is the unmet demand for culturally 
appropriate health care that integrates traditional knowledge and practices. As in many other 
indigenous communities, inadequate housing contributes to many health problems. High levels of 
illiteracy also make it much harder to educate communities about health issues. Consultation with 
indigenous communities is the key to solving many of these problems. Increased consultation 
will make the projects intended to benefit indigenous communities more effective as people are 
more receptive to information and initiatives that come from their own communities.  
 
While there are many challenges in respecting the rights of indigenous peoples in Africa, we 
should not forget that there are also examples of good practice. The challenge is to identify these 
good practices and to encourage their implementation elsewhere.  
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Kristyna Bishop, Inter-American Development Bank  
 
Health care is a complex problem as it is closely tied to issues of social and economic 
marginalization. This is reflected in many of the new health issues that are emerging in Latin 
America, including issues of mental health, substance abuse, and human trafficking. Further 
complicating matters are the deep historical roots of other health problems, including low levels 
of resistance to common diseases, a factor that continues to contribute to higher mortality rates in 
indigenous communities. While there have been some successes in Latin America, including 
some important improvements in maternal and infant health, there are some common mistakes 
that continue to undermine health programs in the region. Health centres often exist, but are too 
far from indigenous communities to be accessible. Those centres that do exist are frequently 
understaffed and poorly equipped. This limits the range of services that they can offer, 
discouraging their use by indigenous people for whom the time taken to travel to and from health 
centres represents a significant cost.  
 
One of the biggest challenges in providing culturally appropriate health care is the challenge of 
building better links between modern and traditional medicine. On one level this is logistical: 
both modern and traditional options should be offered in a single location. This not only leads to 
greater rates of utilization by indigenous communities, but can also make both traditional and 
modern medical services more effective. The two groups of practitioners can complement and 
support each other, rather than compete. Building better links between modern and traditional 
medicine is also a challenge at a philosophical level: while modern medicine tends to see illness 
in an isolated way, traditional approaches emphasize a holistic approach.  
 
Sonia Heckadon, United Nations Population Fund. Promoting Intercultural Health Policies, 
Protocols and Services to Improve Indigenous Women's Reproductive Health: Examples and 
Findings from Latin America  
 
Maternal and infant mortality and health problems are multi-causal. Despite the difficulties that 
this creates, programs centred on empowering women have paid substantial dividends in Latin 
America. Women have become more assertive with respect to their rights, including their rights 
to reproductive health. There is still substantial room for improvement, particularly with regard to 
the recognition and integration of indigenous conceptualizations of health. Indigenous 
conceptualizations of health are more holistic and spiritual. There is no single, “right” model for 
integrating these conceptualizations into health care. Instead, there are many different approaches 
being tried.  
 
While we can learn from previous failures and successes, each attempt at integration will need to 
be designed with local circumstances in mind. In Latin America there have been some advances 
at the legal and policy level. One example is the development of intercultural reproductive health 
“models” or “protocols.” These are informed by ideas of free, prior and informed consent, and are 
characterized by an emphasis on dialogue between conventional and traditional health 
practitioners, improved communication between health providers and patients, recognition of the 
role of traditional birth attendants, and rights to use traditional languages, equipment, foods and 
birthing positions. They are designed to remove the barriers that have previously discouraged 
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indigenous women from using health care facilities even when they are accessible and of high 
quality. An important aspect of the more effective models is that they are centred on the 
community rather than the health centre. Their success stems from the greater degree of 
involvement with the community.  
 
Connie Siedule, Director of Health, Tungasuvvingat Inuit Family Health Team. Realizing an 
Inuit Community-Based Delivery Model of Care  
 
Providing culturally appropriate health care is a challenge not only in remote areas, but also in 
urban areas. The increasing urbanization of the indigenous community means that there is 
growing demand for these services. The Tungasuvvingat Inuit Family Health Teams was 
established in three stages: documenting community needs, pilot projects and, finally, 
establishment of the family health team. In establishing the Family Health Team, building trust 
between the community and health care providers has been a critical but challenging task. In light 
of this, the role of the community case managers (who also act as interpreters) has proved critical. 
Patients often disclose information to case managers that they will not disclose to physicians.  
       
The Inuit community faces a number of challenges with respect to health care that are also faced 
by other indigenous communities. These include the existence of a large proportion of patients 
with complex health histories and the need to address the social determinants of health. Cultural 
differences, particularly differing perceptions of time, are also a challenge. They have an 
important impact on the provision of longer term care and the ability of Family Health Team to 
manage the expectations and perceptions of external health care providers.  
 
Discussion 
 
Discussion raised the issue of assessing progress. It was noted that while the challenge of 
providing culturally appropriate health care is a difficult one, there are signs of progress. There is 
increasing recognition of the multi-dimensional nature of health in indigenous communities, and 
signs that greater effort is being made to address the social determinants of health.  
 
 

Indigenous Lands, Resource Extraction and the Environment: Ensuring Fairness and Respect  
Chair and Discussant: Prof. Christa Scholtz, McGill University  

     
Dallas Smith, President of Nanwakolas Council. Learning from the Nanwakolas Experience  
 
The challenge of respecting indigenous land rights has a number of dimensions. It requires 
recognition of indigenous attitudes towards land ownership, which often see land as being 
borrowed from future generations rather than owned. There also needs to be better 
implementation of the duty to consult. Too often, consultation is reduced to a check-list rather 
than a process of dialogue and building relationships between communities, governments and the 
private sector. Indigenous communities also need to build capacity and become more pro-active, 
suggesting solutions rather than simply attempting to block projects.  
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The Nanwakolas experience of land use planning and engagement with respect to resource 
extraction highlights a number of issues of broader relevance. A critical first step for the 
Nanwakolas community was the recognition that traditional knowledge about the land had not 
been recorded or catalogued in any systematic way. This led to a traditional land-use study and 
development of a database to store such knowledge. This resource will form the basis of future 
land use plans. The Nanwakolas experience has also highlighted the fact that land-use plans are 
living documents. They do not provide all the answers, but they do provide a framework for 
interaction with those who want to use the land, as well as a process for finding answers. The 
Nanwakolas experience also demonstrates that indigenous communities can engage pro-actively 
in planning processes. Through engagement, the Nanwakolas community has built capacity, 
knowledge and linkages with NGOs. Alliances with NGOs have been critical in building pressure 
for policy change.  
 
Willie Kotiuga, SNC-Lavalin. Beyond Corporate Social Responsibility: Creating Shared 
Values  
 
SNC-Lavalin is an engineering company that bids for work from multi-national companies, 
including a number of mining companies. SNC-Lavalin has developed an approach, Creating 
Shared Values (CSV), which is distinct from the standard approach of Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR). CSV is more than corporate social responsibility: it represents a shift from 
a donor-recipient relationship to one of partnership and cooperation. This approach is more long-
term, with the goal being to facilitate changes that outlast projects. This means designing projects 
so that they build local capacities and foster local industries that are not dependent on the given 
project, such as a mine, continuing in operation.  
 
CSV and CSR also differ in terms of their motivation. CSR is generally adopted due to public 
pressure, meaning that it is seen as contrary to profit maximization. In contrast, CSV is integral to 
profit maximization. It is based on the belief that establishing a strong relationship with a local 
community is cost effective. While CSR sees local values and priorities as competing with those 
of the company, CSV recognizes that there is shared ground.  
 
CSV has a number of components. It means being honest about the number of jobs that a project 
will create, while aiming to create jobs both directly and indirectly. Job creation strategies should 
be designed to foster skills that are transferable. CSV also means dealing with local companies in 
a manner that encourages the spread of fair and transparent business practices. It means 
recognizing that local communities have a number of strengths, including incredible 
resourcefulness and problem solving skills.  
 
Joanne Freeze, CEO and Co-Founder of Candente. Indigenous Lands, Resource and the 
Environment: Ensuring Fairness and Respect  
 
The challenging of respecting indigenous rights means building mines to improve lives instead of 
damaging them. While this is technically feasible, making it a reality requires companies to 
invest in building relationships with indigenous communities. Recognition of indigenous 
communities' land tenure is an important first step, as it defines who benefits from, and who gets 
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to have input on, projects. Companies can take an active role in assisting communities to have 
their land rights registered and documented. Partnerships with NGOs provide a valuable 
mechanism for engaging with indigenous communities. NGOs have the experience in community 
development that companies tend to lack, while companies can often help NGOs with 
introductions to communities or logistical obstacles. Partnerships with NGOs can play a role in 
empowering the community to decide what it wants. This is critical, because it should be 
communities that decide whether they want to change and how they want to change.  
 
In developing mines that affect indigenous communities, it is essential to recognize that there is 
often a huge disconnect between people living in remote areas and people living in cities. In Peru, 
the proportion of mining taxes transferred to the provinces in which mines are based has 
increased. However the regional governments remain very weak, meaning that much of this 
money is not being used. This helps to explain why indigenous communities feel that mines have 
offered them no benefits. Ultimately, ensuring that indigenous communities realize the full 
benefits of mining projects requires capacity building at this level of government.  
 
Discussion 
 
Discussion raised the issue of human rights, with the participants noting that human rights need 
to be integrated into all of the approaches discussed by presenters. The issue of how culture 
interacts with mining projects was also raised. It was noted that such projects can facilitate 
cultural activities through the provision of infrastructure (such as roads) and other facilities (such 
as meeting halls). However, the protection and promotion of indigenous culture should ultimately 
be something that is the responsibility of the community rather than any outside actor.  
 
The discussion also examined the difficulty of quantifying what indigenous communities want 
from projects that develop natural resources. It was noted that this can be a problematic issue, 
particularly when consensus within a community is hard to obtain. What is accepted as a 
community's view is affected by local laws, and by the strength of the community's own decision-
making procedures. One challenging area concerns balancing conflicting rights and interests, 
particularly the rights and interests of future generations. Striking an acceptable balance requires 
a clear understanding of the long- term consequences of resource extraction projects. 
 
 

Political Participation: Autonomy without Marginalization  
Chair and Discussant: Prof. Ronald Niezen, McGill University  

 
Donald Nicholls, Director of Justice and Correctional Services, Cree Regional Authority.   
Experiences from Eeyou Istchee 
 
The experiences from Eeyou Istchee demonstrate the continuing influence of history on the 
political participation of indigenous communities. Political organization within the community 
was triggered by the need to engage with outside forces. This need prompted the community to 
elect leaders and determine what represented the community's values. The community has been 
aware of the need to present a coherent, common voice to the outside world and to be able to 
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articulate clear arguments, including arguments in the judicial setting. In the 1960s and 1970s, the 
community's negotiators were young and lacked experience, but they were able to negotiate a 
number of agreements about land use and development.  
 
The community's relationship with the state has continued to evolve through legislative change as 
well as the negotiation of new treaties. The 2002 referendum highlighted a number of issues with 
respect to the community's relationship with the government of Quebec. This prompted a new 
effort to build an effective working relationship. The Paix des Braves now provides for a standing 
liaison committee to strengthen interactions between the community and provincial governments. 
The goal of this is to reduce the use of courts as means of settling disputes by providing other 
forums for raising and resolving grievances. The agreement also aims to reduce the 
administrative burden imposed on the community by providing a central body that it can deal 
with, rather than requiring the community to establish links with every provincial government 
department.  
 
Willie Littlechild, Commissioner, Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada and 
member, UN’s Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples  
 
The challenge of achieving political participation without marginalization is perhaps better 
framed as the challenge of achieving political participation with inclusion. This focuses our 
attention on what we want to achieve, rather than merely what we want to avoid. Today, 
indigenous people are able to participate politically in a range of forums, including both 
traditional forums within their communities and forums that are external to their communities. 
UN bodies, including the UN Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, provide 
very important forums for the discussion of indigenous issues. However there is a need for this to 
influence the UN broadly, not only the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues. One task is to 
ensure that indigenous issues are not forgotten or overlooked in the UN Human Rights Council. 
The UN Expert Mechanism can also use its ability to undertake independent studies to highlight 
critical issues affecting indigenous communities around the world. The academic world can make 
a valuable contribution here: it provides the research on which the UN Expert Mechanism relies.  
 
At the heart of political participation is the right of free, prior and informed consent, as well as 
the right to self-determination. The advices developed by the UN Expert Mechanism provide 
guidance for states on how these rights can be implemented. Respect, justice and recognition are 
central. This is what political participation needs to achieve, whatever form it takes. Political 
participation with inclusion entails a rights based approach, but one that also recognises the 
existence of obligations.  
 
Job Morris, Kuru D’Kar Trust, Botswana  
 
The challenge of fostering political participation by indigenous peoples is in many ways a 
challenge of institution building. The goal for the San peoples, and for indigenous communities 
elsewhere, should be to create an organization that provides a mechanism for engaging at the 
international level. Such an organization should have a number of components. It should identify 
and reflect cultural values and integrate traditional knowledge and practices into its management.  
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Finding appropriate ways to facilitate development is a challenge for many communities, but it is 
a particular challenge for indigenous peoples. These people have often been marginalized and 
excluded in many ways. Botswana is often seen as Africa's success case, but the San people have 
not enjoyed the benefits of this success, in large part due to political exclusion. Like many 
countries in Africa, Botswana does not recognize the San as an indigenous people, preferring to 
label them as a vulnerable community or an ethnic minority. This denial of recognition is a 
significant barrier to political participation.  
 
The political participation of indigenous peoples is particularly important in relation to emerging 
global problems including climate change and food security. Increasing the political 
representation of indigenous communities is one way of helping to get their voices heard in 
debates about these issues. It also provides a way for indigenous peoples to contribute to the 
benefit of society as a whole. The traditional knowledge of indigenous communities may prove 
very valuable in addressing these new, global problems.  
 
Discussion  
 
During the discussion participants noted that presenters had raised very diverse issues. However, 
they observed that the right of self-determination is central to many of these issues. Without self-
determination, participation has little meaning. Participants noted that while the right of self-
determination remains controversial, there has been significant (albeit uneven) progress in its 
implementation.  
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Saturday, November 19: Planning Workshop  
 

Overview       
 
The planning workshop aimed to foster greater engagement between researchers, policy makers 
and practitioners. It intended to encourage greater emphasis on "research to practice" linkages. 
The challenge of respecting indigenous rights is a challenge which requires us to address 
complex problems with multidisciplinary solutions. This is the type of challenge to which the 
academic world can make the greatest contribution.  
 
Key themes identified during the workshop include:  

• The need for holistic solutions and a multidisciplinary approach.  
• The need for better research rather than simply more research.  
• The central role of education.  
• The need for cooperation between community, national and international levels.  
• The importance of political context.  

 
A brief summary of the discussion around each issue is set out below.  
 

Key themes 
 

The need for holistic solutions and a multidisciplinary approach 
 
The discussion highlighted the close links between education, health and poverty, noting that 
none of these problems can be solved in isolation. Developing holistic solutions is difficult, but 
progress is possible if we move beyond identifying barriers and obstacles, to identifying what 
works. This needs urgent attention in Canada. Indigenous communities are starting to take more 
control of education and they are implementing well designed, culturally appropriate curricula. 
Yet they face a significant risk of failing to improve education in their communities, not because 
of the design on their programs, but because of poverty and health problems.  
 
Participants noted that solutions can come from many sources, including practitioners, 
communities and industries, not simply the government. These groups need to become better at 
learning from each other. At the moment there are some exchanges between these groups, but 
those exchanges need to go past a few hours of discussion to more in depth learning. Developing 
holistic solutions and multidisciplinary approaches should also include learning from other 
contexts. While the challenge of respecting the rights of indigenous peoples is largely a domestic 
issue, similar problems can often be found in other contexts.  
 
The need for better use of existing research rather than simply more research  
 
The discussion stressed that more research is not always the answer. Research can impose a 
substantial burden on a community and should only be undertaken when there is a need for new 
information. Sometimes, there is clear evidence of what works. In these cases, the challenge is to 



The Challenge of Respecting Indigenous Peoples Rights, Montréal, November 17-19, 2011 

-16- 

integrate these findings into policies and to ensure that those policies are implemented.  
 
The central role of education  
 
Many participants stressed the centrality of education in solutions to the problems facing 
indigenous communities. It was noted that education needs to provide indigenous students with 
tools for the future. One way of doing this is for communities to work more closely with 
businesses. Business is the source of demand for skilled labour and it already has information 
about the skills required for particular jobs. Educational programs need to make better use of this 
information.  
 
Discussion also highlighted the need to address education as a collective rather than an individual 
problem. Solutions have to target communities as a whole, not just individuals. The low 
attendance rate of indigenous students must be addressed in context. Participants stressed that 
programs and policies need to address the fact that parents often have not received significant 
education, or have had very negative experiences of education. There is evidence that getting 
families to take ownership of the problem can significantly improve attendance rates. Similarly, 
training more indigenous teachers can have a substantial impact. Indigenous teachers are 
important role models who can help motivate indigenous students, demonstrating that they can be 
ambitious.  
 
The need for cooperation between community, national and international levels 
 
The adoption of the UN Declaration on the Right of Indigenous Peoples has demonstrated that 
linkages between domestic and international actors can be an important force for the promotion 
of indigenous peoples' rights. However, participants noted that for smaller, local organizations it 
can be difficult to work out how to link into national and international programs. Greater 
guidance on how to do this would be helpful.  
 
Participants noted that research can be particularly valuable at the international level. The 
mandate of the UN Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples is researched based, 
but the body lacks resources. As a result, there is an opening for the academic world to make a 
significant contribution. One under-researched area is the contribution of Truth and 
Reconciliation Commissions to reconciliation on the ground. There have not been enough 
attempts to identify what has worked in the past, and how issues like health and education can be 
linked to reconciliation.  
 
The importance of political context 
 
While there are important similarities between indigenous communities there are also important 
contextual differences. Participants noted that some indigenous communities face very different 
political circumstances, including a lack of democracy and a refusal to recognize their identities 
as indigenous peoples. Respecting the rights of these indigenous peoples requires fundamental 
changes at the state level, which is a significant hurdle. In some cases there is a complete absence 
of trust between indigenous groups and governments. This is a substantial barrier to progress.  


