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Mr/Madam Chairperson, Honourable delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen
Good morning.  
First and foremost, I would like to thank the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues for your invitation to address this gathering and your continued collaboration with UNFPA.   I am thankful to all of you for focusing in particular this year on Asia and the Pacific region, home of 60% of the world’s population and 70% of the world’s indigenous populations
. It is my honor to speak before all of you today on this matter.
Our mission at UNFPA is to promote the right of every woman, man and child to enjoy a life of health and equal opportunity.  We provide support to countries in using population data for policies and programmes to reduce poverty and to ensure that every pregnancy is wanted, every birth is safe, every young person is free of HIV/AIDS, and every girl and woman is treated with dignity and respect.

The issues of Indigenous Peoples, called by any name, ethnic peoples, tribals, are terms that have been around with us pre-dating the inception of the United Nations. At the heart of the challenge we all face is how to break down barriers of communication and perceptions of injustice, rejection and reconciliation on both sides of the divide. How to make possible opportunities of restoring human dignity, empowerment to maintain ones identity and yet participate in the promise of a better political and economic life.  

There is growing evidence that in Asia and the Pacific region, as in other parts of the world, indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities often bear the greatest burden of poverty.  This implies that indigenous populations, particularly women, are isolated not just economically but politically and culturally.  For us at UNFPA and in the Asia and the Pacific Region in particular, our concern is to ensure that these communities, who do not have access to reproductive health services; screening for HIV/AIDs and Sexually Transmitted Diseases; or protection from Gender Based Violence are included in the broader investment programmes of their respective Governments and the International Donor Community. 
I am sure you will agree with me that it will take more than just rhetoric and statements to reverse this neglect.  In many instances, experience shows, that perspectives, motives and actions by governments are often attenuated by sheer frustration of not being able to reach communities. In defense of many governments, it isn’t because they do not try! The frustration often, simply has to do with badly planned assumptions and stereotypes of indigenous and or ethnic communities, resulting in textbook mistakes in attempts to help.
Allow me to elaborate: Indigenous peoples’ realities are often informed by their historic memory of exclusion and disempowerment at many different levels. Efforts at help planned and designed in the heart of central ministries are often met with hostility and indifference by local communities. What is at play is the cycle of mistrust that is continually fed with bad plans and recurring accusations by governments of bad faith on part of communities, resulting ultimately in neglect and marginalization of many communities. Some governments have finally concluded that it requires more than just good intentions and plans, to engage and overcome the fear and hostility of indigenous peoples and communities. We in UNFPA welcome this development and see it as an important break in the thinking, methodology and philosophical approach of many governments.

Let me mention a few examples in our region where we are working with governments and communities to address small but important beginnings.
In Bangladesh, where indigenous and tribal peoples number only around 1 per cent of the total population in Bangladesh; the ethnic majority, Bengalis, constitute 98 per cent. In a country already hard hit by poverty, Bangladesh’s indigenous peoples often find themselves among the poorest of the poor. They face discrimination in education, employment and civil rights. Decades of violence between indigenous-led insurgencies and government security forces in the Chittagong Hill Tracts region of Bangladesh aggravated social tensions and led to serious human and civil rights abuses against both, members of indigenous communities and the population at large. The impact of these problems persists today despite the signing of a peace accord nearly ten years ago.

There is a realization that women in these communities are instrumental in brokering and contributing in a significant manner to the development of their communities both in terms of lessening tensions; but importantly opening new possibilities for participation in economic activities as means of further empowering themselves and their communities. Women are often at the center of indigenous families. Their empowerment is essential for the well-being of their families, and in turn, their communities. 

Within a Joint UN Initiative with UNDP, UNICEF- Comprehensive Community Development Programme with focus on human rights, health and nutrition, livelihood and education, UNFPA supports quality RH services and behaviour change communication activities. The overall indigenous peoples covered by the initiative in Chittagong Hill Tracts region is about 1 million people, of which, approximately 30% are women of reproductive age.

Cambodia, which has comparatively the smallest indigenous minority population, both in relative and absolute terms, compared to its Southeast neighbors, estimated in their 1998 Census that 101,000 people or 0.9% belong to indigenous groups.
  UNFPA has been working closely with the government to help in developing legislation to recognize ethnic communities. A Highland Peoples Development Policy was drafted in 1997, but has not yet been adopted. The decentralization process, to which the government is committed to, has become the focal point of most ongoing activities of relevance to indigenous peoples. In Cambodia there are factors that limit indigenous peoples’ capacity to take an active role in decision-making through the local commune councils.  These include limited access to services, programs and lack of recognition and representation.  For example there is only one small indigenous organization in Cambodia – the Khmer Loeu Association in Ratanakiri.
There is a potential for the new decentralized governance structures to form the basis for strategic interventions for policy development and capacity-building. However, there is a distinct disconnect between the needs at the grassroots level, and developments at the national/policy level, and there are no structures in place whereby indigenous representatives can influence policy making and implementation. There is thus a pressing need to build capacity and facilitate consultative and participatory procedures between the local, the provincial, and the national levels, based on the principles of ensuring prior, informed, culturally appropriate and representative consultation with the peoples concerned. 

To foster greater participation of indigenous peoples in programming and policy development the in Cambodia has initiated a consultative forum with indigenous people to identify critical issues and gaps related to their right and needs for sexual/reproductive health, population and gender equity.  
UNFPA in Cambodia participates in the interagency network on addressing indigenous people’s issues.

In India, the 2001 census states that over 84 million persons were classified as indigenous peoples, corresponding to 8.2% of the total population.

The majority of the indigenous and tribal peoples live in an almost contiguous belt stretching from Gujarat in the west to the seven states in the north-east, with the highest concentration in the central region, where more than 50% of the tribal people live. The highest ethnic diversity among the indigenous and tribal population is in the north-eastern region, where 220 distinct groups have been identified. They comprise approximately 12% of the total indigenous population of India. 

A 1991 census showed that 52.17% of the indigenous peoples in India live below the poverty line.   This dismal situation is reflected in the health and nutritional status of tribal villagers. Especially where access to forest products to supplement their diet and to provide additional cash income is no longer possible – either because the forests have been destroyed or their rights of access are being denied – under-nourishment and malnutrition is widespread.
  
The Constitution of India provides specific measures for the protection and promotion of the social and economic interests of the Scheduled Tribes (STs). These include reservation of seats in the legislature, educational institutions, services and posts, a tribal development program and provisions for autonomy.

UNFPA CO in India, among others, has been providing technical assistance to the State Government of Madhya Pradesh to focus on health needs of indigenous peoples, particularly safe motherhood and child health.  In Rajasthan, together with the local government, we are addressing indigenous women’s vulnerability to HIV/AIDS using community based approaches including media and interpersonal communication at village level.

In Pakistan, despite successive governments attempt at addressing the condition of religious, national minorities, women, tribal groups and indigenous peoples, it has met with recurring challenges. They include competition for resources and jobs by members of other ethnic majorities who share land and resources with these groups in the four provinces of Pakistan. This intense competition for resources inevitably leads to sectarian competition and at times violence. 

The vulnerability of tribal groups and indigenous peoples is increased when development is imposed on them with limited consultation. Though the recent programme of the government has devolved the planning process to local administrative units, it may be too early to evaluate their impact on the local population and minorities. In Pakistan, a robust civil society movement and local NGOs in collaboration with some local government units have developed many firsts. However, much needs to be done. The disproportionate control of resources by the few is often cited by experts, as the chronic source of tension between marginalized communities and those who controls both political and economic influence. Commercial logging, the construction of big dams and corporate agricultural farming threaten tribal and indigenous peoples with loss of their rights over natural resources and thus further marginalization. The increasing role of international financial institutions further weakens the ability of tribal and indigenous peoples to influence decision-making processes. 

A multi-agency initiative for health and nutrition in Baluchistan is under negotiation with the Federal Government as well as the Provincial Government. So far UNFPA does not have any specific programmes for indigenous peoples; however, interventions are through regular activities attended by tribal women, such as mobile service units dispensing primary and reproductive health care, maternal care facilities, and fistula repair centers.

In the Philippines, the government has identified 110 groups; indigenous peoples are estimated to be between 10-15% of national total population (or 7 to 15 million).  The government has put in place the Indigenous Peoples Rights Act (IPRA) in 1997, which sought to alleviate the plight of these communities by restoring their rights over their ancestral lands and domains, including the right for self-governance and empowerment.  This also led to the creation of the National Commission on Indigenous Peoples (NCIP) as “the primary government agency for the formulation and implementation of policies, plans and programs to promote and protect the rights and well-being of the indigenous peoples and their ancestral domains as well as their rights thereto.”   There is a continuing involvement of NCIP as a partner agency in the implementation of Global Fund programs in the reduction of Tuberculosis, Malaria and HIV/AIDs cases, in which the indigenous peoples were the primary beneficiaries.

While this has certainly been a positive move, challenges remain in its implementation years after its enactment.

In the Philippines, UNFPA has a specific project that covers the provinces of Ifugao, Mountain Province and Sultan Kudarat.  Here, income generating initiatives are envisioned to contribute to increasing the demand and utilization of RH services.  The project will be institutionalized and sustained by the local government partners and by the organized groups of indigenous peoples in the communities.  This illustrates how investing resources can build capacities of community-based Indigenous Peoples organizations.

SPECIFIC CHALLENGES TO THE WORK OF UNFPA
A fundamental challenge for our work in UNFPA and governments is the unavailability of verifiable data. Varying estimates of Indigenous people’s population in many countries are often inconsistent and/or unreliable. A greater effort needs to be mounted to properly assess such information in order to do better planning at the national level.
At the cultural level, it is definitely a great challenge for UNFPA to strike a balance between respect for indigenous cultures and mainstream reproductive health and gender equality.  In our support to countries, the entry point is on identification, prevention and mitigation of factors such as harmful beliefs and practices, as well as promoting positive health seeking behaviour.  It is critical that high quality reproductive health information and services are provided in a culturally sensitive, accessible and equitable manner.   UNFPA is committed to working on more effective approaches to reach and address the specific needs and rights of indigenous peoples.

Another important challenge in our region is to ensure national counterparts dedicate more resources to minority populations. We certainly encourage finding locally grown solutions to ensure ownership and sustainability of development results.  While we recognize that efforts have been made by governments, in a number of countries, to address these issues, much more needs to be done. I am sure that we, the UN and our partners, can work together to do more. 

THE WAY FORWARD

Mr. Chairman, allow me to say that nothing is foreordained: we can and must overcome the challenges we face. People are not only products of their cultures, but also active actors who can contribute to changing their world;  when attitudes and beliefs are respected, clients and partners can contribute to the well-being of their communities and ensure their rights and dignity.
Finally, I would like to express our appreciation to the Executive Secretariat and the five members of the Permanent Forum including the chairperson, who will be at UNFPA headquarters on the 29th of May.  This would allow another opportunity to discuss how UNFPA can contribute further to uplift the lives and human rights of indigenous peoples.

Together with my colleagues at UNFPA, I look forward to continuing to work with all of you, our partners, to improve our work in the Asia and the Pacific region and throughout the world.

Thank you.
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