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Introduction 

Although there isn’t a concrete definition of the indigenous peoples by the UN or any 

other UN body, according to the common definition, indigenous populations are the 

descendants of those who inhabited a country or a geographical region at the time where 

people with different ethnic origins have arrived. Through conquest, occupation and 

settlement; the new arrivals became dominant and assertive over the natives, indigenous 

peoples. It is being estimated that "there are more than 370 million indigenous people spread 

across the world from the Arctic to the South Pacific, speaking more than 4,000 languages." 

("Issues | Cultural Survival.")Practicing unique traditions, indigenous peoples retain social, 

cultural, economic and political characteristics that are distinct from those of the dominant 

societies in which they live. Lakota in the USA, the Mayas in Guatemala, the Aymaras in 

Bolivia, the Inuit and Aleutians of the circumpolar region, the Saami of Northern Europe, the 

Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders of Australia and the Maori of New Zealand are 

archetypes of indigenous peoples. As all of the indigenous cultures are unique to themselves, 

indigenous peoples represent the greater part of the world’s cultural diversity. 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights affirms the inherent dignity, equality, and 

inalienable rights of all members of the human family. Indigenous people are people defined 

in international or national legislation as having a set of specific rights based on their historical 

ties to a particular territory. The rights of all members of indigenous populations are being 

fully protected by the universal declaration of human rights. Sadly, a significant portion of the 

indigenous peoples continue to be confronted with marginalization, extreme poverty and other 

human rights violations. Sexual victimization of indigenous peoples is also the results of 

serious act of discrimination and exclusion, which they are being exposed to. “Sexual 

violence against Indigenous women today is informed and conditioned by this legacy of 

widespread and egregious human rights abuses” (Amnesty International). Supporting them in 

addressing the multiple challenges they face is a vital step in restoring humanity and human 

values. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Aboriginals: The condition of "being the first or earliest known of its kind present in a region" 

is called aboriginals. (Webster, Noah. New Collegiate Dictionary.) 

Aborigines: "Member of the original people to inhabit an area especially as contrasted with 

an invading or colonizing people." is referred as an aborigines. Another common definition of 

the term aborigines is a "member of any of the indigenous peoples of Australia." (Webster, 

http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html


Noah. New Collegiate Dictionary.) 

Self-Identification: Self-identity refers to the global understanding a person has of 

themselves and it is mainly composed of relatively permanent self-assessments. For this 

situation, it is important to understand that self-identity is not restricted to the present as it 

also includes past selves and future selves. Self-identification is the "identification of oneself 

with another person or a thing."("Collins Dictionary") As for the indigenous people, self-

identification and acceptance by the group is an essential component of indigenous 

peoples’ sense of identity.  

Ethno Linguistics: Ethno linguistics is "a study of the relations between linguistic and 

nonlinguistic cultural behavior" (Webster, Noah. New Collegiate Dictionary.) 

Indigenous: The dictionary definition for indigenous is "produced, growing, living, or 

occurring naturally in a particular region or environment"(Webster, Noah. New Collegiate 

Dictionary.) 

 

General Overview 

The Ambiguity in Definition: 

The rights as well as the socio-economic and political conditions of the indigenous people, 

comprising an unevenly distributed global population of about 250 - 350 million worldwide 

have been one of the key issues of global diplomacy for decades. The reason why this issue 

remains to be one of the key agenda items for human rights issues is not solely due to the 

unsuccessful attempts for a possible solution initiated by Member States; instead, the 

ambiguity when it comes to defining the term “indigenous”, despite the term’s common use in 

today’s politics, disables politicians from having a clearly defined population to observe, 

examine and then contact with for any socio-economic or political action deemed to be taken 

consequent of the observed problems.  

Despite this ambiguity though, in order to provide the delegates with a clear understanding on 

the issue, the common set of characteristics accepted to be adopted by all indigenous 

populations globally in Forum-Asia (2010) provides a fundamental socio-demographic ground 

upon which the delegates’ understanding can be initiated. According to this forum, the 

indigenous people hold the following characteristics: 

 

1. “They have their own separate language, culture, customary laws, and social and 

political institutions that are highly distinct from those of the main ethno-linguistics 

groups in the country”. (“Socio-economic Situation of the Indigenous People in the 

Chittagong Hill Tracts of Bangladesh”, 2) 

2. They have self-identification: They are the “aborigines” and “natives” of the place they 

are settling. 

3. The ethno-linguistic majority in their country of origin does not only consist from them, 

which ultimately results in the failure of their active holding of the economic or political 



power. 

 

Compared to the population of the ethno-linguistic majority in their country of origin, their 

smaller-sized populations, which lack the socio-economic power to compensate them being 

the minority, also disables their effective political representation to voice out their concerns 

and problems on national and global platforms. 

Despite the global community’s emphasis on the necessity of socio-cultural diversity as a 

precondition for uncorrupted democracy and political systems, the socio-demographic 

uniqueness of indigenous people is generally considered a ground upon which socio-

demographic exclusion and ostracizing is excused. Their geographical isolation, referring to 

their distanced areas of settlement very far away from the primary and service-oriented 

institutions and facilities, result in their deprivation of basic human services and socio-

economic integration. This deprivation, ranging from the provision of basic health services 

including prenatal care to proper education and growing businesses, not only results in high 

poverty, illiteracy and infant mortality rates among indigenous people, but also obligates them 

to maintain their primitive, “subsistence-oriented” production systems (heavily dependent 

upon traditional agriculture and stockbreeding), greatly lowering their success of socio-

economic integration and thus making indigenous people much more vulnerable to violation 

of human rights. 

 

Human Rights Violations: 

In their university paper “At the Risk of Being Heard: Indigenous Rights, Identity and 

Postcolonial Status”, Dean and Levi claim that indigenous people confront a wide range of 

humanitarian and socio-economic concern. This array of concerns ranges from their socio-

economic interactions with non-indigenous people and their social status among such people 

consequent of their integration to their cultural adaptation and restoration. Throughout the 

recent years, the issue of cultural adaptation of these populations were attempted to be 

solved in two extreme manners: the first method was the overall non-recognition of these 

people by the government of their host countries, which in a way made them similar to any 

ethnic/cultural minority within their community. The Bangladesh government, for instance, 

previously stated that there were “no indigenous people in Bangladesh”, which resulted in 

great anger and protests from various indigenous communities, especially the Indigenous 

Peoples of Chittagong. The second method, interpreted by New Zealand and the United 

States of America, was set as the model by many UN resolutions and declarations on the 

issue of indigenous people. Through the complete recognition of these people, the 

governments were responsible for maintaining their population socio-economically as well as 

culturally by providing the necessary facilities and/or transportation to these people. Yet the 

transmission of this method from theory to action was unsuccessful. The geographic isolation 

of these communities was a primary challenge against the provision of necessary services. 

Additionally, the over emphasis on the cultural heritage of these people disabled their social 



naturalization processes in the non-indigenous communities, increasing the incidence of 

culture/ethnicity based discrimination. 

In their article, Dean and Levi attempt to classify the violations of indigenous people’s rights in 

five main categories: “Cultural and linguistic preservation, land rights, ownership and 

exploitation of natural resources, political determination and autonomy and finally, 

environmental degradation and incursion.” (“At the Risk of Being Heard: Indigenous Rights, 

Identity and Postcolonial Status”) 

 

Treatment towards Women and Young Females: 

According to a report of Asian Indigenous Peoples Pact (2007), human rights violations 

against women among indigenous populations are much more common and have more 

severe socioeconomic consequences than the violations against men. “In many cases, 

women are abducted, forcibly married and even pressurized to convert their religion” (Report 

on Asian Indigenous Peoples Pact). The violations of these females’ basic rights are 

practiced by both indigenous and non-indigenous people. Alongside their deprivation of basic 

education and social/humanitarian services, females are also deprived of basic health care, 

nutrition and other essential needs. In addition to this socio-economic deprivation, disabling 

women from gaining socio-economic independence and recognition, the cultural pressures 

conditioning women to fulfill a certain stereotype also increases the incidence of sexual 

victimization of indigenous females. Expected to obey not to question, to serve not to object, 

to get married not to get educated, the social isolation of indigenous women remains to be a 

vitally significant humanitarian issue among these populations. 

Other than this aforementioned sexual victimization of indigenous females by the members of 

their own population, these individuals are also exposed to a broad range of discrimination by 

their non-indigenous counterparts. In a socio-economic order where the state of being a 

woman, despite her level of education and professional experience, is more than enough to 

excuse a reduced salary, the ethnic/cultural backgrounds of indigenous women make them 

much more vulnerable to such acts.  

In case of indigenous females who were able to move away from their indigenous areas of 

settlements and come to major/minor cities, financing their livings is the biggest struggle they 

are exposed to. Despite their education level and experience, these ”women tend to be 

rejected by the institutions they apply for employment 35% more than non-indigenous women 

and are paid up to 20% less than their non-indigenous female counterparts/colleagues” 

(Spinney, Angela. "FactCheck: Indigenous Women and Domestic Violence"). For some, 

these discriminative acts results in the obligation to find a supplementary job, by which "1 in 

every 19 cases results in the woman’s involvement in sex-trafficking or other sorts of 

adultery"(Lehnardt). Despite the female’s ability to earn more money, she is also exposed to 

a great variety of concerns, ranging from rape, forced sex or transmission of STDs, in which 

the woman will probably not be provided the necessary treatment for recovery by the present 

health facilities.  



The apparent wage gap and discrimination against indigenous females, combined with the 

lack of their socio-political representation and counseling sometimes also result in them being 

conditioned to be obedient in their employment. The ambiguity in recognizing the distinctive 

social identities and basic rights of these individuals act as a repressor vector by which the 

women are conditioned to go with what they are given rather than fighting for what they 

deserve. This conditioned “employee obedience” among indigenous women result in an 

increase in rape cases against these individuals by their coworkers. According to a social 

survey among the indigenous female population  of the Chittagong Hill Tracts in Bangladesh, 

working in major cities, “more than half of the females admit that they have been sexually 

assaulted in one way or the other“ (International Council for the Indigenous Peoples of 

CHT). This statistics clearly indicate that in order to eliminate the sexual victimization of 

women, the provision of proper education is simply not enough. The socio-economic 

recognition of these individuals and the facilitation of their independence as well as their 

acknowledgement of their own rights should be enhanced.  

 

Major Parties Involved and Their Views 

 

The United Nations Inter-Agency Support Group (IASG) on Indigenous Issues: “The 

Inter-Agency Support Group (IASG) on Indigenous Issues is established to support and 

promote the mission of the UN Permanent Forum on İndigenous Issues within the United 

Nations system. The main objectives of the UN Inter-agency support group are to raise 

awareness about the violations of indigenous people and carry these problems to the United 

Nations, to provide information and advice to governments and organizations, and to improve 

the cooperation between involved parties” ("Inter-Agency Support Group (IASG) For 

Indigenous Peoples"). 

 

Amnesty International: Amnesty International is a non-governmental organization that is a 

global movement of 7 million people campaigning for human rights. Amnesty International 

investigates and exposes facts and works together with governments and companies to 

ensure that they have proper policies and follow the international law. Amnesty International 

“works with Indigenous Peoples to develop urgently needed laws to protect their lands, 

cultures and livelihoods” (Amnesty International). 

The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR): The Office of the High 

Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) functions to preserve the ideals of human dignity. 

Its mandate is to promote and protect all human rights of the international community. 

OHCHR “offers leadership, work objectively, educate and take action to empower individuals 

and assist States in upholding human rights" (United Nations Human Rights Office of the High 

Commissioner). It promotes the right to development and enforces human rights across the 

United Nations System. 

 



Timeline of Events 

13 December 1985 The Fund for Indigenous Populations was established. 

8 July 2000 The United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous 

Issues (UNPFII) was established as high- level advisory 

body to the Economic and Social Council. 

2001 The Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples was appointed by the Commission on Human 

Rights. 

2007 
The Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples (EMRIP) was established by the Human Rights 

Council. 

13 September 2007 
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

(UNDRIP) was adopted by the United Nations General 

Assembly. 

 

UN Involvement 

UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII): “The United Nations Permanent 

Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) is a high- level advisory body to the Economic and 

Social Council."("UNPFII For Indigenous Peoples.")UNPFII is mandates to deal with 

indigenous issues related to economic and social development, culture, environment, 

education, health, and human rights issues. The Permanent Forum provides expert advice 

and suggestions on indigenous issues to the ECOSOC, and promotes the coordination 

among UN bodies on related to indigenous people. 

 

Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples: ”The Expert Mechanism on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples (EMRIP) was established by the Human Rights Council, the 

UN’s main human rights body (…). The Expert Mechanism provides the Human Rights 

Council with thematic advice, in the form of studies and research, on the rights of Indigenous 

peoples as directed by the Council. The Expert Mechanism may also suggest proposals to 

the Council for its consideration and approval” (”Expert Mechanism on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples"). 

Special Rapporteur Rights of Indigenous Peoples: Special Rapporteur Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples was appointed by the Commission on Human Rights in 2001. The 

Special Rapporteur is mandated to promote good practices, laws, and government programs 

to implement international standards of life for the indigenous people. The Special Rapporteur 



also reports on the overall human rights situations of indigenous people and conducts area-

specific studies to address particular issues" ("Special Rapporteur on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples"). 

The United Nations has adopted the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

(UNDRIP). With this declaration, the United Nations defines the rights of indigenous people. 

Therefore, the creation of more declarations on the issue would be redundant. Moreover, the 

United Nations has three aforementioned organs dealing with issues related to the violations 

of human rights of indigenous people. As a result, creating new positions or appointing people 

to such positions would be unnecessary.  

 

Relevant UN Documents 

State of the World’s Indigenous Peoples (SOWIP) Vol. I and II, December 2009-Report 

prepared by the Department of Economic and Social Affairs Division for Social Policy and 

Development Secretariat of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues. United Nations 

Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) requested the United Nations System 

produce such a report on the state of the world’s indigenous peoples (SOWIP). This report 

promotes awareness and outlines the situation regarding the issues which the indigenous 

people encounter in general. Poverty and well-being, culture, environment; contemporary 

education, health, human rights and emerging issues are areas which are focused throughout 

the report.  

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP)- Adopted by 

the General Assembly on 13th of  September, 2007. “UNDRIP is the most comprehensive 

international instrument on the rights of indigenous peoples. It establishes a universal 

framework of minimum standards for the survival, dignity and well-being of the indigenous 

peoples of the world and it elaborates on existing human rights standards and fundamental 

freedoms as they apply to the specific situation of indigenous peoples ”1.  
Breaking the Silence on Violence against Indigenous Girls, Adolescents and Young 

Women, May 2013 is a“ call to action based on an overview of existing evidence from Africa, 

Asia Pacific and Latin America.“  
United Nations Economic and Social Council E/C.19/2015/2 Permanent Forum on Indigenous 

Issues Fourteenth session New York, 20 April-1 May 2015 Item 8 of the provisional agenda- 

Twenty-year review of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and beyond: a 

framework to advance indigenous women’s issues. “ The present report provides an 

overview of the achievements made by indigenous women since the adoption of the Beijing 

Declaration and Platform for Action in 1995, at both the national and international levels. In 

particular, the report highlights relevant activities included in the national review reports of 

Member States for the fifty-ninth session of the Commission of the Status of Women in 2015.“ 

(Twenty-Year Review of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and Beyond: A 

Framework to Advance Indigenous Women’s Issues.) 



Treaties and Events 

 

Commission on the Status of Women and the Empowerment of Indigenous Women: 

The commission on the Status of Women will take place at the United Nations Headquarters 

in New York from 13 to 24 March 2017. The focus area,emerging issue of the commission, is 

identified as the empowerment of indigenous women.  
 

Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 

For the past two decades indigenous women have been actively engaged in global 

women’s movement to assert indigenous peoples’ rights with a special emphasis on the 

disregarded women’s rights. Notable achievements were made as a result of these 

movements including the Convention for the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination Against 

Women and The Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment and Eradication 

of Violence against Women. Indigenous women have established local, national and 

international networks to expedite the process and to increase the overall support. “Currently 

in Asia, Africa and the Americas, there are regional networks of indigenous women that have 

lobbied governmental and other bodies to draw attention to their diverse situations and to the 

issues they wish to have addressed“2. On an international level indigenous women have 

participated to numerous platforms including the Fourth World Conference on Women which 

was held in 1995 at Beijing. 
International Indigenous Women’s Forum was established as a result of the 

determination of indigenous women, in order to “strengthen indigenous women’s networks; 

increase their participation and visibility in the international arena; and develop Indigenous 

women’s leadership capacity.“3 At the 49th Session of the Commission on the Status of 

Women (CSW) in March 2005 in New York, indigenous women proposed a resolution which 

was the first resolution to be adopted by the CSW on the topic of indigenous women. The 

resolution highlights the vitality of the rights and specific needs of indigenous women, 

regarding poverty, physical and sexual violence. This was considered a tremendous 

achievement for indigenous women.  
 

Possible Solutions 

Sexual violence against indigenous girls and women is an outcome of many factors. 

Historically non-native men sexually attacking indigenous women were the tools of conquest 

and colonization. However indigenous people are still being targeted as a result of a serious 

act of discrimination and exclusion, which they are being exposed to.  The revision of the 

judicial systems would be a major contribution to the solution process as the complexity of the 

legal requirements leads many victims to confusion and uncertainty. The root causes of the 

sexual victimization of indigenous populations which are discrimination and gender inequality 

must be thoroughly tackled. Some possible solutions which can be built on are:   



● Guaranteeing access to timely sexual assault forensic examinations which are free of 

charge to the survivors of sexual violence.  

● Integration of issues affecting indigenous girls and young women into the procedures 

of national, regional and global human rights monitoring and reporting systems.  

● Providing access to the necessary support services for the full physical and 

psychological recovery and social reintegration of indigenous women and girls who 

have faced violence, exploitation or abuse. 

● Ensuring the access of indigenous women to services such as “birth registration, 

quality education, health (including sexual and reproductive health), social welfare 

services and complaints, and reporting mechanisms.“ 

● Bringing up the voices and views of indigenous girls and women to the international 

platform in order to emphasize the severe and harsh conditions which they face.  

● Tackling the major causes of the issue, discrimination and gender inequality, in a 

legal platform. This requires taking steps to  “align national laws with the international 

standards to establish legal guarantees on the prohibition of violence. “ 

● “Intensifying community action and mobilization through legal awareness 

by increasing access of indigenous communities to the media. “ 

● Promoting indigenous people access to justice which the victims can freely seek 

redress, compensation and protection from violence. “A package of reforms which 

includes legal aid, witness protection, interpretation of proceedings and procedures in 

appropriate languages should be pursued.“ 

● Creating a supportive environment in the society for indigenous women to discuss 

issues of violence.  

● Governments must implement series of “ legal and policy reforms, action plans and 

strategies to ensure that institutions across relevant sectors such as justice, health, 

education and social welfare possess the relevant capacity to effectively implement 

reforms in a coordinated manner.“  
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