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Advocating the Role of Indigenous People
in Achieving Sustainable Development Goals

Welcome Letter
Esteemed Delegates,
It is our distinct pleasure to welcome you to The European International Model
United Nations (TEIMUN) General Assembly. We are delighted that you are joining
us to debate the role of indigenous people in achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). We hope you that throughout this week, we can strike
a balance between productivity, diplomacy, and fun.
It is our sincere hope that you will depart from TEIMUN 2016 with a better
understanding of and excitement for international affairs, as well as memories of
engaging and informative debates. It is our promise to you, the delegates, that we
will work tirelessly to meet your expectations of substantive excellence. Please do
not hesitate to contact us with any questions, concerns, or suggestions regarding
any committee of the General Assembly, and we will make sure to assist you to the
best of our ability.
We look forward to meeting you all!
Your chairs,
Nariswari K. Nurjaman
Joost Kielstra
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Introduction
The following study guide will be concerned with the complex issues surrounding
the role of indigenous people in initiatives of sustainable development. Although the
United Nations has yet to adopt a formal definition of “indigenous peoples”, the
widespread opinion of the international community is that no universal definition of
the term would adequately encompass all indigenous or aboriginal populations, and
1
would inevitably be either over or underinclusive. 
According to United Nations
(UN) statistics, there are approximately 370 million indigenous people in the world,
belonging to over 5,000 different communities in 90 countries.2 For many of these
people, the land and the natural resources on which they rely are the foundation of
society, intrinsically associated with their history, culture, religious beliefs, and
economic livelihood. Because land and natural resources are so greatly valued
within these communities, indigenous people employ many environmentally
conscious practices, using a quarter of the world’s surface area, yet safeguarding
80% of the world’s remaining biodiversity.3
However, the expansion of many industries has had a negative impact on aboriginal
groups. Rising demands for natural resources, fossil fuels, and a growing market of
commodities have attracted the attention of commercial industries to indigenous
occupied areas4. During times of industrialization, plans for roads, mining contracts
and drilling operations are developed, while indigenous people are often deprived of
prior and informed consent of land seizure5 . Additionally, the traditions and
livelihoods of many indigenous populations face threats from outdated
environmental policies, which fail to protect aboriginal populations from such
loopholes exploited by developers6.
International forums on the topic of indigenous rights over the last decade have
demonstrated concern from the international community regarding the protection
and empowerment of indigenous peoples. However the creation of international
treaties and agreements has proven ineffective, as many States are hesitant to
apply operative provisions to their domestic policies7 . Because many of the
biologically preserved lands and waters are intact due to the stewardship of
indigenous communities, indigenous communities are essential partners in
employing sustainable practices, reducing risks from climate change, and mitigating
th
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the damages of natural disasters8 . However due to private interests and remaining
divisions of colonisation, the international community faces many challenges in
repairing its relationship with indigenous people and incorporating indigenous
communities into the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Historical Background
Disputes regarding development practices and dignity of indigenous people date
back to the Industrial Revolution, which led to explosions in both population and
consumerism, predominantly in Europe and North America9 . In order to satisfy the
needs of a growing population, the necessity to meet consumption demands and
mitigate a growing resource shortage became increasingly evident. For many
States, managing the rate of consumption and production meant finding,
controlling, and exploiting natural resources beyond national borders.
In order to satisfy foreign commodities, imperialist powers began to divide and lay
claims to nonwestern lands, largely in Africa, Asia, and South America. Formal
negotiations were made among western powers, dividing up unconquered lands in a
way that has been historically depicted as “civilized” by colonial powers10 . However,
the rights of indigenous populations were not protected, nor were they considered
in these negotiations. In many cases, land occupied by indigenous populations was
unwillfully seized and appropriated for the use of the present colonial powers, with
little or no compensation to the aboriginal inhabitants11 .
Along with forced relocation and displacement, aboriginal populations experienced
innumerable accounts of human rights violations. Displaced populations were often
forced to work as laborers, earning arbitrary and insignificant wages12 . Aboriginal
families were often split up and dispersed to different, commonly unknown locations
13
. Any resistance from indigenous populations was often met with force and
violence, many cases resulting in imprisonment, abuse, and death. Some figures
estimate the 15th century population of North America at approximately 10 to 12
million, however due to death by murder, disease and famine, this number was
reduced to approximately 300,000 by the 1890s14 .
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Current Situation
The negative effects of colonial occupation were not remedied with the end of
colonisation. Indigenous people have been modernly disenfranchised by means of
structural marginalization in which laws were created to accommodate State
interests and dominant corporations with financial stake15 . These racially charged
policies have resulted in discrimination, economic exploitation, and further human
rights violations towards indigenous people. Through these policies, indigenous
populations are often silenced, systemically marginalized, and kept at the lowest
echelons of society.
Figure 1: 
The Ground Truth Project.

Many
aboriginal
populations continued to
experience
resettlement,
seizure and destruction of
land and property well into
the twentieth century. For
most indigenous groups,
the concept of private
ownership is unnecessary
since these communities
practice the collective right
to use the land16 . With this
being
said,
these
communities
have
no
legally recognized titles of
land ownership, and often lose territorial disputes overseen by judicial bodies17 .
Seized property by government and private organizations is inclusive of, but not
limited to, hunting and fishing grounds, farm land, houses, churches, burial sites
and community buildings18 . Although the International Labour Organization (ILO)
Convention concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples and 
the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) both recognize the
collective right of 
indigenous peoples to their ancestral lands, very few countries
have adopted the aforementioned framework19 .

15

https://www.culturalsurvival.org/ourpublications/csq/article/internationallawandindigenouspeopleshistoricals
tandsandcontempor
16
http://preylang.net/download/reports/2016_02_11_CCHR_Report_Access_to_Collective_Land_Titles_ENG.pdf

17
http://www.un.org/en/ga/president/68/pdf/wcip/IASG%20Paper%20_%20Lands%20territories%20and%20resou
rces%20%20rev1.pdf
18
https://www.culturalsurvival.org/ourpublications/csq/article/existingfederallawandprotectionsacredsitesposs
ibilitiesandlimit
19
C169  Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169)


4

By employing sustainable living practices, indigenous people have contributed a
minimal ecological footprint. However, because their livelihoods so heavily depend
on natural resources, these populations are disproportionately confronted with the
negative consequences of climate change20 . From melting ice in the Arctic region to
changing flora and fauna in the Andes, the effects of climate change are affecting
the ecosystems of indigenous populations21 . For indigenous communities in humid
areas, pastoral farming is becoming increasingly difficult due to droughts. Aboriginal
populations in tropical environments are threatened by forest fires, deforestation,
and the reduction of rainfall22 . In addition, those in coast areas are experiencing the
rising sea levels and unpredictable ecosystem changes. In some instances, although
indigenous occupied lands were not seized, nearby developments are contaminate
streams and fishing grounds, destroying water supplies and water dependant
economies23 . Despite being on the forefront of ecological conservation, indigenous
populations are rarely included in climate change policies.
Modern human rights violations against indigenous populations assume many forms
including but not limited to rape, disappearances, murders, and other violent crimes
24
. These acts of violence are carried out as force against civilians by State military
and police personnel, or as hate crimes conducted by individual, nonstate actors.
Oftentimes, nonstate offenses go unsolved as these cases are accredited as the
result of isolated crimes instead of structural violence25 . However, figures from the
Unites States Bureau of Justice Statistics express clear trends of disproportional
violence, gesturing that American Indians experience crime at a rate of twice the
general population26 ; while in Canada, indigenous people are three times more
likely to fall victim of a violent crime than nonaboriginal Canadians27 . Despite
experiencing increasing account of victimization, indigenous people are often failed
by the criminal justice systems, encountering arbitrary detention, surveillance,
profiling and intimidation at a higher rate than the general public28 . Indigenous
populations also experience inflated rates of conviction, whereas Australia’s
Aborigines comprise only two percent of the overall population, yet yield 26% of
convictions.29
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Due to encroaching foreign markets, the destruction of local economies, and holes
in labor protection laws, aboriginal populations have faced economic inequality for
centuries. Despite indigenous people comprising only 5% of the world’s population,
figures suggest they make up 
anything from 
10% to 
30% of the world’s poorest
people.30 Although past reports have analyzed nominal percentages of indigenous
poor among the general population, more recently studies have used quality of life
indicators to determine wealth (underfive mortality, water deprivation,
malnutrition, literacy, and net primary school enrollment)31 . These studies have
verified that quality of life indicators for indigenous peoples are worse than
population averages. For example, while nominal estimates appear to be positive
for indigenous populations in India, the underfive mortality and male literacy
among India’s Scheduled Tribes are consistently worse than the national average.32
In connection with this, indigenous people also experience high accounts
employment discrimination in the industrialized world, because of racial
stereotypes, lack of
education,
cultural
barriers and lack of
formal documentation.
33

Figure 2: 
International
Monetary Fund, December
2005.

The
deprivation
of
cultural identity is also
an impending threat
towards
indigenous
populations, and is
often
expressed
through discriminatory youth development policies34 . In Australia, Canada and the
United States, mixedrace Aboriginal children were commonly removed from their
homes and given up for adoption by white families during the twentieth century35.
These children, who are academically referred to as the “Stolen Generation”, were
rarely informed of their Aboriginal ancestry or heritage. Additionally in the United
30
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States and Canada, native children were frequently sent to residential schools, with
the aim of cultural deprivation36 . Expression of native language, religions and
cultural beliefs were forbidden, and often warranted physical punishment. Contact
with parents and family was often discouraged, and in many cases even disallowed.
These actions were defended as being wellintended in the interests of the
aboriginal children, with the ultimate goal of cultural assimilation.37
Indigenous
people
also
experience
systemic
oppression
through
underrepresentation within State politics. The institution of partypolitics is a
foreign concept to many indigenous populations, who typically adhere to their
political systems of elder hierarchy. These political systems are traditionally
community oriented, and depend on the wisdom of elder leaders and consensus in
decision making to maintain social order38 . Despite these structural differences,
some aboriginal groups have managed to integrate into the nationstate oriented
political system. For example, 
in 2010 the National Congress of Australia’s First
Peoples was established as a representative body for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people39 . This body was created in light of political underrepresentation in
both the Australian House of Representatives and Senate. 
However, in the few
areas where indigenous people have entered mainstream politics, their parties are
often unable to compete with the dominant parties. This is due to minimal
resources, inadequate media influence, and the polling restrictions40 . Of Mexico’s
fivehundred lower house representatives, only fourteen are claim aboriginal
ancestry; while in Guatemala, only 12% of the parliament are considered
indigenous41 .

Recent Developments
In 2002, at the World Summit for Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, the
UN outlined the role of indigenous people in achieving sustainable development,
referencing indigenous groups fiftyseven times in the document.42 This framework
aimed to improve indigenous people’s access to economic enrichment programs and
rural community development initiatives, and called for the preservation of
indigenous ecosystems and farm lands. However, the UN did not stop here, four
years later adopting the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People, which
36
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covered an array of indigenous issues including selfdetermination, political
participation, citizenship, cultural preservation, and antidiscrimination 43.
Despite these efforts, 
the current ethnocentric theories and intervention methods,
arising from western ideologies on the development of indigenous communities are
44
not necessarily accepted by Indigenous people. In June 2014, the Indigenous
Peoples’ Major Group (IPMG) delivered a written statement to the SDG open
working committee in New York, saying, “
that if we are not explicitly and
meaningfully referred to in the operative text of the SDGs, we will encounter
immense constraint and exclusion from the implementation and monitoring
processes.” They group noted that indigenous people were excluded from policy
discussions during the MDG45 era, which preceded the SDGs prior to 2015. Their
statement concluded by expressing a willingness to collaborate with the UN,
stating, 
“You don’t have to turn your back on us. You can still take our hand and
include us in the journey of the next 15 years. We can make valuable contributions.
Don’t leave us behind.” Ironically, the statement was not delivered in the plenary
46
session due to time constraints.
Later that year, in September 2014, the United Nations held the World Conference
on Indigenous Peoples, allowing indigenous representatives to voice their concerns
during interactive sessions47 
. During this process, all representatives were permitted
to comment and make recommendations on the policies being proposed in the Alta
Outcome Document, a document drafted by UN representatives in 2013 48. This
document categorized indigenous issues into themes, including: protection of lands,
territories, resources, oceans and waters; how the U.N. system can ensure the
protection of the rights of Indigenous Peoples through UNDRIP; and Indigenous
Peoples’ priorities for development with free, prior and informed consent49 . Despite
the goals of the conference, many believe that no tangible progress was made
43
44
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through the outcome document, which uses nonbinding language through
recommendations50.
Despite the inefficiency of international treaties, some State governments have
made strides in domestic policy. 
Newly elected PrimeMinister Justin Trudeau
presented his plan to reconcile Canada's relationship with its indigenous people
during his address to a group of First Nations leaders in Gatineau, Quebec51 . During
this address, he promised to launch nationwide investigations into missing and
murdered indigenous women, reinvest in indigenous education programs, lift
funding caps for First Nation programs, and repeal all discriminatory legislation
enacted by previous governments. The Central and South America, an initiative
entitled the Integrated Ecosystem Management in Indigenous Communities
Regional Program (IEM) has been created to repair damaged ecosystems and
alleviate extreme poverty52 . The IEM will help communities manage local resources
and will finance sustainable tourism initiatives. In Norway, the Sami people have
established their own parliament. As a political organ, they are able to work with
political issues sensitive to the Sami people, managing missions and laws delegates
to them by the Norwegian authorities53.

Conclusion
The challenges faced by indigenous people are deeply ingrained in systemic and
historical oppression. Moving forward with the Sustainable Development Agenda,
indigenous and aboriginal people must be included in policy developments,
territorial settlements, and environmental negotiations. As delegates begin
independently researching the indigenous populations of their respective country, it
is encouraged that delegates refer to the frameworks established in the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, the recent Paris Agreement on climate change, and
prior conventions relating to the status of indigenous peoples.
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Questions a Resolution Must Answer (QARMAs)
1. Should the United Nations establish a formal, universal definition of
indigenous people? If so, under what terms and conditions should indigenous
populations be defined? Should Member States be permitted to have their
own definition of indigenous populations?
2. What steps should be taken to integrate indigenous people into the SDGs?
3. What measures could be taken to mend the relationship between
aboriginal/indigenous communities and the international community?
4. How can the international community work cohesively with indigenous people
in regards to resource management?
5. What obligations do states have in supporting indigenous populations? What
services should be provided to support indigenous people?
6. What programs administered by the UN and its subsidiary bodies could be
improved upon to consider the interests/rights of indigenous peoples?
7. What measures should be taken to ensure that indigenous interests are being
represented within State governments and intergovernmental organizations?

Author: Samantha Shimer, SecretaryGeneral.
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