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The Road to the UN Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples

Indigenous Peoples & International Fora

• Relations between Europeans and Indigenous 
peoples in what became Canada followedpeoples in what became Canada followed 
nation-to-nation protocols for many years

• As Canada came into existence as a nation 
state, Indigenous peoples became a 
“domestic” concern
I di l ti d t• Indigenous peoples continued to see 
international fora as an appeal mechanism 
when Canada fell short of desired behavior
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Indigenous Peoples & International Fora

• First Nations in BC made many treks to 
England to assert land rights pleas for justiceEngland to assert land rights, pleas for justice

• Haudenausaunee in the 1920s sought 
membership in the League of Nations

• George Manuel (Secwepemec Chief and 
author of Fourth World: An Indian Reality) 

d t d l t f iunderstood common elements of experience 
with Indigenous peoples in Sweden, 
Argentina, Peru, etc

George Manuel (1921-1989)

• President of UBCIC and 
Native IndianNative Indian 
Brotherhood

• Organized the 
Constitutional Express

• Co-founder and first 
President of the World 
C il f I diCouncil of Indigenous 
Peoples; co-founder of 
the Center for World 
Indigenous Studies
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George Manuel: From the Heart

WGIP formed in 1982
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Sharon Venne

The Working Group

• Five members all non-Indigenous, though 
always sought the advice participation andalways sought the advice, participation and 
consent of Indigenous representatives

• Two major “standard-setting” projects:
• Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples

(Mme Erica Daes) – completed 1994
• Study of “Treaties, Agreements, and Other Constructive y , g ,

Arrangements” (Miguel Alfonso Martinez) – completed 
1999
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Madame Erica Daes

The Contemporary UN

• Decade of World’s Indigenous Peoples began 
i 1994in 1994

• Aspiration was to
– Pass the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples in the General Assembly by 2005. 
Whoops.

– Create more structures that would bring 
Indigenous peoples into the UN structure
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The Road to the Declaration

The Road to the Declaration

• Took two weeks to go from Working Group to 
S b C i iSub-Commission

• Took another two weeks to go from Sub-
Commission to Commission On Human Rights

• Stalled at Commission for 11 years
• Vote finally held in 2005 Declaration• Vote finally held in 2005. Declaration 

endorsed 30-2 (The two were Russia and …?)
• Goes directly to General Assembly
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The Declaration Goes to NY - 2006

The Declaration Goes to NY - 2006

• African states are concerned about the 
d fi iti f “I di ” d it i li tidefinition of “Indigenous” and its implications 
in the African context

• Canada is among those arguing that the 
Declaration requires “more study” and 
recommends that it go to committee for at g
least a year

• The vote is put off for a year
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UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples

• Took 13 years to make it to the General 
A bl b t fi ll did i S t b 2007Assembly, but finally did so in September 2007

Canada & the Declaration

• Canada one of four nations to vote against 
( th USA NZ O )(others are USA, NZ, Oz)

• Ostensibly because it violates the Canadian 
constitution
– No balance with other interests
– Undermines fabric of CanadaUndermines fabric of Canada
– Worried about land rights, “veto” 

• Canada says Declaration will not apply
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Canadian Indigenous Leaders
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A New Day?


