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Introduction 

Our earth is an extremely diverse planet, with thousands of unique languages and ethnic 

groups. Most of these ethnic groups however are part of the indigenous tribes of larger 

nation states. These people make up 6% of the earth’s population, but make up 15% of its 

extreme poverty. Indigenous peoples around the world have also faced historical 

discrimination, marginalisation and often oppression. On September 17th 2007 the United 

Nations signed the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples to protect 

indigenous groups against discrimination and exploitation. This resolution however did not 

address the issue of poverty among these communities and no resolution to combat it has 

been signed. 

 

Estimated Distribution of Indigenous Peoples. (Patrino & Hall, 2014) 

Poverty rates for indigenous populations fall more slowly. (Patrino & Hall, 2014) 
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Map of general outline of concentrations of indigenous peoples (Burger) 

 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Ethnic group: 

A group of people who share a common identity, language, religion, etc. 

Maps of Europe based (from left to right) on religion, language and race 

Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (EMRIP):  

A subsidiary body of the Human Rights Council who studies and reports on the cultural 

development of indigenous peoples. 

Indigenous people: 

(Native people/first people) An ethnic group who are descended from and identify as the 

original inhabitants of an area. 

International Labour Organisation (ILO): 

A UN agency set up after the first world war to promote decent labour standards and protect 

labourers’ rights. 

Martínez Cobo study: A study conducted by Mr. José R. Martínez-Cobo, Special Rapporteur on 

Discrimination against Indigenous Populations, to reflect on and improve the UN’s treatment 

of indigenous peoples. 
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Millennium Development Goals:  

Eight global goals established after the millennial summit: 

1. To eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 

2. To achieve universal primary education 

3. To promote gender equality and empower women 

4. To reduce child mortality 

5. To improve maternal health 

6. To combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases 

7. To ensure environmental sustainability 

8. To develop a global partnership for development 

 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP):  

A United Nations general assembly approved resolution which is meant to improve the social 

situation of indigenous peoples. 

United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII):  

A central body of the UN which acts as an advisory organisation to the Economic and Social 

Council (ECOSOC). 

 

General Overview 

Indigenous peoples around the world have historically faced many hardships, discrimination, 

colonization, genocide and ethnic cleansing. This has reduced many indigenous people groups 

to minorities and has put them in an economic situation which they have yet to recover from. 

Poverty rates among indigenous peoples are extremely high, while only making up 4,4% of 

the earth’s population, they make up 10% of those in poverty. Situations vary from one 

people group to another, in the United States 13% of natives lack clean water, compared to 

1% of non-indigenous Americans. In New Zealand life expectancy is 10 years lower for Maoris 

and unemployment is twice as high as the rest of the country (7.7% vs. 3.8%). 
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People Nations Numbers 

Sami Sweden, Russia, Finland 137,477 

Breton France 6–8 million 

Basque France, Spain 13 million 

Tuareg Mali, Niger, Algeria, Burkina 

Faso 

2,5 million 

Métis Canada, United States 451,795 

Kalina Venezuela, Suriname 21,714 

Manchu Peoples Republic of China, 

Russia 

10,430,000 

Ainu Japan, Russia 25,000–200,000 

 

 

 

 

Map of global indigenous 

peoples (Burger) 

 

 

 

 

 

Map of global poverty 

(Elvidge) 
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Major Parties Involved 

Australia:  

Aboriginals (indigenous peoples of Australia) make up only 2,5% of the population, this was 

100% before the arrival of European settlers. Aboriginals have historically faced discrimination 

and still have few rights. Australia is one of the few nations which opposed UNDRIP. 

Canada:  

The native peoples of Canada are extremely diverse and spread over the entirety Canada. 

Historically these peoples have been subjected to genocide and discrimination. While 

relations have been improving recently with Canada withdrawing its objection to UNDRIP in 

2016. 

Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (EMRIP):  

A subsidiary body of the Human Rights Council who studies and reports on the cultural 

development of indigenous peoples. 

New Zealand:  

The Maori peoples of New Zealand make up 15% of its population, a large number compared 

to ethnic groups of other countries. Yet the UNDRIP wasn’t signed, because as New Zealand's 

Minister of Māori Affairs Parekura Horomia found the document incompatible with New 

Zealand’s constitution. 

People’s Republic of China:  

As the nations with the most indigenous people, the PRC is home to millions of Mongols, 

Uyghurs, Yao and other ethnic groups. Its government has been increasing efforts to unify 

these peoples under one culture. While the PRC has signed the UNDRIP, there have been 

possible instances of violations against the treaty. 

United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII):  

A central body of the UN which acts as an advisory organisation to the Economic and Social 

Council (ECOSOC). 

United States:  

The United States’ history with its thousands of indigenous tribes is complicated. Most of 

them have either been wiped out or forcefully assimilated. 0,9% of the country is of native 

decent. Natives have been granted rights and land, but have recently also faced exploitation. 

In 2010 president Obama stated that he would respect UNDRIP, but the US has yet to sign it. 
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Timeline of Events 

1957 - ILO Convention 107 on Indigenous and Tribal Populations is adopted 

(http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/english/convdisp1.htm)  

1972 - The Study of the Problem of Discrimination against Indigenous Populations (also 

known as the Martínez Cobo study) – is launched  

1982 - The Working Group on Indigenous Populations is established by the UN  

1984 - The Martínez Cobo Study is submitted to the UN 1985 - The Voluntary Fund for 

Indigenous Populations is created 

1989 - ILO Convention No. 169 concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent 

States is adopted  

1993 - The World Conference on Human Rights recommends the establishment of a 

Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues  

1993 - International Year of the World’s Indigenous People  

1994 - The Voluntary Fund to support small-scale projects during the Decade is created  

2000 - Establishment of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) 

2001 - The mechanism of a Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights and Fundamental 

Freedoms of Indigenous People is established by the Commission on Human Rights  

2002 - A Voluntary Fund for Indigenous and Local Communities is established by the CBD  

2003 - A Voluntary Fund is established by the UN to support the Permanent Forum  

2007 - The UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples is adopted by the UN General 

Assembly   

2007 - The new Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples is established by the 

Human Rights Council 

 

Previous attempts to solve the issue 

The United Nations has worked hard and through the cooperation of its 193 member states 

we have seen positive development in indigenous communities’ cultures, languages and 

human rights. The issue of poverty however, has not been tackled directly. Organisations 

promoting human rights such as the EMRIP and UNPFII and the UNDRIP have significantly 

increased awareness and improved the social situation and multiple volunteer funds have 

been seen up, but a clear way to tackle indigenous poverty has yet to be proposed. 
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Possible Solutions 

Indigenous poverty can be tackled from multiple angles, but also has multiple obstacles. It is a 

common stereotype that indigenous peoples live in rural communities, separated from the 

urban districts and government. While there are a lot of peoples who still live their traditional 

lifestyle, many are trying to or are forced to assimilate. Often facing discrimination and not 

fully grasping the ways of industrialised life these people struggle to adapt. 

Another problem facing the indigenous communities is the lack of attention payed to them. 

While multiple UN bodies and other organisations have been set up, there is still a lack of 

transparency between the indigenous peoples and the UN. The policies regarding the contact 

between indigenous peoples and the outside world is an issue all on its own and varies from 

people to people. 

Funding is also a major issue. Seeing as most indigenous communities are separated from 

major trade hubs and cities, most develop their own food and clothing, only having contact 

with the outside world on rare occasions. Of course this varies between different peoples. 

The issue is that there is no direct funding to indigenous peoples, only voluntary donations 

from NGO’s and governments. A way to solve this issue could be to improve the funding to 

organisations such as UNPFII. 
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