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For generations, indigenous peoples have been the custodians of their traditional environment, and have managed their lands in a sustainable manner, without destruction thereon.  Today, however, environmental destruction constitutes one of the major threats indigenous peoples face.  Destruction of the environment constitutes a global problem, and hits indigenous peoples harder than perhaps any other group, since many indigenous peoples – as we all are aware - still live in intrinsic connection with their flora and fauna.  As have been pointed out repeatedly during this the 2nd session of the Permanent Forum, continued access to their undestroyed lands, waters and natural resources is a prerequisite for indigenous peoples to be able to maintain and develop their distinct cultures and societies.  In my opinion, this warrants an active role for indigenous peoples in the world community’s fight against environmental destruction.     

Currently, decisions that potentially have detrimental affects on indigenous peoples’ total environment are made in fora to which indigenous representatives have no access.  In my opinion, the main priority for the Permanent Forum under the mandate area “Environment” should be to work for indigenous peoples having a much greater influence on decisions that potentially impact on the environments in which they live.  This goes for global environmental issues, such as discussions on global warming, as well as for more local or regional projects that affect indigenous peoples’ environments, such as the construction of e.g. dams, military training fields or deforesting.   

At our 2nd session, the Permanent Forum recommended that a work-shop on resource extraction and indigenous peoples be arranged, as well as that a Working Group on Indigenous Peoples and Climate Change be established.  I believe that we should follow up on this recommendation, and perhaps also work towards the establishment of a more permanent fora, where indigenous representatives, representatives for the industry, governments and relevant UN system organizations come together to discuss matters that affect indigenous environments, both issues of a global character and more local activities such as resource extraction.   
The discussions in some of the organizations previously mentioned, such as the World Trade Organization, are currently not open to indigenous representatives.  The Permanent Forum should work for these fora being accessible to indigenous perspectives, so that they can offer their opinion on matters that might affect them more than any other group.

Furthermore, I believe that all discussions, in all fora, under the mandate area “Environment”, must be marked by an understanding that it is imperative to recognize that over generations, indigenous peoples have accumulated a substantial traditional knowledge regarding how to read the nature and to manage the traditional territories in a sustainable manner.  Indigenous peoples have a lot to offer conventional scientists in this regard.  In my own region, the Arctic, indigenous peoples live in areas who are sometimes referred to as the world barometer.   In these areas, environmental indicators give early warning signals on global warming and other global environmental problems.  After a research team at Harvard University had studied global warming for years, they came to the Arctic to meet the Inuit and Saami reindeer herders, who have lived in these areas for centuries, in order to test their theories.  Our answer?  Why did not you come here immediately?  We could have told you what you are telling us know years ago.  

The Permanent Forum should aspire to raise the status of indigenous traditional knowledge compared to research.  In this respect, I think that it could be particularly helpful to look at the knowledge accumulated among indigenous women.  Indigenous women often work close to the nature, and have knowledge about the environment particular to them.

As you know, Johannesburg, South Africa, hosted the World Summit on Sustainable Development was in 2002.  The World Summit adopted a number of concrete recommendations, many of which are currently being implemented.  The World Summit and other World Conferences has also adopted a number of recommendations of relevance to indigenous peoples.  The world organization has committed itself to implementing the recommendations that these conferences adopt, but one cannot expect that to happen all by itself.  In my opinion, one of the main focuses of the Permanent Forum within the mandate area “Environment” must be to make sure that the recommendations from the World Summit relating to indigenous peoples are implemented.

