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As with the mandate area “Education”, I think that the mandate area “Health”, requires the Permanent Forum to take a two-tire approach.  Firstly, the Forum should work for that indigenous peoples have access to the same health care standards etc. as do other peoples.  Secondly, the Permanent Forum’s should aim to promote within the UN system and elsewhere the respect for indigenous peoples’ own health care knowledge, systems and practices.  

That was the principal basics.  Turning to the material issues, I believe that the Permanent Forum – as a matter of priority – should address two issues that I think are more pressing than others with regard to indigenous health; to provide clean fresh water and food to all indigenous peoples, and to combat HIV/AIDS.



Of course, lack of food and fresh water are not a problem for indigenous peoples only.  However, we all know that many indigenous peoples are among the poorest and most marginalized in the areas in which they reside.  They might also live in distant areas that existing food and water programmes do not reach.  The Permanent Forum should cooperate with relevant UN system organizations – as well as with voluntary help organizations - to assist them to direct particular attention to the situation of indigenous peoples with regard to access to food and fresh water.  Recall in this context, that at our 2nd session, the Permanent Forum recommended that the Committee on the Rights of the Child review the compliance of State Parties with Article 24, which recognizes the basic right of all children to “the provision of adequate and nutritional foods and clean drinking water”.


Neither is of course HIV/AIDS a problem that specifically applies to indigenous peoples.  However, many indigenous peoples live in areas where HIV/AIDS is widespread.  Moreover, their distinct cultures might make them less receptive to education about the disease.  In addition, UN officials and voluntary workers might lack the understanding for the indigenous peoples’ culture that would have enabled them to communicate effectively with indigenous peoples.  I am deeply concerned that if immediate action is not taken, HIV/AIDS might spread rapidly among certain indigenous peoples.  I think that it is perhaps the most pressing task the Permanent Forum has within the mandate area “Health” – to assist UN system organizations and voluntary organizations to provide adequate and efficient work to prevent the spreading of HIV/AIDS among indigenous peoples.  


On a short-term basis, I believe that the Permanent Forum should direct its attention on these two particular issues, and also otherwise see to that indigenous peoples have equal access to public health care as other peoples. 

On a more long term basis, the Permanent Forum might want to start focusing on health problems more specific to indigenous peoples.  In this context, it is imperative to recognize that indigenous peoples themselves must be allowed to determine their own health development, in equal partnership with governments and international organizations.  This implies a respect for indigenous peoples’ own health knowledge and medical practices.  The Permanent Forum should seek to facilitate a cooperation between UN bodies, states, health institutions and indigenous peoples organizations in this regard.


Within the mandate area “Health”, it is further important to particularly address the situation of indigenous women and girls.  This is, however, a very difficult area.  We must recognize that some indigenous cultures contain cultural practices that many other cultures find objectional, such as female genital mutilation.  In this context, I ask you all to recall that the Permanent Forum at our 2nd session, recommended that the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, to pay special attention to the impact of violence against women, including domestic violence.  I think that the Permanent Forum, through positive stimulation, should seek to assist indigenous peoples that includes cultural practices that violates individual human rights to introduce a dialogue on how these issues can best be addressed. 


One must further not forget to look at the mental health situation of indigenous youth.  Indigenous children and youth are often grooving up in two societies.  They are often brought up – at least to some extent - in accordance with the customs and traditions of their people.  At the same time, they might go to school or otherwise interact with children and other persons from the surrounding society.  They also risk being bullied because of coming from a background that sticks out.  Being torn between two societies like this can be very difficult for a young person trying to establish her or his identity, and sometimes lead to mental health problems.  

At our 2nd session, the Permanent Forum recommended that the World Health Organization, in conjunction with indigenous health providers, undertake a study on the prevalence and causes of suicide among indigenous youth, and that efforts being undertaken, including culturally based approaches, to address suicide prevention and the promotion of mental health and wellness.  I believe that the Permanent Forum – as a matter of priority - should continue to put the light on, and assist UN system organizations and others in addressing, mental health problems among indigenous youth. 

