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Topic [001]: Indigenous Child Poverty and Welfare 

 

Introduction 

Over the course of the last decade, issues surrounding indigenous and minority            

populations around the world have become increasingly important, receiving a          

significant amount of attention from the media and the general public. Internationally,            

in rural and urban areas alike, indigenous children often constitute one of the most              

disadvantaged demographics; it is no surprise that their rights - including those to             

survival and development, healthcare, education, protection from abuse, violence and          

exploitation - are often compromised. In this day and age, it is imperative to              

acknowledge that indigenous children possess very special resources, acting as the           

custodians of an enormous diversity of cultures, languages, beliefs and knowledge           

systems, each of which is a precious element of our collective heritage. Such concerns              

are, of course, fundamental to indigenous communities, but it is nonetheless crucial            

that they are considered together with targeted action to safeguard the distinct identity             

of indigenous children and to promote the realization of their human rights as a whole.  
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Understanding Indigenous Child Rights 

Indigenous communities and individuals often hold a special relationship         

with their territory of origin and draw their identities and world-views from their             

own unique historical circumstances, thereby influencing their beliefs, social         

organization, language, customs and knowledge. Given these dimensions, it is          

necessary that indigenous peoples are entitled to specific rights and protection under            

international law. These include the right to enjoy their culture, religion and language             

in community with other members of the group without discrimination, and to            

preserve and protect their collective identity. The denial of their human rights has             

the ability to impact upon both their collective wellbeing and development. 

Approximately 150 million tribal people exist worldwide, including at least 70           

un-contacted peoples in about 60 different countries. The majority of them have            1

been persecuted and face genocide by diseases, relocation from their homes by            

logging and mining, and eviction by settlers. The impact of the outside world on the               

existence of indigenous peoples and their cultures can be seen throughout the world,             

and has the power to devastate such communities. For example, in Siberia, only 10%              

of the tribal peoples live a nomadic or semi-nomadic life, compared to 70% 30 years               

ago. In Brazil – where it is believed that most of the world’s un-contacted tribes live                2

– there are about 400 speakers for 110 languages. The assault on indigenous customs              

and traditions is described as part of a larger assault on life, with its historical roots in                 

colonization; it was the invasion of the Americas and Australia by Europeans that             

eliminated 90% of the indigenous population on these continents. Despite the fact            3

1 International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs. Indigenous Peoples in Latin America – a general overview. Accessed 
January 4, 2016. http://www.iwgia.org/regions/latin-america/indigenous-peoples-in-latinamerica.  
2 UNICEF. “Ensuring the Rights of Indigenous Children." Innocenti Digest 11 (October 2004). Accessed January 4, 2016. 
http://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/digest11e.pdf.  
3 "Progress Can Kill: How Imposed Development Destroys the Health of Tribal Peoples." Survival International, 2011. 
Accessed January 6, 2016. http://assets.survivalinternational.org/documents/1511/full-report.pdf.  

http://www.iwgia.org/regions/latin-america/indigenous-peoples-in-latinamerica
http://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/digest11e.pdf
http://assets.survivalinternational.org/documents/1511/full-report.pdf
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that this time period of expansion, migration, and conflict has passed, the threat of              

genocide remains.  

However, in recent years, national and international awareness of indigenous          

peoples’ rights has increased significantly, with important landmarks having included          

the establishment of the Working Group on Indigenous Populations in 1982, the            

1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), the 1989 International Labour             

Organization Convention (No. 169) concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in          

Independent Countries, the International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People          

(1995-2004), the establishment of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues in           

2000, and the on-going work to prepare the Draft United Nations Declaration on             

the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.  4

 

Figure 1: Estimates of indigenous and forest peoples populations by continent           
(Source: United Nations University; Data adapted from S. Chao, 2012 “Forest           
Peoples: Numbers Across the World”.) 

 

4 UNICEF. “Ensuring the Rights of Indigenous Children." 2004.  
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In order to address concerns raised about indigenous child welfare          

throughout the world, it is first necessary to examine the legislation and binding             

domestic and international agreements that currently dictate and help determine their           

current state of affairs. The 1989 CRC (Convention on the Rights of the Child) was               

the first binding instrument in international law to deal comprehensively with the            

rights of children; it is one of the first international human rights treaties to explicitly               

take into consideration the situation of indigenous children, stating that “In those            

States in which ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities or persons of indigenous            

origins exist, a child belonging to such a minority or who is indigenous shall not be                

denied the right, in community with other members of his or her group, to enjoy his                

or her own culture, to profess and practise his or her own religion, or to use his or                  

her own language.” The very existence of such an article indicates a concern              5

regarding the need for special safeguards to ensure the enjoyment of indigenous            

culture, religion and language. In adopting this approach, the Convention          

acknowledges that certain activities draw their significance from the fact that they are             

pursued in a group that shares the same values. Not only this, but The Working               

Group on Indigenous Populations completed its draft declaration in 1993 and, in            

1995, the Commission on Human Rights set up its own working group to review this               

draft, which relates to such issues as rights to self-determination, nationality and            

freedom from discrimination, the spiritual, linguistic and cultural identity of          

indigenous peoples, education, and autonomy.   6

It is important to note, however that the principles presented in such drafts             

should be used as a framework for reference rather than necessary requirements. In             

Africa, for instance, it cannot be established whether the Maasai, Pygmies or            

San-indigenous peoples should be recognized formally as indigenous groups, despite          

5 United Nations, Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. (2003). Free, Prior, and Informed Consent of 
Indigenous Peoples. UNICEF. Accessed January 5, 2016. 
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/IPeoples/FreePriorandInformedConsent.pdf.  
6 United Nations Children’s Fund. (2012). The Rights of Indigenous Children [Report]. UNICEF. Accessed 6 January, 
2016.  http://www.unicef.org/lac/challenges-14-ECLAC-UNICEF.pdf.  

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/IPeoples/FreePriorandInformedConsent.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/lac/challenges-14-ECLAC-UNICEF.pdf
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the fact that they have distinct social, economic and cultural features and have             

inhabited their lands long before other populations. As regards indigenous children,           7

the principle of self-identification means that an indigenous child is not only one             

raised by an indigenous parent, parents or community, but also a child who identifies              

themself as indigenous. It is, moreover, important to understand that indigenous           

cultures may have diverse conceptions of what constitutes the child, childhood and            

passage to adulthood (such as the ‘age set’ system of the Maasai in East Africa) and,                

in addition, may view the distinction between parents, family and community in a             

different manner.  

At the same time, movements of indigenous peoples around the world have            

been calling for the opportunity to participate more actively in the decisions that             

affect their lives, including the development of economic and social policies. Many            

are working to preserve and nurture their cultures and cultural heritage, as well as              

staking their claims to land and the natural and mineral resources it contains. Direct              

political participation of indigenous organizations at local and national levels of           

government has the proven capacity to improve governance, strengthen democracy          

and reinforce citizenship. These same elements are inherent to the promotion of            8

human rights, including those of children-indigenous and non-indigenous alike.         

Indigenous peoples’ movements have shown themselves to be important catalysts of           

change with the potential to advance the global human rights agenda. However,             9

despite such advances, indigenous children are often still denied the fundamental           

rights they require to live.  

 

When Indigenous Child Rights are Jeopardized  

7 "Progress Can Kill: How Imposed Development Destroys the Health of Tribal Peoples." 2011.  
 
8 UNICEF Canada : No Child Too Far." UNICEF Canada. June 24, 2009. Accessed March 07, 2016. 
http://www.unicef.ca/en/create-content/press-release/unicef-canada-report-on-aboriginal-children%E2%80%99s-health-s
hows-disparities-.  
 Wallace, Rita Ann. "UNICEF: Indigenous Children Left behind in Their Countries' Progress." UNICEF. August 8, 2014. 
Accessed March 07, 2016. http://www.unicef.org/media/media_74728.html. 
910 UNICEF. “Ensuring the Rights of Indigenous Children." 2004. 

http://www.unicef.ca/en/create-content/press-release/unicef-canada-report-on-aboriginal-children%E2%80%99s-health-shows-disparities-
http://www.unicef.ca/en/create-content/press-release/unicef-canada-report-on-aboriginal-children%E2%80%99s-health-shows-disparities-
http://www.unicef.org/media/media_74728.html
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Indigenous peoples experience discrimination on a variety of levels, which          

may lead to various of exclusion, including political, cultural, and economic           

exclusion; it is therefore necessary to ensure that children growing up in indigenous             

communities have equal access to the resources available to non-indigenous children           

throughout the world, in addition to basic human rights. Internationally, aboriginal           

groups encounter numerous obstacles that infringe on their ability to have certain            

rights recognized, including those to life, survival, development, birth registration,          

healthcare, education, and protection from abuse. In tackling such concerns, it is            10

important to note that these manifestations of exclusion often overlap and have the             

ability to be addressed together.  

Birth registration is one of the most vital issues that must to be addressed in               

indigenous communities; such a right ensures that a child is recognized by the             

government and has the right to a name & nationality. Registration at birth is a               11

process often disregarded and passed off as being unnecessary as a result of the              

stigmatization of single mothers, distance to registration centres, and costs, thereby           

making it quite inaccessible to individuals (especially those in undeveloped nations).           

However, those who lack such documentation often face numerous challenges later           

on in life, including the inability to vote, lack of access to public services and               

protection from human rights abuses. In countries where indigenous communities          12

are struggling for solidarity, it is clear that without birth registration, the newfound             

rights they obtain cannot even be realized.  

Beyond the elements that contribute to every child’s survival and          

development, those of indigenous children are closely related to access to and use of              

their land and to the quality of the environment in which they live. This can be                

attributed to the deep history of colonization and assimilation rooted in their cultures             

from the migration and settlement of European nations throughout the world,           

10 UNICEF. “Children and Families of Ethnic Minorities, Immigrants, and Indigenous People.” Innocent Digest 7 
(September 1997). Accessed January 4, 2016. http://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/igs_ethnic_minorities_eng.pdf.  
11 
12 "Progress Can Kill: How Imposed Development Destroys the Health of Tribal Peoples." 2011.  

http://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/igs_ethnic_minorities_eng.pdf
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resulting in their forced dispossession, denial of land rights, and eviction. The            13

financial marginalization and resource exploitation that these groups have         

experiences continues to impact their lifestyle and socioeconomic status, and          

survival. It is clear that indigenous communities and children can be the first to feel               

the devastating impacts of the loss of such crucial cultural reference points. For             

example, the Nukak of Colombia have seen the growth of the profitable coca             

industry (which is used for cocaine); this has resulted in the loss and clearing of their                

native land, disease from contact with settlers, and involvement in gang-related           

violence.   14

In income-rich and income poor countries alike, infant and child mortality           

rates are higher among indigenous groups than national populations. In fact,           

aboriginal people are seven times more likely to die of diabetes than other             

Australians, and have an infant mortality rate twice as high as in wider Australian              

society; the situation is similar in Canada and in parts of the United States. A               15

number of factors can be attributed to the poor health of indigenous communities,             

including a lack of services and funding, such as vaccination, the urban-rural divide, a              

general lack of amenities, environmental conditions, and poverty and malnutrition.          

Not only this, but there is a discrepancy between the traditional medicines used by              

indigenous groups and modern medicine, thereby making it difficult to implement an            

infrastructure for healthcare in such situations. In general, most communities          16

cannot access healthcare due to lack of availability, lack of funds and humiliating ill              

treatment. Vaccination programmes can be slow to reach forest peoples and there            

13 UNICEF. “Ensuring the Rights of Indigenous Children." 2004. 
14 United Nations, Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. (2003). Free, Prior, and Informed Consent of 
Indigenous Peoples. UNICEF Accessed January 5, 2016. 
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/IPeoples/FreePriorandInformedConsent.pdf.  
15 United Nations, General Assembly, Sixty-first session. (2007). United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (A/61/L.67 and Add.1). Accessed January 5, 2016. 
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf.  
16 UNICEF. “Ensuring the Rights of Indigenous Children." 2004. 

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/IPeoples/FreePriorandInformedConsent.pdf
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf
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are often reports of indigenous people being discriminated against by medical staff as             

well.  17

 

Figure 2: Infant mortality in indigenous communities amongst seven separate          
countries, represented in deaths per 1 000 people. (Source: Dr. Carolyn Stephens,            
2006) 
 

Educational exclusion remains a key factor in improving the overall well           

being of children throughout the world, and is, therefore, an essential element of the              

strategies that must be used to address concerns in indigenous communities. Despite            

the presence of public education in most countries, indigenous populations still           

experience incredibly low school enrolment rates compared to other demographics.          

This may be due to a lack of schools in areas inhabited by aboriginal communities,               

educational discrimination against girls, a lack of indigenous teaching staff, and           

language barriers. In fact, most schools are often not taught in indigenous            18

languages; this lack of a true bilingual education often contributes to the loss of their               

mother tongues. Not only this, but attending school may conflict with agricultural            

harvests which children are often a part of. The key to tackling indigenous             19

17 UNICEF. "UNICEF Canada : No Child Too Far." UNICEF Canada. 2009.  
18 Sana Malik. "New Study: Staggering Levels of Indigenous Child Poverty in Canada." Rabble. June 21, 2013. Accessed 
January 04, 2016. http://rabble.ca/news/2013/06/new-study-staggering-levels-indigenous-child-poverty-canada.  
19 UNICEF. “Children and Families of Ethnic Minorities, Immigrants, and Indigenous People.” 1997.  

http://rabble.ca/news/2013/06/new-study-staggering-levels-indigenous-child-poverty-canada
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education effectively involves satisfying and respecting the needs of the state in            

addition to the cultural traditions of such groups.  

Child abuse & exploitation continue to be significant issues in indigenous           

communities as a result of loss of culture and traditional livelihoods, as well as              

assimilation by governmental authorities. Those who have been subject to the           20

systematic removal and eradication of their cultures remain particularly vulnerable to           

such problems. For example, missionary education in the 20th century, particularly in            

North America, involved the removal of Aboriginal children from their parents,           

placing them in mission schools or with families of European heritage in an attempt              

to eradicate their culture and language. Today, while this policy no longer operates,             

the ongoing removal of indigenous children from their families by social services            

testifies to the lack of support available to communities and families. Not only this,              21

but social breakdown, low self-esteem and depression derived from a lack of            

opportunity, cultural discrimination, inadequate social support, loss of land, and          

difficulty integrating in modern day society have increased the prevalence of youth            

alcoholism, suicide, and delinquency amongst aboriginal populations significantly in         

recent years. The harassment of indigenous people for commercial benefit and           

resource exploitation, such as in the Amazonian sub-region, continues to be a            

problem for many communities. These groups of people continue to encounter the            

highest rates of child labour and human trafficking in the world, with women &              

children in remote areas remaining particularly at risk.   22

National and International Action for Indigenous Children  

Legal and humanitarian bodies throughout the world have set aside          

provisions for creating programs and instituting action in ameliorating the situations           

20 Seow, Florence. "Indigenous Communities and Indigenous Children." The International Journal of Children's Rights 23, 
no. 4 (2015): 844-66. Accessed January 4, 2016. 
21 UNICEF. "UNICEF Canada: No Child Too Far." UNICEF Canada. 2009. 
22 United Nations, General Assembly, Sixty-first session. United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 
2007.  
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of indigenous groups, improving their access to resources and ensuring the           

protection of their fundamental human rights. National action plays a critical role in             

instigating change within smaller frameworks and offering a more case-specific take           

on aboriginal welfare. For one, monitoring & data collection of such groups has been              

implemented in the majority of developed nations, and is slowly being put in place in               

developing countries, with unstable and vital regions being given priority. Good           

quality, disaggregated data is essential for planning, policy design and          

implementation, and resource allocation within the country, as well as mapping the            

progress of current programs, easing the facilitation of surveys, check-ins, and           

censuses necessary for all citizens.   23

 Not only this, but legislative change is also being implemented at varying            

levels in federal institutions and governing bodies internationally. A growing number           

of governments have modified their constitutions and legislation to recognize the           

rights of indigenous peoples and have used international human rights instruments as            

the bases for national law reform. Countries that have been instigating radical            24

change on the political frontier amongst indigenous populations in recent years           

include a number of Latin American and South American nations, including           

Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua,        

Paraguay and Venezuela. This push for political representation of minority groups as            

a whole has sparked aboriginal communities to fight for their legal recognition as a              

cultural group, fundamental freedoms, land rights, and a voice in politics.  25

On the world stage, international development agencies and affiliated groups          

of the UN have a twofold responsibility: to ensure that indigenous children and             

communities are included in their general programmes and projects, and to           

implement initiatives specifically designed to promote the rights of indigenous          

23 United Nations, Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. Free, Prior, and Informed Consent of Indigenous 
Peoples. 2003.  
24 UNICEF. “Ensuring the Rights of Indigenous Children." 2004. 
25 Wallace, Rita Ann. "UNICEF: Indigenous Children Left behind in Their Countries' Progress." UNICEF. 2014. 
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children. For one, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has, for example,            26

a Forests, Trees and People Programme that explores ways to work with            

forest-dwelling indigenous communities, while the International Fund for        

Agricultural Development (IFAD) promotes poverty reduction and sustainable        

development among indigenous peoples in Asia and Latin America. The          

International Labour Organization (ILO) is also responsible for the implementation          

of the Convention on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples, which works at the policy level              

to increase dialogue, cooperation and understanding among indigenous peoples and          

government.   27

 

Figure 3: Estimates of indigenous population numbers by region. (Source: United           
Nations University; Adapted from S. Chao, 2012 “Forest Peoples: Numbers Across           
the World”.) 

 

 One of the most prominent international efforts for improving the well           

being of indigenous groups is the INDISCO programme (“Support to Self-Reliance           

of Indigenous and Tribal Communities through Cooperatives and other Self Help           

Organizations”), which works at the grassroots level and aims to strengthen the            

26 UNICEF. “Ensuring the Rights of Indigenous Children." 2004.  
27 United Nations, General Assembly, Sixty-first session. United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 
2007.  
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capacities of indigenous and tribal peoples. This is done by working with them to              28

design and implement development plans -- many of which have a special focus on              

indigenous children. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) also         

works to strengthen partnerships with civil society and indigenous peoples’          

organizations as a basis for promoting alternative perspectives to conventional          

development, obtaining grants & monitoring existing national and regional programs          

within countries. The World Health Organization (WHO) has also produced a           

Traditional Medicine Strategy for 2002-2005 and has undertaken reviews of the           

health situation of indigenous peoples in the Philippines, Malaysia and Viet Nam. In             

Africa, WHO regional office is planning a series of sub-regional assessments on            

health and ethnicity with a focus on aboriginal groups as well.   29

 

Survival International is a human rights organization formed in 1969 which           

campaigns for the rights of indigenous tribal peoples and un-contacted peoples. The            

organization’s campaigns generally focus on tribal peoples' desires to keep their           

ancestral lands. The group ultimately aims to eradicate what it calls "misconceptions"            

used to justify violations of human rights amongst smaller indigenous groups, which            

often go unnoticed by the majority of larger human rights organizations such as the              

United Nations. It also aims to publicize the perceived risks that tribes face from the               

actions of corporations and governments. Survival International states that it aims to            

help foster tribal people's self-determination, and focuses its work primarily in South            

America, Asia, and Africa.   30

 

Pertinent Questions  

 

28 UNICEF. “Ensuring the Rights of Indigenous Children." 2004.  
 
29 International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs. (n.d.). Indigenous Peoples in Latin America – a general overview. 
30 "Progress Can Kill: How Imposed Development Destroys the Health of Tribal Peoples." Survival International, 2011. 
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How do indigenous populations and their living conditions differ between developed 

and undeveloped nations? How does this contribute to the actions required to 

ameliorate their situations? 

 

How can the post-2015 development agenda be tailored towards a more rights-based 

approach, especially for the purpose of more effectively reaching Indigenous Peoples?  

 

Is it necessary to differentiate between larger indigenous groups and tribal 

communities politically? To what degree do their needs vary and overlap? 

 

What barriers remain to seeing indigenous people, particularly women and children, 

represented in state-level governing bodies, and how can they be overcome? 

 

What is necessary for cooperation between autonomous indigenous governments and 

those at the national level? 

 

Should child welfare & similar services be provided throughout the international 

community to support indigenous populations? Which service delivery models and 

funding formulas are most effective in designing such standards? 
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