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Message of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights
6 December 2002

We commemorate today the creation of one of the most important testaments of our times: the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. This is an occasion to reflect on our human rights achievements as well
as to rededicate ourselves to overcoming our shortcomings.

The Declaration is a timeless and powerful document that captures the profound aspirations of
humankind to live in dignity, equality and security. It provides minimum standards and has helped turn
moral issues into a legally binding framework. Today, human rights, as protected by the rule of law, are
now demanded by civil society. They are adopted as pillars of domestic and foreign policy. They are
invoked by parliaments, national and international judiciaries, the media, schools, workers, employers
and corporations.

Yet, we are living in profoundly challenging times for human rights. On this day, I would like us to think
in particular of the countless number of civilians who are living in the midst of war and conflict and who
continue to endure atrocities which should outrage the conscience of humanity. Their basic rights, though
enshrined in human rights and humanitarian law, are denied. For many, war is distant and the graphic
images of human suffering enter their lives only through the media. But for the millions of victims of
armed conflict, war represents the daily reality. Men and women are killed, maimed, raped, displaced,
detained, tortured, and denied basic humanitarian assistance, and their property destroyed because of
war. Children are abducted, forcibly recruited into arms, separated from their families, sexually-
exploited, suffer hunger, disease and malnutrition, and are unable to go to school. They are not only
denied their present, but also their future.

It is appalling that impunity for gross violations of human rights and grave breaches of humanitarian law
is so rampant. The entry into force of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court on | July
2002 has given great hope for finally bringing an end to genocide, war crimes and crimes against
humanity. Let us work together towards ensuring the success of this much-needed institution.

But we need to do a lot more. We must look with renewed urgency to means that will truly promote and
protgct human rights in areas ravaged by conflict. Let us pursue a comprehensive strategy focusing most
importantly on ensuring that conflict is in the first place prevented, while seeking also to protect civilians
caught in the cross-fire, helping to achieve peace, and assisting in rebuilding war-torn societies on solid
foundations of respect for human rights.

The best chance for preventing, limiting, solving and recovering from conflict and violence lies in the
restoration and defence of the rule of law. Armed conflict stands as a bloody monument to the failure of
the rule of law. We must break the cycle of violence. Where armed repression strips people of their rights
and dignity, let those responsible answer under the rule of law. Where terrorism inflicts misery, let those
responsible answers under the rule of law. Let the fundamental rules of human rights and human dignity
applies to every state and every armed group, every individual and every collective, every public entity
and every private corporation.

Sergio Vieira de Mello

High Commissioner for Human Rights

Statement by the Indigenous Caucus
10 December 2002

This statement is issued by representatives of Indigenous Peoples, nations and organizations who are meeting
in Geneva on the occasion of Inernational Human Rights day, 10 December 2002.

As the world community may know, the United Nations draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
represents a state of the minimum standards by which Indigenous Peoples will be able to maintain and sustain
their distinct nations, peoples and communities.

We call upon the United Nations to confirm the rights of Indigenous Peoples, so that marginalisation and
manifest discrimination against Indigenous Peoples around the world can be addressed.

At this time, State members of the United Nations continue to express an unwillingness to recognize and
respect our fundamental collective and individual human rights, including that of self-determination. which is
considered a pre-requisite to the exercise of all rights.

Indigenous Peoples are Peoples and have the full right to self-determination.
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The Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples was approved by the Sub-Comumission on Prevention of
discrimination and Protection of Minorities eights years ago, but only two of the forty five (45) articles have
been subsequently endorsed in the working group.

That achievement was made five years ago, in the second session of the working group. Progress has been
unnecessarily slow.

The Member states of the United Nations should be more motivated to achieve the objective of the adoption
of the Declaration with in the International Decade of Indigenous Peoples, that is, by Year 2004. But our
rights, as affirmed in the declaration, must not be compromised in that time.

Presently, some States are not prepared to recognize the universality of the human rights which apply to
Indigenous Peoples.

However, we also note that a growing number of States are prepared to adopt the declaration without
amendment.

We are encouraged by this support and request all States to seriously consider adoption of the declaration in
the original text. -

Clearly, the reticence of some States to make their domestic policies subject to international standards has to
be overcome.

We reject the erroneous allegations that Indigenous Peoples are not prepared to consider reasonable changes
to the Declaration. We have always made it clear that any proposals for change should comply with the
principles of equality, non-discrimination and the absolute prohibition of racial discrimination, which is
peremptory norm under international law.

In this regard, nation state members of the United Nations have no authority to advance proposals and
positions which are inconsistent with these principles or which violate existing peremptory norms.

This is a violation of the fundamental principle that human rights are universal, and would undermine the
existing rights embraced by the United Nations Charter and the International Bill of Rights.

BACKGROUND

Approximately two hundred delegates, representing Indigenous Peoples, nations and organizations from all
regions of the world, are participating in a United Nations meeting in Geneva to consider the draft Declaration
of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The Declaration affirms that Indigenous Peoples are equal in dignity and
rights to all other peoples recognizes the right of all peoples to be different. to consider themselves different,
and to be respected as such. The Declaration also affirms that all peoples contribute to the diversity and
richness of civilizations and cultures, which constitute the common heritage of humankind. The Declaration
affirms, promotes and protects the distinct rights of Indigenous Peoples, including self-determination and
participation in decision-making; land rights and environment; religious practices; language and oral
traditions; and access to education in our own language. The two articles which have been adopted in the first
reading are as follows:Article SEvery indigenous individual has the right to a nationality.Article 43All the
rights and freedoms recognized herein are equally guaranteed to male and female indigenous individuals.
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