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The following content was developed by members of the McMaster Model United Nations 
conference planning team for the sole purpose of framing delegate discussions and debate at the 
conference and does not represent any official position of the University or anyone engaged in 

preparing the materials. Delegates should use this information to guide their research and 
preparation for the conference but should not assume that it represents a complete analysis of the 

issues under discussion. The materials should not be reproduced, circulated or distributed for 
any purpose other than as may be required in order to prepare for the conference.
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“We live in a complex world. The United Nations cannot succeed alone. 
Partnership must continue to be at the heart of our strategy. We should have the 
humility to acknowledge the essential role of other actors, while maintaining full 

awareness of our unique convening power.”
– UN Secretary General António Guterres



Committee Overview 
Mandate and Function of the Committee

In 1945, following the trauma of World War II, the United Nations (UN) was created to promote 
international cooperation while striving for world peace and security. It replaced the prior League 
of Nations, an organization that failed to act adequately and prevent various political crises 
leading up to the Second World War. In addition to striving for international peace, the UN aimed 
to develop friendly relations among nations and achieve international co-operation during 
conflict resolution. Predicated upon proposals outlined by representatives of China, the Soviet 
Union, United Kingdom and United States, the UN has since expanded its scope greatly in the 
previous decades. Indigenous involvement on the international stage begun in 1923 when 
Cayuga Chief Deskaheh traveled to Geneva to seek recognition at the League of Nations. 
Beginning in the early 1980s, the committee became increasingly involved indigenous issues on 
the international level beginning with the establishment of the Working Group on Indigenous 
Peoples (WGIP), largely due to the work of the Martinez-Cobo study; which concludes that 
Indigenous peoples have distinctive rights to self-determination. Throughout history, Indigenous 
peoples have fought for recognition of their rights. However, they still remain one the most 
disadvantaged and vulnerable groups of people in the world today, spurring the requirement of 
special measures to ensure the integrity of their rights. In 2000, the UN Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Issues was formed by a resolution from the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) 
to provide an advisory body to ECOSOC regarding indigenous issues that pertain to 
development, culture, environment, education, health and human rights. 

Mandate and Function of the Committee
 
The mandate of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) seeks to target six 
areas as they relate to indigenous issues: economic and social development, culture, 
environment, education, health and human rights. More specifically, the committee seeks to 
serve the three following key functions: 

I. Provide expert advice and recommendations on indigenous issues to the ECOSOC Council, 
as well as to other programmes, funds and agencies of the United Nations through the 
Council  

II. Raise awareness and promote the integration and coordination of activities relating to 
indigenous issues within the UN system 

III. Prepare and disseminate information on indigenous issues  

In 2007, the UN ratified a Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), providing 
a standard for international human rights for indigenous people while providing the guiding 
framework for the Permanent Forum’s work. The motion to adopt the UNDRIP was adopted by 
the General Assembly, with four notable objectors: Canada, USA, Australia, and New Zealand. 
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Scholars note those 144 that voted in favour of adoption had no distinct Indigenous population of 
their own, and the 11 abstentions and 4 objectors had significant Indigenous populations.  It 
outlines that the international community should protect, respect and fulfill indigenous rights, 
whether collective or individual, a goal that the Permanent Forum should adhere to when 
executing tasks or resolutions. 

Membership, Structure and Governance

The UN Permanent Forum is composed of 16 independent experts, half of which are nominated 
by Governments while the other half are nominated directly by indigenous organizations.3,4 
These nominations cover the 5 regional groupings (Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, Latin America 
& Caribbean, and Western Europe) as well as the 7 socio-cultural regions (Africa, Asia, Central 
& South America & Caribbean, Arctic, Eastern Europe, Russian Federation, Central Asia & 
Transcaucasia, North America and Pacific), respectively. These classifications serve to capture 
the wide range of Indigenous peoples representation at the Permanent Forum in order to ensure 
accurate representation of diversity and geographical distribution globally. Successful 
membership then requires ECOSOC election for the 5 regional groupings or direct appointment 
by the ECOSOC president for the 7 socio-cultural regions.  Moreover, it should be noted that as 
outlined in the Charter of the United Nations, the invited experts should be selected according to 
the principles transparency, representativity and equal opportunity for all indigenous people. 
Following selection of the 16 members, each can serve on the Permanent Forum for one term of 
3 years and may be re-elected or re-appointed for another consecutive term. Finally, because 
these members are functioning within their own personal capacity as independent experts, the 
members are not compensated through monetary benefits for their work performed for the 
Permanent Forum. Rather they maintain the position of “UN experts on mission” and receive 
functional privileges and immunities as noted a priori in the 1946 Convention on the Privileges 
and Immunities of the UN.  

The structure of Permanent Forum consists of annual sessions, usually congregating for 10 
working days each year at the New York UN Headquarters - the first one taking place during 
May of 2002. At the opening meeting of each annual session, Chairperson, four Vice-
Chairpersons and a Rapporteur is elected by the Permanent Forum after which the agenda will be 
determined. It should be noted that the Permanent Forum adopts the same rules of procedure as 
that of ECOSOC. Each session has a target theme that centers on a particularly relevant 
indigenous issue. Since 2008, the Permanent Forum has adopted a bi-annual working approach 
in which the first year’s annual session involves a discussion of the noted theme followed by a 
consecutive year of reviewing the program’s implementation. Representatives of 
intergovernmental organizations, non-governmental organizations and indigenous committees 
also attend the annual session in addition to the 16 members of the Permanent Forum to establish 
a collective voice and dialogue. 

A unique element of the Permanent Forum is the inclusion of Indigenous caucus as a key element 
as it emphasizes collaboration and therefore consolidated advocacy across various organizations, 
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groups and geographical regions. Rooms are provided for gatherings during extra-sessional 
meetings such that members may congregate prior to the annual session. During these meetings, 
participants can discuss goals, approaches and programmes such that they can synthesize and 
present collective statements during the Permanent Forum’s annual session for consideration by 
its main 16 members. After the session’s completion, an annual report will be submitted to 
provide updates to relevant UN organizations, funds, agencies and programmes that not only 
include recommendations but also provides a means of extending conversation of indigenous 
concerns throughout the UN system.  

Recent Activity

In April 2017, the UNPFII met for a month to discuss the ten-year anniversary of implementing 
the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). The discussion 
was centered around how to better implement UNDRIP and what measures ought to be taken to 
do so. In April 2018, the UNPFII will gather again at the UN headquarters in New York. The 
topic of discussion is set to be regarding “Indigenous peoples’ collective rights to lands, 
territories and resources”.  

Simulation Style / Composition of the Committee
 
The United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues will be composed of two designated 
Chairs who will moderate the debate and ensure it adheres to the National Model UN rules and 
procedures. The Chairs will be responsible for opening and closing the debate, setting the 
agenda, managing the list of speakers, and facilitating the discussion. Furthermore, they will give 
the final rule on disputed points, and state when the delegates must vote on motions. The Chairs 
will also decide when to introduce the draft resolutions for debate.  

The UNPFII will consist of 18 delegates, 16 representing Member States and 2 representing 
international organizations with a stake hold in the issues discussed.  The delegates are expected 
to research the following topics, submit a position and paper, and be prepared for discourse 
regarding foreign policy and their stance on the issue.  

A page will be present during the meeting to pass notes between delegates. Pages will be 
screening notes to ensure appropriate content and the Chairs retain the right to also read these 
pages.  

Sample Timeline

9:30-9:40 – Roll Call
9:40-9:55 – Setting the Agenda
9:55-12:30 –  Debate on the Agenda Topic and Motions
12:30-1:30 – Lunch
1:30-4:00 – Debate on the Agenda Topic, Motions, and Draft Resolutions
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4:00-4:30 – Voting on the Draft Resolutions
4:30 – Closure/Adjournment of Debate

Forming Resolutions

Resolutions are the final decisions of actions on the topic that certain states have allied together 
and believe ought to be passed. It is a result of negotiations and debate that have taken over the 
course of the entire UNPFII meeting. Before a document becomes a resolution, it is a draft 
resolution.  At the end of the debate many draft resolutions can be submitted to the Chairs, and 
the Chairs will proceed to read all the draft resolutions until the delegates vote and pick the final 
resolution. The delegates writing the resolution are deemed the ‘sponsors’ and states that support 
the resolution are signed on as ‘signatories’. A signatory is simply an individual who wants to 
bring the resolution to debate, they do not have to support the resolution. The draft resolutions 
are open to amendments suggested by other delegates. In the UNPFII, the resolutions are called 
‘recommendations’ which will then then be taken to ECOSOC who will debate within their 
Committee to pass the recommendations as resolutions.  

Position Papers
 
The Position Paper is an explanation of your state’s position on the issue and its domestic 
policies regarding the topic. The position will assist in making your arguments during the debate, 
but also direct your research, and organize your thoughts so that you can successfully engage in 
the discourse. The position papers will be judged by the Chairs and the best position paper will 
receive an award. Furthermore, a delegate must submit a position paper in order to qualify for 
awards. The goal is to research the country, critically analyze the stance it takes on the topic, and 
then summarize that information in the position paper. The position paper must not exceed two 
pages, single spaced in Times New Roman and font size 12.  

A strong MACMUN position paper should include the following: 
1. How your country is affected by the issues 
2. What domestic policies has your country all made surrounding the issue 
3. Any initiatives that are currently in progress to rectify the issue  
4. Quotes from country’s leaders, their delegates, or their indigenous peoples 

Important Notes: 
1. Please make sure to include your name, assigned country or organization, and committee 
2. Please do not include illustrations, diagrams, decorations, page borders, or any other images 
3. Please include citations and a reference page. The citation style does not matter as long as it 

is consistent throughout the position paper. 
4. Please use credible sources (i.e. no Wikipedia) 
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The deadline to submit your position paper is January 30th, 2018 at 11:59PM;  submissions 
should be emailed to usgcommittees@macmun.org.
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Topic #1: The Indigenous People’s Right to 
Water 

Introduction

Traditionally Indigenous people have understood water as the life sustaining gift of the Earth that 
serves multiple purposes essential to their existence. Water has always been central to indigenous 
traditions as it is used for: transportation, drinking, cleaning, purification, and providing habitats 
for animals and plants they receive sustenance from; alongside spiritual attachments to water and 
bodies of water. Indigenous peoples possess an ethos for living in harmony with nature and as a 
result, are extremely respectful of the earth and its water sources. 

As times have modernized, maintaining the Indigenous peoples’ right to water oftentimes comes 
into conflict  with  state  and corporate  interests.  Some of  these issues  include:  access  to  safe 
drinking water, resource development & its impact on water, ensuring property rights over sacred 
lakes are respected, and protecting the right to practice traditional activities such as fishing in 
national waterways. The discourse regarding the indigenous people’s right to water is centered 
around  ensuring  that  the  right  is  upheld,  and  reconciling  conflicting  matters  so  that  the 
indigenous peoples’ right to water is not infringed upon.

History and Description

While there is no explicitly stated clause that outlines the right to water, the right is entrenched 
within Article 3, the right to life, and Article 25, the right to an adequate standard of living in the 
United Nations Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). The UDHR which was constructed in 
1948 as an internationally morally binding human rights document for every state that has signed 
it.  In  1966,  when  the  International  Covenant  on  Economic,  Social,  and  Cultural  Rights 
(ICESCR) was created as a specialized authority to interpret the economic, social and cultural 
rights broadly set out in the UDHR, the right to water was given a narrower lens in the Articles 
of the ICESCR. The ICESCR specifies that water ought to be treated as a social and cultural 
good, and not only as an economic good since it is necessary for human survival. The ICESCR 
also broadened what the right to water meant as it is not only access to safe drinking water, but 
also restricts one from polluting lakes, and upholds that one must maintain a good quality of the 
water supply. 

McMaster Model United Nations 2018
United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues Page �9

“The wars of the twenty-first century will be fought over water”.
– Ismail Seragald, World Bank Vice President for Environmental Affairs

“Solutions will not be found while Indigenous people are treated as victims for 
whom someone else must find solutions”.

– Malcolm Fraser, 22nd Prime Minister of Australia



In 1957, the International Labour Organization (ILO) constructed and ratified the Indigenous and 
Tribal Populations Convention 169, which was dedicated to improve the standard of living of 
Indigenous  peoples  internationally.  In  1989  the  Convention  was  revised  and  the  name  was 
changed to Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention.  This Convention recognizes the right to 
self-determination  of  Indigenous  peoples  within  their  nation-state,  but  more  specifically 
establishes  a  standard  for  national  governments  to  adhere  to  regarding  Indigenous  peoples’ 
economic, socio-cultural and political rights. This Convention also establishes the “consultation 
and participation” of Indigenous peoples, meaning that the government has to involve them in all 
discourse regarding construction of infrastructure that  pertains to them directly i.e.  policy or 
legislation changes. For example, Indigenous communities ought to have a say in how water 
distribution is set up, or be able to refuse a corporation access who wants to mine near their lands 
that may impact their water supply i.e. lakes, the ocean, etc. Where this Convention becomes 
problematic is that Indigenous peoples do not possess veto power over these matters that impact 
them directly, and so while they may be consulted about changes, they do not have any tangible 
power to do something about it other than communicate their disapproval. 

Finally, in 2007 the United Nations adopted The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous  Peoples  (UNDRIP).  UNDRIP  lays  out  and  protects  the  collective  rights  of 
Indigenous  peoples,  which  is  a  striking  contrast  to  the  individualistic  rights  outlined  in  the 
UDHR or the ICESCR. The goal of UNDRIP is to facilitate certain collective rights that were not 
represented in other Covenants while simultaneously protecting every Indigenous person’s rights 
in the world. UNDRIP demonstrates a promising future for Indigenous rights such as the right to 
water. By creating a specialized Declaration regarding Indigenous rights, it proposes a referral 
tool  for  states  to  refer  to  in  order  to  ensure  that  they uphold the  rights  of  their  Indigenous 
populations. It was immediately adopted by 144 countries while the following 4 countries voted 
against it: New Zealand, Australia, the United States, and Canada. These countries have all since 
then also signed onto UNDRIP, with Canada being the last one to accept the Declaration. 

Current Situation

Currently  the  Indigenous  peoples’  right  to  water  is 
infringed  upon  in  many  ways.  Countries  such  as  the 
United  States  and  Canada  infringe  on  this  right  by 
failing  to  provide  access  to  drinkable  water,  and 
respecting the property right of Indigenous peoples over 
their  water  ways.  Furthermore,  in  the  United  States, 
Colombia, the Philippines, and other countries there is a 
consistent conflict of interest over the property rights of 
indigenous  peoples  and  the  state  or  corporations 
interfering and trying to claim these waterways. 

One of the most recent demonstrations of this is the Standing Rock protests over the Dakota 
Access Pipeline in the United States. The Standing Rock Sioux Tribe have protested against the 
construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline which would be used to transport crude oil over 4 
states  including  North  Dakota.  However,  in  their  initiative  to  reduce  costs  and  increase 
efficiency,  the  Energy  Transfer  Partners  (ETP)  have  failed  to  recognize  the  threat  of 
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Figure 1: The Standing Rock Protests



contamination of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe’s drinking water and damage to their sacred 
burial grounds. With President Trump’s support of the construction of the pipeline, it was very 
clear that the water rights of Indigenous peoples were being disregarded. In June 2017, a judge 
ruled  in  favour  of  the  Tribe  in  stating  that  the  the  pipeline  “did  not  receive  an  adequate 
environmental vetting”. While this seemed as a victory for the Tribe, the courts did not state that 
this would stop the construction of the pipeline. In fact, one may argue that the courts simply 
ruled this in order to appease the protestors without truly making a significant impact in the 
construction  of  the  pipeline.  The  Standing  Rock  protests  demonstrate  that  the  Indigenous 
peoples’ right to water is an afterthought when it comes to the state or a corporations’ financial 
gain. 

The Arctic Council is an intergovernmental forum consisting of Arctic States, Arctic Indigenous 
communities, and other Arctic inhabitants, and is dedicated to protecting the Arctic environment. 
A significant portion of its work assists in attaining the Arctic Indigenous peoples right to water. 
It is made up of the following members: Canada, the Kingdom of Denmark, Iceland, Norway, the 
Russian Federation, Sweden, Iceland, and the United States. The Permanent Participant (PP) is a 
feature of the Arctic Council where PPs have full consultation rights to negotiate decisions made 
by the Council.  Indigenous Peoples organizations such as the Inuit Circumpolar Council,  the 
Aleut International Association, the Arctic Athabaskan Council, and the Russian Association of 
Indigenous Peoples of the North have been made PPs to voice their opinions in decisions made 
by the Arctic Council. As a result, they work together to ensure that indigenous peoples’ right to 
water is delivered as they input in discourse specifically regarding the protection of the Arctic 
Marine environment.  PPs assist in carrying out the task forces on the Arctic Marine Cooperation 
to actively participate in the action being taken to protect the right to water.  

Bloc Analysis

Canada, one of the most water-rich countries in the world,  contains about 20 percent of the 
world’s fresh water reserves, but has significant trouble ensuring its Indigenous populations have 
access to safe drinking water. Commonly the water supplied to First Nations communities on 
reserves is “contaminated, hard to access, or at risk due to faulty treatment systems.” 

Appalled  by  these  conditions,  Maude  Barlow  the  national  chairperson  of  the  Council  of 
Canadians stated that these “are Third World living conditions…people living in First Nations 
communities are 90 per cent more likely to not have access to clean water or sanitation than 
other Canadians”. Currently there are 134 drinking water advisory communities in Canada which 
means that the water is not safe to drink; 90 of these communities are in Ontario. These issues 
are largely due to: the lack of binding regulations on water quality, under-funded budgeting for 
implementation  of  water  systems  on  reserves,  lack  of  support  for  household  water  and 
wastewater  systems,  deteriorating  conditions  of  source  water,  and  lack  of  maintenance  and 
support for water operators.  

In  the  Philippines,  Indigenous peoples’ right  to  water  is  compromised due to  the  increasing 
amount of competition they are facing. Unlike Canada, water is a scarce resource in this country 
and  the  Indigenous  peoples  have  to  compete  against  agricultural  plantations,  hydroelectric 
mining, and drinking water companies to retain access to the water. They are currently facing 
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what can be described as “development aggression”.  Since the Philippines is  rich in natural 
resources,  the  Indigenous  peoples  are  continually  having  to  defend  their  land  against 
corporations who want to exploit these resources. An example of this is when corporations build 
dams in the rivers, so that they can log the area. The construction of dams either stop the water 
flow to Indigenous peoples or cause flooding in their land. Another example, is that corporations 
mine the area for the natural resources which also affects the access to waterways or flooding of 
the Indigenous peoples’ lands. 

New  Zealand  is  another  country  that  contains  an 
abundance of freshwater supply but has had a history of 
issues  with  its  Indigenous  peoples,  the  Maori  having 
access  to  it.  The  Maori  have  traditionally  used  New 
Zealand’s  waterways  in  many  ways  such  as  fishing, 
travelling and drinking and possess a special connection 
to  it.  The  Maori  negotiated  treaties  with  the  British 
Crown in  the  1840s to  maintain  their  access  to  these 
waterways but these treaties have historically not always 
been  upheld.  However,  in  spring  of  2017,  legislation 
was established to give the Whanganui river, sacred to 
the Whanganui tribe legal status that is equivalent to a 
person’s rights in New Zealand. This legislation brings 
to  meaning  the  Whanganui  tribe’s  proverb  “I  am the 
river. The river is me”. It demonstrates the relationship 
of how water means life to the Indigenous people and sets a precedent for Indigenous peoples 
globally to attain their right to water. By giving the river legal status, the Whanganui tribe of the 
Maori will have a better foundation to ensure the environmental condition of the river remains to 
be uncontaminated and to always have access to the water.   
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Figure 2: A boil water advisory, indicating the lack of safe drinking water on this reserve.

Figure 3: The landscape of New 
Zealand, an abundance of greenery and 
fresh water (Whanganui River).



Conclusion

The right to water of the Indigenous peoples as demonstrated through this guide is composed of 
many different components. Whether it is access to drinking water, or protecting sacred lakes 
from being contaminated by corporate construction, the Indigenous peoples’ right of water is 
being infringed upon globally. As the right of water is an intrinsic human right we all have a duty 
to uphold, it is essential to have discourse centered around rectifying this issue. 

Focus Questions

1. How can countries ensure that stable water infrastructure is instituted to improve the water 
quality? 

2. How can countries assist and protect their Indigenous populations from corporations who 
may want to take over their sacred waterways? 

3. How should countries integrate and implement UNDRIP within their legislation to protect 
their Indigenous peoples’ right to water?  
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Topic #2: Systemic Inequities Entrenched 
with Current Government Structures 

Introduction

Despite the predominant notion that current day society exists within a postcolonial context, it 
can  be  argued that  colonialism continues  to  persist  today with  detrimental  consequences  on 
Indigenous rights globally. Colonialism continues to be the “cause of the causes” for issues such 
as poverty and health inequities with communities still recuperating from the adverse effects of 
colonial legislation. Historical events have inherent spillover effects that has manipulated the 
historic, political, social and economic contexts to produce systemic inequities entrenched within 
current government structures. The funding and organization of health care, education and labor 
systems  have  created  a  structural  reality  that  have  produced  and  continually  reproduced 
unfavorable  environments  that  have  perpetuated  lack  of  adequate  employment,  income, 
education, food security and shelter. In order to stimulate the rebuilding and reconciliation of 
relationships  with  Indigenous  peoples,  governments  must  first  note  the  inequities  prevalent 
within  the  system  with  a  historical  lens,  before  seeking  the  resolutions  to  address  them. 
Therefore, the proper evaluation and resolution of systemic inequities calls for the underlying 
connection between colonialism and modernity. 
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“It is not inequality which is the real misfortune, it is dependence.”   
― Voltaire, French writer, historian, and philosopher

“Where justice is denied, where poverty is enforced, where ignorance prevails, and 
where any one class is made to feel that society is an organized conspiracy to 
oppress, rob and degrade them, neither persons nor property will be safe.”

― Frederick Douglass, African-American social reformist

Figure 4: Graphic from the Indigenous Elders and Medicine Peoples Council Statement



Historical Context and Framing of the Problem 

Today, Indigenous peoples remain one of the most vulnerable, disadvantaged and marginalized 
groups  in  society.  Spanning  from the  Arctic  to  the  South  Pacific,  they  are  found across  90 
countries with numbers ranging up to 370 million. Despite composing five percent of the global 
population, Indigenous peoples constitute 15 percent and 33 percent of the poor and extremely 
poor, respectively – this signifies a prominent inequality. In 2007, the United Nations General 
Assembly  adopted  the  United  Nations  Declaration  on  the  Rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples 
(UNDRIP)  as  a  framework  to  both  promote  and  protect  Indigenous  cultural  communities, 
peoples and rights. It notes that Indigenous people are free and should be treated equally with 
respect  to  all  others.  In  highlighting  the  unique  circumstances  of  this  vulnerable  group,  the 
Declaration calls on States to take measures to combat prejudices and discriminations, which 
may require the appropriate legislation, policies and regulations. However, in spite of positive 
advances,  statistics  still  show that  indigenous  peoples  are  more  likely  to  receive  inadequate 
health  services  and low-quality  education.  Decision-making processes  and economic or  land 
development  plans  often  fail  to  include  their  voices  such  that  laws  and  policies  do  not 
appropriately address or seemingly bypass critical indigenous concerns. In many States, many of 
these issues are rooted within the spillover effects of colonialism. 

Colonialism can be dually defined as:

I. The control or governing influence of a nation over a dependent country, territory or people 
II. The system of policy by which a nation maintains or advocates such control or influence

The accumulation of historical policy decisions has greatly influenced the inequities observed in 
present times. Several scholars have posited that colonialism has yet to cease with historical 
events and colonial policies continuing our current day perspectives and legislation. Colonial 
ideologies,  stemming from concepts of  Social  Darwinism in which Indigenous peoples were 
described as being uncivilized, continue to fuel prejudice and discrimination. The projection only 
enhances negative stereotypes, which are used to attribute blame for the current impoverished 
state of these individuals without further evaluation of systemic inequities. This is an example of 
systemic racism, in which the establishment of colonies and governments was founded upon and 
perpetuated the erroneous notion that Indigenous peoples were of an inferior race. 

Since the advent of colonialism, social and cultural processes have been employed to dislodge 
Indigenous  peoples  from  their  rightful  land  and  property  rights.  For  instance,  in  multiple 
countries, policies justifying displacement, relocation, urbanization and sedentarization of mobile 
persons have been passed. Land dispossession has negative consequences for cultural continuity 
and access to traditional  economies.  The geographical  separation from mainstream monetary 
economies also contributes to the economic disparities observed between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous  communities.  Ramona  Peters,  an  Indigenous  rights  activist  highlights  the  distal 
effects  colonial  legislature  that  pushed for  land degradation and expansionism,  stating:  “Not 
being in control of the land, or not being able to protect it or have access to the natural foods and 
medicines that  grow on it,  gives us  a  really shaky future.”  The relationship that  Indigenous 
peoples have with their land forms an inherent and intimate component of their identity and 
spirituality with strong cultural and historical ties. Therefore, land and identity are intrinsically 
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linked with social and political wellbeing of Indigenous peoples. The usurpation of land rights by 
colonizers is partly responsible for the marginalization, discrimination and poor development of 
many Indigenous communities around the world. Displacement of Indigenous peoples into cities 
or rural regions fail to account for standardized housing and living conditions. In order to better 
ameliorate these issues, States must recognize the immensity and profoundness of the relation 
between people and land ownership.

Education, is a key tool in ameliorating poverty and breaking its vicious cycle. The education 
gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities can be attributed to poor allocation 
and therefore lack of adequate resources and respect for indigenous cultures. As such, Indigenous 
communities do not have access to the full range of the proclaimed universal rights to education. 
Regional  schools  often  lack  basic  materials  while  employed  teachers  do  not  speak  local 
Indigenous  languages,  thus  failing  to  adequately  transmit  knowledge.  Moreover,  ethnic  and 
cultural discrimination at schools hinder equal access to education, inducing poor performance 
and thus increased dropout rates. Finally, the education provided through state schooling is often 
deemed  irrelevant  by  Indigenous  communities.  Because  students  are  not  taught  culturally 
relevant survival and work skills that may benefit them within Indigenous economies, they must 
find  employment  elsewhere,  an  aspect  that  only  further  propagates  the  cycle  of  social 
fragmentation, brain drain and poor development. In considering these shortcomings, sustainable 
and multicultural Indigenous education programmes are needed. 

In the context of health, colonialism and its resulting policies has had direct effects on the health 
of Indigenous peoples, including the introduction of deadly disease like smallpox as well as the 
trauma and consequences of the residential schooling system. However, health inequities remain 
endemic within the current system, causing lowering health status and positive health outcomes 
within  this  vulnerable  population.  Throughout  history,  prejudiced  and  discriminatory  policy 
decisions  have  disadvantaged  Indigenous  communities  in  equitable  health  care  access.  For 
instance, during the British colonization, established treaties exchanged necessary medicine for 
surrender of vast land areas. Thus, it was largely presumed by most countries that it was the 
federal  government’s  responsibility  for  Indigenous  health  service  provision.  However,  in 
countries  like  Canada  in  which  healthcare  service  provisions  are  a  provincial  or  state 
responsibility, coverage of Indigenous health care became ambiguous, providing potential pitfalls 
in care for patients. Moreover, governments also establish health care benefits and access via 
registrations under certain acts, such as Canada’s Indian Act. Indigenous populations registered 
under the act are considered to be status Indians; conversely, unregistered persons are considered 
non-status  Indians  with  differential  access  to  health  care  coverage.  This  includes  access  to 
extended health care benefits. Therefore, such laws are often considered to limit patient access to 
services and benefits for Indigenous populations. 

Current Situation

Today, Indigenous populations remain incredibly vulnerable and disadvantaged internationally. 
While  positive  advances  have  been  made  in  the  context  of  indigenous  rights,  the  state  of 
Indigenous peoples’ rights and conditions remain unacceptable. A recent UN publication on the 
current  state  Indigenous  affairs  reveal  appalling  statistics  on  poverty,  health,  education, 
employment,  human rights and environment.  Vulnerable communities continue to experience 
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systemic  racism  and  discrimination  while  confronting  violence,  assimilation  policies, 
dispossession of land, marginalization, forced removal or relocation, denial of land rights and so 
forth. Additionally, Indigenous people must often face criminalization of protest, a usurpation of 
their  rights  to  free  speech.  In  many countries,  the  social  justice  system has  ironically  been 
employed as a tool to detract from social protest activities.

For instance, in the United States, Native Americans are 600 times more likely to be infected 
with  tuberculosis,  a  disease  commonly  associated  with  poverty,  compared  to  the  general 
population; this is a disproportionately high value. They are also 62% more likely to commit 
suicide. In countries like Nepal, Guatemala and New Zealand, the average life expectancy gap 
between  Indigenous  and  non-Indigenous  communities  is  20,  13  and  11  years,  respectively. 
Furthermore, in the United States, there are twice as many Native Americans living beneath the 
poverty line compared to the general population with their average income being half of that of 
the country’s national average. 

Moreover,  while  land rights  are  indicated in  laws,  few have been enforced and executed in 
reality. Even the scarce few countries that do recognize Indigenous peoples’ land rights, there are 
no proper land titling or demarcation procedures due to political delays.  The introduction of 
novel settler technologies such as cash-crop fertilization, chemical fertilizers and pesticides has 
had  negative  impacts  on  the  environment,  forcing  Indigenous  peoples  to  resettle.  Corporate 
activities, such as deforestation and mining that are often supported by powerful lobbyists, also 
continue to displace these communities. 

An education gap is also present when comparing Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities 
due lack of respect and poor allocation of resources to groups in need. For instance, more than 
50% of Indigenous youth in Guatemala did not complete primary school education compared to 
the lesser value of 33% in non-Indigenous youth. This trend is replicated in other countries when 
observing the number of  years  of  enrollment  within schools.  In  Peru,  non-Indigenous youth 
receive an average of 2.3 more years in school compared to Indigenous youth. 

Finally, the general pattern observed in the current political and social sphere is that of “much 
talk, little action.” This phenomenon can be summarized as the Implementation Gap in which the 
desired outcome is much different in reality compared to in a policy brief. While, there has been 
increased recognition for Indigenous rights and the systemic inequities they face, few decisions 
make on the international level have been effectively executed or even respected at the national 
level.  Many Indigenous communities remain marginalized and disproportionately affected by 
negative consequences. 

Conclusion

To tackle systemic inequities within government structures, one must overcome several barriers 
and  challenges  inherent  within  the  current  social  context.  Due  to  a  legacy  of  oppression, 
Indigenous issues are further exacerbated by a loss of identity coupled with the phenomenon of 
learned  helplessness.  Moreover,  the  cycle  of  disadvantage  involves  a  myriad  of  problems 
including  poverty,  poor  health,  lack  of  education  and  discrimination,  which  in  turn  further 
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propagate and reinforce each other. These social conditions cannot be tackled in isolation but 
rather together with various stakeholders within a culturally relevant context. The involvement of 
multiple stakeholders implies conflict  when searching for truth and reconciliation – in many 
cases, governments, politicians and corporations must forsake their advantageous positions and 
exploitative  practices.  Eliminating  systemic  racism  requires  steadfast  advocacy  to  change 
people’s  beliefs  and behaviours  that  have been consistently  reinforced throughout  the  years. 
Despite  the  countless,  oppressive  forces  strides  have  been  made  and  landmarks  have  been 
surpassed towards creating a fairer society that offers equal meaningful opportunities. 
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Topic #3: The Impact of Climate Change on 
Indigenous Communities 

Introduction

Indigenous peoples hold a special relationship with the Earth believing that one does not possess 
her land, but rather they live in accordance with Mother Earth for the duration of their life. As a 
result of this close relationship, Indigenous peoples are dependent on the natural patterns of the 
Earth and are gravely affected as climate change disrupts these patterns. Even though Indigenous 
peoples contribute very little to greenhouse emissions, the leading cause of climate change, they 
experience many consequences such as political and economic marginalization, and 
unemployment due to it. They also suffer the consequences of deforestations and drought 
significantly. It is alarming how the unprecedented effect of climate change could affect the 
Indigenous populations globally.   
         
As Indigenous people traditionally are subsistence farmers, herders, fishers, and hunters, with in-
depth knowledge of the land they interact with, the changes that climate change causes threatens 
their livelihood. Furthermore, the Indigenous peoples’ interaction with the land has become 
necessary to the ecosystem that they interact with. Animals, plants and other components rely on 
what is planted, or being hunted to retain the harmony that has become central to the ecosystem 
thriving. 

Another threat of climate change to Indigenous people is the alternative solutions to rectify 
increasing greenhouse emissions. As the Earth’s temperature seems to increase slightly every 
year causing detrimental effects such as an increase in tropical storms, states and scientists are 
desperately looking for an alternative solution. One popular solution that scientists are 
considering is nuclear power. However, 70 per cent of the Earth’s uranium is under Indigenous 
peoples’ land; mining for that uranium would cause them further grief.  

Description of Context and Background Information

The rise of global climate change impacts the high risk Indigenous populations due an existing 
high burden of ill health, sensitivity to climate-related risks, limited technological capacity, weak 
institutions, high levels of poverty and political inequality. Throughout history, Indigenous 
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destroying nature.
― Davi Yanomami, Yanomami shamen and spokesperson for the Yanomami 

Indians in Brazil



populations have been disadvantaged and thus disproportionately affected by morbidity and 
mortality. Moreover,Iindigenous populations are highly sensitive towards climate change due to 
their close physical and spiritual relationship with land, water, and air. Their economies, culture 
and habitation are largely dependent upon access to and the state of natural resources.  

For example, increased temperatures are associated with increased frequency of drought and loss 
of species. Drier summers are associated with elevated numbers and severity of wildfires, which 
threaten Indigenous health and homes. The changes in population distribution and density of 
culturally important animals and plants due to climate change have potent implications of 
Indigenous art, culture and economies. Moreover, shifting ocean temperatures also disrupt fish 
abundance, impacting an important source of food. Access to traditional resources in critical for 
the preservation of Indigenous culture, health and economy and is thus key for cultural 
perpetuity.  

However, despite their vulnerability, Indigenous peoples remain largely excluded or neglected in 
assessment reports and policy discussions throughout history. Notably, Indigenous issues and 
perspectives on climate change are often captured through Indigenous methods of information 
dissemination – that is through myths, stories, tradition and observations. However, these 
methods of knowledge translation have often been marginalized. This is especially showcased in 
a phenomenon described by scholars as the civic epistemology of global climate change 
discourse in which positivist disciplines are prioritized while failing to capture interpretative 
content. As a result, the synthesized knowledge in often segregated from local context, with little 
impact in ameliorating the existing community issues.  
  
Current Situation

Currently, climate change is perpetrated by states and corporations’ refusal to reduce emissions 
as they continue to perform irreversible damage to the Earth such as deforestation. The effects of 
climate change are ignored as it is financially beneficial to continue using Earth’s natural 
resources. The consequences of their actions, especially to Indigenous communities, is a fleeting 
afterthought that is ignored in exchange for the monetary value. For example, in Brazil the 
Amazon rainforest is deforested in order for the land to be used for cattle ranches and soy bean 
farms. This deforestation has caused severe droughts which have impacted the Indigenous 
communities access to water, and their ability to grow their own food. The dryness of the forest 
has lead to an overall increase in the temperature, making the heat unbearable. Furthermore, the 
Brazilian government’s initiative to combat climate change and be more ‘green’ also has negative 
effects for Indigenous communities. The Guarani, an Indigenous community, are losing their 
land to corporations who are using it to grow sugar canes to produce ethanol. Mitigation methods 
of climate change give governments and corporations justification to exploit the resources of 
Indigenous communities and benefit from them. 
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One of the most significant effects of climate change is the ice glaciers melting which has 
unhinged the lives of many Arctic Indigenous communities. Since the environment is so scarce 
in resources, the trends of the seasons need to be steady in order for survival. A change in any 
part of the ecosystem threatens their food source, and thus threatens the overall survival of the 
indigenous communities. An Inuit leader stated that “it has become so serious that several coastal 
villages are now actively trying to figure out where to move entire communities”. Vera Metcalf, 
the director of the Eskimo Walrus Commission explained that in December the waters are 
normally covered in ice that we have become dependent on. However, as the temperatures 
continue to rise, none of the water is frozen in December. The Arctic region’s temperature in 
2016 was 3.5 Celsius warmer than it was a century ago. Indigenous peoples of the Arctic region 
are dependent on the sea ice for their food source. Food prices in the Arctic average to around 
$15 for a gallon of milk and $20 for a 
pizza. Hence, Indigenous communities 
in this area are dependent on the 
wildlife patterns to stay consistent 
because their alternative solution of 
buying food is not affordable; which 
presents its own problems. For those 
who live in the Arctic region, the rapid 
increase of climate change determines 
how they will feed themselves, their 
livelihood, and whether or not their 
communities will continue to exist. 
Relocation is quickly becoming the 
only solution to their survival. 

The Arctic Council, an intergovernmental forum made up of the Arctic States, Arctic Indigenous 
communities, and others with an interest in Arctic matters, is an agency that has dedicated Task 
Forces combating climate change. It is made up of the following member states: Canada, the 
Kingdom of Denmark, Iceland, Norway, the Russian Federation, Sweden and the United States. 
In addition to the member states, there are Indigenous peoples’ organization which have become 
Permanent Participants (PPs) who have the power to work with the member states in the best and 
most effective methods on how to combat climate change. One of the task forces the Arctic 
Council is working on is the Arctic Contaminants Action Program (ACAP), which strives to 
“reduce emissions and other releases of pollutants”. Another task force is their Arctic Monitoring 
and Assessment Programme (AMAP) which studies oversees and studies the Arctic environment, 
and provides scientific advice to governments as they implement actions to “adverse effects of 
climate change”.  The Arctic Council diligently works closely with indigenous peoples’ 
organizations to stop the damage of climate change on indigenous communities.  

McMaster Model United Nations 2018
United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues Page �23

Figure 5: Over time, fewer walruses are being hunted by 
Alaskan communities.



Bloc Analysis

In Norway, the communities of the Indigenous Sami people are suffering the effects of climate 
change. Their traditional livelihood is herding reindeer, but that has become threatened due to the 
rising temperatures. Due to the loss of livelihood, the Sami people are plagued with financial 
woes, combined with the worry of retaining a fading culture, suicide rates are on the rise. As 
temperatures rise, the rain is not freezing into ice, making it difficult for reindeers to reach their 
main source of food, lichen. As a result, many starve to death, females often give birth to stunted 
calves, leaving Sami families to face a lot of economical damage. An alternative to lichen is 
fodder, but it is extremely expensive and not economically viable. Furthermore, mental health is 
a tabooed topic in Sami culture and so many youths refuse to seek out help. Petra Laiti, the 
Finnish member of the U.N. Global Indigenous Youth Caucus stated in her anecdotal research 
stating that “everyone has a relative in their large families or a friend” that has died by suicide.  
   
Colombian Indigenous communities experience the consequences of climate change as it affects 
their yield of crops. The Kokonuco, an Indigenous community in the southwestern part of 
Colombia have observed that the dry and rainy seasons are getting longer every year. This is 
impacting their ability to predict when the best time is to plant and harvest their crops, and thus 
affects their yield. As the seasons continue to change every year, the Kokonuco peoples’ food 
autonomy is threatened. This cycle is mirrored in many Latin American countries as climate 
change has altered the water cycles in the region, which overall impacts their ability to grow and 
harvest their food. The Kokonuco community is currently working with the National Institute of 
Hydrology and Meteorology as they study the climate and water cycle to create preventive 
strategies. The goal is to reconcile traditional knowledge with scientific knowledge to come up 
with the best methods to combat the consequences of climate change. However, if preventive 
strategies are not made soon, the Kokonuco community could lose their food sovereignty and 
possibly starve to death.  

Indigenous groups in the Russian North are similarly affected by climate change, particularly the 
Viliui Sakah group as the greatest warming occurring within subarctic Russia is taking place 
within the Sakha area. This is evinced by record-breaking high levels of annual precipitation 
rates and air temperature within the last decade due to climate change. However, warmer winters 
and cooler summers coupled with increased floods and fewer birds and animals have had 
negative effects on the livelihood and cultural preservation of the Viliui Sakah. Depleting 
populations of reindeer herds have severe consequences for the Indigenous population’s food, 
clothing and culture in addition to destroying economic activity. After consideration of these 
factors, governments and international agencies must consider the fate of communities displaced 
by climate change. For instance, would these populations be resettled as entire communities to 
ensure continued community cohesion and cultural heritage? 
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Conclusion

With increased frequency and intensity of natural disasters and extreme weather events, global 
action and international solidarity must be taken when tackling this issue. However, climate 
change disproportionately affects certain types of populations, including the Indigenous 
problems, that leave them vulnerable to health, economic and cultural consequences. Indigenous 
voices when included within the discussion can offer valuable perspectives towards climate 
change reform, while providing the impetus to spur change that considers Indigenous interests. 
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