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Summary 

 In its resolution 2004/62, the Commission on Human Rights requested the Special 
Rapporteur on the situation of human rights and fundamental freedoms of indigenous people to 
continue working on the topics included in his first report, in particular, those that impact on the 
situation of the human rights and fundamental freedoms of indigenous people and that may 
contribute to advancing the debate on fundamental issues of the draft United Nations declaration 
on the rights of indigenous peoples.  In accordance with this resolution, the Special Rapporteur 
herewith transmits to the Commission the conclusions and recommendations of the Expert 
Seminar on Indigenous Peoples and Education held in Paris from 18 to 20 October 2004. 

 The Special Rapporteur believes that the full enjoyment of the right to education is a 
crucial issue to indigenous peoples, as became evident in the latest discussions in the Working 
Group on a draft United Nations declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples, and has 
therefore concentrated on analysing this issue in his main report (E/CN.4/2005/88).  This is also 
why the Special Rapporteur is transmitting to the Commission, for its information, a summary of 
the issues discussed and the conclusions and recommendations adopted at the Seminar. 

 In accordance with the above-mentioned resolution, the Expert Seminar was organized 
by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights jointly with the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) at the UNESCO 
headquarters in Paris.  It was attended by over 60 experts in the field of indigenous peoples and 
education, government representatives, academics and representatives of non-governmental 
organizations. 
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Introduction 

1. In its resolution 2004/62, the Commission on Human Rights, while noting with 
appreciation the first ever experience of organizing an expert seminar to support the annual 
thematic research of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms of indigenous peoples and the outcomes of it, took note of the intention of the Office of 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) to organize a seminar of 
experts on indigenous education with the participation of indigenous, governmental and 
non-governmental experts to assist the Special Rapporteur in examining the principal subject 
of his report to the Commission at its sixty-first session. 

2. Pursuant to the above-mentioned resolution, the Office of the High Commissioner and 
the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) invited 
Governments, United Nations bodies and specialized agencies, indigenous peoples and 
researchers and academics working in the field to attend the seminar. 

3. The Expert Seminar on Indigenous Peoples and Education, organized jointly by OHCHR 
and UNESCO, was held from 18 to 20 October 2004 at the UNESCO headquarters in Paris.  It 
was attended by over 60 experts in the field of indigenous peoples and education, government 
representatives, academics and representatives of non-governmental organizations.  The list of 
participants is contained in the appendix to this report. 

4. At the Seminar, the experts discussed issues related to the access of indigenous peoples 
to quality education (describing examples of factors that are limiting indigenous access to 
education as well as best practices to overcome the existing barriers), culturally appropriate 
quality education (describing examples of programmes with the aim of offering an education 
system that is culturally aware of indigenous differences), participatory approaches and higher 
education for indigenous peoples.  The experts, who submitted a total of 16 working papers, 
drew up a set of conclusions and recommendations. 

5. The experts attending the Seminar asked the Special Rapporteur to take account of their 
conclusions and recommendations in preparing his report and to transmit them to the relevant 
United Nations bodies for their information.  Accordingly, the Special Rapporteur herewith 
transmits to the Commission the conclusions and recommendations adopted at the Seminar.  The 
full report on the Seminar will be submitted to the Working Group on Indigenous Populations at 
its twenty-third session. 

I.  CONCLUSIONS 

6. The experts meeting at the Seminar on Indigenous Peoples and Education agreed on 
the following conclusions and recommendations. 

7. The experts welcomed the opportunity provided by the United Nations Seminar to 
discuss the question of indigenous peoples and education.  They identified, among others, a 
range of concerns relating to the access of indigenous peoples to quality education at all 
levels and some of the existing barriers for indigenous peoples to enjoying a culturally  
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appropriate education.  In particular, it was highlighted that cultural diversity of 
indigenous peoples is not always respected and that discrimination and xenophobia remain 
the main impediment to the enjoyment by indigenous peoples of the right to education in 
all regions of the world.  Indigenous girls in particular are negatively affected by the 
existing barriers to fully enjoying this right. 

8. The experts recognized that over the International Decade of the World’s 
Indigenous Peoples (1995-2004) proclaimed by the General Assembly in its 
resolution 48/163, important progress has taken place both at the national and the 
international level towards the enjoyment of the right to education by indigenous peoples.  
Over those years, indigenous scholar education has always been included as part of the 
agenda of the international community and Governments in the framework of the general 
debate on the universal recognized right to education.  The United Nations system, and 
specifically UNESCO, has devoted attention to indigenous education as a key for achieving 
a sustainable and equitable development.  However, the lack of implementation remains 
one of the main issues of concern for the communities. 

9. The right to education is a key instrument for the respect of cultural diversity and a 
crucial element for achieving equitable development.  In this context, indigenous peoples 
have contributed to the implementation of the right to education including the aspects of 
culture, language, healing and tradition, which constitute fundamental inputs that 
contribute to human dignity, cultural enrichment and intercultural dialogue. 

10. Despite the efforts made over the last years, indigenous peoples still face a number 
of difficulties to fully enjoy the right to education.  The experts noted that specific measures 
by States were needed to make their efforts for the full enjoyment by indigenous peoples of 
this fundamental right effective and concluded that: 

 (a) Historical and ongoing discrimination continues to negatively affect the 
recognition of the rights of indigenous peoples; 

 (b) The growing imbalance and inequality between indigenous and 
non-indigenous in many countries negatively affect the ongoing efforts to bridge the gap 
for the full enjoyment by indigenous peoples of economic, social, cultural, civil and political 
rights; 

 (c) Obstacles to the full enjoyment of the right to education are numerous and 
complex and include, among others, physical obstacles, such as the distance between 
schools and indigenous communities; different lifestyles, such as nomadism; problems 
related to poverty, extreme poverty and exclusion; transport and accommodation as well as 
difficulties encountered in student enrolment; 

 (d) Often, in national policies, some practices, among others, the request of birth 
certificates for the enrolment of children and the denial of indigenous names, long hair and 
traditional dress at school, create further difficulties for the complete enjoyment of the 
right to education; 
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 (e) The majority of efforts made by States to improve access have only been 
focused on basic and primary education, often leaving the needs in secondary, technical 
and university education unattended; 

 (f) Any effort will be diminished if an impartial and effective implementation of 
the programmes and actions is not undertaken.  Little progress has been made so far in 
carrying out an effective evaluation of, for example, existing bilingual and intercultural 
programmes in some parts of the world.  This is an obstacle to addressing the root causes 
that impede the real success of such programmes; 

 (g) While access to education for all indigenous children and youth is difficult 
in many parts of the world, indigenous girls are particularly affected by the existing 
obstacles.  While the majority of problems relate to the school environment, discrimination 
within the family and the community against indigenous girls is also of particular concern.  
Community or school-based violence against indigenous children - and in particular girls - 
is unacceptable and has a considerable effect on school drop-out rates; 

 (h) Ethnic and cultural discrimination at schools is an obstacle to the equal 
access to education and is also a reason for poor performance and high drop-out rates.  In 
spite of programmes and campaigns carried out in numerous countries, the difficulties in 
perceiving the progress achieved due to the deeply rooted discrimination present in some 
societies are still enormous; 

 (i) In general, there is a lack of awareness of the values of indigenous peoples 
at many educational institutions, which fuels prejudices against indigenous peoples 
and hinders efforts made to combat discrimination.  In many situations, the national 
curriculum either ignores indigenous peoples or reinforces negative stereotypes.  Education 
itself can be one of the most important tools in combating prejudice and discrimination; 

 (j) Isolation is a main obstacle for indigenous peoples to fully enjoy their right 
to education.  Best practices, like nomadic schools or the use of technologies such as 
videoconferences and the Internet, are helping to reach the most isolated and remote 
indigenous communities.  In some countries, residential or boarding schools have worked 
in a very positive way, although in others, they have had negative effects on the 
preservation of indigenous languages and cultures; 

 (k) The revival, strengthening and development of indigenous languages 
constitute a major goal to be achieved with a view to providing culturally appropriate 
education for indigenous peoples.  In some countries, indigenous languages are nearly 
facing extinction.  The loss of indigenous languages as vehicles of transmitting indigenous 
values and cultures is an issue of great concern.  These values and cultures hold benefit not 
only for indigenous peoples but also for the rest of the societies where they live and for 
humanity in general; 
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 (l) Culturally appropriate education is essential for indigenous peoples since a 
good quality education that ignores diversity is not considered able to meet the needs of 
indigenous peoples.  Culturally appropriate education could be achieved through the 
participation of indigenous communities in the planning process. 

II.  RECOMMENDATIONS 

A.  Recommendations to Governments 

11. States should adopt special measures to address the historical bias against 
indigenous peoples that is an underlying cause of discrimination against them in the 
education systems. 

12. States should ensure that indigenous communities and peoples participate fully in 
the process determining their own education through the support of the establishment of 
schools directly managed by indigenous peoples or under their supervision. 

13. States should take positive action to ensure that the culture, traditions, history and 
values of indigenous peoples are reflected in national educational systems, with an aim at 
respecting the cultural diversity of the country, fighting against rooted discrimination and 
xenophobia in society, contributing to the intercultural sharing and to the enrichment of 
the intellectual and cultural content of education. 

14. States should promote research on the specific needs of indigenous children, and in 
particular those of indigenous girls, with a specific view to the situation in the urban areas. 

15. In the framework of the International Year of Sport Education in 2005, States 
should highlight in their programmes the importance of physical education for all children 
and, in particular, for indigenous children, and should take effective measures for its 
implementation.  Physical education, physical activity and sports help people to perform 
better, improve their quality of life, keep students in school and provide an alternative 
choice to celebrate life. 

16. Noting the impact of external debt on the cuts in education spending in debtor 
countries, and in particular on indigenous education, States should take measures to 
combat these effects.  States members of the boards of multilateral funding agencies should 
seek ways of including effective provisions aimed at protecting indigenous education in the 
struggle against poverty. 

17. Associations of indigenous education professionals play a crucial role in 
contributing to the improvement of the quality of indigenous education.  In this context, 
indigenous education professionals should explore new ways through which these networks 
could share their positive experiences between themselves and other non-indigenous 
education associations. 
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18. States should undertake effective and independent evaluation of their bilingual and 
intercultural programmes where they exist, verify their real impact and redress gaps 
impeding their real success. 

19. States should undertake studies on practices that disproportionately affect 
indigenous peoples in their full enjoyment of the right to education and take necessary 
measures, including affirmative action, to eliminate discrimination resulting from such 
practices. 

20. Awareness campaigns on the importance of education should be established and 
launched with the active participation of indigenous communities. 

21. States should take steps, including in the areas of education planning, training and 
recruitment policy, to increase the number of indigenous persons working within the 
education systems. 

22. States should promote training and educational courses for officials in the education 
system on the cultures, customs and practices of indigenous peoples, as a way to combat 
discrimination and promote respect for cultural diversity. 

23. Both States and indigenous peoples should incorporate human rights education in 
their programmes of education. 

24. States should ensure that indigenous knowledge and culture is also included in 
higher education curricula and that indigenous elders take part in the programming and 
designing of not only university but also primary and secondary school programmes. 

25. States should follow a plan of action and develop a strategy to effectively respond to 
the challenges faced by indigenous peoples in education, in the context of their plans to 
achieve the United Nations Millennium Goals. 

26. States should support programmes and projects on education carried out by 
indigenous organizations and incorporate them in the national education system.  The 
establishment of indigenous universities as well as incentives for non-native students to 
undertake their studies in such universities should also be supported. 

B. Recommendations to United Nations bodies, specialized 
agencies and human rights mechanisms 

27. The Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights and fundamental freedoms 
of indigenous people is requested to include the information and analysis provided by the 
Seminar in his report to the Commission on Human Rights at its sixty-first session, and to 
annex thereto the conclusions and recommendations adopted at the Seminar. 
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28. The Working Group on Indigenous Populations is invited to consider preparing a 
study on indigenous peoples and education, which should include an analysis of obstacles in 
access and examples of good practice in promoting quality and culturally appropriate 
education. 

29. The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights is 
requested to transmit the report on the Seminar to the Working Group on Indigenous 
Populations at its twenty-third session, to the Working Group on a draft United Nations 
declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples, to the Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Issues and to the relevant human rights treaty monitoring bodies and mechanisms, in 
particular the Committee on the Rights of the Child, the Special Rapporteur on 
contemporary forms of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance 
and the Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief. 

30. Within the framework of the cooperation projects carried out by the Office of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, it is suggested to pay special 
attention to the development of specific activities aimed at promoting the right to education 
and, in particular, a culturally and ethnically adequate indigenous education.  It was noted 
that these kinds of activities were to be especially undertaken in countries where such 
cooperation projects already took place and indigenous peoples lived.  OHCHR is also 
requested to promote training and support on human rights for professionals in the field of 
indigenous issues and education. 

31. The Office of the High Commissioner is invited to raise the issues discussed at the 
Seminar with the relevant United Nations bodies and agencies and specialized agencies, 
national human rights institutions and non-governmental and indigenous organizations 
and to seek their support in promoting dialogue and action in this area. 

32. In the context of the ongoing efforts concerning the fight against violence towards 
indigenous children, UNESCO should put special emphasis on their educational and 
community environment.  This emphasis will help to combat discrimination and reduce 
drop-out rates. 

33. In the framework of the new emphasis put on the promotion of Education for All, 
UNESCO should take all the necessary measures to guarantee the achievement of the 
objectives of the Dakar Declaration and its Action Plan, especially actions 2, 5 and 6.  The 
above-mentioned objectives refer specifically to children’s education as well as to the 
education of those children who are facing difficult situations or whose ethnic origin is 
different from the one of the majority.  Special emphasis needs to be put on the problems 
faced by indigenous girls in their access to education as well as to the need for 
improvement in quality of education. 

34. It is also recommended that UNESCO establish a project on indigenous languages 
and cultures in education systems as a method aimed at reactivating intercultural dialogue 
and promoting tolerance towards diversity.  In this context, other relevant United Nations 
agencies are invited to also consider this proposal. 
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C.  Recommendations to indigenous peoples 

35. Indigenous peoples are invited to provide the Special Rapporteur with any 
additional elements they may find of relevance in addressing indigenous people’s 
educational needs, with particular reference to the situation of indigenous women and 
children. 

36. Indigenous peoples are encouraged to continue their work in making the right to 
education a fully enforceable right for their communities.  They are invited to make use of 
the existing human rights norms and principles to strengthen the contribution of their 
cultures and traditions to the future of the entire human society. 

37. Human rights education can constitute an empowering tool for those that are 
marginalized, and in particular for indigenous peoples.  In this respect, the Seminar 
welcomed the World Programme on Human Rights Education and in this context called on 
Governments to adopt an effective plan of action. 
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