International Day of the World’s Indigenous People

 9th August 2010
Members of the Indigenous Peoples Communities, Colleagues, invited guests, members of the Press, ladies and gentlemen,

I am delighted to attend this ceremony to commemorate the International Day of the World’s Indigenous People. Awareness of, and respect for, the rights of indigenous people, is a cause which is dear to the heart of the European Union and which has been especially close to mine during my time here as the EU Ambassador to Bangladesh.
As the EU's High Representative for Foreign Affairs, Baroness Catherine Ashton, noted earlier this year, “Indigenous issues form an integral part of the European Union's human rights policy”. The EU Delegation has been present at this event every year to honour the indigenous peoples of Bangladesh and to pay tribute to their traditions, culture and knowledge. Unfortunately, this is the last time I have the honour to be here as a guest on this wonderful day as I will retire by the end of the year after 5 years of office in Bangladesh. However I am sure that the next EU Ambassador to Bangladesh will continue this wonderful tradition with the same passion.
The past decade has seen significant advances around the world in recognising and valuing the distinctiveness of indigenous communities in terms of their cultural, political, legal and social institutions. This has included the work of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, the establishment of the UN Voluntary Fund for Indigenous People, the initiatives undertaken in the context of the Second International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People, as well as in the landmark adoption in 2007 of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 

For its part, the European Union has channelled substantial political and financial support to efforts to build international recognition of the rights of indigenous peoples. Since 1999, the rights of indigenous peoples have been included as a thematic priority under the European Initiative for Democracy and Human Rights. EU projects have focused on support to indigenous peoples to participate in relevant UN processes and support for civil society and international organisations activities aimed at promoting Convention 169 of the ILO
. 
Here in Bangladesh, the richness and diversity of indigenous people's ways of life, languages and traditions is evident from the north to the south of the country. In many significant ways, the contributions of indigenous peoples' cultures and ways of life to Bangladesh's development has been respected from the time of the country's independence. Of course I know very well that indigenous peoples here still face major problems, in many ways, and they have to be addressed through dialogue and support at project levels.
In this context, the European Union is supporting indigenous rights in this country at both the policy and project level. An important example is the sustained efforts which we have made to raise with the government the need to implement the Chittagong Hill Tracts Peace Accord, which of course includes key provisions concerning the rights of indigenous peoples in the region. But the EU's support for the rights of indigenous peoples in Bangladesh is not limited to the Chittagong Hill Tracts region. For example the EU is helping to reform land administration in Bangladesh through the "Strengthening Access to Land and Property Rights for all Citizens of Bangladesh" project: this should help fight land-grabbing, which we understand is an abuse to which indigenous communities are especially vulnerable in Bangladesh. I also hope that in the future we can do more to expand further our assistance to indigenous peoples all over Bangladesh, for example in supporting the provision of primary education in children's mother tongues which we have already started to do in the Chittagong Hill Tracts region.
It is my hope that, through this event, bonds will be strengthened between all of us to demonstrate solidarity and spread awareness of, and respect for, the rights of indigenous people in Bangladesh and elsewhere in the world. In doing so this will strengthen Bangladeshi society as a whole, as well as enhancing Bangladesh's international reputation.
May I close by wishing you a stimulating and pleasant Indigenous People's Day. Thank you for your attention!
Stefan Frowein

Ambassador

EU Head of Delegation
� ILO Convention 169 concerning indigenous and tribal peoples in independent countries which entered into force in 1991





