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The International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA) would like to start by
congratulating the Human Rights Council for it’s organisation of these three intersessional
dialogues and it’s cooperation on Human Rights and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development and thank the chair, H.E. Mr. Sek Wannamethee Ambassador and Permanent
Representative of Thailand to the United Nations and other international organizations in
Geneva.. The theme of this third session is ‘Building back better: Integrating human rights in
sustainable and resilient recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic’. The COVID-19 pandemic is
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undermining progress across the globe in implementing the 17 SDGs, reversing socio-economic
gains and magnifying pre-existing forms of discrimination and inequalities. Many UN Reports
throughout 2020 have already documented and reported that Indigenous Peoples have been
among those hardest hit by the COVID-19 Pandemic.
Indigenous Peoples today, in all parts of the world, are still fighting discrimination and targeted
violence, struggling against a shrinking civic space, lacking recognition of their rights as peoples,
and suffering from land dispossession, evictions and the negative consequences of climate
change and conservation efforts. Indigenous Peoples are also disproportionately suffering the
effects of COVID-19 and its consequences, including increased repression by states that are
using the pandemic as a way to enact laws that further encroach on their rights. For Indigenous
Peoples, the long-term consequences of the pandemic may be devastating.
Therefore, In the context of the Human Rights Council’s 3rd intersessional session on this
theme, we would like to submit a statement on impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on
Indigenous Peoples and their responses.
Since March 2020, IWGIA has worked to monitor the impacts of the pandemic on Indigenous
Peoples around the globe and supported Indigenous peoples organisations (partners) in their
efforts to protect themselves from the health ramifications of the virus as well as the
emergency law procedures enacted in many countries that have adversely affected them.

Triple-threat: Access to health care, food insecurity
and land grabbing deepen the marginalization of
Indigenous Peoples
Indigenous Peoples and their territories were already disproportionally affected by structural
inequalities before the pandemic. Environmental degradation, conflicts over resources,
expropriation of land and human rights violations continue to detrimentally impact their lives.
However, the pandemic has now added another layer of threats that have compounded the
challenges Indigenous Peoples face today.
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From the very beginning of the outbreak 1 particularly because Indigenous communities are
often in remote regions that have frequently had little to no access to health care.
Conflicts over territories and land grabbing2 on Indigenous Peoples’ ancestral lands and
territories placed Indigenous Peoples’ in an already precarious situation prior to the pandemic,
but the global crisis has led to several reports demonstrating3 how the intrusion of extractive
industries on Indigenous lands has intensified this past year. Governments pass controversial
and repressive legislation 4 as a desperate response to the economic downturn that overrides
the rights of Indigenous Peoples as they are often not consulted in national COVID-19
responses.
These laws and policies, as part of COVID-19 recovery plans, have led not only to the further
destruction of Indigenous lands for large scale projects, but also to the criminalization of
Indigenous women and men on the frontline defending their lands and territories against
violations from state and non-state actors.
Additionally, the lack of culturally appropriate COVID-19 information in Indigenous languages
and the absence of Indigenous Peoples in national recovery plans has negatively impacted the
resilience of Indigenous communities5.
In October 2020 6, UN Special Rapporteur on the rights of Indigenous Peoples José Francisco Calí
Tzay noted that Indigenous Peoples are “rarely taken into account in contingency plans”,
according to findings in his report showing that a majority of states have not included
Indigenous Peoples in their COVID-19 recovery plans, stressing the importance of Indigenous
Peoples’ right to free, prior and informed consent in decisions that affect them.

https://www.iwgia.org/en/news-alerts/news-covid-19/3797-ohchr-covid-19-ipr.html
Idem
3
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---gender/documents/publication/wcms_757475.pdf
4
https://www.landcoalition.org/en/newsroom/case-study-indigenous-peoples-and-land-and-environmentdefenders-face-risks-due-covid-19/
5
http://www.fao.org/3/ca9106en/CA9106EN.pdf
6
https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/gashc4292.doc.htm
1
2
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In December 2020, the UN put a focus on the growing marginalization of Indigenous Peoples
during the pandemic7 and the crucial importance of consulting communities in the
development of responses that concern them.
Communities are also facing issues with food security. Food shortages have been reported as
one of the main challenges faced by Indigenous Peoples8 in light of the pandemic due to the
mixed effects of self-isolation, general lockdowns, geographical remoteness and the disruption
of trade mechanisms, along with the interruption of income-generating activities that have led
to rising unemployment.

Preventative measures: Self-protection and
awareness-raising
In all the regions where IWGIA works, the pandemic has disproportionally affected Indigenous
Peoples, requiring different efforts to ensure prevention and protection.
Indigenous communities have mounted rapid responses to cope with the current situation
through their own self-isolation protection mechanism, taking to advanced methods to seal off
their villages, protecting themselves from the spread of COVID-19 from outsiders.

7
8

https://www.standup4humanrights.org/en/humanrightsdays2020.html
http://www.fao.org/right-to-food/news/news-detail/en/c/1301716/
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As active agents of change, Indigenous Peoples are relying on their own knowledge and
practices to find solutions to the problem as some communities have done through their own
representative institutions 9.
In Tanzania, IWGIA assisted PINGOs Forum in implementing a project 10 aimed to equip
Indigenous communities with relevant information on the pandemic, which was spread in a
variety of ways, including through radio programmes, TV promotions and informative flyers.
Communities were also provided with protection materials such as hand sanitiser, protective
gloves and equipment to set up handwashing stations.

https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/covid-19.html
https://www.pingosforum.or.tz/index.php/component/content/article/88-latest-developments/111-serving-ipscommunities-in-the-covid-19-pandemic-era?Itemid=437

9

10
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Awareness-raising campaigns have proved successful, reaching remote hunter-gatherer
communities11 where language-barrier and illiteracy levels coupled with the limited access to
means of communication has made it difficult for the population to decipher the national
campaigns on COVID-19.
Spreading awareness and sharing alerts through such media platforms has proven effective in
other regions as well. The ability to reach a broad audience across regions12, adapted to culture
and language has been instrumental in sharing important information on the virus.
In Nepal, IWGIA has supported the Indigenous Media Foundation (IMF) in producing
awareness-raising materials in 20 different Indigenous languages 13, which have been broadcast

https://www.iwgia.org/en/news-alerts/news-covid-19/3680-indigenous-realities-in-a-covid-19-world-africa.html
https://www.iwgia.org/en/news-alerts/news-covid-19/3788-summary-update.html
13
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jD9IqFLyH94
11
12
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through TV, community radio stations and also on multiple social media platforms in order to
reach communities with limited access to public information and health services.
In Brazil, our partner Acão Jovens Indígenas (AJI) has been broadcasting throughout the
pandemic and lockdowns via their radio platform Rádio AJI 14. Through weekly radio
transmissions, AJI has been reporting on the situation of Indigenous communities in Brazil,
providing community-based information on COVID-19 and exposing troubling development.
After more than a thousand Yanomami were confirmed infected with COVID-19 15 in October, a
commission under the Organization of American States (OAS) recommended that the Brazilian
government should act to protect the Yanomami and Yekuana from the further spread of the
virus. The OAS had previously been alarmed 16 by illegal gold mining activity happening on
Yanomami land and the potential spread of the virus through miners bringing the virus to
Indigenous communities.

Spike in gender-based discrimination
IWGIA partner, the Asia Indigenous Peoples’ Pact (AIPP), has observed an increase in the
discrimination of Indigenous women and girls in Asia 17 in the extended lockdown period.
Indigenous women and girls – who are already subjected to triple discrimination based on
ethnicity, gender and class – have, during the pandemic, experienced a lack of culturally
appropriate access to information and health services, including on reproductive and sexual
health, and an increase in human rights violations and racial discrimination.

https://jovensindigenas.org.br/radio-aji/
https://www.socioambiental.org/pt-br/noticias-socioambientais/tragedia-anunciada-contaminacoes-por-covid19-disparam-na-terra-yanomami
16
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSKCN24M02V
17
https://aippnet.org/joint-statement-asia-indigenous-peoples-pact-foundation-networks-indigenous-womenasia-silenced-issues-violence-against-indigenous-women-time-covid-pandemic/
14
15
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AIPP has received worrying reports from Indigenous women organizations and networks 18 that
confirm a rise in violence against women and girls during the pandemic. The restricted mobility
and escalating unemployment are just some of the contributing factors behind this increase.
In the Chittagong Hill Tracts in Bangladesh, for instance, abuses linked to military forces have
been documented and two Indigenous women have been killed in these conflicts 19, while
Indigenous women have been threatened and repressed by security forces in the Philippines
and in India.

Agency of Indigenous women
The Indigenous Navigator report on the COVID-19 impact on Indigenous communities20 has
shown that access to health and sanitary services has been unequal between women and men
– an inequality that was already present before the pandemic which now has become more
visible. However, what the data has also shown is the resilience and strong capacity of
Indigenous women.
An Indigenous woman from a community in Latin America shared how she and other
Indigenous women established a network 21 wherein women from different communities have
the ability to communicate with each other sharing information on how they are experiencing
the emergency within their communities, how they themselves are coping with it and what
challenges they are experiencing.
IWGIA partner and Indigenous women-led organisation, Organización Nacional de Mujeres
Indígenas Andinas y Amazónicas del Perú (ONAMIAP), in Peru has called for a gender and
culturally sensitive response to the pandemic 22 that guarantees the participation of Indigenous
Peoples on all decision-making levels and the inclusion of Indigenous women in recovery plans.

Idem
Idem
20
https://iwgia.org/en/resources/publications/3878-ini-covid-19-report.html
21
Idem
22
https://www.iwgia.org/en/news-alerts/news-covid-19/3788-summary-update.html
18
19
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ONAMIAP highlights the important role Indigenous women have consistently played as
frontline workers in the fight against the pandemic.
It is exactly this type of call for action that has been echoed in recent years through the strong
mobilization of Indigenous women organisations that have demanded a need for a greater
gender perspective 23 when addressing Indigenous Peoples issues. Indigenous women have held
discussions on how to recover from COVID-19 and build back better – a recovery in which
women are taking the lead in building the response and demand to be included in decisionmaking processes that involve them.
Indigenous women are knowledge holders, protectors of land, territories and resources 24 and
their crucial role as frontrunners in building and shaping the response to the global pandemic
should be recognized.

--END

https://iwgia.org/en/resources/publications/3935-in-women-s-report.html
https://iwgia.org/en/resources/publications/3878-ini-covid-19-report.html
https://iwgia.org/en/resources/publications/3935-in-women-s-report.html
23
24
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