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About the Committee:
Social and Humanitarian Affairs
As a main committee of the general assembly, each member state may be represented by one person
in SOCHUM. Thus, current members of SOCHUM include all 193 member states of the United Nations
general assembly.
The General Assembly is one of the of the six main organs of the United Nations, in which all 193 states
are equally represented and whereby there is an intense discussion on international issues which are
affecting the world and its people. Non-member states and other entities recognized by the UN as
permanent observers may attend and participate in meetings, but they cannot vote.
Established in 1947, the General Assembly Third Committee, which is also known as SOCHUM, is
committed to addressing a wide range of issues relating to the humanitarian and social sector. An
important part of the Committee’s work focuses on the examination of human rights questions,
including reports of the special procedures of the UN Human Rights Council.
SOCHUM, along with its subsidiary body the Economic and Social council (ECOSOC), are responsible
for drafting resolutions related to social, humanitarian and cultural matters.

SOCHUM’s main areas of work:
There are many social, humanitarian and cultural issues discussed by SOCHUM. This includes, but is
not limited to:







The promotion of fundamental freedoms through the elimination of racism and racial
discrimination
The advancement of women and women’s rights
The protection of children
The protection of indigenous people
The treatment of refugees and economic migrants
The promotion of the right to self- determination.
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About the Topic:
Indigenous People’s Rights
The United Nations defines indigenous people as those who:
“have a historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that developed on their
territories, they consider themselves distinct from other sectors of the societies now prevailing on
those territories, or parts of them.”





Around the world there are more than 5,000 different Indigenous People groups.
They speak more than 4,000 languages.
There are more than 370 million indigenous people.
They live in roughly 90 different countries across the world.

They have different customs and cultures, but they do share some unpleasant realities: removal of
their lands, denial of their culture, physical attacks and being treated as second-class citizens.
Former United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon noted that “indigenous people suffered
centuries of oppression, and continue to lose their lands, their languages and their resources at an
alarming rate”
Indigenous people often share a key value – the close association between their identity, their way of
life and their land. They act as “guardians” or “custodians” of the land for the next generation. Losing
it means a loss of identity.
The lands on which Indigenous Peoples live are often rich in resources and have been appropriated,
sold, leased or simply plundered and polluted by governments and private companies. Many have
been uprooted from their land through discriminatory government policies or armed conflict.
Indigenous rights activists face violence and even murder when they seek to defend their communities
and their lands.
In many countries more than 50% of Indigenous people live in cities. Over the last three decades
Indigenous people have moved from their traditional lands towards urban areas. Some seeking
opportunities for education and employment. While others are escaping human rights abuses,
particularly related to their land rights and the survival of their culture.
Cut off from resources and traditions vital to their welfare and survival, many Indigenous Peoples are
unable to fully enjoy their human rights. Instead they face marginalization, poverty, disease and
violence – in some instances extinction as a people.
Indigenous Peoples account for 15% of the world’s poor and a third of the 900 million people living in
extreme poverty. Indigenous people also tend to experience low levels of education, increased health
problems, higher crime rates and human rights abuses.
Indigenous children are more likely to drop out of school and therefore less likely to become
academics and professionals. This in turn leads to more poverty and the poverty cycle continues.
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Indigenous Peoples are often marginalized
and face discrimination in countries’ legal
systems. This leaves them at further risk of
violence and abuse. Indigenous human
rights defenders who speak out face
intimidation
and
violence,
often
supported by the state.
Peaceful efforts of Indigenous Peoples to
maintain their own cultural identity or
exercise control over their traditional
lands and resources can be branded
treason or “terrorism”.
As highlighted, the indigenous are losing
their culture and heritage. However, what
is less obvious is the impact of this on nonindigenous people. Indigenous people can
offer unique technology, food, culture and
medicine yet this potential is barely
tapped into due to the lack of
representation of the indigenous in
professional fields.

Indigenous Women
Indigenous women face multiple forms of discrimination because of their culture, class and gender.
They are more like to die in child-birth and discrimination results in abuse by the authorities and
people from other communities. For example, more than 2000 poor indigenous and Campesino
women in Peru were sterilized by state authorities in the 1990s without their full consent. On 22
January 2014, the Public Prosecutors office in Lima closed their case. Justice simply denied.
Domestic violence can occur in all communities. But with the disruption of traditional ways of life,
Indigenous women may lose status in their own society or find that the frustration, resulting from
racial and sexual discrimination affecting the wider community tips over into violence in their
household.
Such discrimination, marginalization and violence occurs again and again across the globe. From
southern Africa where the children of the San, Ovahimba people and other Indigenous Peoples find it
very hard to access education to south-east Asia, where the majority of women and girls trafficked
across state borders are from Indigenous communities.
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UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007)
At the international level, Indigenous Peoples have made their voices heard and effectively lobbied
governments. This has resulted in the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007).
The Declaration establishes a universal framework of minimum standards for the survival, dignity,
well-being and rights of the world's indigenous peoples. The Declaration addresses both individual
and collective rights; cultural rights and identity; rights to education, health, employment, language,
and others. It outlaws discrimination against indigenous peoples and promotes their full and effective
participation in all matters that concern them. It also ensures their right to remain distinct and to
pursue their own priorities in economic, social and cultural development. The Declaration explicitly
encourages harmonious and cooperative relations between States and indigenous peoples.
Key laws and polices called for by the declaration:
• Ensuring that Indigenous Peoples have a say in decisions that affect them.
• Maintaining their distinct cultural identities.
• Living free from discrimination and the threat of genocide.
• Having secure access to the lands and resources essential to their wellbeing and ways of life.

UNIPP (United Nations Indigenous Peoples’ Partnership)
The UN indigenous Peoples’ partnership was formed to ‘facilitate the implementation of international
standards on Indigenous peoples’. There are 5 areas UNIPP would like to increase and improve for the
Indigenous people:






Legislative review and reform
Democratic governance and indigenous peoples’ institutions
Access to justice
Access to land and ancestral territories:
Natural resources and extractive industries.
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Case studies
Australian Aboriginals
Australian Aboriginals have been persecuted and oppressed since the European invasion of Australia
in 1788. They brought with them disease, which proved fatal to the aboriginals and those who
survived only faced hardship in the years to come. Statistics for Australian Aboriginals reflect the dire
conditions they live in:





Although they only make 2.3% of the Australian population, Aboriginal people make up 28%
of the prison population
Indigenous children account for 25% of the child abuse reports, despite making up only 4.6%
of all Australian children.
Illicit drug use by indigenous people is twice as high as the general population.
20 percent of Indigenous people were the victims of physical or threatened violence in the
previous 12 months, while the rate for non-Indigenous people was 9 percent.

A new initiative set up by the Australian government, JLEP (Jobs, Land and Economy), provides funding
to allow Indigenous people of working age to find ‘real and sustainable employment’, with 3 aims:
Employment Parity Initiative aims to increase the number of large
Australian companies with a workforce reflective of the size of the Indigenous population.
Vocational Training and Employment Centres (VTECs) connect Indigenous
job seekers wih guaranteed jobs and bring together the support services necessary to secure
long term employment for disadvantaged job seekers.
Community Development Programme (CDP) The Government has
reformed the Remote jobs and Communities Programme (RJCP) to deliverbetter opportunities fo
r remote jobseekers and foster stronger economicand social outcomes in remote Australia.
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Native Americans
At the start of the twentieth century there were approximately 250,000 Native Americans in the USA
– just 0.3 per cent of the population – most living on reservations where they exercised a limited
degree of self-government. During the course of the nineteenth century they had been deprived of
much of their land by forced removal westwards, by a succession of treaties (which were often not
honoured by the white authorities) and by military defeat by the USA as it expanded its control over
the American West.
In the 1950s, Native Americans struggled with the government's policy of moving them off
reservations and into cities where they might assimilate into mainstream America and where the job
opportunities were better than on the reservations. This programme was gradually expanded and by
1960 nearly 30 per cent of Native Americans lived in cities, as opposed to just 8 per cent in 1940. Not
only did they face the loss of land; many Native Americans had ‘found the adjustment to new working
and living conditions more difficult than anticipated’. Securing housing, coping with prejudice and
even understanding the everyday features of urban life such as traffic lights, lifts and telephones made
the experience traumatic for many. In 1961 when the policy was discontinued, the United States
Commission on Civil Rights noted that for Native Americans, "poverty and deprivation are common."
In the 1960s and 1970s, watching both the development of Third World nationalism and the progress
of the civil rights movement, Native Americans were inspired to campaign for their own rights. A new
generation of leaders went to court to protect what was left of tribal lands or to recover that which
had been taken, often illegally, in previous times. In state after state, they challenged treaty violations,
and in 1967 won the first of many victories guaranteeing long-abused land and water rights. The
American Native American Movement (AIM), founded in 1968, helped channel government funds to
Native American-controlled organizations and assisted neglected Native Americans in the cities.
Native American activism brought results. Other Americans became more aware of Native American
needs. Officials in all branches of government had to respond to pressure for equal treatment that
was long overdue. The Senate's first Native American member, Ben Nighthorse Campbell of Colorado,
was elected in 1992.

Ben Nighthorse Campbell
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Preparation Questions
1. Are there any indigenous communities in your country? If so, what laws are present to protect
and help them?
2. In what other ways does your country promote racial equality and cultural cohesion?
3. What are some ways of increasing inclusivity for indigenous populations around the world?
4. How can the rights of indigenous children be protected?
5. How can the rights of indigenous women be protected?
6. How can we preserve indigenous people’s cultural heritage and their rights to their land?
7. What can indigenous peoples teach the world? (e.g. respect for the environment)

Recommended Research
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights:
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/index.html
Indigenous protection and racial equality
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/IPeoples/Pages/Declaration.aspx
https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/indigenous-peoples/
https://en.unesco.org/70years/leading_fight_against_racism%20
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/about-us/system-wide-action-plan.html
SOCHUM information
http://www.un.org/ga/third
http://www.un.org/en/ga/third/index.shtml
Case studies
https://www.pmc.gov.au/indigenous-affairs/closing-gap/closing-gap-2016-australian-governmentprogrammes-and-initiatives
https://www.historytoday.com/andrew-boxer/native-americans-and-federal-government

