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TOPIC ONE: THE LIVING CONDITIONS OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES  

Introduction: 

 Over the forty-year long history of indigenous issues at the United Nations, there 

has been consistent debate over the definition of the term “indigenous peoples.” However, 

there has yet to be an unanimous definition adopted by any the United Nations body. One 

of the most cited definitions of the term “indigenous” comes from José R. Martínez Cobo’s 

Study on the Problem of Discrimination against Indigenous Populations: 

Indigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which, having a historical 

continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that developed on their 

territories, consider themselves distinct from other sectors of the societies now 

prevailing on those territories, or parts of them. They form at present non-dominant 

sectors of society and are determined to preserve, develop and transmit to future 

generations their ancestral territories, and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their 

continued existence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural patterns, social 

institutions and legal system. (Martinez, 1981). 

 

History of Indigenous issues at the United Nations: 

Many would argue that the living conditions of indigenous peoples have not been 

sufficiently represented at the United Nations. UN bodies have slowly improved in taking 

initiative to addressing past oversights and building increasingly amicable partnerships 

with indigenous communities, however, since the time of colonization and occupation, 

indigenous peoples have justifiably shown resistance and interface with states, conveying 

their determination to uphold their sovereign rights. However, with the diminishing of 

indigenous populations and the dominance of settler populations, states became less 

inclined recognize to uphold sovereignty of indigenous peoples. Indigenous peoples have 

had the challenge to consistently adapt to changing circumstances while maintaining their 

distinct rights as sovereign peoples. 

 

Despite the ongoing suffering of indigenous communities worldwide, international 

bodies have only recently fostered little action in response. In 1989, the adoption of the ILO 

Convention No.169 in 1989 led to an increase of number of indigenous peoples’ 

organizations and establishments at the national and international levels in the 1960’s and 

1970’s. These organizations acknowledged collective action to raise awareness for issues 

such as broken treaties, the loss of indigenous land and discriminatory violations of human 

rights. Many years later, the member states of the UN took action on the issue by adopting 

the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People.  

 

Adopted in 2007, the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People (UNDRIP) 

was a major step towards the affirmation of indigenous rights on an international scale. 

UNDRIP both reaffirms the rights which indigenous people hold under the UN Declaration 

on Human Rights and extends specific protections based on the distinct issues faced by 
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these communities. Especially significant are confirmations of the indigenous right to self-

government and the right to the maintenance and continuation of cultural practices and 

traditions. UNDRIP also draws specific attention to land ownership issues, emphasizing 

that consultation and consent are required for the usage of indigenous territory (General 

Assembly, 2007).  

 

Timeline: 

1957 - Adoption of the ILO Convention 107 on Indigenous and Tribal Populations  

1982 - UN establishes The Working Group on Indigenous Populations 

1985 -  Establishment of the Voluntary Fund for Indigenous Populations  

1993 - International Year of the World’s Indigenous People  

1994 - Launching of the first International Decade for Indigenous People 

2001 - Commission on Human Rights establishes the Special Rapporteur on the Human 

Rights and Fundamental Freedoms of Indigenous People  

2002 - The CBD establishes the Voluntary Fund for Indigenous and Local Communities  

2005 - Launching of the Second International Decade for Indigenous People  

2007 - UN General Assembly adopts the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples 2007 - Human Rights Council establishes the new Expert Mechanism on the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples  

 

Current Status: 

The process of settler colonialism is in its essence genocidal, predicated on the 

elimination of the indigenous groups that predated European presence. Indigenous peoples 

face systematic discrimination and exclusion from political and economic institutions. 

Furthermore, they are often victims of displacement through war, forced migration, and 

environmental catastrophes; There are also many cases of sexual abuse, humiliation and 

rape in the ethnic cleansing and demoralization of indigenous communities. In general, 

indigenous peoples are removed from their ancestral lands and deprived of the resources 

necessary for survival. Indigenous peoples also face cultural extinction; 4,000 of the 7,000 

languages spoken today are estimated to be spoken by indigenous peoples but language 

specialists predict that around 90 percent of the world’s languages will become threatened 

with extinction by the end of the century with globalization. Attempts at assimilation by 

settler governments have been specifically aimed towards eliminating indigenous cultures. 

 

Case Studies: 

The poverty and well-being of indigenous peoples is a prominent issue in developed 

countries. Indigenous peoples consistently fall behind the non-indigenous population in 

terms of most indicators of good living conditions. They have shorter life expectancies, 

poorer health care, bad quality of education, and higher unemployment rates and 

homelessness. Even so, indigenous persons who have the chance to enjoy full employment 

earn significantly less than their non-indigenous counterparts. Many prominent 
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economically developed countries are settler colonies based on violent histories of 

indigenous genocide; these states carry with them the horrific legacy of settler colonialism 

and are home to present-day discrimination against indigenous peoples.  

 

Canada has a long history of indigenous issues. From the 1870s until the 1990s, the 

Canadian federal government aimed to eliminate indigenous cultures with a system of 

boarding schools whose mission was to “kill the Indian in the child” – the full eradication of 

traditional culture at a young age. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada has 

characterized this as “cultural genocide,” and the Canadian governments effort to “solve the 

Indian problem” was filled with cases of physical, mental, and sexual abuse (Fine, 2015). 

High rates of poverty and alcoholism within indigenous communities have been directly 

tied to the traumas of the Residential School system. Furthermore, the situation on First 

Nations reserves is startling. In April 2016, the Attawapiskat First Nation in northern 

Ontario declared a state of emergency after eleven youth committed suicide in a matter of 

weeks. First Nations across Canada have a significantly higher suicide rate than the general 

population, with approximately 80 suicides per 100,000 people, versus the general 

population’s 12. The national chief of the Assembly of First Nations, Perry Bellegarde, has 

called for a national strategy to combat indigenous suicide (The Globe and Mail, 2016). 

Many Canadian reserves also lack clean drinking water and struggle to get basic public 

services (McClearn, 2017). There has also been significant political debate over the 

expansion of oil pipelines across Canada, with questions about the government’s obligation 

to consult and obtain consent from indigenous communities before approving major 

resource projects. The Canadian delegation to the United Nations actively opposed UNDRIP 

when it was introduced, and Canada remains one of the few states which has not ratified 

the treaty (Morin, 2017).  

 

Possible Solutions:  

Firstly, it will be beneficial for the international community to consolidate a 

comprehensive definition of indigenous peoples and their rights to a universal standard in 

order to uphold the rule of law and adequate living conditions for all. This will make 

governments accountable for the past and attempt to make amends by communicating 

with their respective indigenous populations. In order to ensure a better coordination of 

their efforts and have access to specialized expertise, there also needs be more networks 

and bodies where representatives from indigenous governments, indigenous NGOs, 

scholars and activists meet to organize on the demanding issues of indigenous peoples. For 

example, take the International Indigenous Forum on Biodiversity (IIFB). Since 1996 they 

have organized indigenous representatives around the Convention on Biological Diversity, 

help organize indigenous strategies, and provide outlines and basic infrastructure to 

government parties, and encourage the government obligations to actively respect 

indigenous rights to their resources. 
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Guiding Questions: 

 

1) How can the international community strengthen member states’ commitment to 

the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People? 

2) How can we ensure the voices of indigenous peoples, who are often the minority in 

their own states, are better heard on the world stage and considered in 

international policy discussions? 

3) In what ways are environmental issues and indigenous issues interrelated? Think 

about the protests to the Dakota Access Pipeline in the United States. How can 

member states improve their respect for the sovereignty of indigenous land while 

also balancing their economic and environmental interests? 
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TOPIC TWO: PROTECTION OF WORLD HERITAGE SITES FROM COMBAT AND 

CLIMATE    

Introduction: 

The idea of ‘world heritage sites’ emerged when the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) helped Egypt and Sudan to protect their 

cultural and heritage sites during the construction of the Aswan High Dam in 1959. From 

then on, countries put forth requests to the UNESCO to help protect sites which they 

thought were endangered in their own countries. In 1965, the U.S. proposed a body to 

conserve ‘the world's superb natural and scenic areas and historic sites for the present and 

the future of the entire world citizenry,’ and the World Heritage Committee came into 

being. On 16 November 1972, a "Convention Concerning the Protection of the World 

Cultural and Natural Heritage" was adopted by all parties of the General Conference of 

UNESCO (UNESCO, 2005). The convention was ratified by 193 party states, and since then 

there has primarily been success in the preservation of world heritage sites. However, 

recent human conflicts and the growing impact of climate change raise questions about the 

methods and success of the heritage site protection. There are currently 1073 world 

heritage sites. In June 2017, report by UNESCO and the World Heritage Committee stated 

that 21% of the properties reported at the 41st session of the World Heritage Committee 

are located in conflict areas and are at risk (UNESCO, 2017). 

 

The term ‘world heritage site’ includes both the natural structures/areas as well as 

culturally significant structures/areas. It is defined as ‘a natural or man-made site, area, or 

structure recognized as being of outstanding international importance and therefore as 

deserving special protection.’ Parties to the World Heritage Convention have agreed on 10 

criteria for a site to fall under the ‘world heritage site’ definition (UNESCO). The sites 

nominated to be eligible must meet at least one of these criteria.  

 

The convention legally protects these sites in accordance with the Laws of War, 

along with treaties such as The Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in 

the Event of Armed Conflict (UNESCO). The convention requires party members of UNESCO 

to respect sites in their own countries, as well as, in the case of war, other party countries. 

In very rare cases, military action may be taken in defense of heritage sites; however, a 

special waiver is required (ICRC, 1999). Further, the convention calls for constant 

protection of sites, not solely during conflict. UNESCO maintains a list of ‘World Heritage 

Sites in Danger’ which “is designed to tell the international community about the conditions 

that threaten the very characteristics for which a property was added to the World 

Heritage List in the first place, and to encourage governments to take action to protect the 

sites” (BBC, 2015). 

 

Climate change has affected many world heritage sites, most notably coral reefs. In 

June 2017, UNESCO and the World Heritage Committee stated their “utmost concern 
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regarding the reported serious impacts from coral bleaching that have affected World 

Heritage properties in 2016-17,” and claimed that “the majority of World Heritage coral 

reefs are expected to be seriously impacted by climate change” (UNESCO, 2017). The same 

document asks for local committees to increase awareness about ‘ecological and 

environmental conservation.’ Besides global warming, other climatic changes include water 

pollution, changes in the aqua ecosystem, coral bleaching, etc. (Environmental Justice 

Australia, 2017). Acid rain has also affected world heritage sites, including the Taj Mahal in 

India and Acropolis of Athens in Greece (Mink, 2009). 

 

Case studies: 

UNESCO deems the destruction of heritage sites as ‘war crimes’ (UN, 2015). 

Terrorist organizations often target monuments of cultural importance, as they are 

understood to be cultural identity symbols of their adversaries. For example, the Islamic 

State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) has strategically destroyed sites as part of their mission 

of ‘cultural cleansing’ in Syria. From June 2014 to February 2015 alone, ISIL destroyed 28 

heritage sites (al-Taie, 2015). This destruction has been labelled by some as ‘cultural 

genocide’ due to the systematic and deliberate nature of destruction. Their methods 

include vandalism, looting, and detonation, targeting mosques, churches, shrines, medieval 

sites, and other culturally significant spaces. Motivations include the demoralization of 

adversaries, the trafficking of artifacts, and systematic cultural erasure (Abu Sarah, 2015). 

 

The UN has been alarmed at the scale of destruction, placing a ban on all ‘looted 

artifacts’ from Syria (Nichols, 2015). In March 2017, UNESCO, along with France and the 

United Arab Emirates, launched an organization called ‘The International Alliance for the 

Protection of Cultural Heritage in Zones of Conflict, raising an initial $75.5 million in order 

to protect cultural heritage sites in the region (Buffenstein, 2017). 

 

The Great Barrier Reef is the largest coral reef in the world, covering 344,400 

square kilometres. The coral reef has diminished in recent years, primarily due to coral 

bleaching (although there are other factors, such as water pollution, runoff, eutrophication, 

over fishing, outbreaks of crown of thorns populations, shipping, pesticides, among others). 

Bleaching occurs when coral polyps eject the algae that exists within them. The leading 

cause of bleaching is the increase of average global temperatures. By 2017, the destruction 

reached the inner areas of the Great Barrier Reef, and bleaching is now considered to be an 

annual occurrence. (Australian Associated Press, 2017). The most extensive damage 

occurred in 2017 when bleaching killed approximately 50% of the live corals in the reef 

(Day, 2017). The issue of coral bleaching is pressing, as the Great Barrier Reef contributes 

up to $3.7 billion in tourism revenue annually. It provides jobs to around 70,000 people, 

primarily in tourism (Cummins, 2017). A report by UNESCO and the World Heritage 

Committee stated ‘While reducing other pressures remains key to the maintenance and 

restoration of World Heritage properties impacted by Climate Change, the recent severe 
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impacts on World Heritage coral reefs, and the growing evidence of climate impacts across 

World Heritage properties confirm that urgent and rapid action to reduce global warming 

is essential and the highest degree of ambition and leadership by all countries is needed to 

secure the full implementation of the Paris Agreement of the UNFCCC, which has agreed on 

“holding the increase in the global average temperature to well below 2°C above pre-

industrial levels and pursuing efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-

industrial levels” (UNESCO, 2017). 

 

There are many other smaller cases. For instance, the Saudi Arabian government 

has destroyed many heritage sites from the Ottoman era. However, as Saudi Arabia never 

nominated these sites as official world heritage sites, UNESCO cannot intervene (Munoz-

Alonso, 2014). Several world heritage sites in Africa that have been destroyed due to civil 

wars, deforestation, diminishing biodiversity, oil and gas projects, and mining, and African 

World Heritage Sites have been stripped of their title on two occasions (Connolly, 2009). 

An earthquake in 2015 destroyed the Kathmandu Valley in Nepal, and in 2016 the 

government began a full reconstruction project (Gurubacharya, 2016). 

 

Efforts at a Solution: 

The ‘International Alliance for the Protection of Heritage’ aims to raise $100 million 

by 2019. According to an article published by UNESCO, “Seven countries, including France, 

Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Luxembourg, Morocco and Switzerland 

pledged some $75 million. Several other states have promised to make a contribution also, 

including in the form of expertise and political support, including notably Italy, Great 

Britain, Germany, China, the Republic of Korea and Mexico” (UNESCO, 2017).  

 

Possible Solutions: 

1.   Geospatial technologies can be used for damage assessment to heritage sites and to 

understand the situation on ground. This includes using unmanned aerial vehicles 

(UAVs) and satellite imagery. An example of this: UNESCO has signed an agreement 

with UNOSAT under UNITAR(which uses geospatial technologies) to team up to protect 

heritage sites during and after conflicts. Similarly these technologies were used to map 

destruction in Syria as well as in the aftermath of the Nepal earthquake (UN, 2016). 

2.  When cultural heritage sites are ruined because of chemical transformation (due to 

climate), they can be coated with materials to prevent them from reacting to elements 

such as components of air, strong lighting, acid rain, etc. 

3.  Article 53 of Geneva Conventions, Protocol I states that: Without prejudice to the 

provisions of the Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event 

of Armed Conflict of 14 May 1954, and of other relevant international instruments, it is 

prohibited: 
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 (a) to commit any acts of hostility directed against the historic monuments, works of 

 art or places of worship which constitute the cultural or spiritual heritage of 

 peoples; 

 (b) to use such objects in support of the military effort; 

 (c) to make such objects the object of reprisals. 

4.  If all else fails, reconstruction of the cultural heritage site is the last resort 

depending on the resources demanded for reconstruction. Money, manpower and 

technology can always be barriers. International Council On Monuments and Sites 

(ICOMOS) is instrumental in reconstruction (ICOMOS, n.d.). However, several 

governments, parties and even UN bodies are opposed to reconstruction because it can 

falsely portray places, event or timelines and can even create fictional places. 

 

Guiding Questions: 

 

1) Under whose primary jurisdiction should world heritage sites fall under, national or 

international?  

2) Should a doctrine similar to the Responsibility to Protect be considered for the 

protection of environmental and cultural landmarks? For example, if a sovereign 

state failed to protect its sites, does the international community have a 

responsibility to step in and assume primary control? 

3) Taking into account current challenges to the protection of world heritage sites, 

should the international community be looking to expand, maintain, or shrink the 

number of specially-designated sites? Consider the consequences for each choice. 
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 http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=54378#.Wgeit2hSzI.  

 

TOPIC THREE: OWNERSHIP OF DISPUTED CULTURAL ARTIFACTS  

Introduction: 

Cultural artifact, a broad term predominantly used in the social sciences such as 

anthropology, ethnology, and sociology, stands for anything that reveals information about 

the culture which created the antiquity. Throughout world history and the processes of 

encounters and exchanges, from Ancient Civilizations to present, disputes over ownership 

of cultural artifacts has yielded inter-state conflict.  

 

In a 2012 journal article, “Can We Own the Past? Cultural Artifacts as Public Goods,” 

Peter Lindsey outlines the political controversy between two opposing views of whether 

cultural antiquities are properties of the nations from which they originated or of those 

who currently possess them. The study of a third party believes that documented and 

undocumented cultural artifacts should be prioritized as public goods to be shared in an 

effort to settle the international debate (Lindsay, 2012) The looting of cultural artifacts by 

archaeologists sent by imperial powers was a significant aspect of the colonial process; 

museums in former empires are filled to the brim with artifacts that can arguably be 

described as plunder. 

 

Past UN Involvement: 

The United Nations has taken great involvement into the dispute over ownership of 

cultural antiquities. Throughout recent years, cases of return and restitution have led to the 

USA, Germany, Switzerland, Bulgaria, France and other nations negotiating the yielding of 

cultural objects in their possessions (UNESCO, 2017). However, the complete situation 

remains unresolved, as according to international and national Databases, such as UNESCO, 

INTERPOL, and UNODC, archaeological artifacts, significant art pieces and a myriad of other 

cultural antiquities still reside with nations in which they did not originate. 

 

Current Status : 

Although a multitude of movements supporting the repatriation of cultural artifacts 

have gained relevance, such as the 1970 Convention or a number of international 

agreements including, set up by UNESCO, the International Committee for Promoting the 

Return of Cultural Property to its Countries of Origin or its Restitution in Case of Illicit 

Appropriation, the dispute regarding ownership of antiquities is still an ongoing 

http://www.un.org/press/en/2015/sgsm16570.doc.htm
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=54378#.Wgeit2hSzIX
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complication in the process of decolonization. Countries such as Great Britain are facing the 

dilemma of whether to keep or return artifacts to their nation of origin (Farago, 2015). 

Famous disputes over ownership of cultural artifacts include the Elgin Marbles of Greece, 

the Kohinoor Diamond of India, and Pemulwuy’s Head, the head of an eminent Aboriginal 

warrior of Australia, all seized by Britain for study and keepsake. The struggle between 

Greece and Great Britain over the Elgin Marbles, obtained in questionable circumstances in 

the early 19th century by the British ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, raises larger 

questions of the relationship between imperialism and cultural plunder (Telegraph, 2011). 

Besides the matter of repatriating cultural artifacts, international and national databases 

also highlight looted antiquities. The looting, trafficking and illicit sale of cultural objects 

from archaeological sites operates as a form of organized, white collar crime (Yates, 2011).   

 

James Cuno, director of the Art Institute of Chicago, draws attention to major factors 

supporting why cultural artifacts must remain where they are for legal ownership, as many 

nations such as Greece, Egypt and India, have only made recent claims to historical 

creations.  

  

 To Cuno, the idea of “heritage” is conveyed to be the difference in weighing the value 

of an object’s context versus a viewer's perception; in other words, drawing sensitive 

attention to whether a cultural artifact is of more value in a village setting or a museum 

environment as a public good (Stanford, 2016).  

 

Possible Solutions : 

In order to potentially enable repatriation of cultural artifacts, more attention and 

movements promoting awareness internationally are required along with major actions 

and settlements. There could be a myriad of possible solutions, however, like any political 

issue, questions of who is to take leadership and initiation is often lost in the processes of 

mitigation. “Objects removed from their context become 'antiquities.' The real question is 

sovereignty, not ownership, the right of a country to have its heritage laws respected by 

other countries," according to archaeologist Neil Brodie. 

 

Guiding Questions: 

 

1. How could the issue of ownership over disputed cultural artifacts fall into the 

category affecting social, humanitarian and cultural rights of nations (developed 

and/or developing)? 

2. What arguments do formerly colonized countries have in favour of repatriation? 

What arguments do former imperial powers have in favour of keeping artifacts?  

3. What forms of drastic actions could lead to potential international mitigation (for 

instance, absolute restitution, or policies of legal ownerships)? 
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4. How do former imperial powers profit from valuable cultural antiquities of other 

nations, and how could developing nations value their artifacts if process of 

restitution is applied? 
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