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Introduction

This submission is made by the Association of Indigenous Village Leaders in Suriname (VIDS – Vereniging van Inheemse Dorpshoofden in Suriname), in which the traditional authorities of all indigenous communities in Suriname are united.  It was founded in 1992, after the so-called “Interior War” in Suriname, to restore the traditional governance systems in the country.  VIDS is the traditional authority institute and representative of all Indigenous peoples of Suriname.

Suriname is home to multiple Indigenous peoples of which the most numerous are the Kali'na (Caribs), Lokono (Arowaks), Trio (Tiriyo, Tareno) and Wayana, plus various other smaller peoples, including the Akurio, Wai-Wai, Warao, Katuena/Tunayana, Mawayana, Pireuyana, Sikiiyana, Okomoyana, Alamayana, Maraso, Sirewu, Sakëta and Apalai people. The Indigenous peoples live in over 50 communities/villages in different districts of Suriname as well in urban cities, with a total population between 22-23,000 (census 2012) which is approximately 4% of the population of Suriname.

This submission somewhat follows the format and chapters of the Fourth Report of Suriname to the Human Rights Committee.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  CCPR/C/SUR/4 – Fourth periodic report submitted by Suriname under article 40 of the Covenant, due in 2020* [Date received: 31 January 2022]] 


General information

Indigenous peoples are not effectively represented in decision-making (read: political) structures.  Although we (VIDS) are member of some working groups or committees such as the “Presidential Working Group for the Implementation of the Resolutions of the Eight VIDS Conference”, the SDG National Platform and the National Biodiversity Commission, we are not in core decision-taking structures or effectively involved in actual decisions.  Nor are we effectively represented in any political party through representatives delegated by us and by the communities as their representatives.  There are a few Indigenous persons in Government and Parliament who generally, with some exceptions, have to “follow the political party line” which is usually not in line with the collective human rights of Indigenous and Tribal peoples.  The statements in the Fourth Period Report of Suriname that “Currently one of the main political parties in government and represented in the National Assemblée is one of maroon origin. Therefore, the position of Tribal Communities in policy formulation and implementation has an integral approach”[footnoteRef:3] do not offer much solace.  None of the political parties that have been in power over the past decades have put much effective effort in recognizing our rights nor have the existing power structures effectively adopted legislation or policies and practices that respect and protect our collective rights as recognized by international law and in accordance with the obligations of the State Suriname under various judgments of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights and the many, many, conclusions and recommendations of regional and United Nations Human Rights’ bodies such as the HRC, CERD, CEDAW, CRC, etc.  In short, we are marginalized from decision-taking and policy, resulting in continued human rights’ violations against the Indigenous and Tribal peoples of Suriname. [3:  CCPR/C/SUR/4 – Fourth periodic report submitted by Suriname under article 40 of the Covenant, due in 2020* [Date received: 31 January 2022]; Para 101 page 20] 


We therefore respectfully request the Human Rights Committee (HRC) to insist on the State Suriname on the immediate and full implementation of the judgments of the Inter-American Court with the full and effective participation of the legitimate institutes of the Indigenous and Tribal peoples’ traditional authorities (and not supposed representatives of the State’s choice).

While the implementation of the many decisions and recommendations by human rights’ bodies is being delayed every time again by the government of Suriname, at the same time the encroachment and destruction of our lands and forests continues and increases rapidly and our communities are put on ever stronger strains.  Issuing of land and natural resource concessions by the government continues, and when inquiring about it, nobody knows about them, not even the District Commissioner who is the one to give the green light for land or extractive concession requests.  Letters remain unanswered, and meetings with the government result in promises which are left unfulfilled.[footnoteRef:4]  The pollution and erosion of many rivers, which are the (sometimes only) source of water for our communities, is increasing unabated.  In spite of the ratification by Suriname of the Minamata Convention, no visible action is undertaken by the government to reduce the use of mercury by small scale gold miners.  The use of cyanide is increasing and there is no control.[footnoteRef:5]  The absence of mentioning of concrete measures against mining and mercury use in the Fourth Report of Suriname (only that they “require … funding and technical expertise”)[footnoteRef:6] speaks to that lack of concrete measures. [4:  https://www.starnieuws.com/index.php/welcome/index/nieuwsitem/75100 ]  [5:  https://dwtonline.com/goudwinning-stopgezet-door-gebruik-cyanide/]  [6:  CCPR/C/SUR/4 – Para 23] 


The expected growing oil and gas industry will put much stronger pressures on our lands and natural resources.  The worsened economic situation is driving the government to adopt various measures to attract foreign investments, likewise increasing the pressures on our lands and resources.  The economic recovery and restructuring measures, some of which insisted upon by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) as conditional for financial assistance to Suriname, by themselves are heavily impacting on our communities which do not have much economic resilience or income generating potential.  Social security measures and so-called support programmes for the vulnerable or low-income persons, are mainly for urban citizens, requiring much documentation and online registration which put them out of reach of the average villager.

We therefore respectfully request the HRC to insist on the State Suriname on reporting what it has done to:
a. Ensure that any land title issuing and natural resource exploitation permits by the government are only issued with the free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) by the potentially affected communities, fully respecting their collective rights;
b. Ensure the full and effective participation of Indigenous peoples and Tribal peoples in the (further) design and implementation of economic recovery and restructuring programmes and measures, including through targeted capacity strengthening measures for their communities, to be able to benefit equitably and sustainably, and to not become the victims of such programmes and measures;
c. Ensure that aforementioned economic recovery and restructuring programmes are human rights-based, particularly with regards to the collective rights of Indigenous and Tribal peoples;
d. Effectively and significantly reduce the amount of mercury and cyanide use by gold miners, and the way in which participatory and transparent monitoring of this phasing out will be done;
e. Investigate and monitor the level of mercury and cyanide in humans and food sources such as fish and water that the villages along the polluted rivers (all of them) are dependent upon;
f. Effectively phase out the import and use of mercury and cyanide;
g. Effectively protect the Indigenous and Tribal peoples’ communities against mining in their territories and the many impacts thereof, including violence, drugs, prostitution and human trafficking;
h. And, of course, the overriding issue of legal recognition and protection of our collective rights as Indigenous peoples, including land rights and the obligation to obtain free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) of involved peoples.

Rights of persons belonging to minorities

The Fourth Report of Suriname speaks in paragraphs 95-98 on mining, and “some legislation to secure the rights of Indigenous peoples and Maroons”.[footnoteRef:7]  Only the draft law on the Collective Rights of Indigenous Peoples and Tribal Peoples has been drafted with our meaningful participation, but the other bills which are mentioned in that paragraph not.  We first ask your attention to the fact that this draft law on Collective Rights has been in the making since 2015 and has met many (intentional?) delays, and in spite of the first draft being presented to Parliament since 2020, it has still not been discussed, which is another evidence that this legislation has no priority for subsequent governments. [7:  Ibid. para 96] 


Furthermore, we are extremely concerned about amendments in the draft law that have now been included, as compared to the original version submitted to the Parliament by the President of Suriname.  These amendments are discriminatory and would become legally embedded if allowed to pass, and would be contrary to Suriname's obligations under international law.  Moreover, they totally nullify one of the main purposes of this law which is to provide Indigenous and Tribal peoples legal security and protection over our land rights.  We kindly refer to the attachments which are the original law, without amendments, in English, and our petition to Parliament regarding the despicable amendments that have been made to that original draft.

Another piece of legislation that is not mentioned but is potentially very harmful to our rights, is a draft law, known as the “Land Conversion Law” which would permit individual land owners to convert their land lease titles on what is considered “domain land” of the State, into full property titles.  Since there is no legislation on Indigenous and Tribal peoples’ land rights, all our territories are considered part of this domain land, and can, and has, been given out as land lease titles to individuals.  This proposed legislation will therefore open the door to convert our territories into privately held land and make it even more difficult for us to get the legal recognition of our collective land rights.  Please find attached our repeated petitions to the National Assembly (Parliament) on this issue.

We therefore respectfully request the HRC to insist on the State Suriname to:
a. Adopt without delay, by a specific deadline, legislation on the collective rights of Indigenous peoples and Tribal Peoples that adheres to the highest standards of international law and in particular to the obligations of the State under international law, including the obligations as mentioned in the judgments of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights;
b. Ensure that the “Land Conversion Law” is considered only after the collective land rights of Indigenous peoples and Tribal peoples have been legally secured;
c. Ensure the full and effective participation of Indigenous peoples and Tribal Peoples in the drafting or revision of legislation that will impact on them.

Article 1: The right to self-determination

The Fourth Report of Suriname mentions in paragraphs 101 that “The Indigenous Peoples and Maroons determine their own governance structure which is recognized by the State”.  This statement is of course very much welcomed.  However, in practice we see that there are still subtle and not-so-subtle interferences with our traditional authority processes.  More specifically, the government does not issue the usual “beschikking” (a document of the Ministry of Regional Development and Sports in which a “honorarium” is allocated to that village leader, mentioning the name and position) to traditional authorities that have been duly elected or traditionally appointed by their communities, claiming that some procedures have not been followed; procedures that the government deems necessary or important while those are not part of the traditional, self-determined processes.  Effectively, those traditional authorities (village Chiefs and other village council members) are thus not “recognized” by the government which brings about uncertainty and even conflicts between previous and current village leaders, and disturbs effective interactions between the village leaders and third parties that they deal with (who may question their legitimacy in the absence of that “beschikking”).  Also, there are indications that the government has appointed at least one Indigenous village leader of its own liking without any involvement of that village.

We therefore respectfully request the HRC to insist on the State Suriname to refrain from any action or refusal to undertake the necessary action, that may undermine or otherwise negatively impact on the self-determination and self-governance systems of the Indigenous peoples and Tribal peoples.

Finally, we bring a very recent issue to the attention of the Human Rights Committee which happened precisely at the time of writing this submission, namely an outburst of violence from activists from Indigenous villages in the district of Para, who assumingly could no longer bear this situation of continued neglect, discrimination, denial of justice and (legal) recourse and particularly the apparent continued issuing of land titles and resource extraction permits in their territories, who turned to violent actions.  At least two Indigenous persons have been shot dead, under suspicious circumstances.  In an urgent meeting with the government, we have asked for, among others, an independent investigation on how these persons were shot dead.  We will also monitor that the arrested suspects of the violent actions will have a fair process.  The issue of detention and fair legal process has already been brought to the attention of the Human Rights Committee, and for Indigenous persons this is also very important, given the existing barriers to access to justice, including language, financial means and professional support.

We emphasize, as we repeatedly also state to consecutive governments of Suriname, that we would much better prefer to work in close partnership with the government and other actors on all abovementioned issues, and sometimes we actually do, but that we also want to see visible, tangible, concrete and legislative results at the highest standards, not just processes and more meetings and more committees and more investigations while the actual situation for our communities do not change significantly but rather get worse.  We are still hopeful for constructive dialogue and action.

Paramaribo, 03 May 2023
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