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Chairperson,
Members of the Committee,

Civil Society Representatives, 

And those following the proceedings via webcast in Suriname at www.threatybodywebcast.org
Ladies and gentlemen,

At the outset I would like to, on behalf of the Government of the Republic of Suriname, express gratitude for this opportunity to have a constructive dialogue with the Members of this Committee to discuss the implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination.
Please allow me to introduce the members of the delegation to you:

· Ms. Jornell Vinkwolk, Coordinator of the Human Rights Bureau of the Ministry of Justice and Police;

· Ms. Miriam Mac Intosh, First Secretary, Permanent Mission of the Republic of Suriname to the United Nations ;
· and I am Henry Mac Donald, Permanent Representative of the Republic of Suriname to the United Nations in New York.
At the outset I wish to inform that following the general and free elections held on the 25th of May, the process was put in place of formation of the new administration. 
In this regard I would like to note that the inauguration of the President will take place in 2 days, on August 12, 2015 after which the Cabinet will be sworn in. It is for these reasons that the Government of Suriname could not be represented at Ministerial level for the dialogue with the Committee. Notwithstanding this practical situation the Government of the Republic of Suriname deemed it of the utmost importance to assign a delegation for this dialogue.
Allow me to reiterate the unwavering support of Suriname to the rule of law, democracy and the promotion and protection of all human rights. 
Our ratification of or accession to many  international human rights instruments, as well as other regional instruments such as those from the Organization of American States is testimony of this commitment. 
Chairperson,
Suriname is a vibrant parliamentary democracy with constitutionally entrenched fundamental human rights and freedoms. 
Our Constitution therefore guarantees in article 8 that, and I quote “no one shall be discriminated against on grounds of birth, sex, race, language, religion, education, political opinion, economic position or any other status” and in article 18 “that everyone has the right to freedom of religion and philosophy of life”. End quote.  

The Surinamese society is truly multi-ethnic, multi-cultural, multi-linguistic and multi- religious. Suriname is known as a nation with around half a million people with a bouquet of at least seven different ethnic-cultural traditions,  consisting of  Hindustani 27.4%; Creoles 15.7%; Javanese 13.7%; Maroons 21.7%; Chinese 1.5%; Indigenous peoples 3.8%; Afro-Surinamese 0.7%; Mixed Race 13.4%; Caucasians 0.3%; the rest 1.9%. 
Those who have spent some time in Suriname have surely experienced how the commonly amicable relationship among ethnic groups and religions in our society contributes to religious freedom in the country since most citizens, celebrate to varying degrees the religious holidays of other groups.  
Suriname is also known for the presence of a synagogue next to a mosque in the heart of the capital in Paramaribo, while Christian churches exist with Hindu temples and places of worship with a strong African affinity.     

I frequently use the experience during my elementary education in Paramaribo as a clear example of racial, cultural and religious tolerance in Suriname. 
I am a Christian, however I was enrolled for six years at a Muslim school in the capital, without a problem. It was not problematic for my parents, my pastor, not for the school administration and I did not have a problem with it either. In fact today I consider myself fortunate to have been able to communicate and interact at that early stage of my life with persons of different religious and ethnic backgrounds.

Since 1989 the Inter-Religious Council in Suriname has been the venue for consultation and dialogue between the main religions in the country. This council is composed of the principal representatives of the main religions practiced in Suriname. 
Council members meet at least twice each month to discuss planned ecumenical activities and their position on government policies when necessary. It is noteworthy that in the past this institution has been instrumental in bringing solutions to major national political impasse.
It is not our intention to sound satisfied or self congratulatory. This all does not mean that everything is perfect in my country. We have our differences as well. 
Challenges still remain and we commit to do whatever is necessary to increase and strengthen the mutual respect and understanding among our people, since we are mindful of the fact that, dialogue among peoples, cultures and religions is an effective remedy to prevent conflicts and to simulate sustainable development. 
Chairperson, distinguished Committee Members, 
We would like to thank the country rapporteur, Mr. Alexei Avtonomov for preparing the list of themes to guide our discussion with the Committee. Please allow me to respond to some of the matters raised in the aforementioned document:
1. Statistics on the ethnic make-up of the population and socio-economic indicators

The Government of Suriname remains committed to ensuring the enjoyment of economic, social and cultural rights of all its citizens. 
In the United Nations Development Assistance Framework 2012-2016 one of the outcomes referred to the need for most excluded, marginalized and vulnerable populations to benefit from reinforced social, economic and environmental programmes. 
The President has announced at the onset of his first term in 2010 a Social Contract which has now been materialized in part with the adoption of crucial legislation relating to: guaranteeing a minimum wage, health coverage for every citizen and a pension for the elderly.

With regard to the concerns expressed by the Committee regarding discrimination of children from indigenous or tribal groups when it relates to access to education, health and public services we would like to note the following. 
The annex to the report gives an overview of the schools at primary and secondary levels in several of the administrative districts, in particular those in the interior. 
A variety of programs are also being designed and executed to make public healthcare accessible to all segments of society, through inter alia the construction of new hospitals and  decentralization of health centers.  
The Medical Mission Suriname is the organization that provides basic health-care services, using primary healthcare principles, to people in the interior free of charge. Recently a specific programme was initiated to promote awareness in HIV prevention in the indigenous and tribal communities. Specific material was developed  in 3 different indigenous languages. 
In Suriname we have a general provision for child benefits allowance, which has seen several increases over the years and currently stands at SRD 50 per child. 
Every citizen, regardless of ethnicity or geographical location, can apply for the child benefits, once they comply with the requirements.  The payments for the child benefit allowance in the interior are done on a quarterly basis by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Housing.
Other services provided by the Government pertain to: financial aid to people with a disabilities, financial assistance to socially disadvantaged households and elderly care assistance.
While data with regard to the representation of the various ethnic groups at different levels of public life is lacking, we would like to inform that all ethnic groups are represented in all areas of public life. 
The former administration comprised of political parties from all ethnic and cultural backgrounds, including parties with predominantly representatives from the tribal peoples and they were at various levels of decision making, including as Ministers. Representatives of indigenous and tribal peoples have also been elected to Parliament and the local levels of government (district and local councils). In the National Assembly, the highest organ of State, 15 out of the 51 representatives are of Indigenous or tribal descent. 13 of which are representatives of tribal communities and 2 are from Indigenous communities. The Indigenous and tribal peoples are also well represented in the decentralized representing organs, namely the District Councils (highest representation in the districts), and the Resort Councils (highest representation in the resorts). In 2010 within the previous administration  5 out of the 17 Ministers were of Indigenous and tribal descent. The representation of tribal communities is also reflected by the number of executive advisor’s positions within the Executive Power such as the State Council. Within the Office of the President, there are two Presidential Advisors of tribal descent. 

In addition representatives from the above populations are part of the student population at institutions of higher learning and several institutions are led by representatives who are of indigenous or tribal origin. 

The Government is aware of the importance of quality data and analysis to inform dedicated policy, also with regard to the implementation of the Convention. 
In the United Nations Development Assistance Framework, the UN committed to strengthening the statistical capacity of Suriname through the further development of data collection and information instruments. 
The UN system has a comparative advantage in helping Governments and other development partners to strengthen their date collection systems and we are grateful to work with the UN, bearing in mind our national priorities. 
While the Government is faced with challenges to bring the full spectrum of services to all corners of our territory, because of the remoteness of some places coupled with a lack of financial and human resources, all necessary measures are taken to ensure that everyone has access to education, healthcare and social services. Special measures are often put in place to reach those in remote areas. 
The Government of Suriname wishes to stress in this regard that there is no discrimination based on race or ethnic origin when it comes to access to services, in particular education, healthcare and other social services.

2. Degree to which the Convention is reflected in domestic law and institutional and policy framework for its implementation

I would like to note by way of an update on the matter related to the establishment of the Constitutional Court, the government has submitted draft legislation to Parliament. This draft legislation is a result of the work of the  special committee, established by the government. Parliament has meanwhile appointed a commission to conduct consultation with relevant organizations, institutions, people and other actors in society. In addition I can inform that during the hearings on the formation of the new administration several organizations have referred to the importance of this Court. It is expected that the new administration will seriously consider this matter in due course.
Regarding a clear definition of racism in the national legislation, I wish to refer to  article 126 in the Penal Code which defines discrimination as: “any distinction , exclusion, restriction or preference , which are intended to or could result in the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political , economic, social or cultural field or in other fields of social life , is being nullified or impaired” (unofficial translation)
In addition article 175 a and b and 176c of the Penal Code have punishable by law “insult of someone belonging to an ethnic group or incitement to hatred or violence”.

Regarding the establishment of a National Human Rights Institute we would like to inform the Committee that a State Decree was issued in the last quarter of 2014. The mandate, structure, recruitment and selection hiring process are currently being prepared. This institute will guarantee transparency and will be independent.

With regard to the implementation of the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action, and specifically the suggestion made to participate actively in the Durban Review Conference in 2009, I wish to note that the Government of Suriname has participated in that said Conference. 
In the statement, the Head of Delegation stated in his statement among others that 8 years after the adoption of the Durban Declaration and Program of Action, actions remain inadequate in scope and intensity and called for increased political support to effectively address the evils of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance. 
The statement of Suriname also referred to the “diversity as the strength of our nation and in which we have forged ethnic, cultural, linguistic and religious diversity into a model and beacon of hope for the world community”. 
It is also worth noting that Suriname, through its Permanent Mission to the United Nations in New York, has participated actively in the special committee set up to preserve the memory of the courageous men and women of the Trans-Atlantic slave trade and the subsequent designation of March 25 as the International Day of Remembrance of the victims of slavery and the Transatlantic slave trade. 
Suriname was also instrumental in the Committee that worked assiduously to erect a Permanent Memorial to serve as a material symbol for an era that should never be forgotten.  We have also contributed with a significant financial contribution to make this project a reality. The memorial was unveiled in March of this year.
3.  Situation of indigenous peoples, ethnic communities and other minorities

The Government of Suriname will continue the process to consult the indigenous and tribal communities about the land rights issue. An important aspect in the resolution of this issue, is the new approach that Suriname is adapting, namely to declare the point of view of the Republic of Suriname, both nationally and internationally. Any solution found will have to fit within the constitutional structure of the Republic of Suriname, taking into account the multi-ethnic composition of our Nation; the indivisibility of the Suriname territory and the solidarity and peacefulness which are typical of our beloved country. Another element is that the indigenous peoples and maroons are considered partners in this national issue and are by no means the opponents the of government. We will therefore work with all parties concerned to ensure that a solution on land rights issues would preserve the unity of the nation. After active consultation between de government and the communities, it has become evident that we will work together on the resolution of the land right issue. The decision was made to work on the basis of the solution to the issue, starting with three important aspects, namely: 

I. 
The acknowledgment of the traditional authority by formalizing legislation

II. 
Protocol on Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC)

III. 
Awareness raising campaign.

As far as the traditional authority is concerned, it is practically acknowledged already. The government has maintained a relationship with the traditional authority for centuries.  Members of the traditional authority are being acknowledged as official partners of the government and also receive a compensation. The draft legislation regarding this topic would only mean formalization of this important relationship. 
With respect to reaching agreements with the peoples concerned, as far as possible, before awarding any concessions;

There has been regular consultations between the Government with indigenous and tribal communities where local involvement in the formulation of public policy is guaranteed with regard to the use of resources, development planning and potential relocation, among others in areas that are traditionally inhabited by indigenous and tribal communities. Given the many aspects that are yet to be dealt with regarding the guaranteeing of collective land rights to indigenous and tribal communities, the improvement of consultation mechanisms are of great importance to the State as well as to these communities. The government is in the process of developing a model that will reflect the principle of free, prior and informed consent in a clear manner within the existing traditional structures. 
With respect the access of indigenous and tribal people to the right of appeal to the courts 
Every person in Suriname has the right to appeal to the competent authority including indigenous and tribal peoples. Regarding the issue of concessions, there are no more legal obstructions that impede the protection of the right of property of indigenous peoples and maroons. On the contrary, all acts concerning the exploitation of timber and minerals stipulate that the rights of indigenous peoples and tribal communities in Suriname shall be respected.

With regard to the legal framework on the rights of indigenous and tribal people in Suriname the following: (i) natural persons (all people), and (ii) legal entities (associations, foundations, limited liability companies). 
This legal system only acknowledges legal personality to organizations, and not to an ethnic group of people. The only way to create collective legal personality is if the lo’s were to organize into an association with legal personality, with the “Gaaman” as the President, and the lo’s as members of the association.

This does not constitute a breach of Suriname’s legal system, however, the State of Suriname is of the opinion that the legal solution described above is not desirable because it constitutes a thwart of the traditional customs of the “Saamaka lo’s”: traditionally the “Gaaman” represents the “Saamaka lo’s”, and in practice it has proven to be effective for many decades. 

With regard cases of forcible relocation of indigenous communities.

The State of Suriname is not familiar with cases involving forcible relocation of indigenous communities.  

The following activities illustrate the progress in the implementation of the peace agreements of 1992 

· The Buskondre Protocol of 2000, 


· The Presidential Decree on acknowledgment of collective rights to Maroon and Indigenous living areas (24 July 2000), 

· The organic law on the rights of indigenous and tribal peoples (23 September 2005), Diitabiki Resolution 2006, Establishment Committee Land Rights 2006, 

· The Conference on Land Rights, 21 and 22 October 2011; and 

· The step-by-step plan (Working Group Gron Leti ) 31 January 2012. 

Updated information on the judgements of and the case before the Inter-American Court of Human Rights :
The government has already implemented some of the elements of the judgement rendered by the Inter-American Court of Human Rights in de Moiwana and Saramaka Los case. Outstanding issues relate to research, prosecution and collective title on demarcation and land rights. 
Please be informed that in the upcoming week members of Inter-American Court will be visiting Suriname regarding the Kalina and Lokono case.

Updated information on any steps taken to regulate small-scale gold mining:  
Given the active involvement of the different tribal communities in gold mining and the associated challenges to safety, public order and public health, the Government has initiated an integral plan to regulate the gold mining sector, in particular small scale gold mining. In order to guarantee a balanced national approach, a Presidential Committee for the Regulation of the Gold mining Sector was established.  The importance of engaging all stakeholders of this sector was the motivation of the Government to organize a extra ordinary meeting  “Gran Gowtu Krutu” in February 2011, at Snesie Kondre (tribal area). 
The Presidential Committee was also given the task to start with early consultations with traditional leaders of tribal communities and the Indigenous to discuss matters during the “Gran Gowtu Krutu”, including the land rights issue. 

Updated information on the measures taken since the appointment of a presidential commissioner on land rights as adviser to the President:
Since the assignment of the Presidential Committee (PCC), there have been numerous consultations with various groups of Indigenous and tribal peoples to exchange views  on the approach of an integral resolution to the land rights issue, or the cases filed at the Inter American Court. It is worth mentioning that there is draft legislation with regard to the acknowledgement of the Traditional Authority of Indigenous and tribal peoples The draft is already submitted to various representatives of the Traditional Authority, and it will be discussed with the different stakeholders. 
4. Economic, social and cultural rights of minority ethnic groups and other vulnerable groups

I wish to note that the Government is acutely aware that education is a powerful tool in achieving sustainable development. In the latest Development Plan 2012-2016 the Government committed itself to pay particular attention to education, science and culture.

We are therefore committed to ensure that all children, wherever they are, receive quality education. 
We have to acknowledge that enrollment rates in the urban areas are slightly higher than in the interior and the Government has taken a few steps to remedy the situation of access to education in the interior through inter alia the construction of schools, renovation of accommodation for teachers and providing incentives to teachers, in particular recent graduates from the Teacher Colleges, to serve in the interior for a period of minimum 3 years. 
The Committee requested updated information on any measures taken to preserve the native languages of the indigenous and tribal peoples, including of bilingual education.  While the language of instruction, the curriculum, literature is (the official language), teachers generally especially in kindergarten and the first years of primary schools assist those pupils with limited command of the official language. 

In this regard we would like to underscore to the Committee the challenges of providing bilingual education in a system that is already understaffed. Moreover in Suriname every ethnic group speaks their own language, consequently children learn that language first at home. 

This is a reality for indigenous and tribal children as well of those living in rural areas. Dutch 
The Government is exerting all efforts to providing quality education for all children in Suriname in order to equip and prepare them to become productive citizens. Multilingualism is a concept that is valued by our Government and we will continue to look for ways how to ensure that languages do not become extinct, 
5. Access to justice

We have been informed by the Judiciary that no cases have been brought before the Courts regarding a complaint or action in respect to racist or xenophobic offenses . They are not aware of new measures recently taken by the government to increase access to justice for vulnerable groups, including indigenous and tribal peoples. Furthermore, they are also not aware of measures taken to prevent racial discrimination within the criminal justice system and the judiciary
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