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Submission to the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD)
118th Session 10-25 August 2026
Main Review – INDIA
1. Survival International 
Survival International is a global movement for the rights of Indigenous peoples. We campaign with Indigenous peoples around the world, working alongside them for their survival. We work in partnership with Indigenous peoples to amplify their voices on the global stage and change the world in their favor. Survival aims to prevent the annihilation of Indigenous peoples around the world and to support their rights, particularly their rights to their territories. Survival generally works to support the most marginalized Indigenous peoples who are mostly closely connected to their lands, such as uncontacted peoples. Survival’s work includes lobbying, advocacy and public campaigns to support the lives, lands and futures of Indigenous peoples. Survival has been advocating for the rights of the Indigenous peoples of the Andaman and Nicobar Islands in India for over 40 years. 

Survival has Consultative Status with the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) at the United Nations.

2. Overview of the Great Nicobar project’s threat to Indigenous peoples 

Survival is submitting this contribution regarding the rights of the Indigenous peoples of Great Nicobar Island, in the Andaman and Nicobar Island’s archipelago, India. The Indian government’s ‘Great Nicobar project’ aims to utterly transform Great Nicobar Island into the ‘Hong Kong of India’ and this mega-project is set to cause complete upheaval to the island which has been the home of the Indigenous Shompen and Nicobarese peoples since time immemorial. There are between 100 and 400 Shompen and around 1000 Nicobarese on Great Nicobar. Around two thirds of the Shompen are ‘uncontacted’ (also known as being ‘in voluntary isolation’) meaning they have no permanent contact with outsiders and therefore have little to no immunity to outside diseases. The Shompen are entirely self-sufficient, and the integrity of the island’s ecosystem is essential to their survival, livelihood and identity. Consequently, when their territory comes under threat, they are among the most vulnerable peoples on Earth. 

The effects of the Great Nicobar project will be catastrophic. The authorities plan to create a mega-port; an international airport; a liquefied natural gas plant; a defence base; an industrial park and tourism zones spread over more than 244 square km of land, including 130 square km of rainforest.[footnoteRef:1] The project will take up around a third of the island, half of it within the Shompen and Nicobarese’s official Tribal Reserve,[footnoteRef:2] key parts of which have already been stripped of their protection in violation of India’s own laws. For the Nicobarese, this means they are unable to return to their ancestral villages, destroyed during the 2004 tsunami.[footnoteRef:3] For the Shompen, such utter destruction of their lands means they will simply not be able to survive.[footnoteRef:4]

In April 2022, CERD wrote to the Government of India regarding the “harmful impact” of the Great Nicobar project on the Shompen.[footnoteRef:5] In December 2023, CERD wrote again to the Government of India noting “with regret” that the State party had not responded to the previous letter; reiterating its concern about the project and its call on the State party “to adopt all necessary measures to address the allegations.”[footnoteRef:6] Finally, in May 2026, CERD wrote a third time to the Government of India about Great Nicobar and expressed its concern about the “adverse impacts of the Great Nicobar Island Project on the Indigenous Peoples rights to life, to health, to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment, to self-determination, as well as to own, develop, control and use their communal lands, territories and resources.” CERD also expressed its concerns about the “lack of effective and meaningful consultation with the Indigenous Shompen tribe or measures to obtain their free, prior and informed consent regarding mining projects on their territories.”[footnoteRef:7] [1:  See Environmental Impact Assessment for the Great Nicobar project, 2022.]  [2:  In addition to this, note that a significant part of the island near the project area, is in fact Shompen territory which
has yet to be added to the official Tribal Reserve, despite experts’ testimony. See Countercurrents, 2024.]  [3:  See The Diplomat, 2024.]  [4:  See Genocide experts call on India’s government to scrap the Great Nicobar mega-project.]  [5:  See CERD/EWUAP/106th session/2022/MJ/CS/ks.]  [6:  See CERD/EWUAP/111th Session/2023/MJ/CS/ks.]  [7:  See CERD/EWUAP/2026/CS/BJ/ks.] 

Despite these important interventions, it seems that the Government of India has neither responded to any communications from CERD, nor implemented any of its calls. In fact, responding to media queries about the project in June 2026, Minister for Ports, Shipping and Waterways, Shri Sarbananda Sonowal stated: “We are not going to stop. We will go ahead with it. We will definitely do it.”[footnoteRef:8] Such a determination to push ahead with this devastating project, despite countless objections and concerns raised by CERD, Indian politicians, Civil Society organisations and others, flies in the face of international human rights laws and standards. Evidently the Government of India’s plans constitute a clear breach in their obligation to protect the Shompen and Nicobarese in accordance with the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD). 
 [8:  See PSU Watch 2026.] 

3. The Great Nicobar project violates consent of Indigenous peoples 

In March 2007, CERD’s concluding observations on India urged the State party to “fully respect and implement the right of ownership, collective or individual, of the members of tribal communities over the lands traditionally occupied by them in its practice concerning tribal peoples, in accordance with ILO Convention 107 on Indigenous and Tribal Populations (1957).”[footnoteRef:9] However, it is clear that, by pushing ahead with the Great Nicobar project in the Tribal Reserve and ignoring the right of ownership of the Shompen and Nicobarese traditional landowners, the Government of India is continuing to violate ILO 107, as well as ICERD and other international human rights law.  [9:  See ICERD, 2007.] 

In August 2021, CERD’s list of issues prior to submission of the twentieth and twenty-first combined periodic reports of India (LOIPR) asked the State Party to “ensure that the free, prior and informed consent of tribal communities is ensured regarding decisions that affect their lives, including on the use of their lands, territories or natural resources, such as construction of dams, coal mining and other large conservation, infrastructure and industrial projects.”[footnoteRef:10] The government of India’s pushing through of the Great Nicobar project, without the Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) of the Shompen and Nicobarese, demonstrates that the State Party has ignored CERD’s entreaties. Given that neither the Shompen, nor the Nicobarese have given their FPIC for the project, it is in clear violation of ICERD. In General Recommendation XXIII, CERD states that “no decisions directly relating to their [Indigenous peoples’] rights and interests are taken without their informed consent.”[footnoteRef:11] In addition, this lack of consent violates ILO Convention 169 and the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.[footnoteRef:12] This dangerous project also violates the Shompen’s right to self-determination.[footnoteRef:13]  [10:  See ICERD, 2021.]  [11:  See OHCHR – CERD, General Recommendation No. 23, 1997.]  [12:  See ILO, 1989, and UNDRIP, 2007.]  [13:  See Article 1 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 1966 and Article 1 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).] 


Because of the failure to seek prior consultation with the National Commission for Scheduled Tribes (NCST), the project is also in violation of Article 338A(9) of the Constitution of India. Without the consent and rights of the Shompen and Nicobarese being recognized, it also violates the 2006 Forest Rights Act (FRA). Furthermore, as most Shompen are uncontacted (in voluntary isolation), their rejection of contact means they are not able to be approached as part of an FPIC process and therefore they cannot give consent for development on their territory. As the UN Human Rights Council noted in 2009, seeking consent via forced contact of uncontacted peoples “would lead to serious violations of their human rights, including the crime of genocide.”[footnoteRef:14] Similarly, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples noted in 2024, “In the case of Indigenous Peoples in voluntary isolation, it should be presumed that consent is not given.”[footnoteRef:15] Because of this, no activities should be taking place on their territories whatsoever. Finally, the project violates India’s 2015 Shompen Policy, which specifically states that the welfare and integrity of the Shompen must be prioritized in any large-scale development on the island.[footnoteRef:16]
 [14:  See UN Human Rights Council, 2009. ]  [15:  See UN General Assembly, 2024.]  [16:  See Constitution of India, Forest Rights Act, 2006 and Policy on Shompen Tribe of Great Nicobar Island, 2015.] 


4.  The Great Nicobar project is a threat to the survival of the Shompen people 
Millions of trees in the rainforest which the Shompen rely on to survive are set to be cut down and a permanent city, with a population of up to the size of Las Vegas, is to be built in their place, which would increase the current population of the island by an incredible 8,000%. This influx of settlers will inevitably lead to significant further encroachment into the Shompen’s rainforest, beyond the initial project area. The project’s planned “blasting, earth movement and excavation,”[footnoteRef:17] along with associated emissions and pollution, will cause further upheaval to the ecosystem and the Shompen’s hunting and foraging grounds will be devastated. Similarly, through restricting the mouth of the Galathea River by 90%, the mega-port will have serious effects on the ecosystem upstream, likely leading to a huge backlog of silt in the floodplains to the north and destroying the Shompen’s staple pandanus trees. Such effects will also push the Shompen nearest to the project to move into other territories, likely resulting in the collapse of their Indigenous territorial system. To quote genocide scholar Dr. Mark Levene’s testimony on the Shompen, “The result will be psychic collapse, leading to lingering death.”[footnoteRef:18] [17:  See Environmental Impact Assessment for the Great Nicobar project, 2022.]  [18:  See Mark Levene, expert witness testimony on the threat of genocide towards the Shompen, posed by the Great Nicobar project, 2024.] 


Similarly, in their public statement objecting to the project, a coalition of expert Indian anthropologists describe how “Such catastrophic transmutation of the existing landscape will render the natural resources of the entire island unusable and tip them beyond recovery…If no intervention is made, the Shompens will be gradually pushed towards the same fate as that of the Andamanese and the Onges in Andaman.”[footnoteRef:19] (These neighbouring Indigenous peoples lost 99% and 85% of their populations respectively from disease, environmental destruction and conflict, following contact with British colonial officials and Indian settlers).[footnoteRef:20] The Indian government’s own Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) from 2022 notes: “Any disturbance or alteration in the natural environment ... where they [the Shompen] live, may cause serious threat to their existence”.[footnoteRef:21] Incredibly, despite this, the government continues to push ahead with the project. [19:  See Public Hearing for Environmental Clearance for “Holistic. Development of Great Nicobar Island in Andaman and Nicobar Islands” 2022. [Now deleted from government website].]  [20:  See Survival International, Onge and Great Andamanese.]  [21:  See Environmental Impact Assessment for the Great Nicobar project, 2022.] 


Among uncontacted peoples, even a chance meeting with an outsider runs the risk of introducing deadly diseases to which they have little to no immunity and, as Dr. Levene states, the survival of Shompen society is “predicated on its isolation from outsiders.”[footnoteRef:22] As well as causing unprecedented social and environmental devastation to the Shompen, the massive population explosion that the Indian government is planning for Great Nicobar will drastically increase their exposure to outside diseases, by bringing in up to 650,000 permanent settlers.[footnoteRef:23]
The Shompen are already at risk of contracting deadly diseases. There are reports that up to 100 Shompen died during an epidemic in the 1980s, following the effects of contact with outsiders.[footnoteRef:24] One 1990 Indian government report describes how, “The Shompen bands which have had frequent contact with outsiders…have either been totally annihilated or the population of the band has dwindled.[footnoteRef:25]” Even the project’s EIA states, “Once infections spread amongst the tribal [Shompen], the whole community may face extinction.[footnoteRef:26]” As such, the Great Nicobar project will dramatically increase the already high threat of a deadly disease outbreak among the Shompen, and risk causing the entire population to be wiped out. [22:  See Mark Levene, expert witness testimony on the threat of genocide towards the Shompen, posed by the Great Nicobar project, 2024.]  [23:  See Holistic Development of Great Nicobar Island at Andaman & Nicobar Islands, Pre - Feasibility Report, March 2021. ]  [24:  See S. N. H. Rizvi, The Shompen: A Vanishing Tribe of the Great Nicobar Island, 1990.]  [25:  See Awaradi, S.A. ‘Master Plan for the Primitive Tribes of Andaman & Nicobar Islands’, Andaman and Nicobar Administration, Port Blair, 1990. ]  [26:  See Environmental Impact Assessment for the Great Nicobar project, 2022.] 


Furthermore, moving hundreds of thousands of permanent settlers to Great Nicobar greatly increases the likelihood of the Shompen being exploited by outsiders. This is especially so with the government planning to expressly market the area for tourism; with preparations being made for around a million tourists and other visitors annually,[footnoteRef:27] lured by plans for boutique hotels, shopping malls, beach resorts and a casino.[footnoteRef:28] Already the Shompen are subjected to exploitation and face severe racism, being regularly labelled as “primitive” by the media and the government.[footnoteRef:29] Through encouraging hundreds of thousands of tourists onto the island and building more roads and associated tourist infrastructure, there is a considerable risk of “human safaris” taking place among the Shompen. This has happened for years to the Ang (formerly known as Jarawa) people of the neighbouring Andaman Islands and in 2007, following advocacy by Survival International, CERD took action on this issue and called for the Trunk Road to be closed where it ran through the Ang’s Reserve.[footnoteRef:30] The exploitation brought by the Great Nicobar project will massively increase the probability of epidemics and accidents. It is also likely to create a dependency of any surviving the Shompen on outsiders, exposing them to alcoholism, sexual harassment and other traumatic experiences. All of these threats have been faced by other Indigenous peoples of the Andaman and Nicobar Islands who have had more sustained contact with outsiders.[footnoteRef:31] [27:  See Holistic Development of Great Nicobar Island at Andaman & Nicobar Islands, Pre - Feasibility Report, March 2021.]  [28:  See Draft Master Plan for Great Nicobar Development Area, 2026. ]  [29:  See Environmental Impact Assessment for the Great Nicobar project, 2022.]  [30:  See UN steps in to save Andaman tribe, Al Jazeera, 2007. ]  [31:  See Survival International’s report to CERD on the rights of the Ang (Jarawa), 2006.] 


In February 2024, 39 international genocide experts from 13 countries wrote to the Indian President describing the mega-project as a “death sentence for the Shompen, tantamount to the international crime of genocide.”[footnoteRef:32] They called for the scheme to be immediately abandoned. In his personal testimony on the threat of genocide towards the Shompen, prominent genocide scholar Dr. Mark Levene writes that the Shompen will face extermination “should the Development Project proposal proceed in full, or even in limited form.”[footnoteRef:33] [32:  See Genocide experts call on India’s government to scrap the Great Nicobar mega-project.]  [33:  See Mark Levene, expert witness testimony on the threat of genocide towards the Shompen, posed by the Great Nicobar project, 2024.] 

Similarly, in April 2024, 12 leading Indian anthropologists and other experts wrote an open letter calling for the project to be scrapped. They described how the government’s mitigation plans of “Geo fencing cum surveillance towers” are wholly unsuitable and wrote, “If this project is not scrapped, the A&N Administration and the Government of India will be knowingly subjecting the indigenous communities of the Great Nicobar Island to irreversible damage, which will in due course lead to their extinction.”[footnoteRef:34] 

The overwhelming threats posed by this project means it is undoubtedly in violation of ICERD Article 5b on “The right to security of person and protection by the State against violence or bodily harm, whether inflicted by government officials or by any individual group or institution.”[footnoteRef:35] It also means it is in violation of the Shompen’s right to life,[footnoteRef:36] and their right to health.[footnoteRef:37] Finally, through the widespread destruction of the rainforest and rivers of Great Nicobar, which the Shompen rely on for their knowledge and traditional lifestyles relevant for the conservation of the island; this project is in violation of Article 8(j) of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD).[footnoteRef:38] 

5. Summary 

In summary, the Great Nicobar project poses an overwhelming threat to the rights, lives and lands of the Shompen people. Their survival is now completely dependent on the project’s cancellation.  [34:  See Counter Currents, 2024.]  [35:  See ICERD, 1969. ]  [36:  See Article 6 of the ICCPR, 1966. Forced contact (which this project will inevitably lead to) has been recognised by
the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (‘IACHR’) and the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples as a grave risk for uncontacted peoples’ lives.]  [37:  See Article 12 of the ICESCR, 1966.]  [38:  See Article 8(j) of the CBD, 1992. ] 


As the project does not have the Free, Prior and Informed Consent of the Shompen or Nicobarese, it is in violation of ICERD (General Recommendation XXIII), ILO Convention 169 and the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. This project also violates the Shompen and Nicobarese’s right to self-determination, in contravention of Articles 1 of both the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). On a national level, the lack of consent and of rights recognition means the project is also in violation of the 2006 Forest Rights Act and the 2015 Shompen Policy and, as it has not sought prior consultation with the National Commission for Scheduled Tribes (NCST), the project is also in violation of Article 338A(9) of the Constitution of India.

Given that the project is set to cause unprecedented destruction to the environment the Shompen rely on to survive (and will dramatically escalate the likelihood of deadly epidemics and long-term exploitation affecting them), it is in clear violation of ICERD Article 5b, the right to life, the right to health and CBD - Article 8(j).

Given such widespread violations of national and international laws and conventions, and the documented threat of the Shompen’s annihilation, Survival is submitting this report to the Committee as a matter of urgency. We respectfully recommend that the committee raises its utmost concern about the lack of consent for the Great Nicobar project from the Indigenous Shompen and Nicobarese peoples and impresses on the Indian government that the Shompen’s rejection of contact must be interpreted as their rejection of consent for any projects on their territory. We also ask the committee to express its alarm about the serious human rights violations posed by this project (including the clear and serious threat to the survival of the Shompen), and that the Committee therefore calls for the full and immediate cancellation of this deadly project – which, as experts have repeatedly warned, will lead to the inevitable destruction of the Shompen people.
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