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I am delighted to open this conference which brings together key stakeholders involved in advancing the rights of indigenous peoples in Bangladesh. May I first thank the UNDP and the Bangladesh Indigenous Peoples Forum for their sterling support in organizing this event.
It is estimated that there are more than 370 million indigenous people in 70 countries worldwide and significant advances have been made in recent years to recognize and value the distinctiveness of indigenous communities in terms of their cultural, political, legal and social institutions. This recognition has been articulated through the sustained work of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, the initiatives undertaken in the context of the Second International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People and in the landmark adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in September 2007. 
UN Secretary General Ban-Ki Moon spoke for many when he stated that the Declaration marked a “historic moment when UN Member States and indigenous peoples have reconciled with their painful histories and are resolved to move forward together on the path of human rights, justice and development for all.” 

The European Union has been a stalwart supporter of indigenous rights and was instrumental in the developments which led to the creation of the Permanent Forum. In terms of our development co-operation, efforts have been made to mainstream indigenous rights, a process which has been complemented by targeted funding since 1999 through the European Initiative for Democracy and Human Rights. 
From the EU perspective, this is a particularly opportune moment to throw the spotlight on indigenous rights, with 2008 having been declared the European Year of Intercultural Dialogue. I am particularly pleased that during this event, we will hear from representatives of indigenous groups themselves and learn more of their identities, traditions and perspectives on development. 
The conference comes at an important time for the development of indigenous rights in Bangladesh, with over ten years having elapsed since the signing of the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) Peace Accord. I warmly welcome the signs of intensified engagement by the Caretaker Government on this issue and the commitment and drive of H.E. Barrister Devasish Roy as Special Assistant to the Chief Advisor on the CHT and the Environment. I trust that tangible progress can be made in advancing the rights of indigenous peoples during the remaining lifetime of this administration. The European Commission will continue to provide sustained support at both the policy and programme levels, not least through our most recent 16 million euro contribution to the CHT Development Facility. 

It is my hope that, through this event, even better links can be forged between civil society, the government and the international community, with a view to advancing the rights of indigenous peoples in Bangladesh.

May I close by wishing you a stimulating and constructive conference.

