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Indigenous determinants of health: a unified call for progress

The UN General Assembly formally declared 1993
as the International Year of the World's Indigenous
People, with a "view to strengthening international
cooperation for the solution of problems faced by
Indigenous communities in areas such as human rights,
the environment, development, education, and health”*
In 2000, the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous
Issues (UNPFIl) was formally established with health
as one of its six mandated areas of focus. The UNPFII
supported the work to ensure the 2007 adoption of the
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
(UNDRIP), a human rights instrument specifying the
rights of Indigenous Peoples worldwide, including
the right to health and social security.” Yet, globally,
substantial challenges remain for Indigenous Peoples.

than 476 million Indigenous Peoples
reside in over 90 countries and they represent at
least 5000 unique cultures? Despite comprising
about 6% of the world’s population, Indigenous
Peoples are disproportionately affected by povety.*
Many continue to report experiencing barriers to
and being prevented from accessing basic rights and
freedoms, including the prerequisites of health: peace,
shelter, education, food, income, a stable eco system,

More

Panel: Key priority areas for addressing the determinants
of Indigenous health

«  WHO and other local, national, and international health
agencies to explicitly recognise “Indigeneity” and
“colonialism” as overarching determinants of health

+ Direct implementation support from all nation states
with regard to operationalising the 76th World Health
Assembly resolution passed on The Health of Indigenous
Peoples (A76/A/CONF./1) in May, 2023°

+ The development of a Global Action Plan on the Health of
Indigenous Peoples to be led and informed by Indigenous
Peoples and communities with outcome benchmarks and
progress timelines delineated

+ Local, national, and international policy recognition and
implementation that connects Indigenous Peoples health
and land and water rights as intrinsically connected to the
planet’s wellbeing

» Direct support from individual nation states to ensure the
design and development of national implementation
plans led by Indigenous Peoples and communities

Some of the text for this panel is adapted from the study Indigenous determinants of
health in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.®

sustainable resources, social justice, and equity.® In
some countries Indigenous Peoples are denied the
fundamental right to identify as Indigenous Peoples.
This lack of identification amplifies human rights
violations and perpetuates data erasure, as there is
no systematic collection of data available to support
strategy and development for Indigenous Peoples’
rights and needs.

Several publications have reported on the health
status of Indigenous Peoples in different nation states,®
but few have focused on the health and wellbeing
indicators from an Indigenous worldview.>” In 2022,
Indigenous Peoples identified a crucial need to establish
a framework on the Indigenous determinants of health
derived from Indigenous Peoples’ communities to
guide the UN and “member states in the strategy,
policy-setting and actions taken” under the Sustainable
Development Goals.® Almost 30 years from the
International Year of the World’s Indigenous People,
and 16 years since UNDRIP, for the first time a study by
members of UNPFII and the Indigenous Determinants
of Health Working Group (IDHWG) on the determinants
of Indigenous health was formally considered and
adopted at the 22nd session of the UNPFII in April,
2023—the first global Indigenous-led organisational
effort to specifically increase visibility and awareness of
the health and wellbeing of Indigenous Peoples to UN
member states and entities.® This UNPFII study makes
a number of key recommendations on the important
connections between territories, cultures, and health for
Indigenous Peoples’ community wellbeing.? The “Health
of Mother Earth” is highlighted with specific calls for
ensuring sustainable Indigenous food systems and land
and water protections, which includes the protection of
Indigenous traditional medicines.? The member study
emphasises the need to move towards implementation
of key priorities to ensure intergenerational healing
and the decolonisation of the determinants of health
landscape for Indigenous Peoples (panel).?

Substantial  barriers advancing these
UNPFII and IDHWG recommendations.® Specific
implementation targets and accountability mechanisms
for Indigenous health and wellbeing will be difficult to
operationalise. In addition to Indigenous Peoples not
being recognised in a number of nation states, there

exist in
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have been decades of human rights violations, such
as forced assimilation and relocation agendas; broken
treaties; racism and political marginalisation; and a lack
of overarching free, prior, and informed consent.>”***
Indigenous Peoples are additionally too often viewed
through a deficit-based lens that minimises community
strengths and abilities at local, national, and
international levels of influence.” For example, despite
an increasing presence of Indigenous Peoples with
the expertise to lead large policy and implementation
initiatives, local, national, and international agencies
typically appoint non-Indigenous “experts” to design,
implement, and oversee Indigenous-specific initiatives,
perpetuating colonial and patriarchal approaches
antithetical to the recommendations in the UNFPII
report.?

Indigenous  Peoples’  communities, including
Indigenous scholars and health professionals, have long
advocated for strengths-based approaches within public
health and wellness research, within interventions and
funding mechanisms, and with regard to health policy
implementation.* Ensuring respect for and elevation
of Indigenous Peoples’ brilliance and strengths-
based approaches* in advancing culturally grounded
solutions for all areas of health will therefore be
crucial for addressing the Indigenous determinants
of health across all practice areas, levels of health-
care service delivery, research, and health policy.?*
Additionally, Indigenous Peoples are recognised
through varied national and international mechanisms
as self-determined peoples,”® and therefore specific
and delineated actions to address the key priority areas
shown in the panel should be mobilised on the ground
from within Indigenous Peoples’ communities and be
specific to unique and diverse geopolitical and cultural
contexts.

We are living in a pivotal time in human history. Our
planet, Mother Earth, is in crisis. Indigenous Peoples
steward 80% of the world’s remaining biodiversity”
and, therefore, the wellbeing of Indigenous Peoples is an
explicit determinant of planetary health.” The Indigenous
determinants of health are not only for Indigenous
Peoples, but also have a benefit that is intimately
connected to the future survival of all humanity and the
planet. The strengths and wisdom inherent to Indigenous
Peoples are “intrinsically connected to everything that
exists on the planet”? This reality demands nation

states, the UN, WHO, and other entities act now on the
Indigenous determinants of health.

DMK reports travel support from the International Fund for Agricultural
Development to attend as an observer to the UNPFII. GR reports travel support
from the National Indian Health Board (NIHB) to attend meetings on the
Indigenous determinants of health, an NIHB conference, and the World Health
Assembly meeting in Geneva, and travel support from the UN Department of
Economic and Social Affairs (secretariat to the UNPFII) to attend the UNPFII as
an unpaid Expert Member and Vice Chair of the UNPFII. All other authors report
no competing interests. NR, PR, DKW, AK, and GR were volunteer coauthors of
the study Indigenous determinants of health in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development’ that is discussed in this Comment; PR, DMK, DKW, and AK were in
attendance at the UNPFII meeting as observers.

*Nicole Redvers, Papaarangi Reid, Danya Carroll,
Myrna Cunningham Kain, Daniel M Kobei, Kelly Menzel,
Donald K Warne, Allison Kelliher, Geoffrey Roth

nredvers@uwo.ca

Schulich School of Medicine and Dentistry, University of Western Ontario,
London, ON N6G 2M1, Canada (NR); Te Kupenga Hauora Maori, Faculty of
Medical and Health Sciences, Waipapa Taumata Rau-University of Auckland,
Aotearoa New Zealand (PR); Department of Indigenous Health, University of
North Dakota School of Medicine and Health Sciences, Grand Forks, ND,

USA (DC); El Fondo para el Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indigenas de América Latina
y El Caribe, La Paz, Bolivia (MCK); Ogiek Peoples’ Development Program, Egerton,
Kenya (DMK); Gnibi College of Indigenous Australian Peoples, Southern Cross
University, Lismore, NSW, Australia (KM); Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of
Public Health, Baltimore, MD, USA (DKW, AK); Johns Hopkins School of Nursing,
Baltimore, MD, USA (AK); Cedar Rock Alliance, Washington, DC, USA (GR)

1 UN General Assembly. International Year for the World's Indigenous
People, 1993: resolution / adopted by the General Assembly.

Dec 14,1992. https://www.refworld.org/docid/3b00f08ab.html
(accessed June 2, 2023).

2 Redvers N, Celidwen, Cloud QY, Jensen A, Githaiga C. Indigenous
solutions to the climate and biodiversity crises: a reflection on UNDRIP.
PLOS Glob Public Health 2023; 3: €0002060.

3 UNDP. 10 things to know about Indigenous peoples. 2022. https://stories.
undp.org/10-things-we-all-should-know-about-indigenous-people
(accessed June 2,2023).

4 UN News. “Spectre of poverty” hangs over tribes and Indigenous groups:
UN labour agency. United Nations. Feb 3, 2020. https://news.un.org/en/
story/2020/02/1056612 (accessed June 2, 2023).

5 Gracey M, King M. Indigenous health part 1: determinants and disease
patterns. Lancet 2009; 374: 65-75.

6  Anderson I, Robson B, Connolly M, et al. Indigenous and tribal peoples’
health (The Lancet-Lowitja Institute Global Collaboration): a population
study. Lancet 2016; 388: 131-57.

7 King M, Smith A, Gracey M. Indigenous health part 2: the underlying causes
of the health gap. Lancet 2009; 374: 76-85.

8  UN Economic and Social Council. Indigenous determinants of health in the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Jan 31, 2023. https://undocs.
org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=E%2FC.19%2F2023%2F5&Language=E&D
eviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False (accessed June 2, 2023).

9  WHO. The health of Indigenous Peoples. Resolution A76/A/CONF./1,
76th World Health Assembly. May 23, 2023. https://apps.who.int/gb/
ebwha/pdf_files/WHA76/A76_ACONF1-en.pdf (accessed June 2, 2023).

10  Loppie C, Wien F. Understanding Indigenous health inequalities through a
social determinants model. National Collaborating Centre for Indigenous
Health. 2022. https://www.nccih.ca/Publications/Lists/Publications/
Attachments/10373/Health_Inequalities_EN_Web_2022-04-26.pdf
(accessed June 2, 2023).

11  Reid P, Cormack D, Paine SJ. Colonial histories, racism and health: the
experience of Maori and Indigenous peoples. Public Health 2019;
172:119-24.

12 Correa-Salazar C, Marin-Carvajal |, Garcia MA. The role of violence in
planetary health. Lancet Planet Health 2021; 5: e113-14.

13 Kennedy A, Sehgal A, Szabo J, et al. Indigenous strengths-based approaches
to healthcare and health professions education—recognising the value of
Elders’ teachings. Health Educ J 2022; 81: 423-38.

www.thelancet.com Published online June 21,2023 https://doi.org/10.1016/50140-6736(23)01183-2



Comment

14  O'Keefe VM, Maudrie TL, Cole AB, et al. Conceptualizing Indigenous 17  Trewin B, Morgan-Bulled D, Cooper S. Australia State of the Environment
strengths-based health and wellness research using group concept 2021: Climate. Commonwealth of Australia. 2021. https://soe.dcceew.
mapping. Arch Public Health 2023; 81: 71. gov.au/climate/management/national-and-international-frameworks#-

15 Askew DA, Brady K, Mukandi B, et al. Closing the gap between rhetoric and cli-21-figure-21-indigenous-peoples-and-the-environment (accessed
practice in strengths-based approaches to Indigenous public health: June 2,2023).
aqualitative study. Aust N ZJ Public Health 2020; 44: 102-05. 18 Redvers N, Celidwen, Schultz C, et al. The determinants of planetary

16 UN.United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 2007. health: an Indigenous consensus perspective. Lancet Planet Health
https://social.desa.un.org/sites/default/files/migrated/19/2018/11/ 2022; 6: €156-63.

UNDRIP_E_web.pdf (accessed June 2, 2023).

www.thelancet.com Published online June 21,2023 https://doi.org/10.1016/50140-6736(23)01183-2



	Indigenous determinants of health: a unified call for progress
	References


