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No indigenous peoples left behind on the rolling out of
COVID-19 vaccines: considerations and predicaments

ABSTRACT

In recent correspondences, authors emphasized the need to consider vulnerable groups such as migrants, refugees, prisoners, and persons

with disabilities in the interventions and plans of government and health authorities in combatting coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19). This

paper discusses the urgent call for government and health authorities to ensure that indigenous peoples, being distinct ethnic communities,

are included in the rolling out of COVID-19 vaccines with considerations to their unique culture, beliefs and traditions.
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In recent correspondences, authors emphasized the need to
consider vulnerable groups such as migrants, refugees, prison-
ers, and persons with disabilities in the interventions and plans
of government and health authorities in combatting coron-
avirus disease 2019 (COVID-19),1–3 However, government
and health authorities must not forget the indigenous peoples
in these undertakings because they are also considered among
the vulnerable population. Part of the interventions to miti-
gate the effects of COVID-19 is the rolling out of vaccines
among the population.

Meanwhile, considerations and predicaments may also arise
in the rolling out of vaccines among the indigenous peoples,
being distinct ethnic communities, because of their unique
beliefs, culture and traditions. There is a need for any govern-
ment with indigenous peoples to be conscious of their distinct
culture because it is a contributory factor in combatting the
corona virus.4 Governments must safeguard that truthful data
are to be gathered, processed and reported5 regarding the
situation of the indigenous peoples so that they will not be
left behind especially in the vaccination program. The United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
(UNDRIP) Article 24 clearly stipulates that indigenous peo-
ples have their own traditional ways, medicines and practices
regarding their health.6 But the declaration also mentions that
they must not be deprived of equal access to all social and
health services. Indigenous peoples have their own health and
hygiene practices and strategies that are distinctive to their cul-
ture.7 Thus, actively engaging the indigenous communities in

controlling the transmission of COVID-19 virus is imperative
to any government intervention health programs.

Indigenous peoples are in dire need to access the rolling out
of COVID-19 vaccines because they have been affected by the
pandemic. They lack health facilities, access to clean drinking
water and nutritious food to boost the immune system.8 With
370 million indigenous peoples around the world representing
5% of the population and 15% of the world’s poorest peo-
ple,9 COVID-19 vaccines can mean a lot to them as they thrive
and survive the pandemic. Governments must ensure fair allo-
cation of the COVID-19 vaccines10 when these are available
which includes the indigenous peoples. The UNDRIP Article
29 Section 3 cites that ‘States shall also take effective mea-
sures to ensure, as needed, that programmes for monitoring,
maintaining and restoring the health of indigenous peoples, as
developed and implemented by the peoples affected by such
materials, are duly implemented’.6 Nevertheless, the safety
and survival of everyone in this pandemic as a public health
crisis is an ethical and social responsibility of government and
health authorities around the world.
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