
 

 

 

Statement at the 54th session of the African Commission on Human 
and Peoples’ Rights 

Banjul, 23 October 2013 

Item 5 

Madame Chair, Honourable Commissioners, State parties, fellow human rights defenders, 

This year the continent celebrates the 50th anniversary of the adoption of the African Union 
Charter. Despite the progress made in recent years in the promotion and protection of human 
rights, the continent still faces critical and serious human rights challenges. Democracy, the 
rule of law, and good governance remain fragile or non-existent in many of the States parties. 
Human rights defenders working to promote these values and raise the voices of victims are, 
in many cases, subjected to attacks and reprisals.  

In the days immediately prior to this meeting, national, sub-regional, pan-African and 
international NGOs came from across Africa to hear and share testimonies and experiences 
on the human rights situation on the continent. 

The NGO Forum adopted a range of important resolutions and recommendations as an 
outcome of this meeting, all of which we strongly commend to the Commission. 

Madame Chair, we are deeply concerned about gross violations against human rights 
defenders, including torture and ill-treatment, arbitrary arrest and detention, enforced 
disappearances and even death. We urge States parties to investigate, prosecute and 
ensure accountability and remedy for such violations and call on the Commission to follow up 
States in this regard. 

We recognise the important work of the African Commission's Special Rapporteur on Human 
Rights Defenders, acknowledge her support for civil society, and emphasise the importance 
of her work in investigating and following up on cases. 

Madame Chair, we express our grave concern about the widespread lack of both physical 
and legal protection of human rights defenders, together with the criminalisation and 
stigmatisation of their work, across the continent. 

We urge States to avoid the use or misuse of laws, malicious prosecutions, unfair trials and 
judicial harassment to criminalise the legitimate and important work of human rights 
defenders, including journalists. We also call on States to ensure that any legal or other 
restrictions on the work of human rights defenders are for a legitimate purpose and are 
strictly necessary and proportionate, including in relation to counter-terror laws and 
measures. 

Madame Chair, States have an obligation to ensure that human rights defenders can 
undertake their important work in a safe and enabling environment. In this regard, we call on 
States to uphold the rights of freedom of expression, association and peaceful assembly for 
all. We call on States to avoid the stigmatisation of human rights defenders, including by 
State officials, and to publicly recognise the value and importance of their work. 
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We further urge States to develop, enact and ensure the effective enforcement of specific 
national laws and policies that recognise and protect the work of human rights defenders in 
accordance with the International Declaration on Human Rights Defenders. 

States should also recognise and respond to the particular support and protection needs of 
certain groups of human rights defenders, including journalists, women human rights 
defenders, and defenders working on issues of sexual orientation and gender identity. 

We also call on States to protect the friends, families, organisations and associates of human 
rights defenders from harassment, intimidation, threats and reprisals in connection with the 
work of defenders. 

Madame Chair, just last month the UN Human Rights Council passed its strongest resolution 
to date regarding the prevention of reprisals against human rights defenders. We recognise 
and commend Several States in this room which supported this resolution, including 
Botswana, Sierra Leone, Togo and Cote d’Ivoire.  

It is two years since the Commission passed its resolution ACHPR/Res.196 (L) 2011 
condemning reprisals against any person in connection with their cooperation with the 
African human rights system. It is now time for the Commission to go beyond mere 
condemnation and to take concrete steps to prevent and ensure redress for reprisals by 
designating a focal point to receive information, and to monitor and follow up on cases. It is 
vital that the Commission acts decisively to protect defenders in their all-important role 
engaging with this Commission. 

 

 

 


