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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Women human rights defenders are both female and male human rights defenders, and any other human rights 
defenders who work in the defence of women’s rights or on gender issues. Women human rights defenders are 
not only subject to the same risks as any other human rights defenders but are also vulnerable to gender-specific 
threats and violence from the communities and authorities. This report analyses the situation of women human 
rights defenders in Uganda. 

Women human rights defenders have the same rights as other human rights defenders as highlighted in the 
1998 UN Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Promote 
and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (UN Declaration on Human 
Rights Defenders) including the right to be protected, freedom of assembly and association, right to access and 
communicate with international bodies, right to freedom of opinion and expression, right to protest, right to 
develop and discuss new ideas, right to an effective remedy and right to access funding. By and large, women 
human rights defenders enjoy their rights in Uganda but with constraints and precincts by the communities 
and authorities. Women human rights defenders are affected by the following factors which have an impact on 
the enjoyment of their rights: religious, social and cultural norms, inadequate legislation, limited funding and 
capacity, low levels of awareness of women human rights defender’s rights, inadequate support mechanisms, 
impunity, challenges of access to justice, role of the media and abuse of information and communication 
technology, among others.

The defence of human rights by women human rights defenders remains a ‘dangerous’ activity. The situation of 
women human rights defenders in Uganda is fragile as they are vulnerable to attacks, discrimination, violence, 
threats, retaliation, pressure and arbitrary actions by their families, communities and the authorities. Although 
there are emerging good practices for the protection of women human rights defenders in Uganda through 
networks, security training, capacity building, emergency responses and there are ongoing efforts to have 
legislation that protects human rights defenders including women human rights defenders their situation needs 
urgent action. 

The study therefore makes recommendations relating to increasing awareness through human rights education, 
strengthening the legislative framework, capacity building for women human rights defenders, enhancing the 
support mechanisms for women human rights defenders and encouraging women human rights defenders 
by giving them a specific award. There are specific recommendations for the government and other key 
stakeholders. Key among the recommendations for the government is to improve the situation of women 
human rights defenders including enhancing access to justice and documentation and efficient investigation of 
abuses and violations against them, among others.  
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1. Introduction 

Women human rights defenders are both female and male human rights defenders, and any other human 
rightsdefenderswho work in the defence of women’s rights or on gender issues.1  Generally, human rights 
defenders are people who, individually or with others, act to promote or protect human rights through peaceful 
means.2 

The 1998 UN Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to 
Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (UN Declaration 
on Human Rights Defenders) recognizes the role of human rights defenders, including women human rights 
defenders, and outlines their rights and the obligations of States.3  Key among the rights of human rights 
defenders including women human rights defenders are: freedom of speech and expression4 ; peaceful assembly 
5; freedom of association6; freedom of movement7 ; the right to take part in the conduct of public affairs8 and 
the right to receive and impart information.9  Women human rights defenders protection is also guaranteed  in 
other international instruments such as the UN Convention on the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW)10  and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR),11  among 
many others including at the regional and national levels.

Despite the protection accorded to women human rights defenders they continue to suffer disproportionately 
and face numerous violations depending on the contexts they work. They risk sexual and gender based violence 
especially in military contexts and may also suffer punishment from authoritarian regimes and communities for 

1   UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders, Margaret Sekaggya, 2010,  A/HRC/16/44.
2  Adapted from UN Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Societyto Promote and                                                        
Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, 1998 (UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders).
3   UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders. 
4   See articles 6 and 8 of the Declaration on HRDs; Article 19 of the 
     Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Article 19 of the International Covenant on Civil 
     and Political Rights. 
5   See articles 5 and 12 of the Declaration on HRDs. Also see Article 20 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights and Article 21 of the                          
InternationaCovenant on Civil and Political Rights.    
6  Articles 1 and 5 of the Declaration on HRDs. Also see Articles 20 of 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights;   
7  Article 13 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Article 12 International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights.  
8  Article 8 of the Declaration on HRDs. Also see Article 21 of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights; Article 25 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and Article 8 of the UN 
Convention on the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination Against Women.  
9   Article 6 of the Declaration on HRDs. 
10  See Article 3 of CEDAW.   
11  See articles 12, 19, 20, 21, 25  
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challenging the patriarchal traditions and institutions.12 Women human rights defenders are not only subject 
to the  same risks as any other human rights defenders but are also vulnerable to gender-specific threats and 
violence from the communities and authorities.13  It is therefore important to analyse the situation of women 
human rights defenders in Uganda so as to highlight their circumstances in particular their challenges so as to 
strengthen their protection. 

1.1  Objectives of the study

The objective of the study was to assess Uganda’s adherence to international standards on the protection of 
women human rights defenders. The study analyses the violations, abuses and threats against women human 
rights defenders in light of the available protection mechanisms and makes appropriate recommendations on 
how to enhance their protection. 

1.2  Methodology

The study was conducted using various methodologies including:

a)Desk review- There was a desk review of reports, laws and policies and other relevant literature on the situation 
of women human rights defenders. 

b)Consultative meetings with some of the key stakeholders on women human rights defenders in various 
districts such as Kampala, Gulu, Lira, Mbarara, Soroti, Masaka, Mbale, Masindi, Hoima, Arua, Kasese, Kabarole, 
Iganga and Kampala. The districts were particularly sampled so as to have a representation of the situation 
of women human rights defenders in all regions of the country within the limited resources. The meetings 
included one on one meetings with key informants and focus group discussions. A total number of 215 women 
human rights defenders with an average of 13 people per district. Of these 33% were male while 67% were 
female. Women human rights defenders interviewed included: paid and non-paid defenders, state and non-
state actors, defenders from various professions including lawyers, social scientists, political scientists, teachers 
and politicians, among others.  Out of 215 respondents, 139 were individual respondents, 45 key informants, 7 
institutions and 24 participated through focus group discussions.  

12 See Women Human Rights Defenders International Coalition, Global Report on the Situation of Women Human Rights 
Defenders, 2012 available at http://defendingwomen-defendingrights.org/ last accessed on 19 July 2017. Also see AWID, 
Strengthening Women’s Rights Organizing around the World, 2014 available at https://www.awid.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/
awid_in_2014_en.pdf last accessed on 19 July 2017.  
13  See Report of the UN Special Rapporteur above. 
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2. Legal, institutional and policy framework on women human rights defenders 

 
The legal framework for women human rights defenders is laid out at the global level in the International 
Bill of Rights and concretized in the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, among other documents. 
At the regional level there are provisions in the African Charter and other African Union documents that 
make reference to the work of Human Rights Defenders. At the national level there are also laws governing the 
operations of Human Rights Defenders. This section highlights the legal framework at the UN, Africa Union 
and at the national level.

2.1 International legal framework

The United Nations (UN) has several mechanisms for the protection of the rights of human rights defenders such 
as the: Human Rights Council; Treaty bodies, which oversee the implementation of the UN treaties including 
the Committee on Elimination on all forms of Discrimination against women; and the expert mechanisms of 
the Special Procedures. The UN has specifically provided for a Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders. 
In this section the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, the role of the Committee on the Elimination 
of all forms of Discrimination against Women, the Special Procedures including the Special Rapporteur on 
Human Rights Defenders and the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) are particularly highlighted with regard to 
women human rights defenders.

2.1.1.  UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders and other international instruments on women                           
 human rights defenders  

The UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders is a key document on issues relating to Human Rights 
Defenders. Although the Declaration is not binding it provides for various principles and rights that are founded 
and based on human rights standards enshrined in other international instruments which are legally binding 
such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
among others. Key among the rights of human rights defenders is: freedom of speech and expression;14  peaceful 
assembly15 ; freedom of association16 ; freedom of movement;17 to take part in the conduct of public affairs18  and 
the right to receive and impart information.19  Furthermore, with regard to women human rights defenders, the 

14  See articles 6 and 8 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders; Article 19 of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Article 19 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.    
15  See articles 5 and 12 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders. Also see Article 20 
of the UN Declaration of Human Rights and Article 21 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.  
16  Articles 1 and 5 of the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders. Also see Articles 20 of 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights;   
17  Article 13 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Article 12 International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights.  
18 Article 8 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders. Also see Article 21 of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights; Article 25 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights and Article 8 of the UN Convention on the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination Against Women. 
19  Article 6 of the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders.   
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Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) also imposes 
obligations that support them especially the right to equality and non-discrimination20 and protection from 
violence.21 CEDAW:  allows temporary special measures or ‘affirmative action’ to accelerate the achievement 
of equality in practice between men and women; 22 requires actions to modify social and cultural patterns that 
perpetuate discrimination;23  requires measures that aim at equal rights for women including their participation 
in political processes and decision making.24  These provisions apply to the work of women human rights 
defenders.

Notably the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders provides that Human Rights Defenders have rights 
to promote and protect human rights at the national and international levels.25   Human Rights Defenders can 
perform the duty of promoting and protection of human rights individually and in association with others26  
and can form associations and non-governmental organizations27  and they have the right to meet or assemble 
peacefully.28  They also have the right to seek, obtain, receive and hold information relating to human rights.29  
Furthermore, they have the right to develop and discuss new human rights ideas and principles and to advocate 
their acceptance.30  Moreover, they can also submit to governmental bodies and agencies and organizations 
concerned with public affairs criticism and proposals for improving their functioning and to draw attention 
to any aspect of their work that may impede the realization of human rights.31  They can also make complaints 
about official policies and acts relating to human rights and to have such complaints reviewed.32  Human Rights 
Defenders can offer and provide professionally qualified legal assistance or other advice and assistance in defence 
of human rights.33  They can attend public hearings, proceedings and trials in order to assess their compliance 
with national law and international human rights obligations.34  They have the right to unhindered access to and 
communication with non-governmental and intergovernmental organizations and to benefit from an effective 
remedy.35  They have a right to the lawful exercise of their occupation or profession as human rights defenders 
with effective protection under national law in reacting against or opposing, through peaceful means, acts or 
omissions attributable to the State that result in violations of human rights.36  They can also solicit, receive and 

20  Article 2   
21  Articles 2, 5, 11, 12 and 16    
22   Article 4  
23 Article 5  
24  Articles 7, 8 and 11.  
25 Article 1 of the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders.  
26  Article 1 of the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders.  
27    Article 5 (b) of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.  
28  Article 5 (a) of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.  
29    Article 6 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.   
30    Article 7 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.  
31   Article 8 (2) of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.  
32  Article 9 (3) (a) of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders. 
33 Article 9 (3) (c) of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders. 
34  Article 9 (3) (b) of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders. 
35  Article 9(4) of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders. 
36  Article 12 (3) of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders. 
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utilize resources for the purpose of protecting human rights including the receipt of funds from abroad.37 
States have the obligation to implement and respect all the provisions of the Declaration. In particular States 
are required to: protect, promote and implement all human rights including creating a conducive environment 
politically, socially and economically including the adoption of legislative, administrative and other steps 
as may be necessary to ensure effective implementation of rights and freedoms.38  States should provide an 
effective remedy for persons who claim to have been victims of a human rights violation by conducting prompt 
and impartial investigations of alleged violations of human rights and taking all necessary measures to ensure 
the protection of everyone against any violence, threats, retaliation, adverse discrimination, pressure or any 
other arbitrary action as a consequence of his or her legitimate exercise of their rights.39 Furthermore, States are 
required to promote public understanding of civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights.40  Moreover, 
they are also required to ensure and support the creation and development of independent national institutions 
for the promotion and protection of human rights, such as ombudsmen or human rights commissions.41  States 
are also required to promote and facilitate the teaching of human rights at all levels of formal education and 
professional training.42 

Everyone has duties towards and within the community and is encouraged to be a human rights defender.43  
Everyone has the responsibility to promote human rights and to safeguard democracy and its institutions and 
not to violate the human rights of others.44  Persons in professions that can affect the human rights of others 
such as police officers, lawyers, judges are required to be respectful of human rights.45   The Declaration requires 
that national law complies with international obligations to ensure protection of human rights defenders.46

 
The UN Declaration on the rights of Human Rights Defenders reaffirms rights that are essential for Women 
Human Rights Defenders, including, freedom of opinion and expression, freedom of peaceful assembly, 
freedom of association, the right to access funding and the right to develop and discuss new human rights ideas. 
Moreover, it also reaffirms the right to make complaints about policies relating to human rights, to have such 
complaints reviewed and to benefit from an effective remedy. In line with the promotion of the UN Declaration 
on the rights Human Rights Defenders, a resolution was passed particularly protecting women human rights 
defenders.47  The Resolution urges States to put in place concrete gender-sensitive policies and programmes 
for the protection of women human rights defenders and to ensure their effective participation in the design 
and implementation of measures geared towards their protection. Furthermore, the resolution calls on States 
to ensure protection of women human rights defenders from intimidation or reprisals as result of cooperating 
with international institutions and unhindered access to and communications with regional and international 

37 Article 13 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.  
38  Article 2 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.   

39 Article 12 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.  
40 Article 14 (1) of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.  
41 Article 14 (3) of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.  
42 Article 15 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.  
43 Article 16 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.  
44 Article 18 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.  
45 Article 11 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.  
46 Article 12 (3) of the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.  
47 See Resolution 68/181 adopted by the General Assembly on 18 December 2013 available at:
 http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/68/181 last accessed on 13 July 2017. 
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human rights mechanisms. Although General Assembly resolutions are generally not considered legally binding 
on member States, as has been pointed out by the International Service for Human Rights (ISHR), States do 
have an obligation to cooperate in good faith with the UN to advance the promotion and protection of human 
rights, with the resolution on women human rights defenders providing authoritative guidance to States in that 
regard. 

2.1.2  Committee on the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination against Women

The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women is the body of independent experts that 
monitors implementation of the CEDAW.48  It consists of 23 experts on women’s rights from around the world 
who receive and examine state reports and make recommendations in the form of concluding observations. 
They also can receive individual communications on claims of violations of rights under CEDAW for countries 
which have ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention.49  They can also inquire into situations of grave 
or systematic violations of women’s rights where the State concerned allows them.50  The Committee also 
formulates general recommendations and suggestions directed to States and interpreting the articles of the 
Conventions in line with its mandate. 

With regard to women human rights defenders the Committee has noted that women are discriminated against 
due to various factors including fighting for human rights especially women human rights defenders.51  The 
Committee has also noted that such women experience varying and intersecting forms of discrimination, 
which have an aggravating negative impact and that as such appropriate legal and policy responses are needed.  
52The Committee has also noted that harmful practices and crimes against women human rights defenders, 
politicians, activists or journalists are also forms of gender-based violence against women based on cultural, 
ideological and political factors.53  The Committee has also urged that States adopt and implement effective 
measures to encourage all media, including advertising and information and communications technologies 
to eliminate discrimination against women in their activity, including harmful and stereotyped portrayal of 
women or specific groups of women, such as women human rights’ defenders,54  among other things. 

2.1.3  UN Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders

In 2000, the Commission on Human Rights asked the Secretary-General to establish a mandate on human 
rights defenders to support the implementation of the Declaration on human rights defenders and also to 

48 Articles 17 to 30 of the Convention. 
49 Articles 1 and 2 of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of  Discrimination against 
Women. 
50 Article 8 of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. 
51 See CEDAW, General recommendation No. 35 on gender-based violence against women, updating  general recommendation No. 
19, 2017, p 4.  
52 See CEDAW, General recommendation No. 35 on gender-based violence against women, updating general recommendation No. 
19, 2017, p 5.
53 See CEDAW, General recommendation No. 35 on gender-based violence against women, updating general recommendation No. 
19, 2017, p 5.
54 See CEDAW, General recommendation No. 35 on gender-based violence against women, updating general recommendation No. 
19, 2017, p 11  
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gather information on the actual situation of human rights defenders.55 The UN Secretary General appointed 
Hina Jilani as the first Special Representative on Human Rights Defenders to help in the implementation of the 
UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders who served for about eight years.
 
After that the mandate was given a new title of Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders 
in April 2008, and a new mandate holder, Mrs. Margaret Sekaggya, was appointed. Currently the mandate 
holder is Mr. Michel Forst.The mandate includes: producing reports; monitoring; country visits to establish the 
situation facing human rights defenders; individual action on cases of violations and making recommendations 
to improve protection of human rights defenders. All the various mandate holders since the mandate was 
established have highlighted specific challenges for women human rights defenders.56   Since the establishment 
of the mandate there have been thousands of communications to governments, raising concern about human 
rights defenders at risk and several country visits.57  However, not all countries cooperate as some do not issue 
invitations to the UN Special Rapporteur that would allow a visit, while others do not respond to communications 
from the mandate holders.58 

Mrs. Margaret Sekaggya’s report on the situation of human rights defenders in 2010 particularly focused on 
the situation of women human rights defenders and those working on women’s rights or gender issues, the 
risks and violations that they face and the perpetrators involved.59  She particularly expressed her dismay at 
the extraordinary risks that women human rights defenders and those working on women’s right or gender 
issues face due to their work.60  She pointed out that most of these risks directly affect the women human 
rights defenders physical integrity and that of their family members.61  She recommended that States should: 
publicly acknowledge the role played by women human rights defenders and protect them against violations 
and document cases of violations and enhance the use of qualified personnel to handle cases of sexual 
violence from a gender perspective, among other things.  She also recommended that national human rights 
institutions should integrate a gender dimension in the planning and implementation of all programmes and 
other interventions related to human rights defenders and support the documentation of cases on violations 
against women human rights defenders. She recommended that regional protection mechanisms integrate a 
gender perspective and address the specific risks and security needs of women human rights defenders and also 
enhance documentation of cases of violations, among other things.

55 See Resolution 2000/61 establishing the mandate. 
56 See Reports of the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders available at:
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/SRHRDefenders/Pages/AnnualReports.aspx last accessed on 13  
July 2017. See particularly:A/68/262, A/67/292 and A/HRC/16/44 and Corr.1.
57  See Reports of the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders available at:
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/SRHRDefenders/Pages/AnnualReports.aspx last accessed on 13  
July 2017.
58  See Reports of the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders available at:
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/SRHRDefenders/Pages/AnnualReports.aspx last accessed on 13 July 2017.
59   See Report of the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders, Margaret  Sekaggya, 2010 avail-
able at:  http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/HRC/16/44 last accessed on 13 July 2017.
60   See Report of the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders, Margaret Sekaggya, 2010 above p 19. 
61   See Report of the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders, Margaret Sekaggya, 2010 above  
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In the recent past i.e. between 1 December 2014 and 30 November 2016, the current UN Special Rapporteur, 
Mr. Micheal Forst and his team sent 693 communications to States which included 368 urgent appeals and 319 
letters of allegations.62  
The 693 communications concerned the cases of 1,293 persons, including 278 women human rights defenders.63  
Women were the subject of roughly 21-22% per cent of communications to the UN Special Rapporteur. 64

Particularly in relation to Uganda, out of the 6 communications received by the UN Special Rapporteur on the 
situation of Human Rights Defenders in 2016 one related to the alleged harassment, theft and intimidation 
against human rights defenders including women human rights defenders namely: Ms. Patience Akumu, Ms. 
Elizabeth Kemigisha and Ms. Joaninne Nanyange members of the Human Rights Awareness and Promotion 
Forum (HRAPF).65   It is important to note that this is the only communication the State responded to out of 
the six communications sent by the UN Special Rapporteur.

2.1.3 Other UN Special Procedures 

Other Special Procedures of the UN, beside the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights 
Defenders, have highlighted the plight of women human rights defenders such as the UN Special Rapporteur 
on Violence against Women and the Chair of the Working Group on Discrimination against Women in Law 
and Practice, among others.

UN Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women

The United Nations Commission on Human Rights in resolution1994/45, adopted on 4 March 1994, appointed 
a Special Rapporteur on violence against women. The mandate was extended by the Commission on Human 
Rights in 2003, at its 59th session in resolution 2003/45. Since March 2006, the Special Rapporteur reports 
to the Human Rights Council, as per Human Rights Council’s decision 1/102. The mandate of the Special 
Rapporteur was last renewed in 2016 by resolution 32/19.The Special Rapporteur has the mandate to: seek and 
receive information on violence against women; recommend measures to eliminate violence against women 
and its causes and to remedy its consequences; and work with other special procedures and other human 
rights mechanisms of the Human Rights Council to  systematically integrate the human rights of women and a 
gender perspective into their work, and cooperate closely with the Commission on the Status of Women in the 
discharge of its functions, among other things.66  In line with their mandate, the Special Rapporteur transmits 
urgent appeals and communications to States regarding alleged cases of violence against women, undertakes 
country visits and submits annual reports to the human rights council. 

62 See Report of the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders, Micheal Forst, 2017, A/HRC/34/52  avail-
able at: https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G17/011/75/PDF/G1701175.pdf?OpenElement last accessed on 13 July 
2017.   
63 See Report of the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders, Micheal Forst, above.  
64 See Report of the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders above.   
65 See Report of the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders, Michel Forst, Addendum: Observations on 
communications transmitted to Governments and replies received*, A/HRC/34/52/Add. 1.  
66 See UN Human Rights Commission Resolutions 1994/45 and 2003/45. Also see UN Human Rights Council Resolutions 1/102 
and 32/19. All are available at: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Women/SRWomen/Pages/SRWomenIndex.aspx last accessed on 15 
September 2017.  
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The Special Rapporteur on violence against women has taken note of the valuable role of women human rights 
defenders as well as the constraints and controls under which they work in different contexts.67  The Special 
Rapporteur has also noted the State controls thatlimit women’s movements’ freedom of association, autonomy 

or expression in many contexts, as well as threats by non-State actors to women human rights defenders.68  The 
mandate also notes that the State obligation to ensure space, independence and security to women human 
rights defenders and women’s groups/movements is vital to the fulfilment of the due diligence obligations of 
the State.69  The mandate also emphasises the need for protection of women human rights defenders working 
in conflict zones.70 

Working Group on Discrimination against Women in Law and Practice

The Working Group was established after the fifteenth session of the Human Rights Council which adopted 
by consensus Resolution 15/23 to establish, for a period of three years, a working group of five independent 
experts, of balanced geographical representation, on the issue of discrimination against women in law and in 
practice. The mandate of the Working Group, which was established on 11 May 2011, is to identify, promote 
and exchange views, in consultation with States and other actors, on good practices related to the elimination 
of laws that discriminate against women. The Group is also tasked with developing a dialogue with States and 
other actors on laws that have a discriminatory impact where women are concerned. It is also mandated to 
prepare a compendium of best practices related to the elimination of laws that discriminate against women or 
are discriminatory to women in terms of implementation or impact as well as to undertake a study on the way 
and means it can cooperate with States to fulfil their commitments in that regard. 

The current Chair of the Working Group on discrimination against women Ms. Alda Facio has highlighted the 
unique challenges faced by women human rights defenders around the world. She argues that the challenges faced 
by women human rights defenders are caused by deep-rooted discrimination against women and stereotypes 
about their “appropriate” role in society.71  She has stated that in addition to the general risk of threats, attacks and 
violence faced by all human rights defenders, women human rights defenders are exposed to specific risks.72  In 
particular, she says, women human rights defenders are targets of misogynistic attacks and gender-based violence 
and that they lack protection and due access to justice.73  Furthermore, that their organizations lack sufficient 
financial resources.74  She insists that discrimination against women is fuelled by today’s rising fundamentalisms 
of all kinds, by political populism, unchecked authoritarian rule and uncontrolled greed for profit-making, which 
altogether intensify the obstacles defenders face.75  She points out that, those working on rights contested by 

67  See Report of the UN Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women, Its Causes and Consequences, Yakin Ertürk, 15 years of  
the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women, its causes and consequences, 1994-2009, p 52 available at: http://
www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/15YearReviewofVAWMandate.pdf last accessed on 15 September 2017.
68  See Report of the UN Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women, Its Causes and Consequences, Yakin Ertürk, above.  
69  See Report of the UN Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women, Its Causes and Consequences, Yakin Ertürk, above.  
70  See Report of the UN Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women, Its Causes and Consequences, Yakin Ertürk, above. 
71 See Alda Facio, Strengthening protection networks for women human rights defenders to combat discrimination: Challenges and 
opportunities in the current context, May 2017 available at: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Women/WGWomen/Pages/WomenHu-
manRightsDefendersGender.aspx, last accessed on 14 September 2017.  
72  Alda Facio, above. 
73  Alda Facio, above. 
74  Alda Facio, above.
75  Alda Facio, above.
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fundamentalist groups, such as those working on women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights and those 
denouncing the actions of extractive industries and businesses, are at heightened risk for attacks and violence.76  
She urges states to stop criminalizing women for their work as human rights defenders and rather develop 
measures to tackle the root causes of discrimination against women, while ensuring the protection of human 
rights defenders in a manner that systematically integrates a gender perspective.77 

2.1.4  Universal Periodic Review

The Universal Periodic Review (UPR) is a mechanism of the Human Rights Council aimed at improving the 
human rights situation on the ground of each of the 193 United Nations (UN) Member States. Through the 
UPR, the human rights situation of all UN Member States is reviewed every 5 years and recommendations are 
made for implementation before the next review.

Issues relating to the situation of human rights defenders have been raised during the UPR. Specifically with 
regard to Uganda, various countries have called upon Uganda to investigate and prosecute violations against 
human rights defenders in general during the 1st and 2nd Cycles of Uganda’s review. During the first cycle 
recommendations were made by Netherlands, Norway, Belgium and Slovakia and in the second cycle they were 
made by Uruguay, Ghana and Ireland.78  However, a more specific recommendation was made by Uruguay for 
Uganda to implement on issues relating to women human rights defenders, particularly:

Thoroughly investigate the threats against human rights defenders and civil society organizations, bring to 
justice those responsible and guarantee reparations to the victims, especially those working for women’s rights. 
79It is important to note that Uganda has accepted all the recommendations that have been made to protect the 
rights of human rights defenders including women human rights defenders. 80 

2.2  Regional legal framework and Mechanisms

The African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (African Charter) provides for freedom of speech 
and expression 81; peaceful assembly 82; freedom of association83 ; freedom of movement 84; to take part 
in the conduct of public affairs 85 and the right to receive and impart information86  which are key to the 

76 Alda Facio, above.
77 Alda Facio, above.  
78 See Report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review on Uganda, 2016, A/HRC/34/10, p 18 and Report of the 
Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review on Uganda, 2011, A/HRC/19/16 p 12, 18 &19.  
79 See Report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review on Uganda, 2016, A/HRC/34/10, p 18.  
80 See Report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review on Uganda, 2016, A/HRC/34/10, and Report of the Working 
Group on the Universal Periodic Review on Uganda, 2011, A/HRC/19/16.  
81 See Articles 9 of the African Charter.   
82 See Article 11 of the African Charter  
83 Article 10 of the African Charter.  
84 Article 12 of the African Charter. 
85 Article 13 of the African Charter. 
86 Article 9 of the African Charter.  
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work of Human Rights Defenders. The Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on 
the Rights of Women (Maputo Protocol) adopted in 2003 also imposes obligations that support women 
human rights defenders especially the right to equality87  including the elimination of harmful cultural, 
traditional and discriminatory practices88  and the fight against all forms of exploitation, inhuman and 
degrading treatment89  and the punishment of the perpetrators of violence against women.90  Furthermore, the 
Maputo Protocol specifically provides for the right to participate in political processes and decision-making, 
and requires that “women be equal partners with men at all levels of development and implementation of State 
policies and development programs” which directly relates to the work of women human rights defenders in 
Africa.91 

The African Union (AU) has several mechanisms for the protection of the rights of human rights defenders 
such as the: African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights; African Court on Human and Peoples 
Rights, which oversee the implementation of the African Charter and other relevant AU treaties; and the expert 
mechanisms of the Special Procedures. 

The African Commission has made several resolutions on the situation of human rights defenders92  and has 
also urged states to ‘ensure that human rights defenders work in an enabling environment that is free of stigma, 
reprisals or criminal prosecution as a result of their human rights protection activities, including the rights of 
sexual minorities’.93   Specifically with regard to women, the African Commission made a specific resolution 
on ‘Measures to Protect and Promote the Work of Women Human Rights Defenders.’94  This resolution was 
made after the African Commission adopted the report on the Situation of Women Human Rights Defenders 
in Africa at the 56th Ordinary Session in Banjul from 21 April to 7 May 2015. 

The report on the situation of women human rights defenders in Africa highlighted the plight of women 
human rights defenders particularly noting the contextual factors making them more vulnerable as patriarchy; 
heteronormativity; militarization; fundamentalism; and globalization.95  Furthermore, the report highlighted 
violations of various rights including: life, physical and mental integrity; liberty; equality and non-discrimination; 
privacy; freedom of expression; and freedom of movement.96  The resolution thus recognises the challenges 
confronting women in Africa, particularly with regard to the recognition, exercise and enjoyment of their 
rights. It also acknowledges that women human rights defenders face particular barriers to engaging in the 
defence of  women human rights defenders face particular barriers to engaging in the defence of human rights 
and risks in the conduct of their work to defend human rights.

87 Article 2 of the Maputo Protocol.  
88 Article 2 (2) of the Maputo Protocol.   
89 Article 4 (1) of the Maputo Protocol.   
90 Article 4 (2) (e) of the Maputo Protocol.  
91 Article 9 of the Maputo Protocol.   
92 See ACHPR/Res.69 (XXXV) 04, ACHPR/Res.119 (XXXXII) 07, ACHPR/Res.196 (L) 11 and ACHPR/Res.273 (LV) 2014  
93 See African Commission Resolution 275 on Protection against Violence and other Human Rights Violations against Persons on the 
basis of their real or imputed Sexual Orientation or Gender Identity available at http://www.achpr.org/sessions/55th/resolutions/275/ 
last accessed on 13 September 2017.    
94 ACHPR/Res. 336 (EXT.OS/XIX) 2016  
95 See African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights, Report of the Study on the Situation of Women Human Rights Defenders 
in Africa, undated, pages 41-45, available at: http://www.achpr.org/mechanisms/human-rights-defenders/Study-Women-HR-Defend-
ers/ , last accessed on 14 September 2017  
96 See African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights, Report of the Study on the Situation of  Women Human Rights Defenders 
in Africa, above, pages 47-54.   
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The resolution also expresses concern regarding the impunity that perpetrators of acts of violence on human 
rights defenders, in particular on women human rights defenders continue to enjoy in a large number of African 
countries. The resolution urges African countries to: disseminate and implement the recommendations of the 
Report on the situation of women human rights defenders in Africa; adopt specific laws and relevant measures 
to protect women human rights defenders; train the judiciary and public security and other relevant authorities 
on issues of women human rights defenders; and to continually monitor and report on the status of women 
human rights defenders. 

The AU like the UN has provision for a Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders in Africa 
since 2004 under the African Commission on Human and People’s Rights.97  The Special Rapporteur on the 
situation of Human Rights Defenders in Africa has a similar mandate to the United Nations Special Rapporteur on 
the Situation of Human Rights Defenders. The Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders 
in Africa has the mandate to seek, receive, examine and act upon information on the situation of human rights 
defenders in Africa; submit reports at every ordinary session of the African Commission; cooperate and engage 
in dialogue with human rights defenders and other stake holders; develop and recommend effective strategies 
to better protect human rights defenders and follow up on his/her recommendations; and raise awareness and 
promote the implementation of the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders in Africa.98  Like the UN 
Special Rapporteur, the African Special Rapporteur often faces challenges of getting responses from states.99  
There have been various mandate holders as Special Rapporteurs on the situation of Human Rights Defenders 
in Africa since 2003 such as Mr. Jainaba Johm, Mr. Mohamed Bechir Khalfallah, Mrs. Lucy Asuagbor and 
Madame Reine Alapini-Gansou who is the current Special Rapporteur but also served previously from 2005-
2009.100  The mandate holders have conducted visits to various African countries, received communications 
from human rights defenders and have also documented the situation of human rights defenders including 
women human rights defenders.101  

Few cases have been brought before the Special Rapporteur on human rights defenders in Africa. However, even 
among those cases, it is clear that women human rights defenders continue to be vulnerable. In 2012, the Special 
Rapporteur on human rights defenders in Africa received fifty urgent appeals, fourteen of which concerned 
women human rights defenders.102  The communications regarded arbitrary arrests and detentions, cases of rape 
and murder and intimidation and “judicial harassment”. The appeals were related especially to women NGO 
leaders, human rights defenders dealing with sexual orientation and gender identity and members of women’s 
organizations, human rights activists and journalists.103  In 2013, the Special Rapporteur sent to the Member 
States twenty-eight urgent appeals, including six on the specific situation of women human rights defenders.104  

97 See African Commission Resolution 69 on the Protection of Human Rights Defenders in Africa available at http://www.achpr.org/
sessions/35th/resolutions/69/ last accessed on 28 August 2017. 
98 African Commission, Mandate of the Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders available at http://www.
achpr.org/mechanisms/human-rights-defenders/ last 
accessed on 13 September 2017.
99 Press Release on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 29 June 2017 available at 
http://www.achpr.org/press/2017/06/d359/ last accessed on 13 September 2017.  
100 For more information visit: http://www.achpr.org/mechanisms/human-rights-defenders/ last accessed on 13 September 
2017.     
101 For information on their activities visit: http://www.achpr.org/mechanisms/human-rights-defenders/ last accessed on 13 Septem-
be 2017  
102 African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights, Report of the Study on the Situation of  Women Human Rights Defenders 
in Africa, above, page 48.  
103 African Commission above.  
104 African Commission above.  

12



WOMEN HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS 
2  0  1  7

The Special Rapporteur has also made several press statements on the situation of human rights defenders in 
the very recent past relating to the deregistration of Non-Governmental Organizations in Kenya,105 the situation 
of human rights defenders in the Democratic Republic of Congo,106 the situation of human rights defenders 
and civil society space in Egypt107 and at the conclusion of a promotion mission of the African Commission to 
Mauritania.108 

2.3  National legal framework and mechanisms

The Constitution recognizes the work of Human Rights Defenders in particular of non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) involved in the promotion and protection of human rights. The Constitution particularly 
provides in its National Objectives and Directive Principles that the State shall guarantee and respect the 
independence of non-governmental organizations which promote and protect human rights.109  Furthermore 
the Constitution provides that civic organizations shall retain their autonomy when they pursue their stated 
objectives.110  

Moreover, it is the duty of citizens to promote democracy and the rule of law including the Constitution which provides 
for various human rights.111  The Constitution provides for freedom of speech and expression 112; peaceful assembly113 
; freedom of association114; freedom of movement115; to take part in the conduct of public affairs116  and the right to 
receive and impart information117 which are key to the work of Human Rights Defenders. Nevertheless, Human 
Rights Defenders, including women human rights defenders, have been limited in their work by some legislation 

such as the Public Order Management Act and the Non-Governmental Organizations Act 2016, among others.
There are remedies available to Women Human Rights Defenders in the event that their rights are violated. 
The Constitution provides that where human rights have been violated they can seek redress in the 
Courts of Law,118 the Uganda Human Rights Commission119 and the Equal Opportunities Commission.120  

105     See Press Statement of the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the deregistration of NGOs in Kenya 30   
            August 2017 available at: http://www.achpr.org/press/2017/08/d365/ last accessed on 13 September 2017.   
106  Press Release on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 29 June 2017, available at     
 http://www.achpr.org/press/2017/06/d359/ last accessed on 13 September 2017.   
107 Press Release on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders and Civil Society Space in the Arab Republic of Egypt 30 December 
2016, available at http://www.achpr.org/press/2016/12/d343/ last accessed on 13 September 2017.  
108  Press Statement at the Conclusion of the Promotion Mission of the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights to the 
Islamic Republic of Mauritania, available at: http://www.achpr.org/press/2016/12/d342/ last accessed on 14 September 2017.  
109 National Objective and Directive Principle V (II).  
110 National Objectives and Directive Principle II (VI).  
111 National Objectives and Directive Principle XXIX.  
112 See Article 29 1 (a).  
113 See Article 29 1 (d)  
114 Article 29 (1) (e).  
115 Article 29 (2) (a).  
116 Article 38.  
117 Article 41.  
118  Article 50 of the Constitution of the Republic of Uganda.  
119  Article 51 of the Constitution of the Republic of Uganda. 
120  Article 32 of the Constitution of the Republic of Uganda. 
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Furthermore, they can also report to the Uganda Police Force and their issues can also be addressed by 
the Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social Development and the Parliamentary Committee on Human 
Rights, among others. There are also local strategies by embassies such as the US and EU Missions to 
protect Human Rights Defenders who protect Human Rights Defenders by: raising issues or cases with 
authorities; public statements; political dialogue; physical protection; trial monitoring; visible recognition; 
monitoring the situation of Human Rights Defenders and provide financial and other relevant support. 

The Courts have handled some cases and various issues relating to discrimination that relate to women 
human rights defenders in Uganda. In particular the case of Jjuuko Adrian vs. Attorney General,121 which 
challenged the constitutionality of Section 15 (6) (d) of the Equal Opportunities Act. The section prevented 
the Equal Opportunities Commission from investigating matters which were regarded as ‘immoral or socially 
unacceptable’ by the majority of cultural groups in Uganda. However, the Constitutional Court declared it 
unconstitutional, discriminatory and a violation of the right to a fair hearing. In particular, the Court held that 
the provision violated several provisions of the Constitution by creating a class of social misfits and legislating 
the discrimination of persons regarded as immoral, harmful and unacceptable and the provision was declared 
null and void. 

The Uganda Human Rights Commission (UHRC) has highlighted the plight of human rights defenders including 
women human rights defenders.122 The UHRC report highlighted the challenges faced by human rights defenders 
including: break-ins into offices; restrictive national laws such as the Non-Governmental Organizations Act 
and the Public Order Management Act and the lack of national legislation particularly protecting human rights 
defenders.123 The UHRC pointed out the vulnerability of certain human rights defenders particularly women human 
rights defenders and other human rights defenders in the media, extractive industry and those working on issues 
relating to sexual minorities. Specifically, on issues of women human rights defenders the UHRC report stated:

They often faced gender-specific threats and violence in most instances targeting their reputation, 
sexuality and their role in the cultural setting. UHRC interacted with some of these and learnt of 
a woman HRD from Rakai who rallied the women teachers within her area to take a petition to 
their area MP concerning the non- payment of their salaries. During the time she was carrying 
out these rallies, she and her family were threatened, beaten and she ended up in hospital with 
serious injuries. It came to light that the hostility from the members of the community was largely 
due to the fact that she was a female carrying out a ‘male’ role. This particular HRD’s reputation 
subsequently suffered and she faced hostility from members of the community.124

121  Constitutional Petition 001 of 2009.
122  UHRC, 17 Annual Report to Parliament, 2014, p 121.
123  See UHRC report above p 125-129

124   See UHRC Report above, p 126.
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The UHRC made several recommendations including raising awareness of the Declaration and advocacy for 
specific legislation to guarantee the rights of human rights defenders as contained in the declaration and for 
provision of access to justice and effective remedies for human rights defenders, among other things.125  
 
For the last six years, European countries have been recognizing the work of defenders in Uganda through the 
European Union Human Rights Defenders Award. The winner this year is a woman human rights defender Ms. 
Pamela Judith Angwech. Previous winners have included Mr. Gerald Kankya, Mr. Geoffrey Wokulira Ssebagala, 
Ms. Gladys Canogura, Ms. Christine Alalo, Mr. Mohammed Ndifuna, Dr. Livingstone Sewanyana and Mr. 
Robert Sempala. The award is not specific to women human rights defenders. 

  

125       See UHRC Report above, p 128  
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3. Situation of Women human rights defenders in Uganda

Introduction

Human rights defenders in Uganda have positively influenced the situation of human rights for the citizenry 
by promoting and protecting human rights. They do this through raising awareness of the citizenry to human 
rights particularly helping them to access justice when there are violations. Women human rights defenders 
specifically play an important role in addressing human rights violations against women, combating impunity, 
fighting poverty and discrimination and promoting access to justice, democracy and full participation of 
women in society. Most women human rights defenders in Uganda are engaged in protecting women against 
discrimination including domestic violence including sexual and gender based violence, trafficking, property 
rights especially land rights and minority rights, among others. According to the National Coalition of Human 
Rights Defenders in Uganda (NCHRDU), 70% of the women human rights defenders that they work with work 
in the rural areas, while only 30% work in the urban areas.

However, women human rights defenders are attacked by the communities who do not agree with the human 
rights ideas they are promoting especially of equality and non-discrimination and as they challenge cultural 
norms, traditions and way of life.126  Women human rights defenders are subject to abuse by their communities 
including families, clan leaders, traditional leaders and religious leaders and their rights are often violated by the 
authorities including security agencies such as the police and other government officials. Reports indicate that 
female defenders promoting and protecting women’s rights are not respected by members of the community 
and that they are at times subjected to verbal abuse, mockery, intimidation, physical attacks and threats of 
death.127  Women Human Rights Defenders especially defending Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and 
intersex (LGBTI) rights are often ostracized by their family members and communities and are often evicted 
from their houses by the property owners.128   Many Women Human Rights Defenders have been regarded as 
immoral, rebellious and promoters of foreign ideals and values and face a lot of ridicule and scorn from the 
public, community leaders and their fellow defenders.129  Women human rights defenders often work without 
recognition or appreciation from the communities they serve or the authorities they confront over human 
rights violations.

126         See Human Rights Centre Uganda, Human Rights Defenders in Uganda 2016: Striving for a  
                better environment for protection and promotion of their rights, Vol. VI 2016, 20.
127          See Human Rights Centre, Human Rights Defenders in Uganda: An overview of the Working 
                Environment, (undated) 72.   
128         See: Sexual Minorities Uganda (SMUG), From Torment to Tyranny: Enhanced Persecution in  
                Uganda following the passage of the Anti-Homosexuality Act, 2014.  
129         See Human Rights Centre Uganda, Human Rights Defenders in Uganda 2016: Striving for a  
                better environment for protection and promotion of their rights, Vol. VI 2016, 21.
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3.1  Factors that contribute to abuse and violations against women human rights defenders 

The social, cultural, economic and political environment usually determines the challenges that women 
human rights defenders face including their vulnerability. Violations of rights and abuses against women 
human rights defenders is caused by the following: religious, social and cultural norms, inadequate legislation, 
limited funding and capacity, low levels of awareness of women human rights defender’s rights, inadequate 
support mechanisms, impunity, challenges of access to justice, media and information and communication 
technology, among others.

3.1.1 Religious, social and cultural norms

Women human rights defenders challenge religious, social and cultural norms as they defend women’s 
rights. This is usually an uphill task in an environment where women are perceived as subordinate 
to men in a patriarchal society. Women human rights defenders have to overcome barriers and 
obstacles of their identities especially as women and as defenders in light of their ethnicity, age and 
marital status, among other things. The study found that women human rights defenders are often 
regarded as agents of ‘foreign agendas’, ‘bad mannered’ and ‘rebels’ by their families, communities 
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and the authorities. This makes them vulnerable to varying degrees of stigma, reprisals and gender-
based violence due to negative social attitudes based on religious, social and cultural norms. 

As one Human Rights Defender in Lira pointed out:

Some women do not report because they think that the abuses they undergo are normal or due 
to cultural limitations. 130

 Nevertheless, it was also found that in general there was more respect for the older women human 
rights defenders by authorities while the younger ones would be disregarded. It was observed that the 
younger women human rights defenders particularly the women are more vulnerable to abuse from 
their communities and violations from the authorities. As a woman human rights defender in Arua 
said about abuse from the communities:

Women are seen as sex objects…and there was a case where the community ganged up against 
a woman human rights defender…Women need to be empowered.

The male women human rights defenders also face their own challenges, particularly they are often 
falsely accused of having affairs with the victims for whom they are trying to get redress. As a defender 
in Arua pointed out:
 

Men who defend women are often intimidated by the victims’ husbands who claim that they 
are having affairs with their wives.

Generally, women human rights defenders are often ostracised by their families, communities – clan 
leaders, opinion leaders, religious leaders and the authorities. It was also found that the religious, 
social and cultural norms are much more deeply entrenched in the rural areas than in the urban areas. 
However, the study indicated that the negative social attitudes, based on religious, social and cultural 
norms, is one of the major external factors affecting the work of women human rights defenders 
regardless of their status or location, all over the country. Majority of all the women human rights 
defenders interviewed, 84% indicated that the negative social attitudes as the major external factor 
affecting the work of women human rights defenders. This was also reinforced by a woman human 
rights defender in Kasese who said:

Men think that women human rights defenders are ‘spoiling’ their wives and we face resistance 
from them because they do not want us to discuss human rights issues with them…and there 
are negative attitudes born by the community against us. 

130          See HRCU Human Rights Centre Uganda, Human Rights Defenders in Uganda 2016: Striving for a better environment for protection and                        

promotion of their rights, Vol. VI 2016, 21   
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In Soroti, a woman human rights defender said:

Cultural beliefs and tendencies are still limiting rights and up to now…people still think 
that women should not own land or property!

In Iganga a woman human rights defender asserted:

There are cultural and social attitudes towards women in society making them feel inferior…

Nevertheless, the study also found that there is a shift in gender roles against the traditional religious, 
social and cultural roles. For example as a result of the conflict in northern Uganda there has been a 
reduction in the male population. Women are now about 60% of the population and are increasingly 
taking on more responsibilities. This has also brought on another kind of challenge as the men feel 
disempowered and end up depressed and are vulnerable to substance abuse and are more likely to 
engage in domestic violence which also affects women human rights defenders.131 

3.1.2 Inadequate legislative framework

As was pointed out by the UN Special Rapporteurs on the situation of human rights defenders, it is 
necessary to have a conducive legal, institutional and administrative framework for the promotion and 
protection of women human rights defenders. As was discussed earlier there is no specific law that 
explicitly recognises human rights defenders, including women human rights defenders, and their 
work and that provides adequate protection. Instead there are laws that have the potential to impede 
and restrict the legitimate work of human rights defenders including women human rights defenders. 
As was pointed out by the UHRC, human rights defenders including women human rights defenders 
are affected by the restrictive national laws such as the Non-Governmental Organizations Act 2016 and 
the Public Order Management Act and the lack of a specific national legislation particularly protecting 
human rights defenders.132  Moreover, women human rights defenders in Uganda are also affected by 
other laws and policies that have an impact on women. For example the weak implementation of the 
Domestic Violence Act, the Penal Code Act and other laws also have an impact on women human rights 
defenders as it affects their ability to seek redress both for their victims and themselves. The women 
human rights defenders interviewed also indicated the need for more efforts in implementation of 
existing laws to protect them. One woman human rights defender in Mbale pointed out:

There are laws... However, when you try to implement them, you are not given a platform. 

131            Information received from a male women human rights defender in Gulu.   
132   See UHRC report above p 125-129  
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3.1.3 Limited funding and capacity

Many women human rights defenders have limited funding and capacity.133  They indicated that 
they face stiff challenges particularly in relation to: funding for activities; technical capacity in terms 
of women’s rights promotion and protection and even human resources. Funding often affects the 
availability of human resources to work including their technical capacity and the activities to be 
carried out. This inevitably affects their work as they are limited in their activities and issues to 
handle. As a woman human rights defender in Hoima pointed out

There is no specific assurance about continued financial support…and there is limited or no 
facilitation to work.

Another defender in Mbale indicated that:

We have financial limitations and cannot reach all the areas where violations occur…

In Soroti a defender also stated that:

We have financial limitations which reduces the scope of our work and leaves the communities 
ignorant. 

Furthermore, inadequate funding increases women human rights defenders’ vulnerability to attacks 
and threats making it difficult for them to mitigate the risks they face. Most women human rights 
defenders indicated that they not only had inadequate funding but also had limited capacity. Capacity 
building was especially needed in terms of documentation of human rights abuses and violations, 
information about reporting mechanisms at the global, regional and national level, advocacy and 
security, among others. As was noted by defenders in Mbale and Fort Portal: there is need for 
continuous training of human rights defenders about human rights and strategies on how to defend 
them at various levels in order to be effective in the defense of women’s rights.

133   Interviews with Women Human Rights Defenders.                                
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3.1.4 Low levels of awareness of the rights of women human rights defenders

People are generally not aware of human rights including the rights of human rights defenders and 
women human rights defenders in particular. Although human rights education and awareness 
is increasing thanks to the work of the civil society organisations and the UHRC, it is still done 
in a sporadic manner depending on the interest and priority of the organisation conducting it.134   
To achieve the goals of human rights education, including to build a universal culture of human 
rights and to promote gender equality, requires a systematic and comprehensive mechanism which 
is still developing in Uganda. The UHRC has continually decried the lack of funding to implement 
civic education campaigns, which has made it hard for it to discharge its constitutional mandate 
to formulate, oversee and implement civic education programmes for citizens.135 Currently, the 
National Civic Education Policy is being developed and there are efforts to integrate Human Rights 
Education in primary, secondary school, vocational and Business, Technical, Vocational Education 
and Training activities and systems and a National Action Plan for formal Human Rights Education 
has been developed by the Ministry of Education and Sports for 2016-2021. Nevertheless, there are 
still milestones to reach before we attain the goals of human rights education.  This continues to affect 
the enjoyment of human rights including those of women human rights defenders. Ignorance and 
lack of awareness of rights prevents the citizenry from effective defence of their rights and those of 
women human rights defenders because they are not aware of them.

134    M Sekaggya, Uganda: Management of Elections, A study by AfriMAP and The Open SocietyInitiative for Eastern Africa, 2010, 43.  
135      See UHRC, 17 Annual Report, 2014, 9.  
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In Lira, a women human rights defender pointed out:

There is a lot of ignorance by the women about their rights.

3.1.5 Inadequate support mechanisms for women human rights defenders

Women human rights defenders often live and work in an environment that is not conducive to 
their jobs. Women human rights defenders often face discrimination, criticism, harassment and 
emotional or physical harm from their families, communities and authorities.  Women human rights 
defenders often need to have legal assistance, security, emergency evacuation where necessary, safe 
accommodation, medical care and psycho-social counselling. As such they need effective support 
mechanisms to address these needs which enhances their well-being and helps them cope better in 
times of attacks and harassment. 

However, most women human rights defenders indicated that they did not have effective support 
mechanisms and sometimes felt lonely, helpless and isolated when they were attacked. This is 
especially the case for women human rights defenders working independently and those in hard to 
reach areas in the rural areas. Women human rights defenders indicated that there were not enough 
safe places for them to have support and did not have adequate psychosocial services, shelters and 
accommodation in times of crisis. 

3.1.6 Impunity and politicisation 

Women human rights defenders indicated that there is a culture of impunity growing where 
perpetrators of violations against them go scot free. In the recent past there have been break-ins into 
offices of HRDs including women human rights defenders such as the Forum for African Women 
Educationalists, Legal Aid Service Provides Network, Uganda Law Society, Legal Aid Project Gulu and 
the Human Rights Awareness and Promotion Forum, among others.136   The break-ins resulted into 
theft of property such as computers, important documents and money. However, the investigations 
by police into the break-ins in most of the cases was inconclusive. Inadequate investigations into the 
break-ins could encourage impunity where further attacks are likely. Where investigations are not 
concluded by the police they stand no chance in a Court of law. Women human rights have been 
attacked, threatened and intimidated but no concrete action is taken against the perpetrators either 
due to the fact that there are no reports or even where reports have been made investigations are slow 
or do not take off. Women human rights defenders indicated that the political environment where 
human rights defenders, including women human rights defenders, have been perceived as political 
opposition has had a negative impact. It was suggested that the political environment is one that is 
not tolerant of dissent and opposition and that by and large violations and abuses against political 

136 See Human Rights Centre Uganda, Human Rights Defenders in Uganda 2016: Striving for a better environment for protection and promotion  

of their rights, Vol. VI 2016, 39-40.   
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opposition members and human rights defenders that are associated with them are largely ignored 
by the authorities.  

3.1.7 Challenges of access to justice 

Access to justice in Uganda is still a huge challenge.137 Corruption is also rampant within the 
justice system.138  The courts still have a huge backlog of cases and yet have inadequate funding 
and numbers of personnel to conclude the cases.  In spite of the efforts that have been made to 
provide legal aid, access to legal services is still a challenge especially for the vulnerable poor.139  
Women human rights defenders face challenges in terms of access to justice as they are also 
affected by the corruption, backlog of cases and inadequate provision of legal aid services. 
Women human rights defenders need specialized and readily available legal assistance and 
representation in order to counter arbitrary arrests, threats and intimidation, and thwarting the 
criminalization of their activities, among other things. Be that as it may, some women human rights 
defenders do not trust the courts to deliver justice and are reluctant to report their issues. This is 
discussed further under the right of access to remedies by women human rights defenders below

3.1.8 The role of the media

The media plays an important role in the promotion of human rights in general and in the promotion 
of the rights of women human rights defenders.  This is because media creates and shapes public 
opinion by raising awareness on various issues. In terms of human rights defenders and women 
human rights defenders in particular, the media can create and shape public opinion and raise 
awareness on their important role. 

Indeed the media in Uganda has played an important role in highlighting the work and plight of 
human rights defenders including women human rights defenders. However, most communities are 
still ignorant and do not appreciate the role of women human rights defenders. The media then needs 
to effectively highlight and advocate for the recognition of the positive role of women human rights 
defenders. In the recent past the media exposed the identities of LGBTI activists which made them 
vulnerable to attacks from their communities. The Red Pepper newspaper published a list of the ‘200 
top homosexuals’ in Uganda which exposed various people after the president had signed the Anti-
Homosexuality Act.140  

137    See UHRC Annual Report 2012 P 28 of the Popular Version of the Report.  
138    See The Inspectorate of Government Report’s Second Annual Report on Corruption Trends in Uganda: Using the data track-
ing mechanism available at:
http://www.igg.go.ug/static/files/publications/doc.pdf last accessed on 15 September 2017. 
139     See Justice Centres, Legal Aid Service Provision Mapping Report available at: http://www.justicecentres.go.ug/documents
   
140    See BBC News, Ugandan ‘homosexuals’ named in Red Pepper paper, 2014 accessible at http://www.bbc.com/news/world-afri-
ca-26338941
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This followed a similar exposure years earlier by the little known Rolling Stone which also published 
a list and pictures of alleged homosexuals.141 However, that act was condemned by the High Court in 
the ruling of Justice Vincent Musoke-Kibuuka, in the case of Kasha Jacqueline, Pepe Onziema and 
David Kato vs. Giles Muhame and The Rolling Stone Publications Ltd,142  who ruled that the said 
publication was an infringement or invasion of the right to privacy of those identified.

3.1.9 Information and Communication Technology

Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) is regarded as a welcome development and 
empowering to the work of defenders including women human rights defenders. This is because 
ICT not only aids communications but also enables human rights defenders to work more efficiently 
and effectively through online campaigns, increasing awareness on issues affecting defenders and in 
general accessibility to information.143  

However, ICT also poses obstacles with regard to the enforcement and protection of human 
rights in terms of access. Most rural women in Uganda cannot easily access internet as it is costly, 
among other things.144  Furthermore, it has also been a cause of concern as violence against women 
including women human rights defenders is prevalent in terms of cyber stalking, sexual harassment, 
surveillance, unauthorised use of personal information and images.145  Women of Uganda Network 
has reported that the World Web Foundation stated that 45% of the female internet users in Kampala 
had experienced online threats.146  For example, Norma Magembe who created a petition at change.
org for the prosecution of those behind the anti-homosexuality movement received threats. Moreover, 
increasingly there are several cases of transmissions of private videos and photos of nude women 
especially celebrities.147  Such cyber threats and harassment create a hostile environment for women 
online which also inevitably affects the work of women human rights defenders. Women human 
rights defenders in Uganda tend to disengage from the internet due to fear of their safety which then 
limits their access to information and ability to do their work. 

141    See BBC News, Uganda’s Rolling Stone paper told to stop outing gays,2010 accessible at:
 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-11666789.  
142    Kasha Jacqueline Vs Rolling Stone Limited & another, Misc. Cause 163 of 2010.
143     See A/HRC/32/42 and Corr.1, para. 70  
144     See G Kayobyo, P Fuuna, M Owiny and Z Amuriat, Intersection between Women’s rights and Internet Governance in 
Uganda, WOUGNET, Issue Paper 2016, i available at: http://wougnet.org/home/files/mydocs/issue-paper-on-intersection-between-
women-s-rights-ict-2016.pdf last accessed on 5 October 2017.  
145      A/HRC/32/42 and Corr.1, para. 70  
146       See G Kayobyo and others above. 
147   See Freedom House above.  
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3.2  Rights of Women Human Rights Defenders 

Women human rights defenders have the same rights as other human rights defenders as highlighted 
in the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders including the right to be protected, freedom 
of assembly and association, right to access and communicate with international bodies, right to 
freedom of opinion and expression, right to protest, right to develop and discuss new ideas, right to 
an effective remedy and right to access funding. 
By and large, women human rights defenders indicated that they enjoy their rights as women human 
rights defenders but this hasn’t been without challenges.
 
Graph showing enjoyment of rights by women human rights defenders

3.2. 1 Right to be protected

Women human rights defenders have the right to be protected against any violence, threats, retaliation, de 
facto or de jure adverse discrimination, pressure or any other arbitrary action as a consequence of their 
legitimate exercise of their rights under the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders.148  They are protected 
from violations not only by State agents, but also by private persons or entities. However, women human 
rights defenders have been subjected to violence, threats, retaliation, discrimination, pressure and arbitrary 

148  Articles 2, 9 and 12 of the UN Declaration on the rights of Human Rights Defenders. Also see: Article 2 Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights,  Article 2 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 3 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrim-
ination against Women and Article 1 of the African Charter on Human and Peoples‘ Rights.
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actions by their families, communities and authorities in the course of their work.149 Women human rights 
defenders have been stigmatized as those promoting ‘foreign agendas’, ‘bad mannered’ and ‘rebels’ by their 
families, communities and the authorities.150  Women human rights defenders working on issues relating to 
violence against women and domestic violence have been threatened, ostracised and pressured to stop their 
work by their own families, family members of victims and perpetrators. Women human rights defenders are 
also subjected to stigmatization and ostracism by the authorities, religious leaders, families and communities 
because their work is perceived as a threat to religion, social and cultural norms. 83% of the women human rights 
defenders who were interviewed indicated that they had faced verbal attacks and had been subjected to ridicule. 
Others indicated stigma and discrimination, physical attacks, destruction of property, threatening phone calls, 
anonymous letters, intimidation and harassment and breaking up meetings or events. Unlike the situation for 
other human rights defenders, where the main perpetrators of violations against them are security agencies, the 
major perpetrators of violations against women human rights defenders are their own communities – families, 
clan leaders, religious leaders, traditional leaders and opinion leaders. Of those who were interviewed 65% 
indicated that the community was the major perpetrator. As one woman human rights defender in Arua stated:

…we fight for women’s rights and this can be a challenge. The first people to attack us before even the 
government officials come in…it’s our own families and communities because they feel that we are 
undermining our culture when we empower the women. 

However, other perpetrators included government officials, among others. Women human rights defenders in 
the media are vulnerable. Ms. Judith Naluggwa a journalist of Bukedde TV was punched in the lower abdomen 
by the Minister without portfolio, Mr. Abraham Byandala as she was covering his trial where he was answering 
corruption charges on 22 March 2016.151  The Uganda Women Media Association condemned the attack and 
Ms. Margaret Sentamu Masagazi the Executive Director of the association also stated that:

…every day, journalists, more so, female journalists work in fear due to the numerous abuses they 
encounter in their daily work. Cases of harassment of journalists is on the increase… 152

149    Interviews with women human rights defenders   
150   Also see Human Rights Centre Uganda, ‘Human Rights Defenders in Uganda 2016: Striving for a better environment for protection and promo-

tion of the rights, Vol. VI, 2016, p 21.   
151  See Daily Monitor, Minister Byandala beats up journalist, available at:http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/Minister-Byanda-

la-beats-up-journalist/688334-3131160-b3llt3/index.html last accessed on 5 October 2017.    
152  See New Vision, Women Journalists condemn Minister Byandala’s Act, available at: https://www.newvision.co.ug/new_vision/
news/1420508/women-journalists-condemn-minister-byandalas-act, last accessed on 5 October 2017.  

26



WOMEN HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS 
2  0  1  7

Although the minister denied slapping the journalist153  there was footage showing the incident. However, it 
was reported that although Ms. Naluggwa filed a case of assault against the Minister at the Jinja police station 
she later withdrew it under unclear circumstances.154  Earlier on Ms Remmy Bahati of NBS TV was arrested 
by the police as she covered the Forum for Democratic Change’s Rtd.Col Kiiza Besigye’s arrest in March 2016 
an act which was also condemned by other human rights defenders. Ms. Bahati reported the matter to the 
Uganda Human Rights Commission which was still investigating the matter. 

3.2.2  Right to freedom of assembly  

The right to peacefully assembly is protected under various international and regional instruments.155  Women 
human rights defenders also have the right to freedom of peaceful assembly including meeting inside a private 
residence to meetings and conferences in public places, demonstrations, vigils, marches and other kinds of 
assemblies, indoors or outdoors, with the aim of promoting and protecting women’s rights. 

Nevertheless, women human rights defenders are affected by tradition, history and culture, including religious 
attitudes in the enjoyment and respect of the right to freedom of assembly. There have been cases where 
authorities have prohibited and disrupted gatherings and meetings of organizations working for LGBTI rights 
and police officers have arrested and detained defenders of LGBTI rights because LGBTI rights go against the 

153 See New Vision, I did not punch anybody- Byandala, available at:  
https://www.newvision.co.ug/new_vision/news/1420553/didnt-punch-byandala last accessed on 5  October 2017.  
154   See Howwe, Punched Journalist Withdraws Case against Byandala, available at:  
https://www.howwe.biz/news/politics/11303/punched-journalist-withdraws-case last accessed on 5  October 2017.   
155  Article 20 (1) Universal Declaration of Human Rights; Article 21 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 5 
(d) (ix) International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, Article 15, UN Convention on the Right 
of the Child, Article 11 African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights, Article 8 African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the 
Child and Articles 5 and 12 of UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders.  
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culture of most communities in Uganda and their activities are considered criminal.156  In the past there have 
been restrictions on the right to freedom of assembly by LGBTI groups and the Minister of Ethics and Integrity 
has forcibly closed various workshops for LGBTI activists on grounds that they are illegal157  which was also 
affirmed by the High Court.158  

There have been instances where there has been use of excessive force against women human rights defenders 
during assemblies including violent means, including gender based violence, being used in order to disperse 
peaceful gatherings. For example, women who were protesting against the removal of the constitutional age 
limit for the President were intimidated and arrested in September last year.159  An example of use of excessive 
force during the arrest of women protestors is also given of Ms. Ingrid Turinawe of the Forum for Democratic 
Change whose breast was squeezed to stop a gathering in 2012.160 Furthermore, women human rights defenders 
have been also been arrested and detained or had their freedom of assembly affected by the restrictions imposed 
through the implementation of the Public Order Management Act. The Police has not exercised sufficient 
restraint in the use of force against women human rights defenders especially engaging in political protests. In 
October 2015, police arrested Ms. Zaina Fatuma of the Forum for Democratic Change after stripping her naked 
in public at a rally for presidential candidate Kizza Besigye at the time. As one woman human rights defender 
in Kampala noted:

The way police handle women demonstrators…undressing them…squeezing their breasts and beating 
them up…it is as if they are sending us off the streets. As if to say women should not even be protesting…

156     See Sexual Minorities Uganda (SMUG), From Torment to Tyranny: Enhanced Persecution in Uganda following the passage of 
the Anti-Homosexuality Act, 2014.
157      See BBC News, Uganda gay workshop raided by ethics minister Lokodo accessed at 
            http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-17032804. Also see HRW, Uganda: Ruling Against 
           LGBT Activists Violates Rights, accessed at: 
           http://www.hrw.org/news/2014/07/11/uganda-ruling-against-lgbt-activists-violates-rights 
158    Jacqueline Kasha Nabagesera, Frank Mugisha, Julian PepeOnziema, and Geoffrey Ogwarov. The Attorney General and Hon. Rev.        
Fr Simon Lokodo, High Court Miscellaneous Cause No. 33 of 2012. 
159         See East African, Uganda police break up protest against removal of age limits, available at:
                 http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/Uganda-police-break-up-protest-against-removal-of-age- 
                 limits/2558-3379952-1wiep6/index.html. Also see Sahel Standard, Amendment to Increase  
                 Presidential Age Limit: Uganda Police Arrest Protesting Women, available at:  
        http://sahelstandard.com/index.php/2016/09/15/amendment-to-increase-presidential-age-limit-uganda-police-arrest-protesting-
women/ 
160          BBC, Uganda Turinawe ‘sexual abuse’ police officer suspended, available at: 
                  http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-17828598 last accessed on 15 September 2017. 
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3.2.3  Right to Freedom of association

The right to freedom of association is recognized in various international, regional and national human rights 
instruments.161  Women human rights defenders have the right to freedom of association just like other human 
rights defenders. 93% of the women human rights defenders interviewed indicated that they are able to associate 
and form non-governmental organisations. Nevertheless, a few stated that there are challenges in the form 
of potential obstacles in the formation and registration of human rights organisations especially by women 
human rights defenders defending LGBTI rights. This is because organizations are required not to engage in 
any act which is prejudicial to laws, interests and the dignity of the people of Uganda.162  Moreover, they also 
indicated that the new NGO Act restricts their activities by placing on them burdensome requirements such 
as getting approvals from the District Non-Governmental Monitoring Committee (DNMC) and the local 
government and having memorandum of understandings (MoU) with all the districts where they operate. 

161  Article 20 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 22 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 8 In          
ternational Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Article 7Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion against Women, Article 10, African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights, Article 5 of the UN Declaration on Human Rights 
Defenders and Article 29 1 (d) of the 1995 Constitution of the Republic of Uganda as amended.  
162   See Section 44 (d) and (f).  
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More recently, on 20th September 2017, police stormed Action Aid Uganda’s head office in Kansanga163  and the 
Great Lakes Institute for Strategic Studies (GLISS) in Ntinda.164  This was done on allegations of ‘illicit transfer 
of funds for funding unlawful activities.’165 

However, the organisations believe that the act was aimed at limiting their human rights activities because they 
had been critical of the constitutional amendment to lift the presidential age limit. 166  Media reports indicated 
that the human rights defenders in both organisations were prevented from leaving as police searched the 
premises and documents and confiscated some staff members’ cell phones and laptops.167  Searches were carried 
out overnight until the next day at both organisations.168  Some of the women human rights defenders who 
were breast feeding mothers and had dependent children were affected by the police raid as they were delayed 
in getting back to their children.169  The raids on the two offices by the police were condemned by Amnesty 
International170  and the NCHRDU. 

3.2.4  Right to access and communicate with international bodies

The right to access and communicate with international bodies is contained in the Optional Protocol to the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women,171 Optional Protocol to the 
Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment.172  This right is 
also provided in the UN Declaration on the rights of Human Rights Defenders.173  Most Women Human Rights 
Defenders interviewed expressed that they had not been denied access to communicate with international 
bodies per se but that they were not well informed about the mechanisms. 69% of the women human rights 
defenders indicated that they needed more information on how to report to the regional and international 
bodies. As one woman human rights defender in Kampala stated:

…you know we are not well versed in the use of the international mechanisms so we don’t have much 
knowledge of their workings. I have never exercised that right…I can’t say I was denied but I did not 
know how to communicate or even complain to the international mechanisms…

163   ActionAid Uganda works to promote human rights and fight poverty.  
164   GLISS is an independent policy think tank actively involved in regional public policy and human rights issues in the Great Lakes 
sub-region.  
165   See The Independent, Uganda Police raids Action Aid ahead of age limit debate available at:  
https://www.independent.co.ug/uganda-police-raids-action-aid-ahead-age-limit-debate/ last accessed  
on 5 October 2017.  
166 See The Independent above.  
167 NTV News 20 September 2017.  
168 NBS TV Uganda, 20 September 2017.  
169 NTV News 20 September 2017.
170 Amnesty International, Uganda: Stop clampdown on supporters of presidential age limit available at: https://www.amnesty.org/
en/latest/news/2017/09/uganda-stop-clampdown-on-supporters-of-presidential-age-limit/ last accessed on 5 October 2017.   
171 Article 11 
172 Article 15 
173 Article 5 (c) and Article 9 (4).  
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3.2.5  Right to access information 

The right to access information is provided for under various international, regional and national human rights 
instruments.174  Access to information is usually a challenge for human rights defenders and women human 
rights defenders are not an exception. They are often denied information on the basis of the need to ensure 
national security. Even though the Access to Information Act was passed its implementation has not been 
effective.  Although 94% of women human rights defenders indicated that they had access to information they 
indicated that usually the information requested for is often submitted late and that even when it is provided it 
was not adequate.

As one woman human rights defender from an institution that protects women human rights defenders stated: 

Yes we can access information since we have that mandate. However, the information provided is usually 
low and always lacking…the quality…you don’t really get the information you need!

Furthermore, women human rights defenders with disabilities expressed that the format of information 
provided can limit their access to information. 

Information is often provided…however, it is often provided in formats that may not easily be accessed 
by women human rights defenders with disabilities and this limits access to information. 

3.2.6   Right to freedom of opinion and expression

The right to freedom of opinion and expression is recognized in various international, regional and national 
instruments.175  Women human rights defenders are often persecuted by their families, communities and 
authorities when they speak about violations of rights. Women human rights defenders are especially vulnerable 
to attacks and intimidation for speaking against cultures, traditions and societal norms and promoting gender 
equality.  Although most women human rights defenders expressed that they are able to express their opinion 
and expression there were repercussions especially, stigma, discrimination and ostracization by their families 
and communities.  65% of those interviewed indicated that the major perpetrators of threats, attacks and other 
violations against them were by the community.   As one woman human rights defender from an institution that 
protects women human rights defenders said: 

We can express our opinion freely for example on the equality of men and women but when we do there 
are consequences…you can be isolated from your family and community…they say you female lawyers! 

174 Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 19 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
Article 9 (i) of the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights and Article 41 of the 1995 Constitution of the Republic of Uganda 
(as amended).  
175 Article 19 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 19 The International Covenant on Civil and  Political Rights, Article 
5(d) (viii) International Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Racial Discrimination, Article 13 UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child, Article 9 African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights, Article 6 of the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders 
and Article 29 1 (a) of the 1995 Constitution of the Republic of Uganda.   
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One academia in Kampala explained her plight as such:

I can freely express my opinion in an academic setting because it is conducive. However, in the community 
there can be challenges as the expectation is that I would have to comply with the religious, social and 
cultural norms. Religious leaders are often disappointed.

3.2.7  Right to develop and discuss new human rights ideas

The right to develop and discuss new human rights ideas is an important provision for women human rights 
defenders. According to the Commentary on the UN Declaration on the Rights of Human Rights Defenders, 
this right could be regarded as an elaboration of the    right to freedom of opinion and expression, among 
others which are protected under the Declaration as well as under other national, regional and international 
instruments. In the UN Declaration on the Rights of Human Rights Defenders, it is particularly provided under 
Article 7.

Women human rights defenders in Uganda work in an environment where it is difficult to develop and discuss 
new human rights ideas due to the prevailing economic, social, cultural and political environment. Women 
human rights defenders are vulnerable to  attacks and violence because they are perceived as challenging 
accepted socio-cultural norms, traditions, perceptions and stereotypes about femininity, sexual orientation, 
and the role and status of women in society. This is because women human rights defender’s ideas often ‘offend, 
shock, or disturb’ the establishment. Although 90% of the women human rights defenders indicated that they 
exercise the right to discuss and develop new human rights ideas, they indicated that there were some challenges 
in light of the political, social, economic and cultural environment. 

Furthermore, it was found that it was easier for women human rights defenders working with State institutions 
to express their ideas than those from civil society. As one woman human rights defender working with 
government stated:

I can discuss any human rights idea, I am not afraid to do that and I enjoy that right given my position 
in line with my work. However, it may not be that easy for other women human rights defenders from 
civil society…I cannot speak for them but I imagine it is not the same. 

3.2.8  Right to an effective remedy

The right to an effective remedy is protected under various international, regional and national instruments.176  
Women human rights defenders face several challenges in enjoying the right to effective remedies. Women 
Human Rights Defenders cited the lack of response by the police to their complaints which has resulted in 
impunity for those abusing their rights. Moreover it has been alleged that complaints by women human rights 

176  Article 8 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Articles 2 (3) and 9(5) International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
Articles 13 and 14 Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, Article 6 of the 
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, Article 7 African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights, Article 9 UN Declaration on the Rights of Human Rights Defenders and Articles 50 and 51 of the 1995 Constitution of the 
Republic of Uganda (as amended).    
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defenders about alleged violations of their rights are either never investigated, slowly investigated or dismissed 
without justification. They asserted that it is not easy to access courts. Furthermore, that the judiciary handles 
disputes slowly and have a huge case backlog. 40% of the women human rights defenders interviewed indicated 
that they did not enjoy the right to an effective remedy for those reasons. Furthermore, they do not report 
violations and abuses against them. As one woman human rights defender from Kampala said during the 
interview:

Why should I report? I will not get anything from this Police. Those who reported when their offices 
were broken into in 2015 …the cases have never been resolved! More cases have come up since then even 
recently…Even if we hired lawyers and went to court….the courts have so many cases and may hear our 
issues after four or five years…I therefore don’t report. There are no effective remedies! 

3.2.9  Right to access funding

The right to access funding is protected under provisions concerning the right to freedom of association177  
and as an independent right.178  The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women has 
recommended that States should directly ensure that financial resources are made available to civil society 
organizations. It is important to note that currently there isn’t much financial support from the State to women 
human rights defenders and most rely on development partners. Although most women human rights defenders 
interviewed, 73% indicated that they are able to solicit and fundraise funds, they also noted the dwindling 
funding resource envelope for their activities. As a human rights defender working with a state institution 
noted:

We have some support from central government but this is becoming very minimal. We also had the 
support of donors (international funding partners) but this is also limited now… The limitations with 
funding are actually many e.g. there aren’t many technical staff who are able to reach in all areas where 
violations take place.

177 Article 22 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Also see Human Rights Committee, Concluding Observa-
tions on Egypt, CCPR/CO/76/EGY, 28 November 2002, and Para.21.  
178 Article 6 of the 1981 UN Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination 
Based on Religion or Belief and Article 13 of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Human Rights Defenders.   
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Form associations and non-governmental organizations

Make complaints about official policies and acts 
relating to human rights and have such complaints 
reviewed
Meet or assemble peacefully;

Offer and provide professionally qualified legal 
assistance or other advice and assistance in defense 
of human rights

Seek the protection and realization of human rights at 
the national and international levels

Seek, obtain, receive and hold information 
relating to human rights
Solicit, receive and utilize resources for the purpose 
of protecting human rights (including the receipt of 
funds from abroad).

The lawful exercise of the occupation or profession of 
human rights defender

Unhindered access and communication with non-
governmental and intergovernmental organizations

            4                             127                 8

            2                              108                29

            8                               95                36

             3               121                15

            8                         90                41

           2                           126               11

             3                 99                 37

            3                            132                4

            6                              110                23

Summary of responses on enjoyment of rights

Attend public hearings, proceedings and trials in 
order to assess their compliance with national law and 
international human rights obligations

Benefit from an effective remedy e.g. courts, tribunals 
and administrative sanctions

Conduct human rights work individually and in 
association with others
Critique governmental bodies and agencies and 
organizations concerned without fear.
Develop and discuss rights of minorities, as well as 
emerging issues; e.g. Social economic rights, climate 
change and political rights 
Effective protection under national law in reacting 
against or opposing, through peaceful means, acts 
or omissions attributable to the State that result in 
violations of human rights

             7              110              22

             3              101               35

             1              136               2

             6                81               52

            4                            100                35   

             11                81                        47

No answer Yes No
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3.3  Good Practices

Despite their challenges, women human rights defenders have developed good practices which they use to 
enhance their protection and enhance their ability to work. Such practices include networking, security training, 
capacity building, emergency responses, advocacy for legislation and use of radio programmes to promote the 
rights of women human rights defenders. 

3.3.1 Networks and coalitions

Women human rights defenders have informal networks that connect them where they share information, 
coordinate responses in times of crisis including expressing solidarity and use the resources available to support 
fellow defenders. Many of the women human rights defenders are part of the NCHRDU. However, most of the 
networks are informal and should be strengthened to become formal so that they can effectively connect and 
support isolated women human rights defenders including those in hard to reach geographical areas. 

3.3.2  Security training

There have been efforts by the Defenders Protection Initiative and Defend Defenders (DPI), among others to 
provide security training to human rights defenders including women human rights defenders.  Trainings have 
included mainly physical and digital security. However, as has been pointed out by the UN Special Rapporteur 
on the situation of human rights defenders, security should not be limited to physical security, but should 
include economic security, political security, environmental security and psychosocial well-being.  Specifically 
women human rights defenders have to take care of their own well-being as the stress of their work often 
takes a toll on their mental, emotional and psychological well-being. This is because violence, risk and security 
are often gender-based and women human rights defenders often suffer more abuse and more vulnerable to 
sexual violence and rape and to criminalization of their work in addition to other factors such as ethnicity, age, 
class and sexual orientation which exacerbates the discrimination they face. Therefore, the trainings should 
emphasize gender-sensitive protection measures that focus on holistic security. 

3.3.3  Capacity building

There have been capacity building initiatives by various organisations which defend the rights of defenders such 
as the Defenders Protection Initiative, Defend Defenders, NCHRDU, UN Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights and the Human Rights Centre Uganda to enhance the defenders knowledge, skills and abilities 
in defending their own rights; networking and managing attacks and threats; and managing their personal 
and collective security. There have been training of trainer’s workshops, seminars and conferences; and the 
development of databases and manuals to enhance the monitoring and documentation of violations. This 
needs to continue as there are still many human rights defenders that are unaware that they are human rights 
defenders and have no knowledge of the national, regional and international mechanisms to enhance their own 
protection.  Moreover, the training needs to get more specifically targeted to women human rights defenders 
in particular. Furthermore, women human rights defenders need to be supported to strengthen their strategic 
planning, develop governance mechanisms, risk assessment and threat analysis, fund-raising, human resources 
and financial management so as to ensure sustainability of their work. 
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3.3.4  Emergency response
Women human rights defenders have responded to emergencies to support their fellow defenders in their 
work through visits to those who have been arrested, trial monitoring, public statements and support for legal 
services, among other things. An example is given of the recent arrest of Dr. Stella Nyanzi and efforts were 
made to support her. More examples include the recent police raids on Action Aid and the Great Lakes Institute 
for Security Studies where human rights defenders from other organisations gathered and provided support. 
However, not all women human rights defenders get that kind of support especially those who are outside 
Kampala. It is important to have emergency grants that can be accessed easily and quickly all over the country so 
that women human rights defenders can quickly cope with the threats and attacks including through relocation 
to other areas including abroad.

3.3.5  Efforts to have legislation

There are efforts to have a law that provides a framework for the protection and promotion of the work of 
human rights defenders in Uganda. The advocacy is being led by human rights defenders working in close 
collaboration with Members of Parliament. The draft legislation was developed in a participatory manner by 
human rights defenders and follows with the appropriate modifications to suit Ugandan circumstances the 
“model law” for the protection of defenders. It may also be necessary to have a national policy concerning 
human rights defenders. Both the policy and law which should be enacted must provide or designate a national 
protective mechanism to effectively respond to the situation of human rights defenders including the role of 
the national human rights institution. The enacted law should take into account the specific needs of women 
human rights defenders.

3.3.6  Radio programmes

Women human rights defenders in most of the regions have access to radio programmes all over the country 
where they have an opportunity to engage with the community to promote not only the rights of the people 
whose rights they defend but also their own rights. As was pointed out by the recent HRCU 2016 report on the 
situation of human rights defenders in Uganda there is a shift in attitude from the communities as they increase 
understanding of the roles of human rights defenders.179 

 

   

179  See HRCU, Human Rights Defenders in Uganda 2016: Striving for a better environment for  
 promotion and protection of their rights, 2016 p 46.
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4. Conclusion and recommendations 

The defence of human rights by women human rights defenders remains a ‘dangerous’ activity.180  The situation 
of women human rights defenders in Uganda is fragile as they are still vulnerable to attacks, discrimination, 
violence, threats, retaliation, pressure and arbitrary actions by their families, communities and the authorities. 
The study found that the factors affecting the enjoyment of women human rights defenders include: religious, 
social and cultural norms, inadequate legislative framework, limited funding and capacity, low levels of 
awareness of the rights of women human rights defenders, inadequate support mechanisms, impunity, 
challenges of access to justice, media and information and communication technology, among others. 

Although there are emerging good practices for the protection of women human rights defenders in Uganda 
through strengthening networks, security training, capacity building, emergency responses and there are 
ongoing efforts to have legislation that protects human rights defenders including women human rights 
defenders their situation is urgent. 

The study thus makes recommendations relating to increasing awareness through human rights education, 
strengthening the legislative framework, capacity building for women human rights defenders, enhancing the 
support mechanisms for women human rights defenders and encouraging women human rights defenders 
by giving them a specific award. There are specific recommendations made for the government and other key 
stakeholders. 

4.1 Human Rights Education

Human rights education should be directed at various audiences, including State officials, professional groups, 
students and the general public. The education provided should not only inform beneficiaries on their rights 
and how to claim them but should also discuss the role of human rights defenders and more specifically women 
human rights defenders. It is important to raise awareness and sensitization on the work of human rights 
defenders and women human rights defenders in particular to counter the negative perception and hostility 
to their work by the government officials and the communities. Understanding of their work reduces on the 
misunderstandings and leads to a more cohesive working relationship. Human Rights Education will overtime 
lead to transformation of the various traditions, cultures and social norms that are hostile to the work of 
women human rights defenders. 

180 See Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders, Margaret  
Sekaggya, 23 December 2013, A/HRC/25/55 p 10.   
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4.2  Legislative framework

It is important to support the ongoing efforts by human rights defenders to have a law and policy that provides 
a framework for the protection and promotion of the work of human rights defenders including women human 
rights defenders. This would contribute to a stable and conducive environment. It would be important for the 
legislation to specifically provide for the rights as provided in the UN Declaration on the rights of Human Rights 
Defenders particularly the right to be protected, right to freedom of assembly, right to freedom of association, 
right to access and communicate with international bodies, right to access information, right to develop and 
discuss new human rights ideas, right to an effective remedy, right to access funding, right to lawful exercise of 
one’s occupation and profession and the right to freedom of opinion and expression, among others. Such law 
should also have an effective mechanism to investigate complaints of threats or violations against defenders in 
a prompt and effective fair manner, and initiate appropriate disciplinary, civil and criminal proceedings against 
perpetrators as part of systemic measures to prevent impunity for such acts.

4.3  Capacity building and funding for women Human Rights Defenders

As mentioned earlier Women Human Rights Defenders have low capacity to perform their duties. Women 
Human Rights Defenders should have their capacity built in terms of: funding for activities; technical capacity 
and even human resources so that there are no limitations in terms of their activities and human rights issues 
to handle. Women Human Rights Defenders that have adequate resources, professional and technical capacity 
and an adequate number of workers are more likely to have an impact and to contribute to the improvement in 
the human rights situation. 

4.4  Strengthening support mechanism for Women Human Rights Defenders (WHRDs )

Given the fact that women human rights defenders often face discrimination, criticism, harassment and emotional 
or physical harm from their families, communities and authorities they need efficient support systems.  An 
efficient support system should have provision for effective investigations, legal assistance, security, emergency 
evacuation where necessary, safe accommodation, medical care and psycho-social counselling. Such a support 
system would enhance their well-being and help them to cope better in times of attacks and harassment. 

Furthermore, the work of human rights defenders can be enhanced through strengthening of networks and 
partnerships at the national, regional and local levels. Networks and partnerships are useful to share best 
practices and resources in the promotion and protection of human rights. Reports indicate that that the synergy 
from strong networks and partnerships among the Human Rights Defenders strengthens their voices against 
human rights violations.181 

181 Human Rights Centre Uganda, Human Rights Defenders in Uganda: Understanding and 
 overcoming potential violations of their rights Vol. III, 2013 37-38.
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4.5  Women Human Rights Defender Award

It is important to give awards for women human rights defenders as they draw attention to their important 
work. There are currently various human rights awards at the international, regional and national levels. At 
the national level we have the award for the EU Human Rights Defenders Award for the year. These awards 
encourage human rights defenders to continue with their work. The awards also help to build the profile and 
legitimacy of defenders and celebrate their successes. A specific award for women human rights defenders 
would draw the attention of families, communities and the authorities and may lead to improvement of their 
situation. It would be great if such an award came with financial payments that assist award winners to further 
pursue their defence of women’s rights. 

4.6  Specific recommendations for various stakeholders

Specific recommendations are made to the government of Uganda, Uganda Human Rights Commission, Equal 
Opportunities Commission, Development Partners and Women Human Rights Defenders. 

Government of Uganda should:

1. Ensure that in the implementation of the NGO Act efforts are made to facilitate rather than restrict the 
operation of women human rights defenders so that they can register their organizations without being 
subjected to unnecessary cumbersome procedures.

2. Dedicate sufficient funding, and refrain from interfering with externally sourced funding, for the protection 
of defenders. 

3. Put in place concrete gender sensitive policies and programs for the protection of women human rights 
defenders and ensure their effective participation in the design and implementation of measures geared 
towards their protection. 

4. Adopt and implement effective measures to encourage all media, including advertising and information 
and communication technologies to eliminate discrimination against women in their activity including 
harmful and stereotyped portrayal of women or specific groups of women such as women human rights 
defenders. 

5. Publically acknowledge the role played by women human rights defenders and protect them against 
violations. Government should also effectively document and investigate cases of violations against women 
human rights defenders and enhance the use of qualified personnel to handle cases of sexual violence from 
a gender perspective, among other things.

6. Effectively address the issue of case backlog which affects administration of Justice which has an impact on 
the work of women human rights defenders. 

7. Ensure that cases of break-ins, harassment, mistreatment and beating of women human rights defenders 
are effectively investigated by the police and the perpetrators brought to book and victims should have 
reparations guaranteed.

8. Ensure, as was recommended by the African Commission Resolution that women human rights defenders 
work in an enabling environment that is free of stigma, reprisal or criminal prosecution as a result of their 
human rights protection activities including protecting the rights of sexual minorities.

9. Enhance access to information including formats accessible by people with disabilities
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Uganda Human Rights Commission, Equal Opportunities Commission, Ministry of Education and Sports 
and Civil Society Organizations should:

1. Disseminate the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, the UN and African Commission 
Resolutions on Women Human Rights Defenders through awareness-raising campaigns especially 
targeting the communities including clan leaders, religious leaders and opinion leaders.

2. Advocate for the domestication of the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders and 
implementation of the UN and AU Resolutions

3. Provide training to relevant government officials, including police, military and other security 
officers, as well as members of the judiciary, on the legitimate role of defenders and their rights, in 
accordance with international human rights law. 

4. Provide training to women human rights defenders on their rights and their roles as human rights 
defenders and the available protection mechanisms.

5. Promote the rights of women human rights defenders including the use of creative arts and sports, 
among other things.

Uganda Human Rights Commission and Equal Opportunities Commission should:

1. Develop plans of action to protect defenders, establish focal points to coordinate their 
implementation and interact with defenders on a regular basis; 

2. Put in place measures to enhance their protection of women human rights defenders including 
monitoring, investigation and documenting complaints received from women human rights 
defenders on the violations of their rights. In particular vulnerable women human rights defenders 
should also be protected and attention has to be paid to those working in conflict areas. 

3. Integrate a gender dimension in the planning and implementation of all programs and other 
intervention related to Women Human Rights Defenders and support the documentation of cases 
on violations against them.

Parliament should:

Enact and pass a law protecting Human Rights Defenders with a view to establishing an effective national 
protection mechanism for defenders in line with the UN Declaration on the rights of Human Rights Defenders

Development Partners should:

1. Increase financial resources for protection initiatives focusing on the “holistic security” of women 
human rights defenders;  

2. Ensure that funding for women human rights defenders is sensitive to their protection needs, 
including promoting their long-term sustainability and is sufficiently flexible for operational 
needs, can be adapted in response to changes in the environment, is disbursed in a timely manner 
and not burdensome to administer. Such funding should be accessed easily and quickly all over the 
country so that women human rights defenders can effectively cope with the threats and attacks 
including relocation to other areas including abroad.

3. Invest in supporting women human rights defenders to strengthen their strategic planning, ability 
to develop effective governance mechanisms, risk assessment and threat analysis, fund-raising, 
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human resources and financial management so as to ensure sustainability of their work.
4. Build the capacity of women human rights defenders to access and use regional and global 

protection mechanisms.
5. Support provision for legal assistance, security, emergency evacuation where necessary, safe 

accommodation, medical care and psycho-social counselling for women human rights defenders
6. Support the formation and operations of networks and coalitions of women human rights 

defenders and their allies
7. Give specific awards for women human rights defenders with financial assistance that would assist 

award winners to further pursue their defence of women’s rights.

Women Human Rights Defenders should:

1. Foster a culture of “holistic security”, focusing in particular on their physical, digital and psychosocial 
dimensions of security, and facilitate the internalization of security awareness individually and 
collectively with a gender perspective; paying particular attention to the specific needs of those 
who are most at risk. 

2. Build and support networks and coalitions among women human rights defenders and their allies 
at all levels. They should formalize the women human right defenders networks and strengthen 
them so that they become effectively connected and support isolated women human rights 
defenders including those in hard to reach geographical areas
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Resolution 68/181 adopted by the UN General Assembly on 18 December 2013
[on the report of the Third Committee (A/68/456/Add.2)].

Promotion of the Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society 
to Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms: protecting 
women human rights defenders

The General Assembly,

Guided by the purposes and principles of the Charter of the United Nations, the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights,182  the International Covenants on Human Rights183  and other relevant instruments, including 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women,184 

Recalling its resolution 53/144 of 9 December 1998, by which it adopted by consensus the Declaration on the 
Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Promote and Protect Universally 
Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms annexed to that resolution, and reiterating the 
fundamental importance of the Declaration and its promotion and implementation,

Recalling also all previous resolutions on this subject, including its resolution 66/164 of 19 December 2011 and 
Human Rights Council resolutions 16/5 of 24 March 2011185  and 22/6 of 21 March 2013,186 

Recalling further the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action,187 the Declaration on the Elimination 
of Violence against Women, 188 the Programme of Action of the International Conference on Population and 
Development189  and the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action190  and their review outcomes, as well as 
the agreed conclusions and resolutions of the Commission on the Status of Women,

Acknowledging the attention given by the Human Rights Council to the importance of women human rights 
defenders and of ensuring their protection and enabling their work in recent resolutions, and noting the panel 
discussion on women human rights defenders convened on 26 June 2012,

182       Resolution 217 A (III). 
183   Resolution 2200 A (XXI), annex.
184   United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 1249, No. 20378.
185    See Official Records of the General Assembly, Sixty-sixth Session, Supplement No. 53(A/66/53), chap. II, sect. A.
186   Ibid.Sixty-eighth Session, Supplement No. 53 (A/68/53), chap. IV, sect. A.
187  A/CONF.157/24 (Part I), chap. III. 
188     See resolution 48/104
189   Report of the International Conference on Population and Development, Cairo, 5–13 September 1994 (United Nations   
publication, Sales No. E.95.XIII.18), chap. I, resolution 1, annex.
190    Report of the Fourth World Conference on Women, Beijing, 4–15 September 1995  
(United Nations publication, Sales No. E.96.IV.13), chap. I, resolution 1, annexes I and II.
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Acknowledging also that women of all ages who engage in the promotion and protection of all human rights 
and fundamental freedoms and all people who engage in the defence of the rights of women and gender 
equality, individually and in association with others, play an important role, at the local, national, regional and 
international levels, in the promotion and protection of human rights, in accordance with the Declaration on 
the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Promote and Protect Universally 
Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, 191

Noting with deep concern that in many countries persons and organizations engaged in promoting and 
defending human rights and fundamental freedoms, including women human rights defenders, frequently face 
threats and harassment and suffer insecurity as a result of those activities, including through the curtailment 
of freedom of association or expression or the right to peaceful assembly or the abuse of civil or criminal 
proceedings,

Gravely concerned that women human rights defenders are at risk of and suffer from violations and abuses, 
including systematic violations and abuses of their fundamental rights to life, liberty and security of person, to 
psychological and physical integrity, to privacy and respect for private and family life and to freedom of opinion 
and expression, association and peaceful assembly, and in addition can experience gender-based violence, rape 
and other forms of sexual violence, harassment and verbal abuse and attacks on reputation, online and offline, 
by State actors, including law enforcement personnel and security forces, and non-State actors, such as those 
related to family and community, in both public and private spheres,

Deeply concerned that historical and structural inequalities in power relations and discrimination against 
women, as well as various forms of extremism, have direct implications for the status and treatment of women 
and that the rights of some women human rights defenders are violated or abused and their work stigmatized 
owing to discriminatory practices and those social norms or patterns that serve to condone violence against 
women or perpetuate practices involving such violence,

Gravely concerned that impunity for violations and abuses against women human rights defenders persists 
owing to factors including a lack of reporting, documentation, investigation and access to justice, social 
barriers and constraints with regard to addressing gender-based violence, including sexual violence and the 
stigmatization that may result from such violations and abuses, and a lack of recognition of the legitimate role 
of women human rights defenders, all of which entrench or institutionalize gender discrimination,Concerned 
that all forms of discrimination, including racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance, 
can lead to the targeting or vulnerability to violence of women human rights defenders, who are prone to 
multiple, aggravated or intersecting forms of discrimination,

Aware that information-technology-related violations, abuses, discrimination and violence against women, 
including women human rights defenders, such as online harassment, cyberstalking, violation of privacy, 
censorship and the hacking of e-mail accounts, mobile phones and other electronic devices, with a view to 
discrediting them and/or inciting other violations and abuses against them, are a growing concern and can be 
a manifestation of systemic gender-based discrimination, requiring effective responses compliant with human 
rights,

191   Resolution 53/144, annex.  
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Mindful that domestic law and administrative provisions and their application should enable the work of women 
human rights defenders, including by avoiding any criminalization or stigmatization of the important activities 
and legitimate role of women human rights defenders and the communities of which they are a part or on 
whose behalf they work, as well as by avoiding impediments, obstructions, restrictions or selective enforcement 
thereof contrary to relevant provisions of international human rights law,

Recalling that the primary responsibility for promoting and protecting human rights and fundamental freedoms 
rests with the State, and reaffirming that national legislation consistent with the Charter and other international 
obligations of the State in the field of human rights and fundamental freedoms is the juridical framework within 
which human rights defenders, including women human rights defenders, conduct their activities,

Gravely concerned that, in some instances, national security and counter-terrorism legislation and other 
measures have been misused to target human rights defenders, including women human rights defenders, or 
have hindered their work and endangered their safety in a manner contrary to international law,

Recognizing the urgent need to address, and to take concrete steps to prevent and stop, the use of legislation 
to hinder or limit unduly the ability of human rights defenders, including women human rights defenders, 
to exercise their work, including by reviewing and, where necessary, amending relevant legislation and its 
implementation in order to ensure compliance with States’ obligations and commitments under international 
human rights law,

Underlining the need for all appropriate measures to be taken to modify the social and cultural patterns of 
conduct of men and women with a view to achieving the elimination of prejudices and customary and other 
practices based on the idea of the inferiority or superiority of either of the sexes or on stereotyped roles for men 
and women, in accordance with States’ obligations and commitments under international human rights law, 
thereby addressing harmful attitudes, customs, practices and gender stereotypes that underlie and perpetuate 
violence against women, including women human rights defenders,

Reaffirming that the empowerment, autonomy and advancement of women and the improvement of their 
political, social, legal and economic status are essential to respect for all human rights, the growth and prosperity 
of society and the achievement of representative, transparent and accountable government, democratic 
institutions and sustainable development in all areas of life,

Recognizing the valuable work of human rights defenders, including women human rights defenders, in 
promoting civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights and the right to development,

Welcoming the opportunity afforded by the post 2015 development agenda for the global community to advance 
the human rights and fundamental freedoms of all persons, including gender equality and non-discrimination, 
as well as real and effective participation, including equal political participation, in decision-making processes,
Welcoming also the steps taken by some States towards the adoption of national policies or legislation for the 
protection of individuals, groups and organs of society engaged in promoting and defending human rights, 
including as follow-up to the universal periodic review mechanism of the Human Rights Council,
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6.Reiterates strongly the right of anyone, individually and in association with others, to defend the human rights 
of women in all their aspects, and stresses the important role of women human rights defenders in promoting 
and protecting human rights and fundamental freedoms, to which everyone is entitled without distinction of 
any kind, including in addressing all forms of human rights violations, combating impunity, fighting poverty 
and discrimination and promoting access to justice, democracy, the full participation of women in society, 
tolerance, human dignity and the right to development, while recalling that the exercise of these rights carries 
duties and responsibilities set out in the Declaration;

8.Urges States to acknowledge publicly the important and legitimate role of women human rights defenders 
in the promotion and protection of human rights, democracy, the rule of law and development as an essential 
component of ensuring their protection, including by publicly condemning violence and discrimination against 
women human rights defenders;

8.Calls upon States to ensure that human rights defenders, including women human rights defenders, can 
perform their important role in the context of peaceful protests, in accordance with national legislation 
consistent with the Charter of the United Nations and international human rights law, and in this regard to 
ensure that no one is subject to excessive or indiscriminate use of force, arbitrary arrest or detention, torture or 
other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, enforced disappearance, abuse of criminal and 
civil proceedings or threats of such acts;

9.Also calls upon States to exercise due diligence in preventing violations and abuses against human rights 
defenders, including through practical steps to prevent threats, harassment and violence against women human 
rights defenders, who face particular risks, and in combating impunity by ensuring that those responsible for 
violations and abuses, including gender-based violence and threats against women human rights defenders, 
committed by State and non-State actors, including online, are promptly brought to justice through impartial 
investigations;

10.Further calls upon States to ensure that the promotion and protection of human rights are not criminalized or 
met with limitations in contravention of their obligations and commitments under international human rights 
law and that women human rights defenders are not prevented from enjoying universal human rights owing to 
their work, including by ensuring that all legal provisions, administrative measures and policies affecting women 
human rights defenders, including those aimed at preserving public morals, are clearly defined, determinable, 
non-retroactive and compatible with relevant provisions of international human rights law;

10.Underlines the fundamental principle of the independence of the judiciary and that procedural safeguards 
must be in place in accordance with States’ obligations and commitments under international human rights 
law in order to protect women human rights defenders from unwarranted criminal actions and sanctions as a 
consequence of their work in line with the Declaration;

12.Also underlines that women human rights defenders have the right to the lawful exercise of their occupation 
or profession and that everyone who, as a result of his or her profession, can affect the human dignity, human 
rights and fundamental  freedoms of others should respect those rights and freedoms and comply with relevant 
national and international standards of occupational and professional conduct or ethics;
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Stresses that, in the exercise of the rights and freedoms referred to in the  Declaration, women human rights 
defenders, acting individually and in association  with others, shall be subject only to such limitations as are 
in accordance with applicable international obligations and are determined by law solely for the purpose of 
securing due recognition and respect for the rights and freedoms of others and of meeting the just requirements 
of morality, public order and the general welfare in a democratic society;

14.Urges States to strengthen and implement legal, policy and other measures to promote gender equality, 
empower women and promote their autonomy and to promote and protect their equal participation, full 
involvement and leadership in society, including in the defence of human rights;

15.Invites leaders in all sectors of society and in their respective communities, including political, military, 
social and religious leaders and leaders in business and the media, to express public support for the important 
role of women human rights defenders and the legitimacy of their work;

16.Calls upon States to implement, effectively and expeditiously, Security Council resolutions 1325 (2000) of 31 
October 2000, 1820 (2008) of 19 June 2008, 1888 (2009) of 30 September 2009, 1889 (2009) of 5 October 2009, 
1960 (2010) of 16 December 2010, 2106 (2013) of 24 June 2013 and 2122 (2013) of 18 October 2013 on women 
and peace and security, including through the provision of gender-sensitivity training for police officers and law 
enforcement personnel, inter alia, on the barriers that women human rights defenders face in gaining access to 
justice in armed conflict and post-conflict situations, ensuring the inclusion of sexual violence in the definition 
of acts prohibited by ceasefires and in provisions for ceasefire monitoring and the exclusion of sexual violence 
crimes from amnesty provisions in the context of conflict resolution processes, as a step towards the effective 
protection of women, including women human rights defenders;

17.Strongly calls upon States to refrain from, and ensure adequate protection from, any act of intimidation 
or reprisal against women human rights defenders who cooperate, have cooperated or seek to cooperate with 
international institutions, including their family members and associates;

18.Reaffirms the right of everyone, individually and in association with others, to unhindered access to and 
communication with international bodies, in particular the United Nations, its special procedures, the universal 
periodic review mechanism and the treaty bodies, as well as regional human rights mechanisms;

19.Urges States to develop and put in place comprehensive, sustainable and gender-sensitive public policies 
and programmes that support and protect women human rights defenders, including by providing adequate 
resources for immediate and long-term protection and making sure that these can be mobilized in a flexible and 
timely manner to guarantee effective physical and psychological protection, while also extending protection 
measures to their relatives, including children, and otherwise to take into account the role of many women 
human rights defenders as the main or sole caregivers in their families;
 
20.   Emphasizes the need for the participation of women human rights defenders in the development of effective 
policies and programmes related to their protection, recognizing their independence and expertise with regard 
to their own needs, and the need to create and strengthen mechanisms for consultation and dialogue with women 
human rights defenders, such as focal points for human rights defenders within the public administration, for 
example, through national mechanisms for the advancement of women and girls, where they exist, or other
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21. Urges States to adopt and implement policies and programmes that provide women human rights 
defenders with access to effective remedies, including by ensuring:
(a) The effective participation of women human rights defenders in all initiatives, including transitional 
justice processes, to secure accountability for violations and abuses, and also ensuring that the guarantee of 
non-recurrence incorporates overcoming the root causes of gender-based violations and abuses in everyday life 
and institutions;
(b) Adequate access to comprehensive support services for those women human rights defenders who 
experience violence, including shelters, psychosocial services, counselling, medical care and legal and social 
services;
(c) That women human rights defenders who are victims of sexual and other forms of violence are attended 
to by adequately trained and equipped personnel with gender sensitivity and expertise and are consulted during 
each step of the process;
(d) That women human rights defenders are able to avoid situations of violence, including by preventing the 
occurrence or recurrence of such violence in the exercise of their important and legitimate role in accordance 
with the present resolution;
22. Also urges States to promote and support projects to improve and further develop the documentation 
and monitoring of cases of violations against women human rights defenders,and encourages the provision 
of adequate support and resources for those working to protect women human rights defenders, such as 
government  agencies, national human rights institutions and civil society, including national and  
international non-governmental organizations;
23. Encourages national human rights institutions to support the documentation of  violations against 
women human rights defenders and to integrate a gender dimension into the planning and implementation 
of all programmes and other interventions related to human rights defenders, including through consultations 
with the relevant stakeholders;
24. Encourages regional protection mechanisms, where they exist, to promote projects to improve and 
further develop the documentation of cases of violations against women human rights defenders and to ensure 
that programmes for the security and protection of human rights defenders integrate a gender perspective and 
address the specific risks and security needs of women human rights defenders;
25. Encourages United Nations bodies, agencies and other entities, within their respective mandates and in 
cooperation with the Special Rapporteur and the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights, to address the situation of human rights defenders, including women human rights defenders, in their 
work and to contribute to the effective implementation of the Declaration;
26. Requests all concerned United Nations agencies and organizations, within their mandates, to provide all 
possible assistance and support to the Special Rapporteur for the effective fulfilment of her mandate, including 
in the context of country visits and through suggestions on ways and means of ensuring the protection of 
women human rights defenders;
27. Requests the Special Rapporteur to continue to report annually on her activities to the General Assembly 
and the Human Rights Council, in accordance with her mandate;
28. Decides to continue its consideration of this matter.

70th plenary meeting
18 December 2013
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Resolution on Measures to Protect and Promote the Work of Women Human Rights 
Defenders - ACHPR/Res. 336 (EXT.OS/XIX) 2016

The African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights (the Commission), meeting at its 19th Extra-Ordinary 
Session, held in Banjul, The Islamic Republic of The Gambia, from 16 to 25 February 2016; 

Recalling its mandate to promote and protect human and peoples’ rights in Africa under the African Charter 
on Human and Peoples’ Rights (the African Charter);

Further recalling its Resolutions ACHPR/Res.69 (XXXV) 04, ACHPR/Res.119 (XXXXII) 07, ACHPR/Res.196 
(L) 11 and ACHPR/Res.273 (LV) 2014 relevant to the situation of human rights defenders in Africa and the 
mandate of the Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights defenders;

Considering the obligations of State Parties under Article 18 (3) of the African Charter and the relevant 
provisions of the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women 
in Africa (the Maputo Protocol), particularly in light of the celebration of the African Year of Human Rights 
with particular focus on the Rights of Women, to eliminate all discrimination against women and ensure the 
protection of their rights;

Recalling the Report on the Situation of Women Human Rights Defenders in Africa, adopted at the Commission’s 
56th Ordinary Session, held in Banjul, The Gambia, from 21 April to 7 May 2015;

Considering that Resolution ACHPR/ Rés.196 (L)11 acknowledges the difficult environment in which human 
rights defenders in Africa conduct their work, which is often characterized by arbitrary arrests and detentions, 
acts of harassment, threats and other forms of intimidation, summary and extra-judicial executions or torture;

Further considering that Resolution ACHPR/ Rés.245 (LIV) 13 recognizes the challenges confronting women 
in Africa, particularly with regard to the recognition, exercise and enjoyment of their rights;

Emphasizing the importance of State Parties making progress on the implementation of UN General Assembly 
resolution on Women Human Rights Defenders (A/RES/68/181) of 18 December 2013;

Bearing in mind the human rights protection instruments, particularly the United Nations Declaration on 
Human Rights Defenders, and that in the Grand Bay Declaration and Action Plan (Mauritius), the Organisation 
of African Unity (African Union) called on Member States “to take all the necessary measures to implement the 
United Nations Declaration on Human Rights Defenders in Africa”; 
Emphasizing the obligations of State Parties under other regional and international human rights instruments 
to protect and promote human rights, particularly the obligation to guarantee the security of persons living in 
their own country, as well as freedoms of assembly, association, and expression;

Convinced that women human rights defenders face particular barriers to engaging in the defense of human 
rights and risks in the conduct of their work to defend human rights; mechanisms, depending on the national 
and local context;
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Deeply concerned regarding the impunity that perpetrators of acts of violence on human rights defenders, in 
particular on women human rights defenders continue to enjoy in a large number of African countries;

Noting efforts by some State Parties to ensure an enabling environment for human rights defenders, including 
by reaffirming the legitimacy of the work of women human rights defenders;

The Commission:
Calls on State Parties to:

Disseminate and implement the recommendations of the Commission’s Report on the Situation of Women 
Human Rights Defenders in Africa, in consultation with relevant stakeholders, and in particular women 
human rights defenders;

End impunity by adopting specific laws and relevant measures to promote and protect the work of human 
rights defenders, which should include provisions that recognize and address the specific protection needs 
of women human rights defenders;

Ensure that efforts designed to prevent and address violations and discrimination against women human 
rights defenders are developed and monitored in consultation with human rights defenders and other 
relevant stakeholders;

Train the judiciary and public security and other relevant authorities on the specific risks and protections 
for human rights defenders and in particular women human rights defenders;

Report on the progress made in the promotion and protection of the work of women human rights defenders 
during presentation of periodic reports to the Commission in accordance with Article 62 of the African 
Charter and Article 26 of the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights 
of Women in Africa (Maputo Protocol).

Done in Banjul, The Islamic Republic of The Gambia, 25 February 2016
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