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DRAFT CONCEPT NOTE 

FORUM ON THE PARTICIPATION OF NGOs IN THE 75TH ORDINARY SESSION 
OF THE AFRICAN COMMISSION ON HUMAN AND PEOPLES’ RIGHTS 

ARUSHA/TANZANIA 
PROPOSED DATES: 16th, 17th ,18th OCTOBER 2023 

THEME: THE YEAR OF AFCFTA: “ACCELERATION OF THE AFRICAN 
CONTINENTAL FREE TRADE AREA IMPLEMENTATION” 

 
The Forum on the Participation of NGOs in the Ordinary Session of the African 
Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) also known as the NGOs Forum 
is an advocacy platform established and coordinated by the African Centre for 
Democracy and Human Rights Studies to promote advocacy, lobbying, and networking 
among human rights NGOs and between human rights NGOs and other stakeholders for 
the promotion and protection of human rights in Africa. The Forum shares updates on 
human rights, democracy, and the rule of law in Africa by the African and International 
NGO community to identify responses as well as adopt strategies for improving the 
situation on the continent. 
 
OBJECTIVE: The objective of the NGOs Forum is to foster collaboration between and 
among NGOs within the African Commission as well as other African Human Rights 
mechanisms for the promotion and protection of human rights in Africa. 
 
The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) is a central theme for the African 
Union (AU) in 2023, which is part of the AU Agenda 2063. AfCFTA aims to tackle 
economic disparities, unemployment, and limited intra-African trade by fostering a 
single market. Despite challenges, the AfCFTA could catalyze economic growth, 
industrialization, and trade diversification, reducing dependence on external markets. 
Youth are important stakeholders that can contribute innovative ideas through creative 
businesses and foster economic diversification and employment for the success of 
AfCFTA. 
 
Africa's development progress includes economic growth, poverty reduction, and 
education access, but challenges persist. These include inequality, healthcare issues, 
gender-based violence, environmental degradation, and governance deficits. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated vulnerabilities, emphasizing the need for 
coordinated responses prioritizing human rights and sustainable development. 
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To accelerate AfCFTA for maximum intra-African trade and integrated investment 
results good governance practice on the continent is key. The African Union made strides 
in adopting Africa Charter on Election Democracy and Governance which reiterates the 
interconnection of transparent free political elections with economic and social 
development as essential for peace. ACDEG is opposed to coup d'états and 
unconstitutional changes of governments which empowers the AU Security Council to 
combat together with the Regional Economic Communities (RECs). However, democratic 
processes continue to be manipulated with a view of extending presidential terms, 
leading to conflict and political instability. Recent examples include Guinea, Burundi, 
Uganda, Togo, and violent protests in Senegal. Meanwhile, the volatile political climate 
in Niger disintegrated into coup d'états as witnessed earlier this year in Sudan. Various 
countries, including the Democratic Republic of Congo, South Sudan, and Somalia, are 
grappling with long-standing conflicts, and sexual violence, leading to governance gaps, 
security concerns, displacement, and economic struggles. 
 
The impact of conflict-induced disruptions on livelihoods and resources 
disproportionately affects women, girls, and youth who face challenges in sustaining 
themselves and suffer from reduced access to healthcare, education, and security. This 
vulnerability leads to various forms of violence, including gender-based violence, child 
trafficking, child soldiers, child labor forced marriage, and a high youth unemployment 
rate. Women's and girls' rights are frequently violated in these situations, creating 
significant obstacles to their recovery and well-being. 
 
The 20th anniversary of the Maputo Protocol, a significant legal instrument for women’s, 
girls and young women’s rights in Africa, is being celebrated this year. The protocol has 
been instrumental in advancing gender equality and women's rights by addressing 
harmful traditional and religious practices, reproductive health, women's participation 
in politics, economic empowerment, and violence against women. Several African 
countries have taken steps to eliminate harmful cultural and religious practices and 
violence against women, increase women's representation in parliament, and adopt laws 
and policies for access to justice and protect women and girls. 
 
Despite progress in areas like women's literacy, education, reproductive rights, and 
health, there are still challenges hindering the full realization of women's rights in Africa. 
Implementation of the Maputo Protocol remains slow, harmful cultural and religious 
practices persist, and legal frameworks have not been fully integrated into national 
legislation. Ensuring transparency, accountability, and inclusion in addressing these 
issues is crucial, as continued efforts to advance gender equality and women's rights are 
vital for sustainable development and progress in Africa. 
 
Another concern relates to food insecurity which remains a pressing issue, particularly 
in conflict-riddled nations, and disregarding the ACDEG impacts negatively on the 
realization of AfCTFA, particularly in the RECs. The continent has experienced a 
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significant increase in food and basic services prices, contributing to the potential for 
mass protests demanding access to sustenance. 
 
The IMF characterized the short-term prospects for Sub-Saharan Africa as highly 
uncertain in October 2022 due to ongoing global conflicts, particularly in Ukraine, 
affecting food and fuel prices in the region. This has led to a significant increase in staple 
food prices, such as in Rwanda where they surged by 44% year-on-year in December 
2022. 
 
These challenges impede continental and regional endeavors to address socioeconomic 
governance, peace, and security matters. Notably, they contribute to the resurgence of 
coup d'états and unconstitutional changes of governments, undermining progress in 
achieving peace, stability, and sustainable development across Africa. The AfCFTA 
represents a potential solution to some of these challenges, but effective collaboration and 
addressing various hurdles are essential for its success. 
 
THEMATIC FOCUS: 
Consequently, the Forum will also deliberate on the following sub-themes; 

 
1. Role of Youth in the Implementation of the African Union Agenda 2063: 

Africa's young population, with over 400 million individuals aged 15 to 35, 
demands increased investment in economic and social development. Youth play 
a crucial role in realizing the African Union's Agenda 2063, contributing to 
sustainable development, social progress, and economic growth. The AfCFTA 
offers opportunities for youth to innovate, create businesses, and foster economic 
diversification and employment. Encouraging innovation ecosystems and 
providing quality education and skills training are vital for youth engagement 
in key sectors such as agriculture, manufacturing, technology, and conservation. 
The youth also have the potential to promote eco-friendly practices and climate 
resilience, while raising awareness about the importance of preserving Africa's 
natural resources. 
 

2. Achievements and Challenges of the Maputo Protocol: 
The Maputo Protocol is a significant international treaty addressing gender-based 
human rights challenges in Africa. It has led to advancements in women's rights 
across the continent by addressing issues such as political participation, economic 
and social rights, health, protection against violence, and legal equality. Many 
African countries have adopted or improved laws against gender-based violence 
(GBV) and discriminatory practices. The protocol emphasizes economic 
empowerment, equal resource access, and women's political representation, 
resulting in measures like quotas for women's roles. 
Despite its positive impact, challenges hinder its full implementation. These 
include varying ratification rates, cultural norms, inadequate resources, weak 



4 
 

legal systems, and violence against women during conflict. Overcoming these 
obstacles requires collaboration among governments, civil society, international 
partners, and communities to fully realize the potential of the protocol and 
improve women's lives across Africa. 
 

3. AfCFTA As the Theme of AU for The Year 2023 
The African Union (AU) has designated the African Continental Free Trade Area 
(AfCFTA) as its central theme for the year 2023, highlighting its commitment to 
fostering economic integration and development in Africa. AfCFTA represents a 
groundbreaking agreement aimed at creating a unified market for goods and 
services, boosting intra-African trade, and spurring economic growth. This theme 
underscores the AU's recognition of the significant economic benefits and 
transformative potential of this trade agreement. AfCFTA's goals include 
eliminating tariffs and trade barriers among member states, facilitating the flow of 
goods and services, attracting investments, and enhancing competitiveness. The 
agreement also covers areas beyond trade, such as intellectual property, 
competition policy, and investment. 
This theme reflects the AU's dedication to enhancing Africa's economic resilience 
and self-reliance, especially in the face of global challenges like the COVID-19 
pandemic. AfCFTA offers an opportunity for African nations to diversify their 
economies, build value chains, and reduce dependence on external markets. The 
agreement aims to address inequalities by promoting inclusive and sustainable 
development, with a focus on capacity building, infrastructure development, and 
measures to ensure that smaller economies and marginalized groups can fully 
participate in and benefit from the trade opportunities. This aligns with the AU's 
Agenda 2063, a comprehensive development roadmap envisioning a prosperous 
and integrated Africa. 
 

4. Artificial Intelligence, Data Protection, And Human Rights 
The intersection of Artificial Intelligence (AI), data protection, and human rights 
in Africa presents both complex challenges and promising opportunities. While 
AI technologies are gaining traction on the continent, concerns have arisen 
regarding data privacy, surveillance, discrimination, and potential human rights 
infringements. AI holds the potential for economic growth but also can worsen 
existing inequalities if not appropriately regulated. Africa's digital divide and 
technology access disparities necessitate cautious management of AI 
implementation to avoid exacerbating these divisions. 
Data protection is a critical aspect of AI deployment due to privacy concerns 
associated with the use of personal data for AI algorithms. Many African countries 
lack comprehensive data protection laws, leaving individuals vulnerable to data 
misuse. For example, in 2021, only around 10% of South Africa's population was 
covered by data protection laws. Progress in data protection in Africa lags behind 
the projected growth in AI spending, with many African countries receiving poor 
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ratings for data protection and privacy according to Comparitech's report. The 
International Data Corporation (IDC) forecasts a significant 30.2% compound 
annual growth rate in Africa's AI spending from 2021 to 2025. 
Efforts in AI and data protection must prioritize human rights, guided by 
frameworks like the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the African Charter 
on Human and Peoples' Rights, and the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights to ensure AI respects individuals' rights. 
Several African nations have taken steps to address these challenges. Kenya 
passed the Data Protection Act in 2019, and Nigeria's National Information 
Technology Development Agency (NITDA) provides data protection and AI 
ethics guidelines. However, implementation and enforcement remain significant 
hurdles. Organizations and civil society in Africa advocate for transparent and 
accountable AI systems that uphold human rights. Initiatives like AI for 
Development in Africa (AIDA) work toward ensuring that AI benefits African 
communities without compromising their rights. 
 

5. Silencing Guns in Africa: 
The "Silencing Guns" initiative in Africa, represents the African Union's ambitious 
goal of ending conflicts, preventing violence, and achieving sustainable peace 
across the continent. The initiative recognizes the essential link between peace, 
security, development, and the well-being of African nations. It aims to address 
the root causes of conflicts, promote dialogue, strengthen institutions, and foster a 
culture of peace. In 2020, there were 18 ongoing conflicts and 29 armed conflicts in 
Africa, according to the Uppsala Conflict Data Program. 
The initiative's objective is to eradicate armed conflicts, extremist activities, and 
illicit arms proliferation, creating a more secure and stable environment for 
development. The AU had set a goal to achieve this by 2020, emphasizing political 
dialogue, conflict prevention, post-conflict reconstruction, and peacebuilding. Key 
components include disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration programs, 
conflict prevention strategies, mediation and peacebuilding efforts, and the 
promotion of good governance and human rights. Collaboration among 
governments, civil society organizations, and local communities is crucial to 
successfully achieve the goal of "Silencing Guns" in Africa. 
 

6. Shrinking Civic Space on the African Continent 
The diminishing civic space in Africa poses a growing concern, affecting 
democracy, human rights, and overall societal progress. Civil society 
organizations (CSOs), which play a crucial role in advocating for citizens' rights, 
are facing increasing restrictions, harassment, and legal limitations. A survey by 
Afrobarometer revealed that in 2019, approximately 45% of Africans believed they 
couldn't criticize their government without fearing retaliation. This constriction of 
freedom of assembly, expression, and association hampers citizens' ability to 
engage in informed discussions, influence policies, and hold governments 
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accountable. Restrictive laws governing CSOs further hinder their effectiveness, 
undermining democratic principles and stifling public discourse. To address this 
issue, African nations should uphold international treaties safeguarding 
fundamental rights, reconsider and amend restrictive laws, and create an 
environment conducive to civil society involvement. Recognizing the invaluable 
role of civil society in promoting transparency, accountability, and societal 
progress is pivotal for preserving democratic values. 
 

7. Accountability of Reprisals and Judicial Killings in Africa 
Ensuring accountability for human rights violations, including reprisals and 
judicial killings, is a crucial element in protecting human dignity and upholding 
the rule of law. Regrettably, many African countries continue to witness instances 
of impunity. Amnesty International's report documented cases of extrajudicial 
executions and torture in various African nations. Effective accountability 
mechanisms necessitate strong legal frameworks, an independent judiciary, and 
robust oversight institutions. However, challenges like weak judicial systems, 
insufficient witness protection, and political interference often obstruct the path to 
justice. Furthermore, accountability should go beyond legal proceedings to 
encompass broader societal initiatives like truth-seeking, reconciliation, and 
addressing underlying structural factors that enable human rights abuses. 
Promoting accountability requires cooperation between governments, civil 
society, and international organizations. It involves strengthening national human 
rights institutions, supporting civil society efforts, and fostering international 
collaboration to ensure justice for victims of human rights violations. 
 

8. The fundamental role of NGOs in the work of UN-Human Rights Mechanisms: 
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) play a vital role in strengthening the 
impact of United Nations (UN) human rights mechanisms. Their involvement 
extends beyond mere participation and includes serving as critical advocates, 
amplifying marginalized voices, offering expertise, and holding states accountable 
for human rights commitments. NGOs serve as watchdogs, particularly when 
national governments lack the political will or resources to address human rights 
issues comprehensively. They independently investigate, document abuses, and 
bring them to the attention of UN bodies. For instance, NGOs like Human Rights 
Watch and Amnesty International have been instrumental in collecting evidence 
and advocating for action on human rights violations in Syria. 
Furthermore, NGOs contribute by providing on-the-ground insights and expertise 
to UN mechanisms. In discussions on policy recommendations or report drafting, 
they offer perspectives that enrich the understanding of complex human rights 
issues. This was evident in the formulation of the Sustainable Development Goals, 
where NGOs provided diverse viewpoints that influenced the final goals. NGOs 
also play a crucial role in raising public awareness and engagement in human 
rights. They bridge the gap between international human rights standards and 
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local communities by translating complex legal language into understandable 
terms. This empowers individuals to advocate for their rights. For example, when 
indigenous communities in Latin America faced threats to their land and 
resources, NGOs collaborated with them to bring their concerns to UN bodies, 
fostering a stronger connection between local issues and global human rights 
discourse.  

 
 
 
PROPOSED TOPICS AND PANELS; 

 
1. Inclusion of Youths in the Implementation of the African Union Agenda 2063: 

This panel aims to discuss the active involvement of young Africans in shaping 
the continent's future as outlined in the AU Agenda 2063. Experts from youth-led 
organizations, government youth ministries, and academia will explore strategies 
to empower youth through education, entrepreneurship, and political 
participation. They will share success stories and challenges, highlighting the role 
of mentorship and collaboration. 
Panelists: Youth activists, representatives from youth-led organizations, 
policymakers, AU representatives, and academics specializing in youth 
development 

2. Assessing Achievements and Hurdles of the Maputo Protocol: 
This panel will evaluate the progress made and challenges faced in implementing 
the Maputo Protocol, a critical instrument for advancing women's rights in Africa. 
Experts in gender studies, legal advocacy, and policy-making will discuss the 
impact of the protocol on issues like violence against women, reproductive rights, 
and gender equality, highlighting areas needing improvement. 
Panelists: Gender experts, legal scholars, representatives from women's rights 
organizations, government officials, human rights advocates, and representatives 
from SOAWR. 

3. Balancing Progress and Privacy: Navigating AI, Data Protection, and Human 
Rights in African Context: 
In this discussion, experts in technology, law, and human rights will delve into the 
challenges and opportunities of AI adoption in Africa. The panel will address 
concerns related to data privacy, surveillance, and potential human rights 
violations while exploring ways to harness AI's benefits without compromising 
individual rights. 
Panelists: Data privacy experts, human rights lawyers, tech industry 
representatives, and government officials. 

4. Analyzing the Implications and Impacts of Anti-Constitutional Changes in 
African Nations: 
This panel will bring together experts in political science, law, and governance to 
discuss the consequences of anti-constitutional changes such as coups and power 
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grabs. They will analyze the impact on democratic institutions, human rights, and 
regional stability while exploring strategies to prevent and address such 
disruptions. 
Panelists: Constitutional law experts, political scientists, and representatives from 
democracy watchdog organizations. 

5. Confronting Racism, Xenophobia, and Discrimination of Migrants in Northern 
Africa: 
This panel aims to address the challenges faced by migrants in Northern Africa, 
including racism, xenophobia, and discrimination. Experts from human rights 
organizations, academia, and migration policy will discuss the need for inclusive 
policies, social integration, and awareness campaigns to counter these issues. 
Panelists: Human rights activists, representatives from migrant advocacy groups, 
policymakers, and diplomats. 

6. Exploring the Challenges and Responses to Shrinking Civic Space in African 
Societies:  
This panel will bring together experts in civil society, law, and governance to 
discuss the growing restrictions on civic space in Africa. They will examine the 
impact on democracy, freedom of expression, and citizen engagement, and 
explore strategies to counteract these challenges and safeguard civil society. 
Panelists: Civil society leaders, human rights defenders, legal experts, government 
representatives, and international NGO representatives. 

7. Accountability for Reprisals and Judicial Killings in Africa's Pursuit of Human 
Rights: 
This panel will address the issues of reprisals and extrajudicial killings against 
human rights defenders and activists in Africa. Experts in human rights law, civil 
society, and legal advocacy will discuss mechanisms to ensure accountability, 
protect defenders, and uphold the rule of law. 
Panelists: Human rights lawyers, representatives from international justice 
organizations, transitional justice experts, and survivors of human rights abuses. 

8. Exploring the Right to Development and Inclusive Growth through the African 
Continental Free Trade Area Agreement: 
This panel will focus on the potential of the AfCFTA to drive inclusive economic 
development. Experts in trade, economics, and policy-making will discuss 
strategies for leveraging the agreement to reduce inequalities, create jobs, and 
promote sustainable growth across the continent. 
Panelists: Trade economists, development experts, representatives from regional 
economic bodies, business leaders, and policymakers. 

9. Rights and Trade: Reflecting on UDHR's 75th Anniversary and Its Alignment 
with the Implementation of AfCFTA and the "Africa We Want: 
This panel will explore the intersection of human rights, trade, and development. 
Experts in law, international relations, and policy will discuss how the principles 
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights can guide the implementation of 
AfCFTA and contribute to the realization of the "Africa We Want." 
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Panelists: Human rights advocates, trade experts, legal scholars, representatives 
from AU bodies, and economists. 

10. The Crucial Role of NGOs in Enhancing UN-Human Rights Mechanisms in 
Africa: 
This panel will explore the role of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in 
advancing human rights in Africa through engagement with UN mechanisms. 
Experts from NGOs, academia, and international organizations will discuss the 
contributions and challenges of NGOs in strengthening accountability and 
promoting rights. 
Panelists: NGO leaders, representatives from human rights organizations, legal 
experts, diplomats, and UN officials.  

11. Strengthening Democracy and Ensuring Fair Elections across African Nations: 
This panel will discuss the importance of democracy and fair elections in African 
nations. Experts in political science, governance, and election observation will 
explore challenges to free and fair elections, strategies to enhance electoral 
processes, and the role of international organizations. 
Panelists: Election observers, political analysts, representatives from electoral 
commissions, governance experts, and civil society leaders. 

12. Charting the Path to Silencing Guns and Sustaining Peace in Africa: 
This panel will delve into the complex issues of conflict prevention, resolution, 
and peacebuilding in Africa. Experts in conflict studies, diplomacy, and 
peacekeeping will discuss strategies to address the root causes of conflicts, foster 
sustainable peace, and achieve the goal of silencing guns on the continent. 
Panelists: Conflict resolution experts, peacebuilding practitioners, representatives 
from regional security organizations, diplomats, and human rights activists. 

 
 
Language: The deliberations of the forum will be in English, French, and Portuguese with 
simultaneous interpretation facilities.  
Participants: Representatives from African Civil Society Organizations, and International 
NGOs from Africa and beyond working on democracy, rule of law, governance, human 
rights, peace and security, and the pool of resource persons will also provide much-
needed expertise in the panels.  
Expected Outcomes:  
- Document general trends and Situations of human rights, democracy, and the rule of 
law in Africa.  
-Networking and partnership building with and amongst participants/stakeholders 
 - Adopting Recommendations and resolutions where necessary to highlight them at the 
opening of the 77th Ordinary Session.  
-Report of the NGOs Forum 


