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The International Consultation on Women Human 

Rights Defenders was held in Colombo, Sri Lanka, 

between 29 November and 2 December 2005.

“The term ‘women human rights defenders’ 

encompasses both women active in human rights 

defence who are targeted for who they are as 

well as all those active in the defence of women’s 

rights who are targeted for what they do”. Simply, 

it pertains to human rights activists who are 

women, as well as other activists (whether male, 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender or any other 

sexes) who also defend the rights of women.

180 women human rights defenders took part 

in the Consultation. These participants included 

women who work to protect the human rights of 

others in a range of contexts, and also men who 

work specifically to defend the rights of women. 

Countries represented at the meeting included:

Background and Synopsis
 
“The focus of this consultation is different. It’s not so much about what we all do, 
as about what happens to us when we carry out our work”
Charlotte Bunch, Center for Women’s Global Leadership, USA
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The Consultation was convened and organised 

by an international committee made up of 

representatives from twelve organisations:

 Amnesty International (AI)

 Asian Forum for Human Rights and 

Development (Forum Asia)

 Asia Pacific Forum on Women’s Law and 

Development (APWLD)

 Center for Women’s Global Leadership 

(CWGL)

 Front Line

 Information Monitor (INFORM)

 International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights 

Commission (IGLHRC)

 International Service for Human Rights (ISHR)

 ISIS Women’s International Cross-Cultural 

Exchange (ISIS-WICCE)

 Latin American and Caribbean Committee for 

the Defense of Women’s Rights (CLADEM)

 Women Living Under Muslim Laws (WLUML)

 World Organization Against Torture (OMCT)

 

The meeting had five key objectives: 

First, the intention was to use the consultation 

to develop recognition for and visibility of 

women human rights defenders working on 

women’s rights and other human rights issues. 

A significant number of UN representatives, 

national government officials, human rights 

and women’s rights leaders, and other activists 

attended and contributed to the meeting, 

signalling their own commitment to women 

human rights defenders and defenders of the 

human rights of women helping to achieve 

the objective. Press conferences were 

also organised which resulted in local and 

international media coverage of the event.

The second objective was to use the 

consultation to discuss and develop a range of 

strategies and instruments for the protection of 

women human rights defenders. This included 

international legal instruments, and particularly 

those developed through the UN, as well as a 

range of solidarity building initiatives designed 

to link women human rights defenders more 

effectively on a global basis. This goal was 

achieved through a series of plenary sessions 

and workshops, including groups organised on 

the final day according to actions suggested by 

participants.

Members of the WHRD-ICC with Ophelia Gunasekera, local coordinator of INFORM, for the International Consulation on Women 
Human Rights Defenders. Photo by: Hseng Noung.
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The third objective was to identify and 

expose abuses that women human rights 

defenders experience in the course of, and 

as a consequence of, carrying out their work. 

These frequently include incarceration, torture, 

and murder, in addition to criminalisation, social 

ostracism, and the use of sexual and sexuality 

based attacks against activists, particularly 

those working in the lesbian, gay, bisexual and 

transgender (LGBT) rights area. This objective 

was achieved through plenary and workshop 

sessions, as well as a series of private 

testimonies given to Hina Jilani, the United 

Nations Special Representative to the Secretary 

General on Human Rights Defenders.

The fourth objective was to generate links and 

strengthen networks among women human rights 

defenders working in diverse areas of human 

rights. Many of the participants appreciated being 

brought together by the consultation to discuss 

the abuses and many challenges they face in their 

work. The meeting provided a rare opportunity 

to build protective alliances, particularly among 

women’s rights, human rights and sexuality 

rights groups. Lunch caucuses were organised by 

participants to discuss issues including prevention 

of abuses in armed conflict situations, diverse 

sexualities, femicide, HIV organising and service 

provision. Participants were also given opportunity 

to share each other’s work and concerns through 

a series of films.

The last objective was to generate human rights 

defenders’ capacity and tools for use in their 

work locally. This objective was achieved through 

a range of skills workshops organised during the 

consultation. These included sessions on security; 

documentation, investigation and monitoring for 

sexual violence against women in armed conflict 

situations; prevention, alert and protection tools; 

campaign and advocacy skills; enhancing mental 

and emotional well-being for women human rights 

defenders.

This report is the official proceedings document 

for the consultation meeting, and is organised 

thematically following a short preface.

Sections One, Two, Three and Four each focus on 

one of the four key sources of abuse considered 

by the meeting: state actors; non-state actors 

(with an emphasis on fundamentalist groups); 

families and communities; and sexuality-based 

attacks. Each of these sections contains an 

overview of the testimony given to the meeting.

Sections Five and Six focus on the strategies for 

tackling abuse discussed by the meeting. Section 

Five is devoted to the use of official instruments, 

including those tools available through the UN, 

to demand accountability for the violations and 

abuses against women human rights defenders. 

Section Six deals with the strategies for 

protection developed by participants themselves 

in the consultation. It includes networking, 

solidarity building, and information sharing.

Section Seven provides a conclusion to the report, 

drawing together the main action points arising 

from the consultation. There is also an Annex to 

the main report that contains the daily summaries 

of activity, prepared and delivered on site in 

Colombo.  The annexes also include the program;  

the participants’ list; and the list of organisers 

comprising the Women Human Rights Defenders 

International Coordinating Committee.
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On September 29 2004, Fannyann Eddy was 

found dead in the offices of the Sierra Leone 

Lesbian and Gay Association, the organisation that 

she had founded two years previously.

Initial reports said she had been repeatedly raped 

and stabbed, and that her neck was broken. 

These reports have since been refuted by the 

Criminal Investigation Division of Sierra Leone’s 

police force, which has not clearly identified the 

possibility that the murder was a hate crime 

motivated by Fannyann’s position as a prominent 

activist for lesbian and gay rights.

Fannyann’s death shocked, saddened and angered 

her colleagues, friends and the global activist 

community. And yet her story is not an unusual 

one. Every day, women human rights defenders 

around the world are subjected to abuses as they 

seek to protect and fight for their own rights, and 

those of the communities in which they live and 

work.

Fannyann was not the first or the last to die 

simply because she dared to speak up. But 

her determination – like that of so many other 

activists who have suffered similarly – to confront 

a society that was, and as yet remains, hostile 

to her belief in human rights and her personal 

identity, is an important legacy for women human 

rights defenders everywhere.

Defending Women, Defending Rights was the first 

international consultation of its kind. Key among 

its aims was to create a safe space for women 

human rights defenders to talk about the abuses 

they and their colleagues and friends have faced 

and continue to suffer.

At times, the stories that emerged were 

extremely painful, both for speakers to tell and 

for listeners to hear. But breaking the silence on 

abuse against women human rights defenders 

is an important first step towards analysing the 

problem, and uniting to take steps to confront and 

put an end to theses violations.

Preface : Breaking the Silence
 

“Silence creates vulnerability”
Fannyann Eddy, Testimony at the UN Commission on Human Rights, 2004

Fannyann Eddy, Human rights advocate and LGBT activist. 
SOURCE:www.ilga.org
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The consultation considered and analysed abuses 

committed against women human rights defenders 

through a framework of four key sources of 

violation. A section of this report is devoted to each 

of these sources of violation: state actors, non-state 

actors, family and community, and sex and sexuality 

based attacks. 

However, it is important to state that while a 

division of kinds of abuse makes for a convenient 

and useful way to set out the scope of the issue, in 

reality the boundaries between categories are often 

blurred.

State violence, including intimidation, imprisonment, 

torture, and defamation, of women human rights 

defenders remains one of the most rampant forms 

of abuse against activists. In some cases state 

authorities harass activists by discrediting their work 

through public statements or inciting state agents 

and private actors to engage in violent acts against 

them. 

However, women human rights defenders who 

are subject to state abuse are often violated by the 

failure of governments to take appropriate action 

against non-state abusers, rather than through direct 

state violence. Similarly, families and communities 

form a particular, and extremely powerful, subset of 

the non-state actor category. And sex and sexuality 

are tools that have always been used to control 

women – by families, by society, and by states. 

As a result, many of the stories shared with the 

consultation meeting by participants included 

elements of more than one of the kinds of abuse 

under consideration. What follows is an attempt to 

codify and organise these testimonies so they can 

be used to help women human rights defenders 

protect themselves in the future.

Part 1: Naming Abuses
 

Opening plenary, from left to right:  Mary Jane N.  Real, WHRD-ICC Coordinator; Charlotte Bunch, Center for Women’s Leadership; 
Nimalka Fernando, Women’s Alliance for Peace and Democracy/IMADR. Photo by: Hseng Noung.
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Abuse and the state
Campaigning against rights violations perpetrated 

by state actors has always been at the very heart 

of human rights activism. And the general role of 

the state in the abuse of women human rights 

defenders has perhaps been better recognised and 

documented historically than that of other kinds of 

agents, who will be discussed later in this report.

What is less well established is the full scope 

of abuses committed by state actors on women 

human rights defenders and defenders of the 

human rights of women.

Governments are obligated to respect, protect 

and fulfil human rights. They routinely fail in all 

three areas with regard to women human rights 

defenders and defenders of the human rights of 

women.

In some countries, government officials, or those 

acting with state authority persecute activists 

through criminalisation, torture, detention and 

execution. But many others do so by denying 

women human rights defenders the right to 

organise, or to speak freely about the harassment, 

threats and violence committed against them. 

Moreover, many governments fail to protect 

activists against abuses perpetrated by other 

agents, or to prosecute those who commit 

criminal acts against defenders – especially when 

the defenders are women.

Overall, the meeting considered four common 

types of abuses committed by state actors. The 

consultation heard multiple accounts of each of 

these kinds of violation from participants, often 

from speakers living and working in political and 

social situations that seem very different from one 

another.

State violence
State-sponsored violence against women human 

rights defenders continues to be a serious 

threat in many places, in spite of the weight of 

international legislation in this area.

Many of the participants in the consultation 

meeting have experienced this kind of direct 

threat personally. For example, members of 

Women of Zimbabwe Arise have learned to 

expect arrest and detention as part of their 

activism, given the hostility of the Mugabe regime 

towards individuals and groups that attempt to 

defend the most basic of human rights.

Others experience state violence in less 

clear-cut, but no less physically and mentally 

threatening, situations. One participant from 

China told the meeting that she had just had 

to flee the country after her organisation came 

under attack. The government hired gangsters to 

carry out a raid, and her colleague was beaten 

and disabled. Meanwhile, a workshop group 

made up of delegates from the Commonwealth 

of Independent States talked about the state 

sponsored infiltration of peaceful demonstrations 

by paid troublemakers, particularly in Uzbekistan. 

This leads to public violence, which is then 

presented by the state as evidence that women 

One : State Abuses against Women Human 
Rights Defenders

“It’s like a dialogue of the deaf”
Ruth del Valle Cóbar, Movimiento Nacional por los Derechos Humanos, Guatemala
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human rights defenders are troublemakers out to 

destroy state and society. 

Denial of rights 
Denial of rights is a common abuse committed 

by state actors against women human rights 

defenders, often focused on making it impossible 

to work as an activist. Sometimes this denial is 

overt and visible; in other cases it may be more 

subtle and insidious.

In many countries, denial or revoking of a 

licence to operate an NGO is one of the most 

straightforward ways of ensuring that women 

cannot organise and campaign against human 

rights violations. A workshop of participants from 

Sub-Saharan Africa agreed that most of their 

governments require registration of NGOs, and 

that threats to revoke licences are a common way 

for governments to curtail or prevent women’s 

rights and human rights organisations from 

engaging in organising, advocacy and education.

Participants taking part in a Latin America 

and Caribbean workshop also talked about an 

increasing trend towards criminalising protest 

and demonstration activities. In particular, they 

mentioned instances of police persecution of 

NGOs in Argentina and other countries in the 

region.

In other situations, restrictions on other kinds 

of fundamental rights have a profound effect on 

the ability of women human rights defenders to 

carry out their work. For example, in Tunisia, the 

host country for the 2005 World Summit on the 

Information Society, activists have no access to 

e-mail or to the internet, and their telephone lines 

are routinely monitored.

Relatedly, a workshop of participants from North 

Africa and the Middle East discussed the impact 

of limited freedom on their ability to organise. For 

example, in Egypt, strict state controls on foreign 

sources of finance mean that many women 

human rights defenders cannot gain access to 

resources, while in countries including Iraq and 

Palestine limited freedom of press and movement 

make organising extremely difficult.

Denial of protection 
Rather than acting as protector, the state is 

often one of the primary violators of the rights of 

women human rights defenders in many contexts. 

Denial of protection from violence is a common 

way in which governments abuse women human 

rights defenders and defenders of the human 

rights of women, through an abdication of their 

responsibility to protect their citizens.

In her presentation on state violence, Ruth del 

Valle Cóbar talked about institutionalised denial 

of protection in Guatemala, where the state says 

it ‘protects everyone and cannot give special 

attention to human rights defenders’, portraying 

them as seeking special privileges and trying to 

destabilise democracy.

This was an approach that many participants 

recognised in their own experience, and 

there was widespread discussion about the 

accountability of governments for these 

violations.  There was also discussion on 

responsibility for abuses by non-state actors, 

particularly fundamentalist groups. In many cases, 

governments fail in their responsibility to carry out 

adequate investigations and criminal prosecutions, 

and in some countries, non-state actors are able 

to abuse women human rights defenders with 

impunity.

For example, Aruna Mamei of Amnesty 

International talked about the difficulty of ensuring 

accountability in post-conflict situations through 
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state sponsored mechanisms like the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission in Sierra Leone. For 

politicians, bringing non-state perpetrators of 

abuses against women human rights defenders 

to justice is a difficult balancing act in a fragile 

democracy.

The list of non-state actors is a long and complex 

one, and includes families, communities 

and traditional social hierarchies, as well as 

fundamentalist, paramilitary and other more 

formally organised groups. These agents will be 

discussed more fully in section two and three.

Use of restrictive legislation
Radhika Coomaraswamy, former UN Special 

Rapporteur on Violence against Women named 

the consequences of the ‘War on Terror’ as one 

of the biggest challenges facing the human rights 

movement today. This was echoed by many 

speakers and participants in the consultation, who 

believe that their governments are using anti-

terrorist legislation to curtail the rights of women 

human rights defenders.

In addition, participants talked about the rise of 

conservatism in other areas of government. In 

this context, conservatism refers to the adoption 

of perspectives and policies that oppose change 

and innovation in order to protect the established 

societal order, with the inevitable consequence 

of oppressing marginalised groups and sectors of 

society.

The workshop including participants from Africa 

and Asia Pacific countries identified that many 

states in the region are characterised by conflict, 

militarization and growing conservatism. A 

combination of weak law enforcement for crimes 

against individuals, with strong repressive laws 

means many women human rights defenders are 

under threat.

Delegates from sub-Saharan Africa and the 

Middle East also discussed the effects of the 

formal or official adoption of fundamentalist 

legal systems, including Sharia law in Nigeria 

and elsewhere. Sanctioning and legitimisation 

of anti-women frameworks, such as adoption of 

‘traditional’ punishments for women’s ‘crimes’, is 

a rising threat to activists in many countries.

Conclusions
Women human rights defenders continue to be 

abused at the hands of the state in a multiplicity 

of ways, both directly and indirectly. At the same 

time, governments are key actors in developing 

ways of preventing abuses against activists, and 

in bringing perpetrators to justice. 

As the primary unit of social and economic 

justice, the state has a significant responsibility 

towards its citizens, including women human 

rights defenders and defenders of the human 

rights of women. At present, many governments 

who pay public lip service to international human 

rights frameworks and legislation are guilty of 

perpetrating abuse themselves, and of allowing 

others to do so with impunity.

Women human rights defenders must continue to 

use international mechanisms, including the UN, 

as well as solidarity and network building activities 

to bring pressure to bear on the governments that 

abuse them and try to suppress their activism. 

Ways of achieving state accountability are 

discussed in more detail in Sections Five and Six 

of this report.
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State and non-state actors
While states have long been recognised as key 

actors in the suppression of human rights, the 

scope of responsibility among non-state actors 

is a relatively new subject of discussion. In many 

cases, it is the clear responsibility of governments 

to exact justice and prevent non-state actors 

from abusing women human rights defenders. 

However, the boundaries between some non-

state actors and the state itself can be extremely 

blurred in practice.

Threats posed by non-state agents include those 

from religious and fundamentalist groups, as well 

as paramilitary and transnational organisations. 

In addition, they may include families and 

communities – in short, any part of a society in 

which women human rights defenders live and 

work. In theory, all these groups are subject to 

national and international law. In practice, this is 

often not the case.

In many cases, non-state actors are particularly 

vicious and focused in their attacks on women 

using their gender as a means of abuse. As Hina 

Jilani said in her opening keynote address to 

the meeting, ‘women human rights defenders 

face greater and different risks because they are 

women. They are targets because they often 

defy social norms of ‘femininity’. The consultation 

considered many types of non-state actor, of 

which the most commonly mentioned were 

fundamentalist groups, paramilitary groups and 

other armed factions, transnational corporations, 

and other activists.

Fundamentalist groups
Mariame Helie Lucas of Women Living Under 

Muslim Laws defined the link between 

fundamentalist groups and the state when she 

said in her presentation on abuses committed by 

non-state actors that fundamentalism is essentially 

a political movement that uses religion as a 

tool to access power. She discussed the failure 

by many other groups, including human rights 

organisations, to analyse this situation adequately, 

and pointed out that this lapse has often led to 

the appropriation of human rights concepts by 

fundamentalist groups. As a result, fundamentalist 

groups are frequently able to violate the rights of 

women and women human rights defenders with 

near total impunity, as they themselves claim to 

be victims of state human rights violations.

Two : Non-State Actor Abuses against Women 
Human Rights Defenders

“We need to reclaim our cultures and shape them in our own ways”
Amal Hadi, New Women Foundation, Egypt

Amal Hadi, New Women Foundation. Photo by: Nehama 
Jayewardene.
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For women human rights defenders, 

fundamentalist groups, whether they use Islam, 

Roman Catholicism or any other religion as 

the basis of their claim on power, tend to be 

extremely dangerous. In most instances, they 

invoke alliances with the State or try to enter 

the political mainstream and influence political 

decisions. Their politics are invariably strongly 

and strictly conservative. They wield ideological 

influence through cultural and social norms 

of ‘family values’ and  ‘motherhood’ that are 

intrinsically anti-women.  Restriction of basic 

rights like freedom of movement and speech and 

the right to mobilise is also common.

Fundamentalism is a growing problem for women 

human rights defenders in most parts of the 

world, including North America, Europe, the 

Middle East and North Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, 

South Asia, Asia Pacific, and Latin America. The 

impact of fundamentalism on women human 

rights defenders is widespread, examples 

included:

 In Algeria, the position of fundamentalists as 

victims of state oppression has led to near 

total immunity for their abuses of women 

human rights defenders on an international 

basis.

 In Senegal, religious leaders accuse women 

human rights defenders of being bad 

Muslims through the press, with serious 

consequences for their ability to live and 

work in their communities.

 In Nigeria, the introduction of Sharia law 

in parts of the country has led to the 

sanctioning of abuses against women 

human rights defenders, and women in 

general.

 In Canada, political candidates who 

supported the legalisation of same sex 

marriage found themselves targets of a 

systematic campaign aimed at destroying 

their chances of election organised by 

elements of the Catholic Church.

 In Argentina a consortium of conservative 

Catholic organisations presented a petition 

to the government for the removal of the 

NGO Catholics for Free Choice’s licence 

to operate, on the basis that they were an 

illegal organisation.

Paramilitary groups
Paramilitary groups are frequently closely allied 

with the state and used to commit abuses, or 

are themselves agents of state power. As with 

fundamentalist groups, they are closely linked 

to the pursuit of political power and its use to 

oppress women human rights defenders and 

other activist groups in society.

For example, in many parts of Latin America, 

instances of femicide are often closely linked 

to paramilitary or drug related organisations. 

These are often granted near total or total 

impunity in the community, backed up by judges 

and the police. Participants from several Latin 

American countries talked about situations where 

their attempts to protect women from these 

groups had resulted in abuses against activists 

themselves, including damage to property and 

offices, as well as threats of physical violence.

Rebel groups
Rebel groups are distinct from paramilitary groups 

in that they are armed factions that commit 

violations while fighting against the state.

Women human rights defenders are particularly 

vulnerable to attack by these groups in situations 

where they and their organisations are identified 

with existing political structures. For example, 

Aruna Mamei of Amnesty International talked 

about her personal experiences during the Sierra 
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Leone civil war, when rebel groups believed 

Amnesty International was supportive of the 

incumbent government. Abuses committed 

against her included the burning of her home, 

vandalism of her village, and murders and rapes 

among her family and friends.

Transnational Organisations
Many participants in the consultation mentioned 

transnational organisations as increasingly 

serious perpetrators of human rights abuses, and 

particularly against women. Frequently, cases of 

abuse by corporations are closely linked to land 

rights, or rights to water and shelter.

While these abuses are not as clearly targeted 

against women human rights defenders in 

particular as is the case with some other groups 

of non-state actors, women who work as activists 

against abuses by transnational organisations are 

often personally victims of the violations they are 

seeking to highlight.

Other Activists
Women human rights defenders are also 

commonly victims of abuse, and particularly 

marginalisation, at the hands of other activists, 

including those who work in the human rights 

field.

Some women human rights defenders, 

particularly those who work in lesbian, gay, 

bisexual and transgender rights find it hard to be 

accepted by the wider human rights movement 

at all. For example, Lohana Berkins of the 

Association for the Struggle for Transgender 

Identity in Argentina talked to the consultation of 

the need for organisations like her own to break 

down barriers within the women’s movement, the 

lesbian and gay movement, and the human rights 

movement in order to be accepted as legitimate.

Others find themselves the victims of situations 

where the rights they fight for are treated as 

marginal, or culturally inappropriate by other 

activists. The workshop group from South Asia 

talked about the frequently hostile view of male 

counterparts when they were talking about 

women’s rights specifically. Male activists have 

in the past suggested that women have ‘enough’ 

rights in South Asia, and that it is wiser not to 

rock the boat with discussions of issues like 

lesbianism.

Conclusions
Women human rights defenders regularly suffer 

abuse at the hands of a wide range of non-state 

actors, particularly those who seek to wield 

political or military power. In many cases, the 

state does not fulfil its responsibility to protect 

activists from crimes committed by the groups 

discussed above, or family and community groups 

who will be discussed further in the next section.

Until recently, the role of these non-state actors 

has been overshadowed by the prominence given 

to state violations in traditional human rights 

work. However, there is growing pressure to 

consider and take action against non-state groups 

using the instruments provided in international 

law.

Women human rights defenders are also often 

victims of abuse at the hands of other activists, 

including the wider human rights movement. In 

her keynote speech to the consultation, Hina Jilani 

recognised that women human rights defenders 

face threats that are specific to them as women, 

and pledged her support for the development of 

tools and mechanisms that will change this.
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Family, community and unaccountability
The role of families and community in the abuse 

of women human rights defenders is a complex 

one. On the one hand, families of women 

human rights defenders (and sometimes their 

communities) can find themselves targeted 

for harassment, intimidation, humiliation, 

threats and abuses as retribution for the work 

of women human rights defenders within their 

circles. On the other, families and community 

may themselves be the perpetrators of 

abuse in situations where activism is seen as 

unacceptable, inappropriate or un-feminine.

In both kinds of situation, however, seeking 

redress for abuses committed on or by families 

and community can be particularly difficult to 

achieve. In many cases, it is simply argued 

that violations that have occurred are private 

issues, rather than cases for criminal courts 

or public investigation. Some activists may be 

reluctant to name their family or community 

members as abusers publicly because of loyalty 

and the fear that they will face wider social or 

economic consequences, including damaging 

family reputation, jailing the male breadwinner 

in the family, or being accused of betraying the 

community or movement.

Abuse of family and community
Many participants talked about the way in which 

state and non-state agents who abuse them 

and their colleagues make use of their families 

and communities to maximise the damage they 

cause.

The workshop group including participants 

from the Asia Pacific region talked about the 

persecution that many families face if one of 

their female members is an activist . Abduction 

of a family member, harassment or intimidation 

in some situations lead to the activist giving up 

on her work in order to protect her family from 

threats from the state, community, or other non-

state actors.

The workshop group made up of delegates 

from Sub-Saharan Africa also talked about the 

effect of very traditional cultures on families of 

women human rights defenders. These include 

stigmatisation of whole families, and ostracism 

of women human right defenders’ children 

Three : Family and Community Based Abuses 
against Women Human Rights Defenders
 
“Sometimes our families give us sustenance.  
Sometimes they are our most unaccountable abusers.”
Susana Fried, International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission, USA

Susana Fried, International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights 
Commission, USA. Photo by: Nehama Jayewardene.
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in society. Families of women human rights 

defenders bear the brunt of their activism in 

a context where activists are generally seen 

as subverting cultural norms and practices or 

violating ‘tradition’.

Many others talked about situations where threats 

of physical violence to women human rights 

defenders and their families lead to homelessness 

or separation. Luz Marina Monzón of the 

Comisión Colombiana de Juristas spoke about 

the difficulties of her organisation’s efforts to 

engage the Colombian state in providing material 

protection for families who are displaced or under 

threat from non-state actors including paramilitary 

groups.

Family and community as abusers
However, families and local communities can 

also be significant abusers of women human 

rights defenders or defenders of the human 

rights of women. This is particularly the case in 

communities where women are expected to 

conform to strict ideals of femininity, and also 

where women human rights defenders work 

primarily on lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 

(LGBT) and sexual rights.

In some communities, it is simply unacceptable 

for women to be visible and voluble outside 

the domestic sphere. In her speech to the 

consultation, Ruth del Valle Cóbar talked about 

how many men in Guatemala and elsewhere in 

Central and Latin America refuse to allow the 

women in their families to be activists, even as 

they publicly espouse their support for women’s 

rights and human rights in principle.

In her presentation on community and family, 

Ndeye Nafissatou Faye of Reseau Siggil Jigeen 

in Senegal talked about the challenges women 

human rights defenders face in many African 

societies where religion and longstanding 

traditions and customs combine to put pressure 

on activists to conform. In these situations, it 

is not only their families that are stigmatised.   

Many women human rights defenders in African 

countries face threats of divorce and economic 

ruin, social ostracism, and physical violence as 

a result of their determination to defend human 

rights and women’s rights in particular.

Many of the participants who talked about abuse 

at the hands of their communities and families 

did so in the context of the consequences of 

their activism on those around them. Noeline 

Nabulivou of Women’s Action for Change in Fiji 

explained how the impact of her work on her 

family and community was increasingly making it 

difficult for her to carry out her work. In a situation 

where parents and families are routinely harassed 

by church, state and community, it is inevitable 

that the family members themselves begin to put 

pressure on activists to give up their work.

Justifying abuse through cultural 
relativism
Radhika Coomaraswamy identified cultural 

relativism as a challenge to the human rights 

Ndeye Nafissatou Faye, Reseau Siggil Jigeen, Senegal, talked 
about traditions and customs that pressure women human 
rights defenders in Africa.  Photo by:  Nehama Jayewardene
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movement as a whole in her speech to the 

consultation. She pointed out that there is 

questioning of the universality of women’s human 

rights in some situations, and that this must be 

resisted.

This problem is particularly acute in situations 

where traditional, religious and customary law is 

strong. In many parts of Asia and Africa practices 

like female genital mutilation and (so-called) honour 

killings are currently allowed to continue because 

of the blurring of boundaries between public 

(criminal) acts and private (“customary”) ones. It is 

important that these issues should be identified as 

methods of severe abuse at the hands of families 

and communities, to be equated to torture and 

murder, rather than tolerated as ‘traditional’.

The problem of cultural relativism is also relevant 

in discussions of what kinds of activism are 

‘appropriate’ in particular regions. For example, 

LGBT issues are largely suppressed in most 

of Sub-Saharan Africa at present, for fear of 

stigmatisation and in some cases the prospect 

of torture and killing, often state sanctioned. 

Addressing these concerns is perceived as 

‘culturally inappropriate’ in many of these 

communities.

Conclusions
As the closest personal influences and 

relationships that most women human rights 

defenders have, families and communities are 

often used as a weapon against activists, even 

as families and communities themselves act as 

perpetrators of abuse.

In many cases, these kinds of abuse are extremely 

effective in stopping women human rights 

defenders from carrying out their work. If family or 

community members are used to attack activists, 

through threats, ostracism, kidnap and physical 

attack, it is often almost impossible for women 

human rights defenders to continue with their 

work. If families and communities attack women 

human rights defenders themselves, the results 

can be devastating and deeply isolating.

In all the situations described above, one of the 

most intractable problems is making the link 

between the abuse and criminal behaviour. In many 

cases, instances of family or community abuse are 

simply seen as personal or private, rather than the 

grounds for political or legal intervention.

As Hina Jilani put it in her keynote speech to the 

consultation:

“When women human rights defenders are 

attacked, or verbally abused, or ostracised, or 

raped, or murdered, they are treated as victims 

– not as human rights defenders. This weakens 

the cause. These women are victims because 

they dare to uphold women’s rights and human 

rights. We need to find ways to fight this political 

struggle, and to break down existing structures 

and rebuild them.”

Hina Jilani, UN Special Representative on Human Rights 
Defenders. Photo by: Nehama Jayewardene.
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Sex and sexuality
Using sex and sexuality as a weapon against 

women human rights defenders is a common, 

complex and often devastating way of attacking 

the validity of their work, and of their ability to 

carry it out. Each of the first three sections of 

this report contains multiple examples of ways 

in which state and non-state agents alike use 

gender – from traditional ideas about ‘femininity’ 

and ‘masculinity’ (or femaleness and maleness as 

the full extent of the gender spectrum), to violent 

sexual abuse – to undermine or put a stop to the 

work of women human rights activists.

For women human rights defenders, the use of 

sex and sexuality means that sexual harassment 

or assaults committed against them is seldom 

recognised as an actionable wrong. If it is at 

considered an offence at all, it tends to be 

classified as a common crime, devoid of any 

political significance.

And for other defenders of women’s rights, 

particularly LGBT activists, the consequences 

are often worse. Sexual violence against them is 

seldom considered by state, family or community 

as worthy of redress. So, like other women 

human rights defenders, they are hardly referred 

to as victims. But what can be more devastating 

is that colleagues in the human rights and other 

movements find it hard to consider them as 

victims at all.

The particular power of sex and sexuality based 

attacks against women is one of the key reasons 

why the UN Special Representative of Human 

Rights Defenders encouraged organisations to 

convene the consultation. In her keynote speech 

Four : Sex and Sexuality Based Abuses against 
Women Human Rights Defenders
 
“Many human rights organisations find it hard to consider us as victims.”
Lohana Berkins, Association for the Struggle for Transgender Identity, Argentina

Lunch Caucus among participants on Diverse Sexualities.  Photo by: Hseng Noung
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to the meeting, Hina Jilani noted that: “while 

women human rights defenders work as hard as 

their male counterparts, the risks they face are 

different. By becoming human rights defenders, 

women become visible, defying social norms of 

femininity. They risk verbal abuse, sexual abuse 

and rape – and a host of social consequences that 

men rarely face.”

Sexual abuse
Many participants to the consultation talked about 

sexual violence as a commonplace aspect of their 

experience as women human rights defenders. 

Several delegates from Latin America reported 

that there is a high risk of rape at the hands of 

police or non-state actors, particularly in situations 

where offices and premises are raided.

Aruna Mamei of Amnesty International in Sierra 

Leone talked about the rape of a woman in her 

village – a reprisal by rebel forces for her work as 

a woman human rights defender. She also raised 

the case of Fannyann Eddy, who was repeatedly 

raped in the attack that led to her death in 2004. It 

seems likely that Fannyann’s identity as a lesbian, 

and willingness to speak up about LGBT issues in 

Sierra Leone was a major factor in this fatal attack.

Sexual assault is used not only as a way to abuse 

and threaten women human rights defenders, 

but also as a method of reducing their status as 

activists. Often, women human rights defenders 

who are sexually abused are treated as victims of 

regular crime, rather than as activists who have 

been targeted as a result of their work.

Sexuality baiting
Sexuality baiting is a range of practices that 

manipulate attitudes and prejudices about 

women’s sexuality to intimidate, humiliate, 

embarrass, stifle or discourage women from 

organizing around, or addressing issues of 

sexuality, sexual and other human rights. As a 

form of abuse commonly directed against women 

human rights defenders, it can have serious 

consequences for individuals, by tainting their 

reputation, causing psychological distress, and, in 

some cases, leading to social ostracism, loss of 

funding and loss of employment.  Moreover, it can 

result in threats or actual violence against women 

human rights defenders and defenders of the 

human rights of women.

As with sexual attacks, there were multiple 

accounts of sexuality baiting presented to the 

consultation meeting. These included:

 Women human rights defenders Africa, 

Central and Latin America are routinely called 

lesbians as a direct result of their activism, 

regardless of their sexual identification. In 

many societies, this can lead to ostracism, 

exclusion, physical harassment, sexual 

assault and other forms of violence.

 LGBT activists in Europe and North America, 

where coming out is often easier than in 

other parts of the world, find that sexuality 

baiting takes on new taboo forms. Women 

human rights defenders working in the 

LGBT field may find themselves accused of 

perversion, paedophilia, bestiality, and incest.

 Sexuality baiting is also common in Asia 

Pacific and South Asian countries including 

accusing women human rights activists of 

promoting ‘Western’ or ‘alien’ cultures, or 

held responsible for the break-up of families.

Marginalisation of LGBT Rights
Activists working to protect and advance the 

rights of LGBT communities come under 

particular pressure in terms of sexuality based 

attacks. They are also often marginalised as 

a group by other parts of the human rights 

movement.
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Cynthia Rothschild of the Center for Women’s 

Global Leadership talked in her presentation to 

the consultation on sexuality based attacks about 

the wide range of abuses that LGBT activists 

experience at the hands of state and non-state 

actors, including families and communities 

– and even the wider human rights movement. 

Violations can include the use of psychiatric 

incarceration and psychotropic drugs, as well as 

the use of the media to harass activists, and in 

some cases abuses extend to extortion, blackmail, 

or forced sex.

Lohana Berkins of the Association for the Struggle 

for Transgender Identity in Argentina described 

the difficulties experienced by transgender 

human rights activists in their struggle even 

to be recognised within the gender spectrum. 

She talked about state denials of the right to 

education and health for transsexuals, as well 

common abuses perpetrated by families on their 

transgender offspring.

In addition, Lohana and others talked about the 

struggle for transgender activists to be welcomed 

into the gay and lesbian movement – and in turn 

for the LGBT movement to be accepted into the 

wider human rights community. As in the case 

of cultural relativism in South Asia, described in 

Section Two of this report, there is a sense that 

for many activists, mainstreaming LGBT issues is 

simply not ‘culturally correct’, and hence, at best, 

a low priority.

Conclusions
Talking about sex and sexuality based attacks 

on women human rights defenders is both an 

essential part of breaking the silence on abuse, 

and one that it is extremely difficult for many 

people to face up to. In many parts of the world 

talking about sexuality requires breaking strong 

social and cultural taboos, and talking about 

sexualities beyond heterosexuality is doubly so. 

It is of course, this taboo that makes sexuality 

based attacks so especially devastating for 

women human rights defenders.

One of the most important principles behind 

dealing with sexual and sexuality based attacks 

is to make the connection between the attack 

and the work an activist does. At present, it is 

too easy for governments to treat sexuality based 

attacks as personal crimes, rather than political 

statements.

It is also vital that the human rights movement 

accepts and welcomes the activism of those 

working in the fields of sexual rights and sexuality 

into the mainstream. Women human rights 

defenders in all fields need to find the courage to 

share their diverse stories of sex and sexuality-

based attacks – to acknowledge these as a far 

reaching and wide ranging strategy used by state 

and non-state actors to immobilise women human 

rights defenders and defenders of the human 

rights of women.
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Developing strategies to protect women human 

rights defenders against abuses at the hands of 

the agents described in Part 1 of this report is 

the vital next step towards breaking the cycle of 

violation, once the silence on abuse has been 

lifted.

The consultation included two main ways in 

which women human rights defenders might 

approach strategy development. The first was 

through the use of instruments and tools that 

exist at international and regional level to protect 

individuals against human rights abuses – and to 

bring perpetrators to justice.

Although the use of these instruments carries 

great potential, it is clear that women human 

rights defenders need to be well organised and 

networked in order to take full advantage of the 

protection and redress they can offer. Related 

to this are the mechanisms for protection that 

women human rights activists have developed 

themselves. In this sense, it is also vital for 

activists to continue to interact with one another – 

and work on ways to share information, resources 

and experiences on a regular basis.

The strategy development that took place at the 

consultation meeting is, of course, just the first 

step. By providing the space for women human 

rights defenders to talk and network in Colombo, 

the International Co-ordinating Committee hopes 

it has acted as a catalyst to future co-operation 

and active sisterhood.

Part 2 : Developing Strategies for Protection

Workshop among participants on key actions for future collaborations on women human rights defenders.  Photo by: Nehama 
Jayewardene
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Defining external strategies
Women human rights defenders have at their 

disposal a growing range of tools and instruments 

that have been developed at international and 

regional levels to protect human rights and human 

rights defenders more particularly. However, at 

present it is not always clear to activists how 

these can be accessed and used. The consultation 

meeting discussed many of these instruments 

in detail, with the aim of sharing expertise with 

participants, and enabling more of them to use 

them effectively in the future.

Among the most important entities in terms of 

developing tools and instruments is the United 

Nations. Useful UN mechanisms include the 

Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, and 

also the existence of special procedures, which 

include the offices of Special Representatives, 

Special Rapporteurs, Working Groups and other 

UN Special Procedures mandate holders). This 

includes not only those who cover human rights 

defenders and violence against women, but also 

those who deal with a wide range of related 

issues including torture, housing, health, and 

racism.

In addition, emerging international institutions 

like the International Criminal Court can be useful 

instruments of redress against abusers. At the 

national level, there are increasing numbers of 

national human rights commissions and other 

international and domestic tools that can be used 

– particularly in countries with a recent history of 

civil strife or widespread state abuse of human 

rights.

Using these instruments requires knowing of their 

existence, and understanding how to use them 

to full effectiveness. This is a key area where 

women human rights defenders, brought together 

through the international consultation, can work 

together to pool knowledge and maximise the 

effectiveness with which activists use these tools.

The UN declaration on human rights 
defenders
Central to the available external strategies for 

tackling abuses against women human rights 

defenders is the fact that the work they do, to 

protect and fight for their own human rights, and 

those of others, is a legitimate activity. This basic 

principle is clearly enshrined in the United Nations 

Declaration on Human Rights Defenders (General 

Assembly Resolution 53/144, 8 March 1999).

The Declaration can be a powerful advocacy tool 

for women human rights defenders who are 

seeking to be able to carry out their work free 

from abuses of the kinds set out in Part 1 of this 

report. It was adopted by the General Assembly, 

which includes every state represented at the 

consultation meeting, and as a result can be used 

with other binding human rights instruments 

to call governments to account over their own 

abuses of women human rights defenders, and 

for their responsibilities to protect activists from 

the abuses of non-state actors. 

The Declaration explicitly affirms a wide range 

of human rights that activists can expect to 

be respected as they carry out their work, not 

by vesting new rights, but by applying existing 

Five : External Strategies for Tackling Abuses
 
“We don’t have to be martyrs to be women human rights defenders.  
We have the right to carry out our work”
Julie de Rivero, International Service for Human Rights, Switzerland
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human rights to human rights defenders. 

These include the right to association, which 

is particularly useful for women human rights 

defenders who find it difficult to form NGOs in 

situations where the government strictly controls 

the registration and funding of organisations. 

They also include the right to study, discuss and 

hold independent opinions – and to draw public 

attention to these, again an invaluable principle 

in situations where governments attempt to limit 

expression, and censor the press.

Moreover, the Declaration does not define 

defenders strictly, with the result that it can be 

applied to volunteers and individuals, as well as 

NGOs. In addition, it encompasses those working 

across a wide range of issues – including civil, 

political, economic, social, LGBT, and migrant 

rights.

UN Special Representatives and 
Rapporteurs
The offices of UN Special Representatives, 

Special Rapporteurs, Working Groups and other 

UN Special Procedures mandate holders occupy a 

unique position in the UN system, simultaneously 

independent of the organisation and yet often 

influential at the very heart of it.

These independent experts or groups work by 

gathering evidence on specific topics through a 

range of mediums, including fact finding visits and 

compiling written evidence from organisations 

and individuals. They provide analysis and 

independent advice to the UN, which helps shape 

policymaking at an official level, via the Secretary 

General’s office (Special Representatives) or 

the UN Commission on Human Rights (Special 

Rapporteurs and Working Groups), They also act 

individually, for example writing to governments 

that they believe to be in violation of human 

rights legislation and engaging governments 

in constructive dialogue. Additionally, Special 

Representatives often produce special reports on 

particular topics, an important part of developing 

the body of analysis on issues including human 

rights. 

Women human rights defenders can interact with 

Special Rapporteurs and Representatives in a 

range of ways. First, they can submit testimony 

of instances of abuse, an approach that was used 

extensively at the consultation meeting through 

a series of private meetings. This can also be 

achieved by writing to directly to Rapporteurs and 

Representatives.

Second, they can collate evidence on abuses 

against women human rights defenders over a 

period of time, either as an individual organisation, 

or on a national or regional basis, or by type of 

abuse. This evidence can be submitted, either for 

inclusion in a special report, or as a spur to action 

on a specific topic.

Third, women human rights defenders can 

use the work that Special Representatives do 

as a way of putting pressure on state and non 

Julie de Rivero, International Service for Human Rights, 
Switzerland. Photo by: Hseng Noung.
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state actors that abuse them. As with the UN 

Declaration on Human Rights, reports produced 

by Representatives can be presented to the UN 

to highlight patterns of abuse and adopted as 

recommendations for actions by states.

The International Criminal Court
Vahida Nainar of the Women’s Initiative for Gender 

Justice Initiative, based in The Hague, spoke to 

the consultation about the International Criminal 

Court Statute. As she pointed out, this instrument 

is an important partner to the UN mechanisms 

described above, and other regional initiatives, 

since it has the power to hold individuals 

responsible for criminal acts in a court of law.

The International Criminal Court is important in a 

number of ways. First, it is the first global court 

to deal with individual criminal responsibility. It 

recognises no immunity of any kind, including that 

of people working in official capacities or as heads 

of state. Neither does it recognise any statue of 

limitations. As a result, it is a powerful instrument 

against even the most well protected of state and 

non-state abusers. It only applies, however, to 

those states that have ratified the Statute.

Second, the International Criminal Court has 

taken a number of steps to deal specifically with 

gender-based violence and crimes committed 

against women. The definition of genocide has 

been further clarified to include sexual violence, 

while persecution based on gender has also been 

explicitly recognised as crime.

Third, the International Criminal Court takes up 

individual responsibility for crimes, regardless 

of the source of abuse. In terms of state 

responsibility this includes direct abuses as 

well as those violations that result from a 

government’s failure to protect its citizens from 

non-state actors. However, it is important to note 

that individual cases of abuse cannot be brought; 

the court requires evidence of systematic patterns 

of abuse for these violations to achieve the status 

of crimes against humanity.

As with the UN Declaration on Human Rights 

Defenders and UN Special procedures, the 

International Criminal Court is a tool that women 

human rights defenders can use to bring abusers 

to account. However, effective use of this 

mechanism, and all the others mentioned in this 

section depends heavily on the ability of activists 

to mobilise and work together more effectively in 

the future.

It is this solidarity building and networking that is 

the main focus of the next section.
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Working Together
On the third day of the consultation, participants 

were asked to suggest two topics for workshops 

in areas of interest to them personally. This 

experimental approach towards programming the 

final part of the meeting proved highly successful, 

generating nine distinct sessions, according to 

themes and actions, as follows:

Themes

 Violence and femicide

 Sexual and reproductive rights

 Mental health

 Non-state actors

 State accountability and international 

instruments 

 Neo-liberal globalization

Actions

 Security and protection 

 Networking

 Advocacy and campaigning

 Capacity building and training

An examination of the requests for sessions made 

by participants shows some useful clustering of 

interests. Sometimes these occur across regional 

lines (for example, women based in Latin America 

and South Asia have a particular interest in the 

issue of femicide). Others are more widely spread 

(for example, concerns about the mental health of 

activists), but all these clusters represent potential 

areas where women human rights defenders have 

scope to work together in the future, developing 

their own strategies.

The workshops on ways in which women human 

rights defenders can organise and work together 

to strengthen their collective position produced 

the following action points for individuals and the 

group as a whole:

Security & Protection

 Develop regional networks for the protection 

of women human rights defenders. These 

also need to be linked to international 

organisations for situations that require 

urgent response.

Networking

 Set up formal regional networks in a range 

of continents, including Africa, Central Asia 

and newly independent states, Middle East 

and Latin America. The intention is to raise 

awareness, provide solidarity and strengthen 

national and local efforts.

Advocacy & Campaigning

 Be sure to campaign with care at all times 

– and never allow individuals to be put in 

danger.

 Raise awareness of abuses against women 

human rights defenders through research 

on what happens to activists, encouraging 

others to join the campaign, and pressing 

the gender issue that is central to this 

problem.

 Take the opportunity to tell everyone at 

home about the lessons learned from the 

consultation.

 Use and strengthen existing international 

instruments, and lobby for a UN Convention 

Six : Internal Strategies for Tackling Abuses
 
“There is no better protection for women human rights defenders than the 
strength and support of our own movement”
Hina Jilani, UN Special Representative to the Secretary General on Human Rights Defenders
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on women human rights defenders or 

similar.

 Celebrate the anniversary of the consultation 

by designating 29th November as an 

International Day for women human rights 

defenders, as part of the 16 days of activism 

campaign.

 Mark the International Day for women human 

rights defenders using a range of events, 

including rallies, awards, commemorations, 

panel discussions and mock tribunals.

Capacity Building & Training

 Translate the Declaration on Human Rights 

Defenders into more languages.

 Develop capacity building activities for law 

enforcement professionals, government 

agencies and others on the issues of women 

human rights defenders.

 Develop guidelines for women human rights 

defenders to address violations within the 

human rights and other movements.

In addition, it is important for women human 

rights defenders to find new ways of working 

together to address some of the common 

concerns they have identified in the workshops. 

They have recommended actions to address the 

following common concerns: 

Violence & Femicide

 Raise awareness of violence and femicide 

related issues through the media.

 Pool information among NGOs, particularly in 

critical areas for organisational development 

including funding, physical protection, and the 

professionalisation of organisations. 

 Provide training for law enforcement 

professionals, social workers, and 

community-based groups, including religious 

leaders, on femicide as a human rights issue.

 Include information on abuses against 

women human rights defenders in a 

forthcoming Latin America regional report on 

femicide.

Sexual & Reproductive Rights

 Organise more security training, an especially 

vital skill for activists in this particular field.

 Lobby to ensure sexual and reproductive 

rights issues are given adequate space 

and consideration by the human rights 

movement.

 Consider organising a name and shame list 

of those countries where activists’ work is 

made illegal because of restrictive legislation 

on these issues.

State Accountability & International 

Instruments

 Use a range of strategies to raise public 

awareness of the abuses committed by 

the states against women human rights 

defenders, including mass media and e-mail 

campaigns.

 Make full use of the available international 

and regional instruments and mechanisms 

for the protection of women human 

rights defenders, including the UN 

Special Representatives and Rapporteurs, 

embassies, the African and Inter-American 

Commissions and the European Union 

guidelines on human rights defenders.

 Organise training at grassroots level to 

ensure people are aware of the forms of 

redress that exist for their protection.

Neo-Liberal Globalisation

 Create coalitions organised along thematic 

lines, but linked by the fact that all are related 

to human rights activism against neo-liberal 

globalisation.
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The first international consultation on women 

human rights defenders provided activists from 

over seventy countries worldwide with three key 

resources.

First, the meeting succeeded in its goal of creating 

a safe space for women human rights defenders 

to break the silence on the abuses that they face. 

Individuals were able to name and describe the 

things that happen to them, and the group was 

able to codify abuses. It was also particularly 

valuable for participants to be able to see that they 

are not alone in the violations that threaten them, 

and that there is the potential for solidarity with 

other activists on a worldwide basis.

Second, the meeting began the process of 

identifying strategies for tackling abuses 

committed against women human rights 

defenders. These included a series of instruments, 

including the UN system, regional mechanisms 

on human rights abuses, and the International 

Criminal Court. They also included strategies that 

can and should be developed within the women 

human rights defenders’ community itself – 

solidarity building and networking techniques such 

as action alerts, and the pooling of information and 

other resources.

Third, and perhaps most important of all, the 

consultation provided women human rights 

defenders with the opportunity to meet one 

another, to compare experiences, and to build new 

alliances that will stand them in good stead in the 

years to come. Workshops on the final day of the 

consultation produced a range of concrete action 

points for the future. It is now the responsibility of 

each and every participant to take these forward, 

working as individuals, in their organisations, and 

with their colleagues across the world.

Seven : Conclusion
 
“In 2006 we intend to celebrate the International Day of Women Human Rights 
Defenders on November 29th. We hope that everyone here will be able to find 
some way to join us in that”
Sunila Abeysekara, INFORM, Sri Lanka

Solidarity rally between the participants and local groups to mark the “16 Days of Activism” held at Galle Face Centre Road, 
Colombo, Sri Lanka on 30 November 2005.  Photo by: Hseng Noung 
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Framing the Issues
The first day of the meeting focused on 

the broad goals of the consultation, and on 

identifying the range and complexity of the 

issues and threats that currently face women 

human rights defenders across the world.

The term ‘women human rights defenders’ 

includes all women who work on human rights 

related issues, many of whom face gender 

specific harassment, marginalisation and 

violence as a direct result of their activism. It 

also includes all activists who focus on human 

rights issues specifically related to gender and 

sexuality, which includes many men as well as 

women.

At the heart of the aims of the International 

Campaign for Women Human Rights Defenders 

is the need to recognise the very significant 

contribution of women human rights defenders 

towards the advancement of human rights for 

all people. But at the same time, it is vital to 

ensure that these activists can expect to operate 

in an environment that is not only safe, but also 

actively supportive of their work.

The consultation is therefore focused on a single 

goal: identifying and developing new strategies for 

protecting women human rights defenders against 

a range of sources of abuse and persecution, 

with the aim of ensuring that activists can carry 

out their work free of persecution, violence and 

harassment in the future. The Campaign has 

identified four distinct areas of threat to women 

human rights defenders: states, non-state 

actors, families and communities, and sexual and 

sexuality based attacks.

State-sponsored persecution and violence is 

something that has always been central to the 

agenda of the human rights movement. The 

meeting listened to testimony about the attitude 

of the Guatemalan government, as well as others 

in Latin America, towards listening to and acting 

on complaints of abuse made by women human 

rights defenders. This ‘dialogue of the deaf’ sees 

a situation where activists have the right to be 

Annex 1 : Daily Summaries
 

Participants at the opening plenary. Photo by: Nehama Jayewardene



2626

heard by the authorities – but not to expect action 

that will ensure they are able to operate in safety 

and with adequate resources.

The other three areas identified by the Campaign 

have historically received much less attention 

within the human rights movement:

Threats that are posed by a broad range of non-

state agents include those from religious and 

fundamentalist groups, as well as paramilitary 

and trans-national organizations. Delegates 

heard about the experience of women human 

rights defenders who try to mobilize in Algeria. 

As female victims of human rights abuse are 

invisible, so too are those who work to defend 

them. Further, the position of fundamentalists 

themselves as victims of human rights violations 

by the state has led to the creation of a hierarchy 

of victims, with those abused by non-state agents 

at the bottom of the pile.

Third, the consultation will consider violations 

connected with families and communities in 

which activists live and work. The meeting 

heard about the decline of women human rights 

defenders in Sub-Saharan Africa, and Senegal 

specifically, where the confinement of women to 

traditional roles results in significant pressures. 

Three kinds of challenge for women activists were 

identified. First, sacrifice, where women human 

rights defenders are forced to choose between 

managing their work and their family life. Second, 

many women human rights defenders experience 

fear, facing social rejection and aggression as a 

result of generally negative perceptions of the 

term feminism in African societies. And third, 

culpability, and the social opprobrium that leads 

many women human rights defenders to ask 

themselves if their work is worth the sacrifices 

they make and the fear they experience.

Finally, sexual rights and sexuality based attacks, 

are a common abuse of women human rights 

defenders, rooted in activists’ challenging of 

social norms and their vulnerability to threats of 

this kind. Delegates heard that this particularly 

potent kind of abuse affects both defenders of 

sexual rights, ranging from the right to freedom 

from violence and coercion to the right to privacy, 

and those who work to defend LGBT rights in 

particular. Sexuality baiting, which affects those 

working in both the global North and global 

South is used strategically, often targeting those 

in positions of leadership, while other abuses 

include extortion and blackmail, as well as the 

deployment of psychiatric incarceration and 

psychotropic drugs.

A series of working groups organized by 

geographical region have already added to the 

Campaign’s evidence of abuse in each of these 

identified areas of threat to women human rights 

defenders. For example:

Groups from the Asia Pacific and Sub-Saharan 

Africa regions both considered the use of legal 

frameworks to threaten and silence women 

human rights defenders. In Sub-Saharan Africa, 

this discussion focused on a widespread lack of 

adequate laws, or poorly conceived lawmaking, 

as well as the introduction of discriminatory 

laws and practices that have a direct impact on 

women. In Asia Pacific, the group noted the 

contrast between weak enforcement in the area 

of human rights, and strong use of laws designed 

to oppress, including the legal suppression of 

organizations and the use of deportation and 

non-renewal of visas that have a direct impact on 

women human rights defenders.

Groups from North Africa and the Middle East, 

Latin America and the Caribbean, and the CIS 

all examined direct state persecution of women 
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human rights defenders. In North Africa and the 

Middle East, this included severe restrictions 

of basic human rights and the way they affect 

women human rights defenders, including 

lack of freedom of information and movement, 

which greatly restricts the ability of activists 

to carry out their work. In Latin America and 

the Caribbean, the group examined the fear of 

reprisals from the state, as well as routine denial 

of access to justice and to education. In the 

Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) this 

discussion focused on the way many countries 

create organizations that masquerade as civil 

society actors, and present women human 

rights defenders publicly as threats to national 

security.

Groups from the South Asia and Europe and 

North America regions both considered the 

use of sexuality as a weapon against women 

human rights defenders, and the repression of 

the right to discuss sexuality. In South Asia, this 

focused on the idea current among some male 

colleagues, that activism should be culturally 

appropriate, and that work on behalf of, for 

example, the rights of lesbians, simply rock the 

boat and should be shelved in favour of ‘more 

important’ discussions. In Europe and North 

America, the group examined the particular 

impacts on these issues that result from being 

part of the global North, and the myth that 

progressive legislation equates to progressive 

societal attitudes.

All these experiences, and those not specifically 

mentioned in this summary, are important pieces 

of evidence for the consultation to take forward 

into today’s discussions on the tools that are 

available to women human rights defenders 

worldwide as they seek to protect themselves 

against persecution, and find new ways to 

ensure safety and support for their work.

Marshalling our Resources
The second day of the international consultation 

focused on ways in which women human rights 

defenders can protect themselves and one 

another against the multiple forms of abuse they 

face as a result of their work, which in this group 

includes people working on issues as diverse as 

women’s rights, cultural rights, LGBT rights, and 

environmental rights.

Key among the mechanisms available to women 

human rights defenders is the work of the United 

Nations and other international and regional 

mechanisms, including the African Commission, 

the Inter-American Commission, and the 

European Union. The UN Declaration on Human 

Rights Defenders, which the governments of all 

the countries represented at the consultation 

have signed, is a particularly powerful tool. While 

it is not binding on states, it uses language found 

in other binding treaties.

Signing up means that a state has explicitly 

agreed that it recognises all the rights included 

Fatima Burnad and Magimai Appakutti, Tamil Nadu Dalit 
Women’s Movement, speak against abuses of transnational 
corporations.  Photo by: Hseng Noung.
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in the Declaration, which include rights of 

association, freedom of expression, and non-

violent protest. It is therefore possible to use this 

mechanism to put pressure on governments, 

both in situations where the state itself is guilty 

of abuse of WHRDs, and in cases where the 

perpetrators are non-state actors.

Further, the Declaration does not provide a 

limited definition of a human rights defender. 

This means that it is not only possible to use it to 

condemn and put an end to abuses suffered by 

organisations, but also by individuals. And it can 

be applied in situations where women human 

rights defenders are working on a diverse range 

of issues, including civil, political, social, cultural 

and economic rights, as well as the rights of 

marginalised groups and communities.

UN Special Representatives and Rapporteurs 

are also a valuable tool for women human rights 

defenders who suffer abuse at the hands of 

state and non-state actors. By providing detailed 

information on cases, women human rights 

defenders can help these individuals build cases 

against governments, either in situations where 

the state itself is responsible for persecution, 

violence or marginalisation, or where it has failed 

in its duty of protection from the abuses of non-

state actors. Activists all have a responsibility to 

use this tool.

It is also possible in some situations to use 

governmental mechanisms at a national level to 

prevent abuse of women human rights defenders. 

For example, Komnas Perempuan, the Indonesian 

National Commission on Violence against Women 

was established through direct negotiations 

between the women’s movement and the 

President, in the context of post-authoritarian 

desire to embrace the concept of human rights, 

and the interest of the UN Special Rapporteur on 

Human Rights on violence against women taking 

place in parts of the country.

Similarly, in Colombia the human rights 

community used a combination of national and 

international avenues to confront the abuses 

suffered by women human rights defenders at 

the hands of paramilitary organisations. Despite a 

series of negotiations with the President, and the 

backing of the UN, they were unable to secure 

governmental guarantees of political and material 

protection, including effective investigations into 

violations.

Women human rights defenders can also mobilise 

their colleagues to help them deal with abusive 

situations, as well as to offer solidarity and the 

benefit of their own experience in dealing with 

particular violations of women’s human rights.

Many in the room work in the areas of women’s 

rights and violence against women. For example, 

Women Living Under Muslim Laws was formed 

to promote solidarity among women human rights 

defenders working in this area, following the 

experiences of activists in Algeria. In particular, 

this organisation works to fill the void in cases 

where there is a failure to protect the rights of 

women human right defenders on the part of the 

human rights movement.

In many situations, it is also important for women 

human right defenders, particularly those working 

in sexual abuse and sexuality related areas, to 

work to convince their colleagues that they are 

legitimate, and that the abuses they suffer are just 

as important as others.

For example, the Association for the Struggle for 

Transgender Identity in Argentina focused strongly 

on raising awareness of their extreme persecution 

at the hands of state and non-state actors 
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among the human rights movement, and LGB 

activists. They achieved this aim in part through 

demonstrating their strong solidarity for other 

women human rights defender issues.

A series of working groups, organised by 

common types of abuse, have added to these 

examples of tools and mechanisms that women 

human rights defenders can use to protect 

themselves and their colleagues against instances 

of abuse. Themes included fundamentalism; 

sexuality based attacks; state repression; family 

and community; neo-liberal globalisation; and the 

‘security imperatives’. A second range of working 

sessions focused on the impact of basic skills, 

including security training, tools for urgent action; 

documentation, investigating and monitoring; 

mental wellbeing; and campaign and advocacy.

It is not possible to outline all the conclusions of 

each workshop here. However, highlights included 

the following two examples:

In the workshop on sexuality based attacks, the 

group discussed the extremely difficult nature of 

their work. This is both in terms of abuse at the 

hands of a wide range of non-state actors, often 

with the explicit or implicit collusion of the state, 

and in terms of their struggle to be identified 

as women human rights defenders. Strategies 

included building alliances, working to shape 

international mechanisms to make them more 

useful to LGBT activists, and developing a bank of 

resources to help inform work in economic, legal 

and other contexts.

The group discussing state repression considered 

ways of using surprise and publicity to help them 

carry out their work, and put public pressure on 

state actors that currently abuse women human 

rights defenders. For example, participants 

suggested carrying out surprise rallies, in order 

to make it harder for authorities to respond, and 

using internationally marked days – like Refugees’ 

Day – to maximise national and international 

publicity, as well as discussing the need to use as 

many different communications tools as possible. 

In addition the group discussed the potential value 

of being arrested if WHRDs can ensure this is 

done as publicly as possible, provided activists 

avoid being arrested on their own, and that 

international organizations, including Amnesty, are 

kept well informed of plans to protest.

We should keep both these examples, as well as 

discussions held in other groups and the plenary 

sessions, in mind as we proceed with today’s 

programme on how we achieve justice for women 

human rights defenders, as well as our ideas on 

future collaboration with one another.
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Annex 2 : Program

SCHEDULE DAY 1
Tuesday 29 November 2005

TIME EVENT OBJECTIVES SPEAKERS LOCATION

9:00 - 10:30 Plenary 1:  
Opening Plenary
Our Sisters, Ourselves: 
Defending Women Human 
Rights Defenders

 1.To provide a brief 
introduction to the 
WHRD campaign and 
outline the objectives 
and outcomes of 
the international 
consultation;

2. To introduce the 
participants to the 
concept of WHRD 
and the importance 
of giving recognition 
on WHRDs and their 
concerns;

Video presentation:  Tribute to 
WHRDs          

Nimalka Fernando, Women’s 
Alliance for Peace and Democracy/
IMADR, Sri Lanka: Welcome 
remarks 

Keynote Speaker: Hina Jilani,    UN 
Special Representative to the 
Secretary General on Human 
Rights Defenders: Keynote Address 
-  Defending Women, Defending 
Rights 

Charlotte Bunch,   
Center for Women’s Global 
Leadership, USA:  Introduction 
to the WHRD Campaign and 
International Consultation

Moderator: 
Mary Jane N. Real

Crystal Room, upper*

10:30-11:00 Coffee and Tea Break

Press Conference with Hina Jilani, UN Special Representative to the Secretary General on 
Human Rights Defenders 
                                                                         
Moderator: 
Melinda Ann Ching-Simon

Crystal Room, upper

Longdon 

11:00-12:30 Plenary 2:  
Panel Presentation on 
Problems and Obstacles 
Faced by WHRDs

1. To highlight the key 
problems and obstacles 
faced by WHRDs;

2. To highlight the 
emerging patterns of 
violations and abuses 
against WHRDs;

Ruth del Valle Cobar, Movimiento 
Nacional por los Derechos 
Humanos, Guatemala:  State 
violence and repression against             
WHRDs.

Marieme Helie Lucas, Women 
Living Under Muslim Laws,  
France/Algeria: Fundamentalisms 
and WHRDs  

Crystal Room, upper
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TIME EVENT OBJECTIVES SPEAKERS LOCATION

Ndeye Nafissatou Faye, Reseau 
Siggil Jiggen, Senegal:  Obstacles 
Faced by WHRDs in the                     
Family/Community.

Cynthia Rothschild CWGL/IGLHRC, 
USA: Sexuality-based attacks 
against WHRDs 

Moderator:  Sunila Abeyseekera

12:30-14:30 Lunch Break
Film – showing
Caucuses

On Golden Pond
Mix Bar
Any of the function 
rooms

14:30-16:30 Break-out session 1: 
Group discussion on issues 
and concerns faced by 
WHRDs within regional 
contexts 

1. To identify gender-
based forms of human 
rights violations, 
threats, risks, and 
their consequences on 
WHRDs by region.

2. To discuss the concepts 
and key concerns of 
WHRDs within each 
regional context.

Regional Workshops 
• Asia-Pacific
• Latin America and the Caribbean
• Middle East and North Africa
• Sub-Saharan Africa 
• Europe and North America

Longdon
Regency

Mix Bar
Araliya
Gregory

By appointment Sharing of Cases and Testimonies of Women Human Rights Defenders with Hina Jilani, UN 
Special Representative to the Secretary General on Human Rights Defenders

Board Room, 6th floor

17:00-18:30 Plenary session 3:  
Reporting Back

1. to synthesise the 
gender-based forms 
of human rights 
violations, threats, 
risks, and their 
consequences on 
WHRDs;

Rapporteurs: 
• Svetlana Durkovic, Organisation 

Q, Bosnia & Herzegovina
• Kimberly Vance, ARC 

International, Canada
• Tony Kasim, Sisters In Islam, 

Malaysia
• Donna Ann Marie Smith, Forum 

for the Empowerment of Women, 
Jamaica 

• Ndeye Nafissatou Feye, Reseau 
SIGGIL JIGEEN, Senegal

• Itoro Eze-Anaba, Legal Defense 
and Assistance Project, Nigeria

• Karina Sarmiento,            
Fundacion Esquel, Ecuador

Moderator: Immaculada Barcia

Crystal Ballroom, 
upper

19:30 - Welcome Reception hosted by the WHRD-ICC South Lawn
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SCHEDULE DAY 2
Wednesday 30 November 2005

TIME EVENT OBJECTIVES SPEAKERS LOCATION

09:00-10:30 Plenary session 4:   
Panel Presentation 
on Protecting Rights, 
Preventing Abuses:  
UN and Governmental 
Mechanisms for the 
Protection of WHRDs

1. To outline and assess 
the existing UN 
and governmental 
mechanisms for the 
protection of WHRDs;

2. To identify further 
strategies and 
mechanisms for the 
prevention of abuses 
and protection of 
WHRDs.

Julie de Rivero, International Service 
for Human Rights, Switzerland: UN 
and other international/regional 
mechanisms on WHRDs 

Philip Alston, UN Special Rapporteur 
on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary 
Executions: Using and accessing the 
UN Special Rapporteur mechanism for 
the protection of WHRDs

Kamala Chandrakirana, Komnas 
Perempuan,  Indonesia: Role of 
national human rights institutions in 
the protection of WHRDs  

Luz Marina Monzon, Colombian 
Commission of Jurists, Colombia: 
Accessing governmental and non-
governmental mechanisms for the 
protection of WHRDs 

Moderator: Nevena Vuckovic Sahovic

Crystal Ballroom, 
upper

10:30-11:00 Coffee and Tea  Break Crystal Ballroom, 
upper

11:00-12:30 Plenary session 5:  Panel 
Presentation on NGO 
Experiences in Accessing 
Mechanisms and Tools for 
the Protection of WHRDs 
 

1. To highlight the various 
initiatives of NGOs 
for the prevention of 
abuses and protection 
of WHRDs.

2. To critically discuss 
these initiatives in the 
context of the problems 
and obstacles faced by 
WHRDs.

Zazi Sadou, Women Living Under 
Muslim Laws, Algeria: Strategies of a 
network in supporting WHRDs at risk 

Lohana Berkins, Association for the 
Struggle for Transgender Identity, 
Argentina: Strategies of LGBTI groups 
to counter sexuality-based attacks 
against WHRDs 

Lepa Mladjenovic, Autonomous 
Women’s Center Against Sexual 
Violence, Serbia and Montenegro: 
Psychological Well-being and 
Protection for WHRDs 

Moderator: Ruki Fernando 

Crystal Ballroom, 
upper

12:30-13:30 Lunch Break On Golden Pond
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TIME EVENT OBJECTIVES SPEAKERS LOCATION

13:30- 15:30 Break-out session 2:  
Concurrent  Thematic  
Workshops on Prevention 
of  Abuses and Protection 
of   WHRDs 
  
 

1. To have a deeper 
understanding 
of emerging and 
persistent violations 
and abuses  against 
WHRDs.

2. To identify one or 
two actions/strategy 
(ies) needed for the 
protection of WHRDs 
and prevention of 
abuses against 
WHRDs.

3. To identify effective 
strategies to make 
different state and 
non- state actors 
accountable for 
violations and abuses 
against WHRDs.

Thematic Workshops
• Fundamentalisms (WLUML) 
• Sexuality based-attacks (CWGL, 

IGLHRC)
• State repression (APWLD, AI)
• Family/Community (AI, APWLD)
• Neo-liberal Globalisation (APWLD)
• The ‘Security Imperatives’ (ISHR, 

Human Rights First)

Longdon
Regency

Gregory
Mix Bar

Araliya

On Golden Pond

By appointment Sharing of Cases and Testimonies of Women Human Rights Defenders with Hina Jilani, UN 
Special Representative to the Secretary General on Human Rights Defenders

Board Room, 
6th floor

16:00- 18:00 Break-out session 3:  
Concurrent Skills 
Workshops on Prevention 
of  Abuses and Protection 
of   WHRDs 

1. To impact basic skills 
on various strategies, 
which can be used 
for the protection 
of WHRDs and the 
prevention of abuses 
against them.

Skills Workshops
• Security training (Front Line)
• Urgent Action Tools (OMCT, IGLHRC)
• Documentation, Investigation and    

Monitoring (Forum Asia, INFORM)
• Psychological Well-Being for 

WHRDs  (Autonomous Women’s 
Center against Sexual Violence)

• Campaign and Advocacy (AI, CWGL)

Regency
Longdon
Araliya

Mix Bar

Gregory

19:30 - Cocktails hosted by the Urgent Action Fund Tharanga Terrace,
Ceylon 
Continental Hotel
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SCHEDULE DAY 3
Thursday 1 December 2005

TIME EVENT OBJECTIVES SPEAKERS LOCATION

9:00 - 10:15 Plenary 6: 
Panel Presentation
Justice for WHRDs 
and Accountability for 
Violations and abuses
  
 

1. To discuss the problems 
and obstacles to justice 
for WHRDs;

 2. To have a critical 
discussion about the 
state both as a violator 
of rights of WHRDs and a 
body with a primary duty 
to safeguard the rights of 
WHRDs;

3. To discuss the different 
types of non-state actors 
and to identify appropriate 
mechanisms to hold 
them liable for  violations 
against WHRDs.

Aruna Mamei, Amnesty International, 
Sierra Leone: Accountability for 
violations by the State against WHRDs  

Susana Fried, International Gay and 
Lesbian Human Rights Commission, 
USA: Accountability for obstacles 
faced by WHRDs in the family/
community 

Julia Silvia, Católicas por el derecho 
a decidir, Argentina: Accountability 
for violations against WHRDs by 
fundamentalist forces  

Crystal Ballroom, 
upper

10:15-10:45 Coffee and Tea Break Crystal Ballroom, 
upper

10:45-12:00 Miloon Kothari, UN Special Rapporteur 
on Adequate Housing: WHRDs and 
Accountability for violations by state 
and non- state actors in the context of 
neoliberal globalization  

Vahida Nainar, Gender Justice 
Initiative, India: WHRDs and 
Accountability for violations by 
state and non-state actors under the 
International Criminal Court Statute

Moderator:  Hilary Fisher

Crystal Ballroom, 
upper

12:00-14 :00 Lunch Break
Film-showing
Caucuses

On Golden Pond
Mix Bar
Any other function 
room

14:00-16:00 Break-out session 4:
Group discussion on 
key actions for future 
collaborations on 
WHRDs

1. To identify key actions 
and collaborations of 
networks on WHRDs at 
different levels.

Action Workshops Regency
Araliya
Longdon
Gregory
Mix Bar
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TIME EVENT OBJECTIVES SPEAKERS LOCATION

16:30- 18:00 Plenary 7:  Closing 
Moving Forward 
Together:  Future 
Collaborations on 
WHRDs

1. To synthesize the 
outcomes of the 
consultation.

2. To outline the follow-
up actions after the 
international consultation.

Rapporteurs: 
• Svetlana Durkovic, Organisation Q, 

Bosnia & Herzegovina
• Kimberly Vance, ARC International, 

Canada
• Tony Kasim, Sisters In Islam, 

Malaysia
• Donna Ann Marie Smith, Forum 

for the Empowerment of Women, 
Jamaica 

• Ndeye Nafissatou Feye, Reseau 
SIGGIL JIGEEN, Senegal

• Itoro Eze-Anaba, Legal Defense and 
Assistance Project, Nigeria

• Karina Sarmiento, Fundacion Esquel, 
Ecuador

Moderator: Charlotte Bunch

Crystal Ballroom, 
upper

19:30 - Farewell dinner hosted by the WHRD-ICC and Madame Kum-Sil Kang, Ambassador on Women’s 
Human Rights, Republic of Korea

Barbeque Beer 
Garden,
Ceylon Continental 
Hotel
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SCHEDULE DAY 4
Friday 2 December 2005

TIME EVENT OBJECTIVES SPEAKERS LOCATION

9:00 -11:00 Public Event:  
“Imagining the Future of 
the WHRD Campaign” 

1. To share with the 
public the outcomes 
of the international 
consultation

2. To generate 
public support 
for the protection 
of WHRDs and 
the prevention of 
abuses against 
them

Opening remarks

Radhika Coomaraswamy, Human Rights 
Commission, Sri Lanka  

Guest Speakers

Irene Khan
Amnesty International, UK 

Miloon Kothari, UN Special Rapporteur on 
Adequate Housing

Reflections from the participants

Noeline Nabulivou, Women’s Action for 
Change, Fiji

Flor de Maria Meza, CLADEM, Uruguay

Amal Hadi, New Woman Foundation, Egypt

Jennifer Williams, Women of Zimbabwe 
Arise, Zimbabwe  

Khalida Saeed, Al Fatiha Foundation, USA

Closing remarks  and
Response from the WHRD-ICC

Sunila Abeyeseekera, INFORM, Sri Lanka: 

Moderator:  Susana Fried

Crystal Ballroom, 
upper

11:00-13:00 Press Conference                                                         Moderator :  Zainah Anwar Longdon

13:00- Lunch Break On Golden Pond

14 :00- Tour or shopping in the city (optional)
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Annex 3 : Participants’ List

International Participants

First name Family name Organization Country

Abisage Ouma Women in Sustainable Skills Development (WIS-D) Kenya

Abrehet Yemane National Union of Eritrean Women Eritrea

Aini Ga’al Coalition for Grassroots Women Organization (COGWO) Somalia

Aissata Satigui Sy Association Mauritanienne des Droits de L’Homme (AMDH) Mauritania

Amane Noguchi Violence against Women in War Network Japan (VAWW NET Japan) Japan

Amel GoraniI National Federation of International Immigrant Women Associations in 
Sweden

Sudan / Sweden

Aminata Dieye RADDHO Sénégal

Anne Sosin Haiti Rights Vision/Vizyon Dwa Ayiti USA

Arifa Mazhar Potohar Organization for Development Advocacy (PODA) Pakistan

Beata Olahova League of Human Rights Advocates Slovakia

Bernedette Muthien Engender South Africa

Canan Arin Purple Roof Women’s Shelter and Foundation Turkey

Carna Cosic NLO-”Novi Sad’s Lesbian Organization” Serbia and Montenegro

Cecila Cherrez Acción Ecológica Ecuador

Chantal Mutamuriza ACAT ( Action By Christians for the Abolition of Torture) Burundi

Dalila Zekal Algeria

Dalila Meziane Association des Femmes “Ici et Ailleurs” Avocate Au Barreau Algeria

Darwan Klong Dan Community Based Organisation Thailand

Dio’ Madrona Task Force Detainees of the Philippines (TFDP) Philippines

Donna Smith Forum for the empowerment of women Jamaica/South Africa

Ecoline Situmorang PBHI (Indonesian Legal Aid and Human Rights Association) Indonesia

Edilene Bezerra Pajeu COPIPE- Comissão de Professores Indígenas de Pernambuco Brazil

Elena Mashkova Women’s Public Association FEMINA Russia

Elizabeth Cox HELP Resources Inc. Papua New Guinea

Ellen Pitoi Public Coordination affected Mine Body Indonesia

Endang Herdianti Solidaritas Perempuan community of Palu, central sulawesi ( Women’s 
Solidarity for Human Rights )

Indonesia

Erika Paez-Manjarres WOMANKIND Worldwide UK

Ezinne Ekekwe Legal resourcesIncorporated Nigeria

Falak Khayat FDS NABLUS Palestine
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First name Family name Organization Country

Farida Ouaghlissi Coordination Nationale des Familles de Disparus -C.N.F.D Algeria

Farida Osmani Fédération des Femmes du Québec Canada

Fatima Burnad Society for Rural Education and Development India

Georgette Utchudi La voix de sans voix,VO.VO.L.B. DR Congo

Gladys Brima Network Movement for Justice and Development (NMJD) Sierra Leone

Helen Seifu Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association Ethiopia

Hseng Noung Lintner Women’s League of Burma ( WLB)/ Shan Women’s Action Network ( 
SWAN)

Burma

Hubbie Hussein Al-haji Woman kind Kenya Kenya

Inyeza Koffigan Bigah Acat - Togo Togo

Itoro Eze-Anaba Legal Defence and Assistance Project (LEDAP) Nigeria

Jaiteh Momodou Pan African News Agency The Gambia

Jiazhen (Dana) Wu Taiwan Association for Human Rights (TAHR) Taiwan

Josephine Ama Effah- Chukwuma Project Alert on Violence Against Women Nigeria

Julie Palagnas LESBOND-INNABUYOG Philippines

Justine Adiaye Ministry for Human Rights Togo

Karina Sarmiento Fundación Esquel Ecuador

Karlene W-C Jamaica Forum for Lesbians All-Sexuals & Gays (J-FLAG) Jamaica

Khartini Slamah Asia Pacific Network Of Sex Workers (APNSW) Malaysia

Laalia Ducos Association 20 ans barakat France

Layla shm katti Al shemary Patriotic Union Kurdistan, Defenders and Supporters for widows and 
divorce Iraqi Women

Iraq

Leyla Yunusova Institute of Peace and Democracy Azerbaijan

Juana Calfunao Paillalef Comunidad Mapuche Juan Paillalef Chile

Luna Barakat The Public Committee Against Torture in Israel (PCATI) Israel/Palestine

Lydia Cacho Ribero CIAM Cancun Mexico

Magimai Appakutti Tamil Nadu Dalit Women’s  Movement India

Magodonga Mahlangu Women of Zimbabwe Arise (WOZA) Zimbabwe

Malaya Mishra Adhikar India

Mandira Sharma Advocacy Forum Nepal

Marcelline Letou Coalition Togolaise des Défenseurs des Droits Humains Togo

Marguerite K. Kamate Femmes Juristes pour les Droits de la Femme et de l’enfant D.R. Congo

María Antonia Martìnez 
Martìnez

Centro de Estudios y Acción para el desarrollo de Honduras ( CESADEH) Honduras

Maria Jackeline Castañeda Organización Femenina Popular Colombia
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First name Family name Organization Country

María Ysabel Cedano Demus – Estudio para la defensa de los derechos de la mujer Peru

María José Vázquez  International Community of Women living with HIV (ICW) Spain

Marie Mossi Dokunu 
Mota

Association Africaine de défenses des droits de l’Homme (ASADHO) D.R. Congo

Marija Andjelkovic ASTRA-Anti trafficking action Yugoslavia

Mervat Omari Women and horizon 
Community of learning women

Israel

Monica Alemán MADRE Nicaragua

Munkhsaruul Mijiddorj National Center Against Violence Mongolia

Nafi Faye RESEAU SIGGIL JIGEEN Sénégal

Nanthini Ramalo ERA (Education and Research Association) Consumer Malaysia Malaysia

Natalia Estemirova Memorial human rights centre Russia

Noelene Nabulivou Women’s Action for Change (WAC) Fiji

Nozima Kamalova The Legal Aid Society of Uzbekistan(LAS) Uzbekistan

Oksana Chelysheva Russian-Chechen Information Agency Russia

Poengky Indarti Imparsial Indonesia

Pranom (Bee) Somwong MAP Foundation Thailand

Priscilla Kanyua Kenyan Section of the International Commission Of Jurists Kenya

Radha Barooah India

Radhia Nasraoui Association de Lutte contre la Torture en Tunisie Tunisia

Raihana Diani ORPAD (Organisasi Perempuan Aceh untuk Demokrasi ) Indonesia

Rauda Morcos ASWAT-Palestinian Gay Women Israel

Razia Jaffer Canadian Council of Muslim Women Canada

Renu Rajbhandari WOREC Nepal

Rhonda Copelon International Women’s Human Rights Law Clinic USA

Rosa Lia Chauca Sabroso Red para la Infancia y la Familia Peru

Ruth Del Valle Escobar Movimiento Nacional por los Derechos Humanos Guatemala

Sabeeka AlNajjar Bahrain

Saida Akremi Association internationale de soutien des prisonniers politiques Tunisia

Saleha Larab RAFD, Rassemblement des femmes démocrates Algerie

Samsidar Komnas Perempuan Indonesia

Sandra Patterson The Crisis Centre Bahamas

Shaheeda Hussain Independent Women’s Forum for Women Rights (IWFfWR) Afghanistan

Sihem Besendri CNLT (Conseil National des Libertés en Tunisie) Tunisia

Sultana Razia Odhikar Bangladesh
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First name Family name Organization Country

Tilder Kumichii Ndichia Global Education and Environment Development Foundation (GEED) Cameroon

Tolekan Ismailova Human Right Centre “Citizens against corruption” Kyrgyzstan

Toni SUARAM/SIS Malaysia

Tsend-Ayush Dagva Centre for Human Rights and Development Mongolia

Vera Tkachenko Penal Reform International Republic of Kazakhstan

Victor Mukasa Sexual Minorities Uganda (SMUG) Uganda

Wenzhuo Hou Empowerment and Rights Institute China

Ying Tzarm SWAN Burma

Zainada Soriano AMIHAN, National Federation of Peasant Women Philippines

Zainah Sisters in Islam Malaysia

Local Participants

Name Organization Country

S.Anusha B. SURIYA/ Women’s Development Centre, Batticoloa Sri Lanka

B.Nihmathull CTF, SRI LANKA Sri Lanka

Upeksha  Thabrew Women’s Support Group, Colombo Sri Lanka

Maria Kenny Women’ Suppport Group, Colombo Sri Lanka

Kumi Samuel BMC, SRI LANKA Sri Lanka

Sarala E. SURIYA/ Women’s Coalition for Disaster Management, Batticoloa Sri Lanka

Sumika  Perera CATAW, SRI LANKA Sri Lanka

Rosanna  F.C. Equal Ground, Colombo Sri Lanka

Surangi Inform, Colombo Sri Lanka

Lakmali Inform, Colombo Sri Lanka

Center for the Study of Human Rights, Colombo

Movement for the Defense of Democratic Rights

National Anti-War Front

Community Development Services

Companions on a Journey

Women’s Education and Research Centre, Colombo

Women in Need, Colombo

Muslim Women’s Research and Action Forum, Colombo

Women and Media Collective, Colombo

Law and Society Trust
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Name Organization Country

Penn Vimochana Gnnanodayam, Hatton Sri Lanka

Women’s Development Centre, Jaffna Sri Lanka

IWARE, Batticoloa

Kantha Shakti Sri Lanka

Association of War Affected Women, Kandy

Speakers and Guests

First Name Last Name Organization Country

Amal Hadi New Women Foundation Egypt

Archana Pyati Human Rights First USA

Aruna Mamei Amnesty International Sierra Leone

Farbia Davoudi Mohajer Central Council of the Organization to Defend the Iran

Famtimata Mbaye Association Mauritainienne de la Defense de Droits de l”homme Mauritania

Gloria Cano Asociación Pro Derechos Humanos Peru

Shareen Gokal AWID Canada

Hina Jilani UN Spec Rep to the Sec Gen on Human Rights Defenders

Irene Khan Amnesty International

Jane Barry Urgent Action Fund USA

Jenni Williams Women of Zimbabwe Arise (WOZA) Zimbabwe

Silvia Julia Catolicas por el derecho a decidir Argentina

Kamala Chandrakirana Komnas Perempuan Indonesia

Khalida Saeed Al Fatiha Foundation USA

Kimberly Vance ARC International Canada

Lepa Mladjenovic Autonomous Women’s Center Against Sexual Violence Serbia & Montenegro

Lohana Berkins Association for the Struggle for Transgender Identity Argentina

Luz Marina Monzón Comisión Colombiana de Juristas Colombia

Mme  Kum-Sil Kang Ambassador on Women’s Human Rights Republic of Korea

Giyoun Kim Secretary to the Ambassador on Women’s Human Rights, Republic of Korea Republic of Korea

Melinda Ching Simon Office of High Commissioner for Human Rights/ Human Rights Officer for 
the SRSG HRD Hina Jilani

Australia

Miloon Kothari UN Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing

Natalie Haghverdian Translator Iran

Neil Hicks Human Rights First USA

Nevena Vuckovic Sahovic Child Rights Centre – Belgrade, CRC Serbia & Montenegro
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First Name Last Name Organization Country

Nimalka Fernando Women's Alliance for Peace and Democracy/IMADR Sri Lanka

Nwosu Ngozi BAOBAB for Women’s Human Rights Nigeria

Philip Alston UN Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions

Radhika Coomaraswamy Human Rights Commission Sri Lanka

Rosalie Gould BAOBAB for Women’s Human Rights Nigeria

Rossmi Goswami Ford Foundation India

Suhas Chakma Asian Center for Human Rights India

Vahida Nainar Gender Justice Initiative India

Zazi Sadou Women Living Under Muslim Laws Algeria

WHRD-ICC Members and Secretariat

First name Last name Organization Country

Kavita Menon Amnesty International

Hilary Fisher Amnesty International UK

Sabine Zwiers Amnesty International – Dutch section the Netherlands

Tzili Mor Amnesty International – International Secretariat

Cholpon Akmatova Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development (APWLD) Kyrgyzstan

Lisa Pusey Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development (APWLD) AUSTRALIA

Tomoko Kashiwazaki Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development (APWLD) Japan

Titi Soentoro Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development (APWLD) Indonesia

Charlotte Bunch Center for Women’s Global Leadership USA

Flor de María Meza Tananta CLADEM Uruguay

Anselmo Lee FORUM-ASIA South Korea

Ruki Fernando FORUM-ASIA SRI LANKA

Ruchi Yadav FORUM-ASIA India

Cecilia Jimenez Front Line

Tara Madden Front Line Ireland

Andrew Anderson Front Line Ireland

Susana Fried IGLHRC USA

Cynthia Rothschild Center for Women’s Global Leadership USA

Sunila Abeyesekera INFORM Sri Lanka

Ophelia Gunasekera INFORM Sri Lanka

Inmaculada Barcia International Service for Human Rights Spain

Julie de Rivero International Service for Human Rights Peru/UK
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First name Last name Organization Country

Ruth Ojiambo Ochieng Isis-Women International Cross Cultural Exchange Uganda

Mary Jane Real WHRD COORDINATOR Philippines

Rachel Rohuana WHRD INTERN Canada/Lebanon

Adriana Cortes WHRD INTERN Colombia

Gita MeditaEDITA WHRD INTERN Indonesia

Budsakorn 
(Ann)

Kardmanee WHRD/APWLD Thailand

Kornvika Paoprathum WHRD/APWLD Thailand

Punika Shinawatra WHRD/APWLD Thailand

Marieme Helie Lucas Women Living Under Muslim Laws Algeria/France

Mariana Duarte World Organisation Against Torture (OMCT) Switzerland

Anne-Laurence Lacroix World Organisation Against Torture (OMCT) Switzerland
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Amnesty International (AI)
www.amnesty.org

AI is a worldwide movement of people who campaign for internationally recognised human rights to be 

respected and protected.  It is concerned with the impartial protection of human rights, envisioning a 

world in which every person enjoys all the human rights enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights and other international human rights standards.  On 5 March 2004, it launched the Stop Violence 

against Women campaign, which focuses on violence against women in the family and in conflict.  In 

partnership with women’s organisations and other groups, it seeks to address discrimination as a root 

cause of violence against women and intends to take action on behalf of particular individuals to stop 

these violations.  Through this campaign, AI has developed and used campaign tools to highlight the 

profiles and cases of WHRDs.

Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development (APWLD)
www.apwld.org

APWLD is a network of lawyers, academics, social scientists, grassroots women and other activists 

from across Asia Pacific.  It aims to promote women’s human rights enshrined in the UN international 

human rights instruments and to enable women in the region to use law as an instrument of change for 

equality, justice and development.  With a membership of close to 150 individuals and organisations, it 

operates through task forces than run programmes on women’s human rights, violence against women, 

women’s participation in political processes, labour and migration, women and environment and rural and 

indigenous women.  It has recently adopted a campaign on women human rights defenders, focusing on 

the concerns of its activist-members facing threats and violations as WHRDs.

Annex 4 :  Women Human Rights Defenders’ 
International Coordinating Committee 
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Asian Forum for Human Rights and Development (FORUM ASIA)
www.forum-asia.org

FORUM ASIA is a membership-based regional human rights organisation in Asia with 36 member 

organisations in 14 countries in the region.  It strives to empower people by advocating social justice, 

sustainable human development, participatory democracy, gender equality, peace and human security 

through collaboration and cooperation among human rights organisations in the region.  It has a 

programme on human’s defenders, which aims to protect human rights activists and practitioners by 

supporting their work  and strengthening both domestic and international human rights protection 

mechanisms in accordance with established human rights standards and norms. 

Center for Women’s Global Leadership (CWGL)
www.cwgl.rutgers.edu

CWGL at Douglass College, Rutgers University seeks to develop an understanding of the ways in which 

gender affects the exercise of power and the conduct of public policy internationally.  The Center’s goals 

are to build international linkages among women in local leadership that enhance their effectiveness, 

expand their global consciousness and develop coordinated strategies for action; to promote visibility 

of women and feminist perspectives in public deliberation and policy-making globally; and to increase 

participation of women in national and international governing bodies and processes.  The Center 

conducts various activities that support women’s leadership and transformative visions as crucial in 

every policy area, and develops effective policy alternatives which demand the full inclusion of gender 

perspectives and women in all decision-making processes and requires an understanding of how gender 

relates to race, class, ethnicity, sexual orientation and culture.  Together with the IGLHRC, it recently 

released a report “Written Out:  How Sexuality is Used to Attack Women’s Organizing”.

Front Line
www.frontlinedefenders.org

Front Line is an international foundation for the protection of human rights defenders, defending those 

who champion the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  Its main focus is on human rights defenders 

at risk, either temporarily or permanently because of their work. It aims to address some of the needs 

identified by defenders themselves, including protection, networking, training and access to the thematic 
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and country mechanisms of the UN and other regional bodies. Every two years, it hosts “The Dublin 

Platform for Human Rights Defenders”, which  provides an opportunity for human rights defenders 

worldwide to come together to exchange experiences and discuss relevant issues. The 3rd Dublin 

Platform for Human Rights Defenders held last 13 – 15 October 2005 included a focus on WHRDs.

INFORM

INFORM is a Sri Lankan human rights organisation with a special focus on monitoring, documentation 

and networking.  It also functions as a library and documentation centre for journalists, students and 

others seeking information regarding the human rights situation in Sri Lanka.  It is the local host of the 

International Consultation on Women Human Rights Defenders.

International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission (IGLHRC)
www.iglhrc.org

IGLHRC works to secure the full enjoyment of the human rights of all people and communities subject 

to discrimination or abuse on the basis of sexual orientation or expression, gender identity or expression, 

and/or HIV status. A US-based non-profit, non-governmental organisation, IGLHRC engages in advocacy, 

documentation, coalition building, public education, and technical assistance.   Particularly, it helps 

educate its constituencies about human rights and sexual orientation/gender identity. It co-published 

with CWGL the report “Written Out:  How Sexuality is Used to Attack Women’s Organizing”.

International Service for Human Rights (ISHR)
www.ishr.ch

ISHR is an international association that promotes the effective protection of human rights defenders 

and aims to empower human rights organisations and individuals to access and use human rights 

mechanisms at regional, national and international levels..  It services human rights defenders 

by providing analytical reports on the UN human rights mechanisms, training on how to use the 

INFORM
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international norms and procedures, strategic advice for effective lobbying, contributions to human rights 

standard-setting, practical information and logistical support to enable human rights defenders to take full 

advantage of international human rights law and procedures.

 

ISIS Women’s International Cross-Cultural Exchange (ISIS-WICCE) 
www.isis.or.ug

ISIS-WICCE is a global action oriented women’s resource centre with the aim of promoting justice and 

women’s human rights through documentation of women’s realities and sharing of information and ideas 

to improve women’s status and overcome gender inequality. Since its relocation in Kampala, Uganda, it 

has focused on building women’s capacity in documentation, peace building and conflict resolution; and 

the use of information and communication technologies for networking, lobbying and advocacy. It has 

been the subject of harassment from conservative forces in Uganda as a member of the V Day Host 

Committee that planned to stage the play “The Vagina Monologues” by Eve Ensler.

The Latin American and Caribbean Committee for the Defense of  Women’s Rights 
(CLADEM)
www.cladem.org

CLADEM is a network of women’s organisations and individuals united to achieve the effective 

defense of women’s rights in Latin America and the Caribbean.  It engages in various activities for the 

promotion of women’s rights such as:  formulating legislative proposals, research, training, informing, 

communicating and exercising solidarity actions.  Like APWLD, it is a regional network that empowers 

women to use law as a tool for change. 
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Women Living under Muslim Laws (WLUML) 
www.wluml.org

WLUML is an international solidarity network that provides information, support and a collective space 

for women whose lives are shaped, conditioned or governed by laws and customs said to derive from 

Islam.  The network demands for women’s equality and their rights, especially in Muslim contexts.  

It aims to increase the autonomy of women by supporting their local struggles from within Muslim 

countries and communities and linking them with feminist and progressive groups at large; facilitating 

interaction, exchanges and contacts, and providing information as well as serving as a channel of 

communication.  

 

 

World Organisation against Torture (OMCT)  
www.omct.org

OMCT is an international coalition of over 260 NGOs in 85 countries, including the SOS-Torture 

Network, fighting against torture, arbitrary detention, summary and extra judicial executions, forced 

disappearances and all other forms of cruel, inhuman or degrading punishment.  In response to the 

increasing number of cases on gender-specific forms of violence, OMCT established in 1996 the 

Violence against Women (VAW) Programme, which addresses and analyses the gender-related causes 

and consequences of torture and other forms of violence against women.  The OMCT VAW Programme 

issues urgent appeals concerning gender-based violence; submits alternative country reports on 

violence against women to the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women; and 

mainstreams a gender perspective into the work of the UN treaty monitoring bodies.  It has issued and 








