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The Working Group at this session: 

• Focused on measures to overcome social exclusion of people of African descent, as well as on actions 
and policies to foster their participation in the basic political, economic and social functioning of the 
society in which they live; 

• Emphasised the need to collect disaggregated data by race and sex;  
• Discussed strategies to empower women of African descent; 
• Discussed possible modalities of action for ensuring effective follow-up to the Working Group's 

recommendations; 
• Highlighted the importance of more NGOs attending the its sessions. 

 
Background 
 
The World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance, held in 
Durban 2001, adopted the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action (DDPA)1, which contains 
recommendations to strengthen the international human rights framework to combat racism, racial 
discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance. Paragraph 7 of the DDPA recommends the Commission 
on Human Rights (the Commission) to "consider establishing a working group or other mechanism of the 
United Nations (UN) to study the problems of racial discrimination faced by people of African descent living in 
the African Diaspora and make proposals for the elimination of racial discrimination against people of African 
descent". In 2002, the Commission decided to establish a five member Working Group of Experts on People 
of African Descent (the Working Group).  
 
The Working Group is mandated to study the problems of racial discrimination faced by people of African 
descent living in the Diaspora, make proposals on the elimination of racial discrimination against Africans 
and people of African descent in all parts of the world, address all the issues concerning the well-being of 
Africans and people of African descent contained in the DDPA (Resolution 2002/68 and Resolution 
2003/30). The Working Group is also mandated to carry out country visits2 upon the invitation of States to 
facilitate in-depth understanding of the situation of people of African descent in various regions of the world. 
This year the Working Group carried out its first country visit to Belgium. The Working Group submits a 
report of the annual session to the Commission, presenting its findings, conclusions and recommendations3.  
 
Participants 
 
The members of the Working Group, appointed on the basis of equitable geographic representation, are: Mr. 
Peter Lesa Kasanda (Zambia), Mr. Joe Frans (Sweden), Mr. George Nicolas Jabbour (Syrian Arab 
Republic), Mr. Roberto Borges Martins (Brazil) and Ms. Irina Zlatescu (Romania). Due to the resignation of 
Mr. Roberto Borges Marins a week before the session began, there were only four experts this year. Mr. 
Kasanda was re-elected as Chairperson.  
 
The session was attended by States and non-governmental organisations (NGOs), including: 22 Member 
States of the Commission; 24 Member States of the UN; one non-member State of the UN; and 5 
Intergovernmental Organisations. In comparison to the last session, there were eleven less States in 
attendance. The NGOs present included one NGO with general consultative status; 8 NGOs with special 
consultative status and 5 NGOs not in consultative status with ECOSOC.  
 
The experts were a little disappointed over the lack of participation of international NGOs such as Human 
Rights Watch and Amnesty International. However they reasoned that their absence could be due to the 
debates on UN reform taking place in New York at the same time. The most active State participants were 
Chile, Switzerland, Ecuador, Brazil, Ethiopia on behalf of the African Group and the observer from the Holy 
See. NGOs also playing an active role in the discussions included the African Canadian Legal Clinic (ACLC); 
Association World Citizens; the Red de Organizaciones Afro Venezuelana (ROA); Espacio Afroamericano 
and Proceso de Comunidades Negras en Colombia (PCN). 
 

                                                           
1 A/CONF.189/12 
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3 E/CN.4/2006/21 
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The Working Group invited five panellists to enrich the discussions and debates at the session. The 
panellists were Mr. Obiora Chinedu Okafor, Mr. Eric Everett Boone, Ms. Sihaka Tsemo, Ms. Tshibilondi 
Ngoyi and Ms. Edna Maria Santos Roland. 
 
Process 
 
At its first and second session in 2002 and 2003, the Working Group recommended that specific themes 
relevant to the situation of people of African descent be addressed at forthcoming sessions. In previous 
sessions, the Working Group has examined the themes of administration of justice, the media, access to 
education, racism and employment, racism and health, and racism and housing vis-à-vis people of African 
descent.  At its fourth session the Working Group decided that the themes to be examined at its fifth session 
would be "measures to facilitate the participation of people of African descent in all political, 
economic, social and cultural aspects of society and in the advancement and economic development 
of their countries" (DDPA, para 4). 
 
A representative from the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 
opened the session. Experts and panellists presented their reports and followed by discussion. Chile 
observed in its introductory statement that if the documents could have been available beforehand, everyone 
would have been in a better position to participate. Chile also stated that it was difficult to react to so many 
reports being presented at the same time. In addition the presentations often took much longer than the 15 
minutes initially scheduled, giving very little time for a general discussion and NGOs were given less time to 
respond and participate in the discussion. 
 
Outcome 
 
The Working Group considered three sub-themes during the session: i) mainstreaming the situation of 
people of African descent in plans for achieving the MDGs; ii) empowerment of women of African descent; 
and iii) the role of political parties in the integration of people of African descent in the political life and in 
decision-making processes. 
 
Mainstreaming the situation of people of African descent in plans for achieving the Millennium Development 
Goals 
 
Mr. John W. McArthur, Deputy Director of the UN Millennium Project and co-author of "Investing in 
Development: A Practical Plan to Achieve the Millennium Development Goals" stated that the MDGs needed 
to be converted into practical goals at the national level. There was a need to identify, more systematically at 
all levels, how to achieve these goals. Before the floor was open to general discussion, Ms. Edna Maria 
Santos Roland and Mr. Eric E. Boone presented their reports4 on strategies to mainstream the situation of 
people of African descent in plans for achieving the MDGs. 
 
In her report, Ms. Roland stated that the "targets for the MDGs should consider the existing racial/ethnic 
inequalities in such a way that specific and higher targets should be established for the Afro-descendent 
population to reduce the inequality at the same time". According to Ms. Roland, to make these specific 
calculations for each State disaggregated data must be made available. Several participants such as Brazil, 
Chile, South Africa, Mexico and Espacio Afroamericano, also stressed the importance of collecting 
disaggregated data. However, Chile emphasised the need to move towards action-oriented strategies stating 
that practical solutions to the problem of discrimination had to be found. The representative of Chile stated 
that most States have acknowledged the need for collecting disaggregated data and now the need is to 
identify how this can be implemented. Many participants such as Ecuador, the Chairperson, and Mr. Frans, 
responded to the concerns of Chile by stating that it is still important to keep these issues on the agenda. Mr. 
Frans stated that most States had failed terribly in implementing the recommendations following the Durban 
declaration and until all States had implemented the Durban recommendations there had to be repetitive 
discussions such as this.  
 
Ms. Roland responded to the criticism by providing three practical solutions:  
• States should concentrate their resources to fulfil the MDGs and to communities of people of African 

descent;  
• States should work harder to reduce the inequalities of people of African descent;  
• States who did not have disaggregated data should produce such.  
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Empowerment of women of African descent 
 
Ms. Irina Moroianu Zlatescu5 and Mr. Peter Lesa Kasanda6 presented working papers on the empowerment 
of women of African descent. Ms. Ngoyi also presented her working paper on "L'autonomisation des femmes 
d'ascendance Africaine".7 Ms. Sihaka Tsemo gave an overview of the historical and present situation of 
women of African descent.  
 
In his working paper, Mr. Kasanda stated that while women all over the world have great difficulty fully 
realising their political, economic and social and cultural rights, women of African descent face additional 
burdens and barriers. In particular, Afro-descendant women face multiple discrimination in employment on 
the basis of descent, race and gender.  Mr. Kasanda highlighted the importance of encouraging the full and 
equal participation of women of African descent in decision-making and policy development.  
 
The ACLC stated that women of African descent living in Canada experienced discrimination on three levels; 
they are women; they are African women and they are also considered as "newcomers" a status, which led 
to further obstacles in society.  The ACLC stressed that economic empowerment of women of African 
descent was the way to improve the situation.  
 
Many NGOs and States once again emphasised the need for the collection of disaggregated data by race 
and gender. Ethiopia stated that poverty and social exclusion are the clearest indicators of racial 
discrimination and in order to improve the situation of women of African descent, the Ethiopian government 
has collected gender disaggregated data, produces periodic reports and supports anti-racism movements.  
 
State delegations also voiced concern that women of African descent are disproportionately discriminated 
against.  Several participants made links to the intersection of race and poverty stating a means to 
empower women of African descent is to enhance efforts in the fight against poverty. Ecuador stated that 
positive discrimination of women of African descent was in place in Ecuador to address existing inequalities. 
Ms. Roland commented that States should concentrate on achieving the MDGs in communities of primarily 
African descent to eradicate extreme poverty and proposed a list of practical measures aimed at improving 
the situation of people of African descent. 
 
The role of political parties in the integration of people of African descent in the political life and in decision-
making processes. 

 
The Chairperson introduced the discussion by stating that it is instrumental people of African descent are 
actively engaged in the political processes. Politicians and political parties play a key role in combating 
racism and racial discrimination by holding the tools to shape public opinion and counter prevailing 
stereotypes. He stressed that political parties should be encouraged to take concrete steps to promote 
solidarity, tolerance and respect and that people of African descent need to expand their leadership 
capacities and membership with national organisations.  
 
Mr. Frans presented his working paper on the ability of mainstream western European political parties and 
politicians to integrate people of African descent in political life and in decision-making processes and the 
impact of racist and extreme right-wing parties.8  He concluded that the presence of extreme right-wing 
parties had an impact on mainstream political parties and their policies. The key message underlined that 
mainstream political parties need to ensure the representation of people of African descent in political 
decision-making, encourage diversity and carry out policies aimed at creating an inclusive society. Mr. Frans 
stated that the paper was not directed at a specific country but rather a reflection that racism and extreme 
right-wing activities existed and are gaining ground all over Europe. 
 
Mr. Jabbour presented his working paper on people of African descent in politics9 and Mr. Okafor presented 
his working paper on the role of political parties in the integration of people of African descent in the political 
life and decision-making processes of States.10 The issue of representation of people of African descent 
in politics received much attention. The ACLC said that political parties first need to recognise the lack of 
                                                           
5 E/CN.4/2005/WG.20/WP.4 
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8 E/CN.4/2005/WG.20/WP.2 
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10 E/CN.4/2005/WG.20/MISC.3 
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representation of people of African descent and then develop programs aimed of integrating people of 
African descent into the political process.  The ROA said that in Venezuela political awareness among 
people of African descent has grown and the situation had improved. In Venezuela, the President and the 
Minister of Eucation, as well as four governors are of African descent.  
 
Many NGOs expressed concern that even progressive left-wing political parties have failed on advancing the 
participation of people of African descent.  The PCN further stated that there were very few anti-racism 
platforms in Latin America, both from the left and right wing political parties. The ROA also expressed 
surprise at the fact that left-wing parties had not incorporated the issue of discrimination against people of 
African descent in their political platform. 
 
Other speakers suggested various means to promote the political participation of people of African 
descent. Nigeria highlighted the importance of educations, suggesting a compilation of "who is who" in the 
history of people of African descent to raise awareness of the important work that people of African descent 
have done.  Ms. Roland informed the Working Group of a meeting of the caucus of parliamentarians for the 
Latin American and Caribbean region aimed at creating a black congress of the Americans.  
 
Possible modalities of action for ensuring an effective follow-up to the Working Group's recommendations 
 
On the agenda this year was discussion of the modalities for ensuring an effective follow-up of the Working 
Group's recommendations. The experts discussed in a closed session the possibility of drafting a three-year 
programme of work and agreed on a set of modalities of action11 to further the implementation of the Group's 
mandate. In discussing the resulting paper, participants gave special attention to country visits. Experts 
such as Mr.Jabbour, Mr. Frans, Ms. Irina Zlatescu, stressed the importance of the country visit which provide 
the opportunity to meet with NGOs and to improve the visibility of the Working Group. By visiting a State they 
could influence policies and move from an analytical face to an operational face.  
 
Switzerland and Brazil suggested that the Working Group could coordinate the country visits with the visit by 
the Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related 
intolerance. Chile, Argentine, and the ACLC raised concern that the annual sessions were going to be too 
focused on the country visits that had been carried out. These delegations stressed the importance of 
maintaining the thematic, research and analytical functions of the Working Group. PCN raised doubts 
concerning country visits and suggested that it might be more fruitful to analyse the information that already 
existed, for example, using the reports of the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination. Mr. 
Frans responded that the annual sessions would not be focused on the country visits, but the experiences 
from the country visits will of course be referred to during the sessions.  
 
The Ethiopian delegation made a statement on behalf of the African Group, proposing measures to be taken 
by the Working Group to further strengthen its recommendations. These measures included, inter alia, the 
need to collect disaggregated statistical data; to invite eminent people of African descent to the session of 
the Working Group; to allocate time during the sessions for review of the implementation of the 
recommendations of previous sessions; and to encourage initiatives such as organising conferences on the 
situation of people of African descent in Europe and elsewhere. 
 
Mr. Frans presented the outcome of the questionnaire to assemble and synthesise existing information 
about the situation of people of African descent and undertake a preliminary analysis of the issues of racial 
discrimination facing people of African descent. The questionnaire was sent to governments, specialised 
agencies, intergovernmental organisations, national institutions, and academics. As of 15 August 2005, the 
OHCHR had only received replies from twelve Member States: Brazil; Costa Rica; El Salvador; Honduras,; 
France; Ireland; Switzerland; Georgia; the Slovak Republic; Lebanon; Syrian Arab Republic and Mauritius. 
Mr. Frans encouraged all States to reply to the questionnaire stating that the data was very useful for States 
to learn and adopt best practices. The PCN requested that the questionnaires be sent to NGOs as well. 
 
Other suggestions to improve the follow-up of recommendations were presented and discussed. 
Switzerland, Chile, Argentina, Nigeria all welcomed establishing functional linkages with the 
Intergovernmental Working Group on the Effective Implementation of the Durban Declaration and 
Programme of Action. Chile stressed the importance of the participation of NGOs and civil society and 
requested more predictability so that NGOs coming from far away could be given sufficient time to speak.  
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NGO briefing 
 
In the briefing held with NGOs, NGOs proposed that the reports be published on the website beforehand so 
that they could be consulted before the session. The Secretariat replied that this would be done for the 
forthcoming session. NGOs also raised the issue of funding stating; many NGOs had problems coming to 
Geneva due to economic shortcomings. The experts replied that at the 4th session the Working Group 
reiterated its recommendation that a special fund should be established to facilitate the participation of NGOs 
(paragraph 10), but that unfortunately no action had been taken in this regard. 
 
Conclusions and recommendations 
 
This year's conclusions and recommendations12, based on the thematic discussions and submitted to the 
Commission for consideration at its 62nd session, are equal in length to the previous years. The Working 
Group reiterated its recommendation that a special fund be established to facilitate the participation of NGOs 
at the sessions. Many of the conclusions and recommendations focused on the collection of disaggregated 
data by race and sex and the political participation of people of African descent.  The Working Group 
recommended that gender related dimensions of racial discrimination should be given more attention by 
States and positive actions should be used to address discrimination faced by women. Other key 
recommendations concern implementation of the MDGs. The Working Group urged States to take measures 
to eradicate poverty in communities where people of African descent live. Several recommendations are 
focused such as the recommendation that the impact of the implementation of MDGs on people of African 
descent should be assessed and reported in country progress reports and that States should ensure that 
political parties establish internal diversity commissions and/or Ombudspersons to monitor the 
implementation of their positive measures within the context of political representation of and by people of 
African descent.  
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