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Summary 

In Southern Africa, as is the case across the world, women and men human rights defenders (W/
HRDs) are under siege. In our analysis and based on applications for help in protection that we 
receive as the Southern Africa Human Rights Defenders Network (SAHRDN), we can summarise 
that attacks on W/HRDs in the region include, inter alia, state and nonstate sponsored actions 
that range from assassinations and extrajudicial killings; arbitrary arrests and detention;  online 
and physical attacks, threats and harassment; abductions and enforced disappearances; as well as 
politicization of W/HRD work and demonization and scandalization of activists as terrorists, crimi-
nals or agents of the west or regime change and people pursuing foreign interests or opposition 
causes. Criminalisation and Institutionalization of repression through the introduction and selective 
application of repressive laws such as cyber laws, public order laws, freedom of information laws; 
financial intelligence laws which had the effect of closing down operational space for HRDs in se-
veral countries in the region is also a problem on the increase.

1Seminal lecture by Arnold Tsunga, Chairperson of the Southern Africa Human Rights Defenders 
Network (SAHRDN or the Defenders Network) currently working as the Africa Director for 
the International Commission of Jurists. He gave this lecture as the guest of the Center 
for Democracy and Development (CDD) at the Polytechnic in Maputo on 6 March 2020. 

New Authoritarianism, Civic Space 
and Human Rights Defending1 

Introductory Remarks

It gives me great pleasure to get this opportunity 
to give this important lecture in Maputo Mozam-
bique, a great city with a strong history of lea-

dership in the struggles of the people of Southern 
Africa to get freedom from the yorke of oppression, 
colonialism and racial domination. 

It is Maputo and Dar e Salaam that housed the 
Frontline states whose mission was the total eradi-
cation of colonialism. It is here that after the colo-
nialist were defeated in 1975, the new leadership 
of Mozambique lead by President Samora Machel 
took the risky but necessary decision that the quest 
for the liberation of Southern Africa will be laun-
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ched from Mozambique at great cost to the people 
of Mozambique. By providing a safe haven for the 
Southern Africa liberation movements to launch the 
wars for the total liberation of all countries in Sou-
thern Africa, you paid with your blood and sacrificed 
your development for Africa to be free from oppres-
sion.

Your illustrious sons and daughters inspired us in 
Southern Africa as we grew. 
The names of Eduardo Mon-
dlane, Samora Machel, mama 
Gracia Machel, President Joa-
chim Chissano are household 
names and always invoke the 
spirit of the rise of Africa after 
hundreds of years of domina-
tion by the West during the 
pre-independence era. They 
gave the human face to a core 
objective of the Organisation 
of African Unity under article 2 
(d) of the OAU Charter of 1963 
”to eradicate all forms of colo-
nialism from Africa”.  

Many of our relatives inclu-
ding mine personally, sons and 
daughters of Southern Africa 
are burried in unknown graves 
and places in Mozambique, 
murdered by the colonial regimes of Rhodesia and 
South Africa that saw Mozambique as a legitimate 
frontier of attack for housing, equiping, training and 
providing logistical support for the wars of liberation. 
The souls of the sons and daughters of Southern Afri-
ca who persihed and whose bones litre Mozambique 
will not rest in eternal peace until Southern Africans 

can be totally free from dictatorship and oppression 
and the full aspiration of the freedom fighters are 
achieved.

This rich history and legacy and significance of Mo-
zambique in the struggles of Southern African peo-
ple against oppression and dictatorship makes this 
city such a significant city for us to take stock of whe-
re we are as a continent in terms of the democratisa-

tion and freedom agenda. 

The wars of liberation could 
not have been in vain! Mo-
zambicans sacrifice for the 
freedom of Southern Africans 
from the yorke of dictatorship 
and oppression could not 
have been in vain! Maputo as 
the twin capital city with Dar 
e Salaam of Tanzania of such 
a rich history should be the 
epi-centre of interrogating the 
gains and losses made in the 
post colonial Southern African 
state. This should be the city 
of evaluating the growth or 
decline of democracy in the 
post-independent African sta-
te. 

Liberation and freedom 
thought leadership should be generated here and 
reveberate throughout the region from here. This 
is why the SAHRDN and the CDD are choosing 
Maputo to host the Southern Africa Annual Youth 
Human Rights Defenders Camp, a short university 
certificated course for human rights defenders be-
tween the ages of 18 and 35 years.

The names of Eduar-
do Mondlane, Samora 
Machel, mama Gra-
cia Machel, President 
Joachim Chissano are 
household names and 
always invoke the spi-
rit of the rise of Africa 
after hundreds of years 
of domination by the 
West during the pre-in-
dependence era.

The Rise of New Authoritarianism

After the World War 2, the most influential world 
leaders then, conceptualized and tried to implement 
a new world order anchored on human rights values 
and respect for the rule of law. The Universal Decla-
ration Of Human Rights (UDHR), the United Nations 
Charter and the United Nations took increasing im-
portance in guaranteeing global peace and security 
based on an aspiration of respect for a world order 
underpinned by an international rule of law.  The hu-
man rights values inspired the rise of the liberation 
and democracy movements in Africa.

We regrettably have seen lately the serious shifts 

that have undermined multilateralism anchored on 
human rights values. Increasingly the most power-
ful nations militarily and economically have actively 
undermined the United Nations and a world order 
underpinned by the respect for international rule of 
law. The examples are endless, President Trump in 
the USA with his America first policy and unilatera-
listic driven foreign policy agenda, President Putin 
in Russia who does not hesitate to use military mi-
ght to pursue narrow nationalistic interest, President 
Jing Ping of China who uses ruthless debt diplomacy 
as some new form of complex and frightening con-
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2 HRCNet is a network of organisations from across the globe that was created in Geneva in 
order to improve the participation and impact of civil society at the UN Human Rights 
Council. The SAHRDN coordinates HRCNet working group on New Authoritarianism and 
is a member of the working group on civic space.

quest and recolonisation agenda, and Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson who is fanatical about British splendid 
isolation and who rose to power on the self inflicted 
injury or own goal of Brexit. These are just examples 
of major powers, some of who have traditionally clai-
med to be paragons of democracy and have infact 
turned democracy on its head. Their conduct allows 
for the development of a culture of lack of respect 
for human rights as a global culture in the governan-
ce matrix.

The working definition of New Authoritarianism 
adopted by a group of civil society organisations 
globally under the banner of HRCNet2 worried about 
it are that these are governments that are right wing 
economically, culturally conservative, driven by de-
moralisation of human rights and institutions, and 
largely nationalist in outlook. Many of them are vo-
ted in, not always through fair elections but through 
manipulating the democratic process. So they can 
claim to have popular support as a result of elec-
tions.

One worrisome factor about new authoritarianism 

is the manipulation and undermining of democratic 
elections. Increasingly the mentality is that power 
is an end in itself. Power is not seen as a national 
resource that has to be deliberately deployed to 
achieve progressive and developmental objectives 
for the country. The central thesis of getting power 
at any cost means even the elections are seen as an 
enterprise for power acquisition as opposed to an 
opportunity to give people a chance to hold leaders 
to account.

In such situations, institutions and systems of de-
mocratic governance are instrumentalised to ac-
quire and retain power. Separation of powers and 
checks and balances are undermined. Elections 
become more chronological rituals devoid of subs-
tantive meaning in terms of people participation in 
their own governance. The belief in the usefulness 
of elections for accountable governance is syste-
matically degraded creating a sense of powerless-
ness and uselessness of the electoral process as an 
instrument of periodic change for transformation of 
our societies.

The nature of the State in New Authoritarianism

In my view usually there is a very small group of 
people who control the state. There is conflation 
between political office and economic opportunity. 
Usually the security sector and the economic sector 
is totally under the control of a small cabal that also 
usually captures the ruling party. In Zimbabwe for 
example Jabusile M. Shumba (2018) who has stu-
died the political party, military and business rela-
tions in the post independent Zimbabwe calls it an 
undemocratic predatory state that “exhibits more 
predatory characteristics than it does other forms of 
state conceptualization”. This is a state where con-
trol of state power is used for private enterprise by 
the few controlling the levers of state power while 
the state’s coercive apparatus is used to suppress 
any dissent. It is an undemocratic government sitting 
over a state that is facing developmental reversal. It 
is usually a weak state in terms of bureaucratic, deve-
lopmental and economic organization capacity but it 
is strong enough to target human rights champions 
and oppositional forces and voices for repression.

Shumba (2018/viii) summarises the nature of the 

undemocratic predatory state in Zimbabwe as cha-
racterized by “(1) party and military dominance of 
the state (2) state-business relations shaped by 
domination and capture, and (3) state-society rela-
tions shaped by violence and patronage.” He ends 
by arguing that “Zimbabwe’s power elite extracts 
high levels of rents from the state and the economy 
towards personal ends, and in doing so undermines 
developmental potential.”

I posit that countries like Eswatini, Zambia, Tanza-
nia, the DRC and Mozambique in Southern Africa 
depict some of these predatory characteristics to di-
fferent levels of intensity. Certainly Angola was like 
that before President Dos Santos left power ushe-
ring in his daughter as the richest woman in Africa 
and his son looting the sovereign wealth fund. Ma-
lawi is like that under President Mutharika but there 
has been a rise of grassroots driven human rights 
activism that has put tremendous pressure on the ru-
ling cabal and their corrupt and predatory practices 
that change may be imminent.
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An undemocratic predatory state with develo-
pmental regression is different from the Rwanda 
model, which depicts signs of an undemocratic 
developmental state. In an undemocratic develop-
mental state, there is dictatorship but limited impact 
of corruption and laundering of state resources for 
personal gain. One can argue that an undemocratic 
developmental state derives its inspiration from the 
Singaporese or Chinese or Tiger economy models 
where there is usually a “benevolent” dictator who is 
palpably intolerant to opposition and criticism from 
human rights groups. They often argue that human 
rights realisations are outcomes of development. 

So in such undemocratic developmental states, 
while there is development, there is no proactive 
promotion, protection and enjoyment of human ri-
ghts especially civil and political rights that may be 
seen as sowing seeds of conflict and instability in 
societies desperate for development. The classifica-
tion of rights into first generation (civil and political) 
and second generation (Economic, social and cul-
tural) has not been helpful especially with the west 
as main donors of NGOs focusing more or seen as 
focusing more on civil and political rights.  Questions 
are often asked on the sustainability of this model 

but the proponents of this model argue the rise of 
Tiger economies and China as economic forces as 
evidence that this model produces tangible results. 
China has taken hundreds of millions of people out 
of poverty using this model. It may need more re-
search and academic interrogation.

The central feature of new authoritarian states in 
Africa is that the state becomes intolerant to oppo-
sition, human rights activists and oriented civil so-
ciety. The legal system and the judiciary’s ability to 
offer legal protection to all and protect human ri-
ghts and offer and real and effective remedies for 
human rights violations is undermined. State securi-
ty institutions are coopted and militialised to serve 
narrow interests. Groups emerge calling themselves 
civil society groups that use the traditional civil so-
ciety methods to propagate and support certain ri-
ghts while attacking the enjoyment of others in the 
process undermining the universality of human ri-
ghts. A climate of impunity pervades society with 
a strong notion that might is right and not right is 
might established as the national order. The role of 
the powerful non-state Actor takes prominence in 
the affairs of such states.

3 Nicholas van Hoogstraten has [previously] said he “[does not] believe in democracy, I believe in 
rule by the fittest” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nicholas_van_Hoogstraten

Role of The Powerful Non-State Actor, and Geo-Political and Geo-
Economic Contestations for Africa in the New-Authoritarian State

The role of the powerful non-state actor in an au-
thoritarian state takes prominence. The desire and 
objective to use control of the levers of state power 
to get economic opportunity and loot national re-
sources has made the authoritarian state susceptible 
to the influence of the economically powerful and 
who want to access investment opportunities. Weak 
economic governance and bureaucratic capacity re-
sults in a strong man syndrome substituting the bu-
reaucratic process. 

Unscrupulous business people mainly with extracti-
ve and exploitative intent become the main business 
players. The nature of their business activities make 
them dislike human rights activists as they equally 
dislike accountability for business complicity in vio-
lations of human rights. Such business people beco-

me critical enablers of state power acquisition and 
retention through supply of resources to the small 
cabal controlling the state while looting the state. 
In South Africa we have heard of the contestations 
between Guptas Family, the Rupert family and the 
Openheimer family for the control of the hearts and 
soul of the South Africa political class, while in Zim-
babwe we have heard of the Kudakwashe Tagwirei, 
Nicholas Van Hoogstraten3, Billy Rautenbach, John 
Bredeenkamp, the Meikles family among others 
who have had a role in propping up the ruling class 
while acquiring business opportunities including lar-
ge tracts of land. I posit that every other country in 
Southern Africa will have such well known business 
people whose role in propping up autocratic practi-
ces and extractive relations between countries and 
investors is yet to be fully studied.
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Closely linked to the role of the non-state actor in 
terms of investment decisions that put a wage be-
tween the autocratic regimes and their people is the 
role of the geo-political and geo-economic contesta-
tion for Africa that is akin to a new scramble for Africa 
regrettably with the same neo-colonial if not colonial 
outcomes as happened with the first scramble for 
Africa that culminated in the Berlin conference for the 
partitioning of Africa more than 100 years ago.

The United States and China have a near open 
competition for influence in Africa. Such competition 
according to Otto Saki (unpublished paper 2018) 
“has implications for our efforts to disrupt the drivers 
of inequality on the continent and demands our at-
tention.” Otto’s caution arose after the then U.S Na-
tional Security Advisor, John Bolton, on 6 December 
2018  at the Heritage Foundation, announced that 
a new financing instrument to replace the Overseas 
Private Investment Corporation (OPIC) was adopted 
through Better Utilization of Investments Leading 
to Development (BUILD) Act with a lending ceiling 
of $60 billion. OPIC was renamed the United Sta-
tes International Development Finance Corporation 
(IDFC). 

“Historically, OPIC was the main institution in pro-
moting investment in Africa, complemented by Afri-
ca Growth Opportunities Act (AGOA), whose life 
span has been extended until 2025” Otto said.

Since earlier in the year, China had also made a 
$60 billion pledge to aid and investment in Africa 
during the 2018 Forum on China African Coopera-
tion (FOCAC) Otto argued that “the $60 billion coin-
cidence between U.S and China aid/loans is striking” 
and “left many shell shocked and wondering if the 
new U.S policy was directed at supporting Africa or 
at competing with China in Africa”.

Africa’s desire and insatiable appetite for foreign 

direct investment (FDI) coupled with not so well 
thought through short-term oriented investment 
and economic policies and weak economic regula-
tory frameworks has exposed Africa to opportunistic 
investors who are in a hurry to make the quick dollar 
and to extract value without concern to the environ-
ment and the economic and social rights of commu-
nities from where such value is extracted. 

This is one of the reasons that the African Com-
mission has established a Working Group on Extrac-
tive Industries, Environment and Human Rights Vio-
lations under leadership of The Chairperson of the 
ACHPR, Commissioner Dersso of Ethiopia who had 
this to say about our current global context

“Ours is a time of globalization…the era of 
corporations, the single most dominant for-
ce and beneficiary of globalization. … ‘the 
20th century has been characterized by three 
developments of great political importance: 
The growth of democracy, the growth of cor-
porate power, and the growth of corporate 
propaganda as a means of protecting corpo-
rate power against democracy… The perils of 
corporate power for people [for the environ-
ment] and for human rights are even bigger in 
Africa and other economically weak regions of 
the world.”4

It is in this context of globalization and the emer-
gence of corporate power in a weak governance 
sphere that Africa loses over $60 billion annually 
through illicit financial flows and other corruption 
related practices. Infact researchers show that in 
30 years between 1980 and 2009  “between $1.2 
trillion and $1.4 trillion..left Africa in illicit financial 
flows.”5 This gives credence to the argument that is 
increasing in volume that Africa does not need aid 
but trade coupled with sterming corruption and illicit 
financial flows.

4 http://www.achpr.org/news/2016/07/d226 
5https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/december-2013/illicit-financial-flows-africa-track-it-stop-it-get-it 

Civic Space in Southern Africa

As I said earlier civil society organisations played an 
important part in the struggles against colonialism and 
apartheid, and for democracy. They, with liberation 
war icons created a vision of a democratic, just, peace-
ful and prosperous Africa that is yet to be achieved in 
many parts of Africa. The vision for a just, peaceful and 

democratic Africa has found meaning in the important 
human rights instruments that the AU member states 
have developed and adopted such as the AU Consti-
tutive Act, the African Charter on Human and Peoples 
Rights, The Maputo Protocol and the AU Charter on 
Democracy Elections and Good Governance among 
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others. Virtually all AU members states have also 
adopted the International Covenant on Civil and Poli-
tical Rights as well as the Covenant on Economic So-
cial and Cultural Rights. On 9 December 1998 all AU 
members states were part of the UN General Assem-
bly that unanimously adopted the UN Declaration on 
Human Rights Defending that codifies the duties and 
responsibilities as well as duty of everyone to promote 
and protect human rights. For this to be achieved, it 
needs an enabling civic space and a conscious effort 
to bridge the gap between human rights standards 
and human rights practices in Africa.

Mark Heywood (2019: unpublished) argues that 
civil society 

has a vital role to play in struggles for sustainable 
development, against corruption, for equality in 
health and education systems, and for women’s 
and children’s rights. Yet in recent years …a per-
fect storm, is shrinking civic space at local, district, 
national and regional levels. Digital technologies 
such as the internet and social media, which have 
aided organisation by human rights defenders, 
have proved equally capable of being turned 
against them. 

In a survey of civic space and HRDs Mark Heywood 
and I did for the OHCHR in 14 Southern African coun-
tries (Angola, Botswana, Comoros, Eswatini, Lesotho, 
Namibia, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambi-
que, Seychelles, South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe) 
in 2019 with over 200 human rights organisations par-
ticipating the survey as summarized by Mark showed 
that; 

Significantly the majority of participants, 46%, expres-
sed their view that civic space has become ‘less free’; 

while 42% said it has stayed relatively the same. But 
despite a majority of organisations (53%) having faced 
attacks, most participants noted that they are still able 
to operate freely (51%) or partly freely (42%). However, 
25% of respondents – mainly from Zimbabwe, Zambia 
and Malawi – noted that in the last 12 months, there 
has been a significant clampdown on their operations. 

On 4 March 2020, at the Oxfam learning event on ci-
vic space, a solid research findings presented showed 
the issue of the systematic and sustained character as-
sassination and delegitimisation narratives for HRDS as 
a matter of grave concern. It is common in most coun-
tries including in Southern Africa. Human rights activists 
are often described as agents of the West, members 
of the opposition, urban elite, insurgence and terrorists, 
foreign agents, and in some instances anti-growth and 
anti-development agents. In many countries the legisla-
tive and constitutional framework, the legal and security 
system as well as administrative practices are used to 
clamp down on both legal existence and or operational 
functionality of NGOs and civil society organisations.

In his recommendations to the UN Mark Heywood 
concluded that 

Coordinated action to protect civic space is 
desperately necessary. Building on the spa-
ces that are still open (or opening) for human 
rights activism, consolidating the democratic 
reform that is opening spaces in countries 
such as Angola and assisting it to spread more 
evenly across the country, and preventing civic 
space being closed (again) in countries such as 
Zambia, Zimbabwe and Malawi should now be 
treated as a priority. 

Persecution of Human Rights Defenders in Southern Africa

In Southern Africa, as is the case across the world, 
women and men human rights defenders (W/HRDs) 
are under siege. Frontline Defenders Global Analysis 
Key highlights that in 2018, 327 W/HRDS were kil-
led on the line of duty while in 2019, 304 defenders 
were killed for their work as W/HRDS. Paying with 
your life for the rights of others is the ultimate price 
that W/HRDS can pay. Killing W/HRDs is such a was-
te to humanity. They are the least of problems that 
the world needs to deal with.  Most killings were in 
Latin America. 

South Africa in Southern Africa, has recorded killin-
gs of HRDs in the area of environment and land pro-
tection. Sadly this has happened largely with impu-

nity and the most shocking of the cases was in the 
Xolobeni area where leaders of the Amadiba Cri-
sis Committee such as Bazooka were murdered in 
cold blood. The group Abahlali base Mjondolo has 
also reported extra-judicial killings of their leaders 
in the landless communities in Kwazulu Natal. The 
impunity for such killings is a significant dent on the 
otherwise good human rights record of the country 
save in the ESC area.

Zimbabwe and Mozambique have experienced 
killings of democracy activists in the context of elec-
toral contestations with the Matavale killing in broad 
day light in Gaza, Mozambique sending shivers 
down the spines of W/HRDS. Significant conflict and 
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killings are now happening in both countries in areas 
where there are natural resources ready for exploita-
tion with the “matchete gangs” associated with the 
state security apparatus in Zimbabwe creating a cli-
mate of terror where there are rich natural resources 
such as precious minerals. In Mozambique the Cabo 
Delgado province is now a matter of sub-regional if 
not regional/global security concern with emergen-
ce of groups associating themselves with extremists 
terrorising entire communities resulting in mass dis-
placements to pave way for extraction of natural gas 
and oil.

In Zambia a group of militia associated with the 
ruling party has been involved in gas attacks against 
perceived opposition forces and defenders resulting 
in some deaths. There is a strong sentiment that such 
attacks done with the seeming acquiesence of the 
state amount to targeted chemicals attacks against 
legitimate political opponents and community lea-
ders in a way that violates international human rights 
and humanitarian law. 

In Malawi ever since the failure to hold credible 
elections in 2019 there has emerged grassroots dri-
ven human rights pressure for electoral accountabi-
lity as well as good governance lead by the Malawi 
Human Rights Defenders Coalition (HRDC). One 
feature of this pressure has been popular demons-
trations. The police failed on crowd control. They 

approached the demonstrations with heavy hande-
dness and the killing of some protesters or people 
who are close relatives of the protest leaders. This 
resulted in the police losing public credibility and 
putting the country in danger of serious conflict that 
resulted in the Malawi Defence Forces stepping in 
to offer protection to everyone including the protes-
ters. The stability of the country is going to be lar-
gely dependent on how credible the fresh elections 
are managed.

In our analysis and based on applications for help 
in protection that we receive as the SAHRDN, we 
can summarise that attacks on W/HRDs in the region 
include, inter alia, state and nonstate sponsored ac-
tions that range from assassinations and extrajudicial 
killings; arbitrary arrests and detention;  online and 
physical attacks, threats and harassment; abductions 
and enforced disappearances; as well as politiciza-
tion of W/HRD work and demonization and scanda-
lization of activists as terrorists, criminals or agents of 
the west or regime change and people pursuing fo-
reign interests or opposition causes. Criminalisation 
and Institutionalization of repression through the 
introduction and selective application of repressive 
laws such as cyber laws, public order laws, freedom 
of information laws; financial intelligence laws which 
had the effect of closing down operational space for 
HRDs in several countries in the region is also a pro-
blem on the increase.
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As Frontline Defenders (2007) has observed many 
W/HRDs “are uncomfortable with a focus on their 
own protection because their purpose is to defend 
the rights of others.” W/HRDs are quite comfortable 
defending other people’s rights and giving a voice 
to those who are marginalized and vulnerable and in 
the process often speak to power economic or poli-
tical unsurprisingly finding themselves being targets 

of retribution and persecution. “If there is no securi-
ty for HRDs to undertake their legitimate work then 
there will be no effective protection for the rights of 
anyone” (Frontline Defenders 2007). This is where 
the SAHRDN comes in with its programme of rapid 
and practical support to W/HRDs facing persecution 
in Southern Africa in collaboration with numerous 
partners.

Who is SAHRDN or the Defenders Network?

Initially founded as a loose network of women and 
men Human Rights Defenders (W/HRDs) in February 
2013, the SAHRDN (or the Defenders Network) is 
now a firmly established, increasingly influential non-
-profit sub-regional network 
of W/HRDs from Southern 
Africa. It is registered as 211-
513NPO in South Africa with 
a U.S. Equivalence Determi-
nation, making it the equiva-
lent of a US public charity. 

SAHRDN envisions em-
powered women and men 
human rights defenders (W/
HRDs), operating in an ena-
bling civic space, without 
fears of threats or attack. 

SAHRDN’s mission is to 
provide and/or scale-up rapid, practical, holistic, col-
lective and intersectional gender and diversity-sen-
sitive prevention, protection and re-integration su-
pport to W/HRDs in Southern Africa, with a strategic 
priority on grassroots and most vulnerable W/HRDs. 

SAHRDN’s core purpose is to coordinate regional 
efforts to provide rapid, practical, holistic and inclu-
sive protection support to W/HRDs at high risk, de-
fend civic space, and empower W/HRDs to mitigate 

the effects of repression, enhance their access jus-
tice and more importantly to exercise their agency 
to Right to Defend Human Rights. To this end, the 
Network contributes to the respect and recognition 

of W/HRDs as legitimate actors 
and agents of social transforma-
tion with universally recognized 
and constitutionally guaranteed 
rights.

At the heart of SAHRDN’s 
approach is a strategic focus on 
the most vulnerable and mar-
ginalized W/HRDs operating 
mostly in remote communities, 
who are oblivious of protection 
mechanisms available and often 
left behind, -suffering in silen-
ce. SAHRDN’s inclusive, com-
prehensive support infrastruc-

ture and bottom-up, locals led approach ensures 
that W/HRDs in remote areas and at the margins are 
safe but not silent. At the core of SAHRDN’s approa-
ch is the Sustainable Development Goal’s (SDG’s) 
cross cutting and cardinal principle of “leaving no 
one behind”, with programming that directly or in-
directly addresses a variety of the SDGs, especially 
SDG 16 (promoting Peaceful and Inclusive Socie-
ties), 5 (achieve Gender Equality) and 10 (reduce 
Inequality). 

SAHRDN envisions em-
powered women and 
men human rights de-
fenders (W/HRDs), ope-
rating in an enabling 
civic space, without 
fears of threats or atta-
ck.

Towards the Mozambique HRDs Network/Coalition

We have been working with colleagues in Mozam-
bique, the CDD, Diakonia, Oxfam, for the establish-
ment of a fully functional HRDs network in Mozam-
bique that will make it possible to have an efficient 
project for the effective protection of HRDs. We are 
very happy of the close collaboration that is deve-

loping organically with the Mozambique National 
Human Rights Commission under the leadership of 
Dr Luis Bitone. The SAHRDN has a collaborative re-
lationship with national human rights commissions 
that we see as the natural interface between HRDs 
and authorities in Southern Africa.  
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Way Forward for Africa

I have always argued that Africa’s failure of de-
velopment and democratic consolidation has lar-
gely been an organizational and leadership crisis as 
opposed to absence of a vision anchored around 
human rights and democratic governance values.

 
The African Charter on Human and Peoples Righ-

ts which has been ratified by all AU members states 
except the recently admitted Morroco has a status 
of customary international law in Africa. It proba-
bly is the best human rights instrument in the world 
which builds into one document, economic, social, 
cultural, civil and political as well as group rights 
such as sovereignty, development and environmen-
tal rights.

This instrument, like all the good constitutions that 
our countries have, that contain good bill of rights 
and establish constitutional institutions of democra-
cy and governance is as good as the piece of paper 
on which it is written, unless it is implemented. The 
AU members states have also signed at ratified the 
most important international human rights instru-
ments such as the ICCPR and ICESCR.

The address of the mismatch between human ri-

ghts standards and human rights practices in Africa 
is a matter of both grave urgency and importance.  
At the global level there is an urgent and important 
need to re-establish a multilateral system that is an-
chored on respect for international rule of law and 
respect for universal human rights values. This is why 
the AU Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want and the 
SDGs in particular SDG 16 and 5 are important for 
all of us to read and understand and try to push our 
governments to implement. 

The AU says Agenda 2063 is meant “to prioritise 
inclusive social and economic development, conti-
nental and regional integration, democratic gover-
nance and peace and security amongst other issues 
aimed at repositioning Africa to becoming a domi-
nant player in the global arena.” This is urgent and 
important and needs all hands on the deck. An em-
powered W/HRDs in an open and democratic Sou-
thern Africa will contribute immensely to the attain-
ment of these noble ideals.

Thank you for listening. Thanks once again my 
friend Professor Adriano Nuvunga and the Center for 
Democracy and Development (CDD) for this oppor-
tunity. Long live Mozambique, Long live Africa!
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