
Historical background
The African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights (the 
African Commission of the Commission) undertook to create 
the mechanism of Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Women 
in Africa (the Special Rapporteur) having realised that, despite 
the existence of numerous legal instruments intended to protect 
their rights in Africa, women continued to su!er many forms of 
discrimination. The creation of the mechanism of the Special Rap-
porteur therefore responded to the need to further advance the 
rights of women across the continent. 

This mechanism was created following the adoption of Resolution 
ACHPR/Res.38 (XXV) 99 by the African Commission, on the desig-
nation of a Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Women in Africa, at 
its 25th Ordinary Session in Bujumbura, Burundi, in 1999. The first 
Special Rapporteur, Julienne Ondziel-Gnelenga, was appointed in 
1999. Her mandate ended in 2001 when she was replaced by An-
gela Melo, who was Special Rapporteur until 2007. Today, Soyata 
Maïga holds the post, having replaced Angela Melo in 2007.

Mandate
The mandate of the Special Rapporteur is as follows:

1. To serve as a focal point for the promotion and protection of 
the rights of women in Africa amongst the 11 Members of the 
African Commission; 

2. To assist African governments in the development and imple-
mentation of their policies on the promotion and protection of 
the rights of women in Africa, in accordance with the Protocol 
to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the 
Rights of Women in Africa (the Women’s Protocol or the Pro-
tocol) and in the general harmonization of national legislation 
with the rights guaranteed under the Protocol;

3. To undertake promotional and fact-finding missions in the 
African member countries of the African Union, in order to 
disseminate the African Union’s human rights instruments and 
to investigate the situation of women’s rights in the countries 
visited;

4. To monitor the implementation of the African Charter on Hu-
man and Peoples’ Rights (the African Charter) and its Protocol 
on the Rights of Women in Africa by State parties, notably by 
preparing reports on the situation of the rights of women in 
Africa and proposing recommendations to be adopted by the 
Commission;

5.  As appropriate, to draft resolutions on the situation of women 
in the various African countries and propose their adoption by 
the Members of the Commission;

6. To carry out a comparative study on the situation of the rights 
of women in various countries of Africa;

7. To define guidelines for State reporting in order to induce Mem-
ber States to address women’s rights issues more e!ectively 
in their periodic and/or initial reports submitted to the African 
Commission;

8. To collaborate with the actors responsible for the promotion 
and protection of the rights of women internationally, regionally 
and nationally, in particular:

• Government ministries responsible for gender issues in each 
African Union Member State;

• Intergovernmental organisations acting at regional and 
national level in Africa;

• Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and national  
human rights institutions;

• Other United Nations Special Rapporteurs and other  
regional human rights systems.
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Achievements and activities
The Special Rapporteur has a broad mandate but very few re-
sources with which to fulfil it. She must, therefore, make choices 
about which activities to undertake. To date, Special Rapporteurs 
have concentrated particularly on:  

1.  Promoting the rights of women in Africa by attending confer-
ences, seminars and other promotional activities organised by 
civil society organisations;

2.  Advocacy e!orts before African governments to promote 
ratification and implementation of the Protocol to the African 
Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of  
Women in Africa;

3.  Promotional visits to various African States.

Since the mechanism of Special Rapporteur was created, very 
few activities have taken place relating to the rights of indigenous 
women. However, the current Special Rapporteur, Commissioner 
Soyata Maïga, has shown a marked interest in the question of 
indigenous women’s rights and seeks to give it greater promi-
nence during the remainder of her mandate. It should equally be 
noted that Commissioner Soyata Maïga is also a member of the 
African Commission’s Working Group on Indigenous Populations/
Communities. This twofold mandate makes her role invaluable for 
indigenous women.  

On the occasion of the 44th Ordinary Session of the African 
Commission, which took place in Abuja, Nigeria, in 2008, a parallel 
event was organised with representatives of indigenous or-
ganisations to enable the Special Rapporteur to discuss the key 
problems faced by indigenous women. Prominent among such 
problems were issues of health, education, employment, and the 
right to land and resources.

The Special Rapporteur has expressed her commitment to devote 
more attention to the rights of indigenous women. She referred to 
the vital role that civil society organisations play in strengthening 
the work of the Commission and its Working Group on Indigenous 
Populations/Communities. Furthermore, she suggested organis-
ing a regional seminar for indigenous women in the near future. 
For further information about this event, follow the link below:  
http://www.forestpeoples.org/topics/legal-human-rights/
publication/2010/special-rapporteur-african-commission-takes-
challenge-ind.

Contributing to the Special Rapporteur’s mandate
It is important that civil society organisations contribute to the 
work of the Special Rapporteur. Her mandate covers 53 African 
States but she has only a small team with which to carry out her 
numerous tasks. Below are some ideas for NGO activities:
   
•  Inform the Special Rapporteur about the situation of indigenous 

women and developments at the national level, by letter or 
email sent to the African Commission Secretariat, for the atten-
tion of the Special Rapporteur;

•  Document violations of the rights of indigenous women at the 
national level and share evidence with the Special Rapporteur;

•  Communicate with the Special Rapporteur prior to any o"cial 
mission to a given country and arrange a meeting with her;

•  Invite the Special Rapporteur to participate in awareness-raising 
activities on the rights of indigenous women.
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