
History and foundation

The African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights  
(the African Commission or the Commission) is the primary region-
al institution for the promotion and protection of human rights in 
Africa. It was established by the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) 
in 1987 as an independent body under the terms of the  
African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (the African  
Charter). The Commission headquarters are located in Banjul,  
The Gambia.

Composition

The Commission comprises 11 human rights experts of high 
moral standing, chosen from a list of candidates submitted by Afri-
can States. Commissioners act in a personal capacity. This means 
that they do not represent their countries and therefore must be 

Mandate

The African Commission has a two-fold mandate (see Article 45 of 
the African Charter): to promote and protect human and peoples’ 
rights throughout the African continent. Its mandate also covers 
interpreting the legislative provisions of the African Charter.

Promoting human and peoples’ rights
By virtue of its promotional mandate, the Commission has a duty 
to educate populations and to disseminate information about 
human and peoples’ rights in Africa. As such, the following are 
among its key tasks:

 Gather documentation, undertake studies and research, or-
ganise seminars, symposia and conferences, and disseminate 
information on human and peoples’ rights;
Formulate and elaborate principles and rules aimed at solving 
legal problems relating to human and peoples’ rights and fun-
damental freedoms upon which African governments may base 
their legislation;
Collaborate with other African and international institutions 
which work for the promotion and protection of human and 
peoples’ rights;
Examine, during their ordinary sessions, the periodic reports 
which States are required to submit under Article 62 of the 
African Charter. A more detailed description of this procedure, 
together with information on how NGOs can contribute, can be 
found in Information notes #7 and 8.

As part of the Commission’s promotional role, its members also 
undertake promotional visits to African States, at the States’ invita-
tion or with their approval. Further information on this subject can 
be found in Information note #7.

Protecting human and peoples’ rights
The Commission’s mandate for the protection of rights is mainly 

procedure enables individuals, NGOs and groups of individuals 
who believe that their rights, or those of others, have been, or are 
being violated, to petition (complain) about these violations to 
the Commission. This procedure is explained in greater detail in 
Information notes #7a and 9.

Special mechanisms

The Commission has created a number of special mechanisms to 
support its activities for the promotion and protection of human 
rights in Africa. The most common mechanism is the mandate 
given to Special Rapporteurs and Working Groups. These play a 
very important role in the research, collection, and storage of in-
formation on certain key areas of human rights. The Commission 
may then use such information to formulate standards, policies 

The African Commission currently has Special Rapporteurs work-
ing on the following human rights questions:

1.  Prisons and conditions of detention in Africa;
2.  Women’s rights in Africa (the mechanism relating to the Special  

Rapporteur on the Rights of Women in Africa is covered  
in Information note #3);

3.  Freedom of expression in Africa; 
4.  Human rights defenders;
5.  Refugees, asylum seekers and internally displaced persons  

in Africa;
6.  Extra-judicial or summary executions.
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Current Working Groups of the Commission, which are composed 
of members of the Commission and independent experts, are as 
follows:

1.

 in Africa (its role is discussed in Information note #4);
2.  Working Group on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
 in Africa;
3.  Working Group on the Death Penalty;
4.  Working Group on the Implementation of the Robben Island 

Guidelines (on the prevention of torture);
5.

African Commission;
6.  Working Group on the Environment, Extractive Industries  

and Human Rights Violations in Africa.

Sessions of the Commission 

The Commission holds two sessions each year, usually in May and 
November. The Sessions generally last for two weeks and include 
public and private hearings. 

The following items are usually on the agenda during ordinary 
sessions:

1.  Discussion of the human rights situation in Africa with mem-
bers of the Commission, State representatives, NGOs, national 
human rights institutions and inter-governmental bodies;

2. 

with the Commission;  
3.  Report on the Commission’s activities since its last ordinary 

session;
4.  Examination of State periodic reports; 
5.  Study and adoption of resolutions and reports; 
6.  

7.  Administrative matters.

Contact

The contact details of the African Commission Secretariat are as follows: 

Dr Mary Maboreke, Secretary
African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights
48 Kairaba Avenue, P O Box 673, Banjul, The Gambia
Tel +220 4392 962 Fax +220 4390 764
Email:  achpr@achpr.org
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