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APCOF Statement in Response to the Report of the Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders

59th Ordinary Session of the African Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights

25 October 2016
Madam Chairperson,

Honorable Commissioners and Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders,

APCOF welcomes the report of the Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders on her activities since the 58th Ordinary Session of the African Commission. In particular, APCOF commends the Special Rapporteur on her work to develop a new normative standard for the policing of assemblies in Africa, through the development and consultation of the Principles and Operational Standards for the Policing of Assemblies by Law Enforcement Officials in Africa. 
APCOF welcomes the leadership taken by the Honourable Special Rapporteur to support the development of a new normative standard for Africa on the policing of assemblies, which is of critical importance the work of human rights defenders across Africa.
Since the 58th Ordinary Session of the African Commission, APCOF has provided technical assistance to the African Commission to develop and consult on a Zero Draft of the Principles and Operational. Consultations were held in all regions:

· Nairobi, Kenya for Eastern Africa on 

· Pretoria, South Africa for Southern Africa on 

· Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso for West and Central Africa on 

· Cairo, Egypt for North Africa on 

The consultations were well attended by delegates from police organisations, relevant government ministries and departments, national human rights institutions, academia and civil society organisations. The Zero Draft Guidelines were well received by all stakeholders, and the consultations provided delegates with an opportunity to scrutinise the text and suggest ways in which it could be strengthened and nuanced to reflect the specific needs of African police organisations, African States, and persons in who exercise their right to assemble freely with others. The process benefited enormously from the presence of the Honourable Special Rapporteur at the consultation in Ouagadougou in September 2016.
The Principles and Operational Standards offer strong protections to human rights defenders, for whom the right to assemble freely with others can provide a transformative space for their work. The Principles recognise that the Commission has expressed its concern about the role of law enforcement officials in arbitrary arrest, and the use of excessive force (including the use of firearms against assembly participants) and sexual violence against women assembly participants and human rights defenders. The Principles seek to address these concerns in two ways. 
First, they reconceptualise the role of law enforcement officials in the policing of an assembly as facilitative, rather than obstructionist. In this way, the perception of law enforcement officials of assemblies, and those who organise and participate in them, is challenged to promote an approach that, to the greatest extent possible, protects this right, rather than perceiving an assembly (and its organisers and participants) immediate threat to security and the rights of others, requiring dispersal.
Second, the Principles make specific reference to the need for law enforcement officials to protect the safety and rights of persons who are particularly vulnerable to limitations on their right to assemble freely with others, and/or other human rights violations in this context, including human rights defenders. Where law enforcement officials do not fulfill this obligation, the Principles lay down a range of accountability mechanisms, with specific regard to the right to redress for affected persons.
If adopted by the African Commission, the Principles and Operational Standards for the Policing of Assemblies in Africa by Law Enforcement Officials will contribute significantly to promoting a rights-based approach to policing in Africa, and to strengthening the protections afforded by the African Charter to the critical work of human rights defenders across the continent.
Again, APCOF commends the Honourable Special Rapporteur for her important work in this regard, and continues to offer its support to the Commission in the development and implementation of this important new soft law standard.
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