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K
IOS is celebrating its 20th anniversary in 2018. Since its 
foundation, the mandate of KIOS has been to support 
the human rights work of local civil society in devel-
oping countries. Today, KIOS focuses on human rights 
work in East Africa and South Asia. Several success sto-

ries in situations where our partners have been able to defend the 
rights of people living in harsh circumstances and empower them 
to protect their own rights constitute a crucial part of KIOS and its 
partners’ human rights work. KIOS’ 20th anniversary provides an 
opportunity to celebrate the achievements and persistent work of 
KIOS’ partner organisations for a more just world.

KIOS was founded in 1998 by eleven Finnish human rights and 
development CSOs. These organisations and the Ministry for For-
eign Affairs of Finland agreed on an initiative to promote human 
rights globally by founding a specific foundation for this purpose. 
Mr. Pekka Haavisto, Minister for Development and Environment, 
strongly supported the idea of three independent foundations, 
namely KIOS, Abilis and Siemenpuu, to channel direct financial 
support to local CSO actors working in human rights, disability and 
environment in the global South. The strong involvement of the 
ministry guaranteed state funding for these foundations, as well as 
good working relations with the ministry.

The world around us has changed remarkably since 1998. Back 
then, after the end of the Cold War, the atmosphere for promoting 
human rights was globally more positive and optimistic than today. 
The UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders was adopted in 
1998, which gave a good ground for KIOS as well, since it confirmed 
the right of every individual to promote human rights. There has 
been some improvement in some areas of human rights, at least in 
some countries if not worldwide, for instance in the field of sexual 
orientation and the right to basic education. However, the big pic-
ture doesn’t look too good. In 2018, we find ourselves in a situation 
where leading politicians, even Heads of State, question the legit-
imacy of international human rights treaties and multilateral sys-

Outi Hannula
Chair of the kios Board 
of Directors 2017–19

Human rights 
– a foundation for sustainable 
peace and development
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tems, including the UN. There is a fierce debate going on about the 
human rights, even the right to life, of refugees and immigrants 
all over the world. Twenty years ago, the consequences of climate 
change on human rights were not as burning as they soon will be.

One positive signal today is Agenda 2030 and universal sustain-
able development goals (SDGs). The UN process and its implemen-
tation have created new energy and determination in the field of 
global development but also the emergence of new potential part-
nerships. It remains to be seen how this will affect the general 
human rights setting, but one can see that this trend is very much 
needed as a counterbalance to more conservative, nationalistic 
trends. Human rights are the foundation for sustainable peace and 
development, for reducing inequality and for preventing conflicts 
and human suffering. Therefore KIOS, too, supports the SDGs and 
the implementation of Agenda 2030.

KIOS continues to develop its own working methods to sup-
port human rights organisations. KIOS does not only provide finan-
cial support but has a strong component of partnership and mutual 
learning rooted deeply in its relations with its partners. Advo-
cacy for and with human rights defenders is crucial. We also advo-
cate for the development of good practices for Finnish foreign and 
development policy to support human rights defenders. In Finland, 
KIOS also raises awareness of the significance of human rights and 
the work of human rights defenders in developing countries. 

Human rights victories do not happen overnight. They require 
persistence and resilience and a will not to give up. Up against a 
backlash, it is important to mark successes and recognise the dif-
ference which accessing human rights has meant to so many indi-
viduals and communities around the world. We wish to present 
some of these successes in this anniversary booklet.

I am honoured to invite you to join in our celebration of the 20th 

anniversary of KIOS, which we dedicate to our courageous part-
ners. 

 OUTI  HANNULA
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O
ver the last few years, the concept of closing civic or 
democratic space has grown dramatically across the 
world. But it is not new: It is only a relatively new 
term within the lexicon of the human rights move-
ment. 

In fact, all the major struggles for progressive gains in the world 
– from ending slavery, the struggle for freedom from colonialism, 
the fights for equality including universal suffrage and non-dis-
crimination, to the civil rights and environmental movements – 
have all been about either increasing civic space, or fighting against 
its diminution by state and non-state actors. The various efforts 
for freedom during the Cold War including those by the Solidarity 
Union in Poland were about claiming civic space. The anti-apart-
heid movement was also about fighting against closing space and 
increasing it for the majority black population in South Africa.

Some call this ongoing phenomenon ‘shrinking’ civic space, 
which can suggest a natural process of decrease in the space avail-
able for individuals, alone or with others, to take actions that are 
non-violent and which can better improve the worlds we live in. 
However, it is clear that the actions being taken by state and non-
state actors are conscious and deliberate, which makes using the 
term ‘closing’ more accurate.

Global attacks on civic space

Today, there is no part of the world untouched by closing space 
in one way or the other. The attacks on civic space affect critical 
media, human rights organisations, LGBTIQ movements, the envi-
ronmental sector, indigenous peoples, social movements, women’s 
rights organisations and trade unions. Sometimes, humanitarian 
and development organisations are also affected when states take 
away their independence and decide for them what their priorities 
and working methods should be. 

The heart of civic space is dissent, independent thinking and 
resistance. Across the world, leaders – including in corporations 
– are hitting back at those who do not agree with them, those that 
question their decisions and practices, and those working to spread 

Maina Kiai
Member of the Board 
of InformAction and 
United Nations Special 
Rapporteur on the 
rights to freedom of 
peaceful assembly and of 
association in 2011–2017

Claiming 
civic space

← Raising awareness 
of human rights among 
women in Afghanistan. 
Picture by the Shuhada 
organisation, Afghanistan.

MAINA KIAI
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tolerance and resistance to autocratic rule, and to maintain their 
dignity and respect. Again, this is nothing new, but what is new is 
that the attacks on civic space are global and spreading, and have 
put activists across the world on the back foot. 

In the past, there was a belief that there were countries – mostly 
western democracies – committed to the values of tolerance, 
human rights and human dignity, and which professed strong 
commitment to democracy and its values in their country and 
globally. But this belief can barely hold now, given the dramatic 
shifts in global politics.

Today we have Donald Trump attacking the media and making 
statements that propel racism, misogyny and xenophobia in the US 
and across the world. We see the European Union retreat and slide 
from its stated values when refugees reach its shores. We see the 
UK propagating policies that lead to extreme poverty for substan-
tial numbers and relentlessly spying on non-violent activists who 
disagree with its policies, including by planting undercover agents 
for years. We see governments in the west tuck to the right in what 
they claim are “tactical approaches” to the surge of the far right 
and their toxic brand of politics, including vacating a lot of the val-
ues they espoused. We see these western ‘democracies’ being more 
interested in trade and profit abroad than in the human lives and 
dignity of those in the countries they trade with. 

New tactics against activists

In previous decades, killing, jailing and torturing activists was the 
preferred manner of reducing civic space, intended to silence crit-
ics, and spread fear in society. There was also the common ‘ban-
ning’ of organisations, media and information that would send 
messages of dissent and resistance. 

While these methods still continue – as the brutal murders of 
political and environmental activists including Berta Caceres and 
Jamal Khashoggi testify – states have added new tactics against 
those they want to hamper, deter and immobilise. These new tac-
tics are legislative, political, financial, and extra-judicial. Laws are 
passed that make it difficult to register organisations; there are 

MAINA KIAI
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onerous and unrealistic financial requirements designed to stifle 
organisations that are critical, and there is public abuse, Internet 
bullying and name calling by those in authority against anyone dis-
senting.

Beacons of hope

But bleak as all this looks, there is more hope than might be 
imagined. First, the fact that there are so many attacks aimed at 
organisations, dissenters and resisters shows the effectiveness and 
success of those targeted. 

Second, as these attacks morph and change, civil society tac-
tics are also morphing and changing, but unfortunately not at the 
same pace. But for every attack on the media, we celebrate the fan-
tastic work of the media in the Panama Papers and other exposes. 
For every insult on the Internet, we count the work of the New York 
Times in exposing Facebook and its negative role in some of the 
messes we have seen.

For every right-wing surge, we know that South Koreans, Amer-
icans, Taiwanese, Ethiopians and Venezuelans are organising, 
marching and demanding respect and dignity, sometimes success-
fully, as in Korea and Ethiopia, sometimes not. Everywhere across 
the world, ordinary people are thinking, fighting back and organ-
ising non-violently, seeking to make their world and ours a better 
place.

And they need all the help that they can get, and quickly, with 
as little bureaucracy as possible. Groups like KIOS are needed in 
this context, to support those especially vulnerable to attacks, and 
ensuring that the bravest, the most creative and most courageous 
are enabled to continue working, for that inspires others to follow 
suit. 

What is sorely needed now is some country, some region, to 
stand out and be the beacon of hope for all these people who refuse 
to be put down silently and easily. The Nordic countries have a rich 
history of respect for values, tolerance, and resistance from stand-
ing up on LGBTIQ issues, against apartheid, for income and gender 
equality. There is a vacuum of global leadership that needs to be 
filled. Will the Nordic countries stand up and out?  

 MAINA KIAI
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W
hen I started in the mid-1970s, much of the world 
looked pretty bleak. Mass murderers governed in 
Cambodia, Ethiopia, Indonesia, Iraq, Uganda and 
many other countries. 

Backed by Washington, Pinochet took power 
in Chile. The generals were in charge across Latin America – in Bra-
zil, Guatemala, Uruguay and elsewhere. In Argentina, thousands 
of protestors were disappeared, many handcuffed together and 
thrown out of planes to drown in the Atlantic.

Human Rights violations were rampant around the world and 
many were hidden from the public eye.

Largely unknown, too, were human rights defenders (HRDs). No 
one really understood who they were or what they did. They were 
mostly viewed the same as other victims of human rights violations.

The first attempts at naming and explaining HRDs happened in 
the 1980s. Then, a major UN conference in Vienna in 1993 brought 
together activists from all over the world who met and realised 
that they had a common identity and stood in solidarity with each 
other. Eventually the UN Declaration on HRDs was adopted on 9 
December 1998.

Human rights defenders in the front line

I came to realise that it is HRDs on the ground, struggling non-
violently, despite great personal risk, who will do most to build civil 
and just societies. They are agents of social change. Without them, 
change will happen, but not the sort of change the world needs. 
Without them, the sort of change we will see will be a return to the 
days of dictatorships and military rule.

In their relentless struggle, they face spiralling patterns of 
repression, such as harassment, surveillance, denial of freedom 
of association, assembly or movement, suspension from their 
employment, torture, death threats, targeting of families and in 
extreme cases their disappearance or murder.

The government, armed group, company or multinational 
chooses a tool from the menu of repression depending on their goal 
– often escalating the intensity of the attacks should the HRDs not 
cease their work. 

“It’s the spirit 
talking”

← Women human rights 
defenders. Picture by 
Women’s Rehabilitation 
Center (worec Nepal), 
Nepal.

Mary Lawlor
Founder and former 
Executive Director of 
Front Line Defenders
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Criminal charges, detention or imprisonment have always been 
easy ways to neutralise the work of HRDs. Defamation and stigma-
tisation in the press set them up for attack as the other, the out-
sider. Prohibitive NGO laws and restrictions on ‘foreign funding’ 
have become a common tool used by governments who are threat-
ened by their power.

The vicious rise in killings is deeply worrying – Front Line 
Defenders documented 312 killings of HRDs in 2017, although we 
believe there were many more, and killings should be a red line for 
governments.

Glimpses of hope

But now more people in more countries are aware of their rights. 
There are thousands and thousands of HRDs working for a just and 
equal world – many not themselves at risk, but inspired by those 
who are prepared to put their own lives in danger for the rights of 
others.

As cynicism about governmental and intergovernmental insti-
tutions sets in, more people are putting their trust in civil society.

We have seen how with each despotic regime, there is eventu-
ally a tipping point, and brick by brick, HRDs make progress.

Some places are worse than in the 1970s, but – thanks to HRDs 
and civil society – many are much better. Violence has gone from 
Northern Ireland, military dictatorships in Latin America have 
been replaced with democracies. Apartheid is over, and the Soviet 
Union collapsed. These countries – all countries – still face real 
human rights challenges, but change is possible, progress is pos-
sible if HRDs are allowed and encouraged to do their work without 
being vilified, jailed or murdered.

We now have the advantage of decades of experience in how to 
do this sort of work, and how to win.

A long time ago, I met an elderly brother who recounted the 
injustice and violence inflicted on an indigenous community he 
worked for in Brazil. As he spoke about them, he half rose out of 
the chair and suddenly realising this, said, “Forgive me; it’s the 
spirit talking”. 

Nowhere is this courage and spirit more evident than in the 
words of Anna Politkovskaya, who was murdered for reporting on 
the war in Chechnya. She said:

“So each time I go there, people tell me things. They do so in the 
sincere hope that if I record what is actually happening, it will lead 
to change, to peace. Obviously, I am not to blame for what is going 
on, but the more I think about it, the more I would be betraying 
these people if I walked away. The only thing to do is to take this to 
the bitter end, so that no one can say that when things became dif-
ficult, I ran away.” 

 MARY LAWLOR
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Pakistan

Countering risks and 
threats to women human 
rights defenders
In Pakistan, all human rights defenders face severe 
risks, but women human rights defenders even more so. 
They need security measures and plans and a network 
of allies who can help them in times of crisis. Little 
things can save a life. The Democratic Commission for 
Human Development (dchd) is working to counter risks 
and threats to women human rights defenders.

Text: Democratic Commission for Human Development (DCHD)

PROTECTING HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS 
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Launch of report on 
security of women human 
rights defenders. Picture 
by dchd, Pakistan.

E
very year, thousands of human 
rights defenders brave dangers to 
help make Pakistan a better place. 
Many of them take risks that they 
believe are just part of the job, oth-

ers get specific threats to their person but 
continue their work anyway, and sometimes, 
it costs them their lives. One in every two 
human rights defenders in Pakistan receives a 
threat. It is not dangerous for some of us; it is 
dangerous for all of us. 

The Democratic Commission for Human 
Development (DCHD) has been working in 
Pakistan since 1994. Most of those who have 
been threatened or lost their lives have been 
our colleagues. As the situation has become 
more difficult, not just in Pakistan but in the 
entire region, DCHD has begun work focus-
ing on security for human rights defend-
ers. The research showed that while all 
human rights defenders face severe chal-
lenges, women human rights defenders have 
an even more complex experience that is 
fraught with challenges.

Survey on risks and security

In 2015, KIOS partnered with DCHD to focus 
on the challenges that women human rights 

defenders face in Pakistan. One of the results 
of this work was a survey, which developed 
empirical data on the security of women 
human rights defenders. In Punjab, the larg-
est province, defenders are more likely to 
receive threats, while the nature of the threat 
in Khyber Pakhtunwa and Baluchistan is 
more likely to be severe.

The biggest challenge beyond the nature 
of the risks faced by women human rights 
defenders was the lack of preventative meas-
ures taken or available to the participants. 
Almost a quarter of respondents had no secu-
rity provided by their organisation, while life 
insurance policies are not even part of the dis-
cussion. The results provided empirical evi-
dence for advocacy. They also helped the 
human rights defenders community question 
their own attitudes. There is a need for secu-
rity measures in light of the fact that the dan-
ger is real, as well as in light of the gendered 
experience of women human rights defenders 
within their own organisations. 

Developing security measures and plans

In the past year, DCHD has worked to train 
over 300 women human rights defenders 
around the country. Security begins with the 

DCHD
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individual, and little things can save a life. 
It can be making sure that you check in with 
someone at specific intervals, travel with 
someone if there is any sort of risk, or sim-
ply that you are aware of your surroundings. 
It doesn’t stop there, and it is imperative that 
human rights organisations take the steps 
necessary to protect their people. The train-
ing sessions were replicated within organisa-
tions and DCHD facilitated the development 
of security plans and measures. 

Building a network of 
lawyers and journalists

At the same time, DCHD worked with lawyers 
and journalists to create a support network 
for women human rights defenders. When a 
defender receives a threat, they need allies. 
The media can be a friend in certain situa-
tions and very dangerous in others. By con-
necting women human rights defenders with 
journalists who understand their issues, we 
hope to make the media an asset rather than 
a liability.

This is coupled with the need for law-
yers who understand issues faced by defend-
ers, the legal system and the particular mech-
anisms available for human rights defenders 
(such as the National Commission for Human 
Rights and the National Commission on the 
Status of Women). By creating this network, 
defenders have a specific set of actions and 
assets they can utilise in times of crisis. 

Women human rights defenders in Paki-
stan continue to face challenges, and con-
sidering what they go through, it is hard not 
to be inspired by their bravery and determi-
nation. DCHD’s work doesn’t fix the prob-
lem, but it has helped contribute to a bet-
ter understanding of what is happening and 
what needs to be done. There’s still a journey 
ahead, and DCHD is glad that KIOS has been 
our partner in the small part we’ve played in 
helping to solve a complex and large issue.  

The Democratic 
Commission  
on Human  
Development

Pakistan

The Democratic Commission on Human 

Development (dchd) was founded in 

1994 in Pakistan. It is an independent civil 

society organisation focusing on human 

rights education and awareness at the 

grass roots. Other core activities are hu-

man rights campaigning and advocacy.

kios first started supporting the human 

rights education and awareness work of 

dchd in 2009. Since 2015, the funding 

has focused on enhancing the security 

of women human rights defenders. kios 

funded a survey on the challenges that 

women human rights defenders face in 

Pakistan. Through training, over 300 

women human rights defenders have 

learned how to adopt security measures 

in their work.

1st 
report on risks faced by 
women human rights 
defenders in Pakistan.

300 
women human rights 
defenders have learned 
how to adopt security 
measures in their work.

PROTECTING HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS 
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Burundi

Supporting human rights 
defenders in Burundi
Since the political crisis in Burundi started in 2015,  
most human rights defenders have been forced to flee 
the country to avoid persecution. DefendDefenders 
(East and Horn of Africa Human Rights Defenders 
Project) is a regional organisation working for the 
protection of human rights defenders and strengthening 
their work. With their support, Burundian defenders 
in exile have pushed the un to investigate violations in 
Burundi.

Text: DefendDefenders

DEFEND DEFENDERS
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The crisis has taken a major toll on 
Burundian HRDs, so much so that the bulk 
of requests for protection interventions 
received by DefendDefenders have come from 
Burundi. To quantify this, over the last three 
years, DefendDefenders has received over 260 
requests from the country – more than any 
other covered under the organisation’s man-
date.

Building and strengthening  
national HRD coalitions

Prior to 2015, the civic space in Burundi was 
relatively open, with civil society organisa-
tions operating throughout the country, rang-
ing from informal associations in rural areas 
to registered non-governmental organisa-
tions based in the capital, Bujumbura. Donors 
made this growth possible. Among them, 
the support of KIOS, a long-term partner of 
DefendDefenders, allowed the defenders to 
continue their crucial work by protecting and 
promoting internationally recognised rights 
and freedoms.

With KIOS’ support, DefendDefenders 
was able to enhance the skills and knowledge 

I
n April 2018, Germain Rukuki, a Burun-
dian human rights defender (HRD), was 
sentenced to 32 years in prison on spu-
rious charges of ‘rebellion’, ‘threatening 
state security’, ‘participation in an insur-

rection government’, and ‘attacks on the head 
of state’. The heavy sentence sent a chill-
ing message to HRDs in Burundi – President 
Pierre Nkurunziza’s government will not tol-
erate dissent.

“The government has moved into a new 
phase of controlling civil society. The political 
[opposition] has already been dealt with, they 
have already been eliminated.” This was the 
statement of a human rights defender inter-
viewed in July 2014 by DefendDefenders for 
the report 2015: Burundi at a Turning Point.

This is the current state of affairs in a coun-
try that once had a promising and vibrant civil 
society. Most of the once-independent human 
rights organisations have now been shuttered 
and many of the human rights activists forced 
to flee since April 2015. The country spiralled 
into a political and human rights crisis follow-
ing President Nkurunziza’s controversial bid 
for a third term in office.

Renowned Burundian 
human rights defender 
Pierre Claver taking part 
in a side event on Burundi 
during the un Human 
Rights Council session to-
gether with Hassan Shire 
from DefendDefenders 
and Michel Forst, un 
Special Rapporteur on 
the situation of human 
rights defenders. Picture 
by DefendDefenders.

PROTECTING HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS 
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of the National Coalition of Human Rights 
Defenders – Burundi, as well as the coali-
tion in Rwanda. National coalitions are the 
bridge between DefendDefenders and domes-
tic HRDs in the respective countries under 
our mandate. Through them, HRDs are able 
to receive emergency assistance to mitigate 
the risks faced in the line of duty. In addi-
tion, it is possible to build the capacity of the 
HRDs with the help of national coalitions. In 
Burundi, the national coalition was estab-
lished in 2009 and revitalised in 2014 to sup-
port local defenders.

Enhancing the advocacy work of HRDs

To build the capacity of the coalition, Defend-
Defenders conducted workshops on differ-
ent thematic areas including strategic advo-
cacy, communication, and physical and 
digital security. With the skills acquired from 
the training, defenders were able to identify 
advocacy priorities and messages targeted at 
different actors able to bring about change. 

The training also exposed the HRDs to 
regional and international human rights 
mechanisms including the African Commis-

sion on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) 
and the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC). 
Part of the curriculum for the training cov-
ered strategies on how to engage with these 
mechanisms.

Although the chaos in the country is a set-
back for the defenders and restricts their abil-
ity to mobilise against human rights vio-
lations and abuses, they are still able to 
operate in exile and apply the skills they have 
acquired.

At the forefront of international advocacy

In the aftermath of the 2015 political crisis 
in Burundi, the acquired skills and knowl-
edge have been essential. HRDs have been 
at the forefront at the African Commission 
on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) and 
the United Nations Human Rights Council 
(UNHRC), advocating for the international 
community to pay attention to the deteri-
orating situation in the country. The advo-
cacy efforts yielded results in 2016 when the 
UNHRC established a Commission of Inquiry 
on Burundi. Among other responsibilities, 
one of the missions of the Commission was to 

“
The advocacy efforts 
yielded results in 2016 
when the unhrc estab-
lished a Commission 
of Inquiry on Burundi 
to conduct a thorough 
investigation into human 
rights violations and 
abuses that have taken 
place in Burundi since 
April 2015 – including 
whether they may consti-
tute international crimes.”

DEFEND DEFENDERS
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conduct a thorough investigation into human 
rights violations and abuses that have taken 
place in Burundi since April 2015 – including 
whether they may constitute international 
crimes. In its extensive 2017 report, the Com-
mission of Inquiry found reasonable grounds 
to believe that crimes against humanity have 
been committed and continue to be commit-
ted in Burundi.

Another result of the advocacy efforts was 
at the level of the African Commission on 
Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR). During 
the 62nd session of the ACHPR, the Commis-
sion adopted a resolution expressing concern 
over the lack of investigation into alleged vio-
lations and the government’s refusal to coop-
erate with international efforts. This would 
not have been possible without the effort of 
HRDs who lobbied the Commission to adopt 
this resolution, increasing international pres-
sure on the country situation.

DefendDefenders continues to support the 
work of HRDs throughout the East and Horn 
of Africa sub-region, including in Burundi, by 
reducing their vulnerability to the risk of per-
secution and by enhancing their capacity to 
effectively defend human rights. 

DefendDefenders

Burundi

DefendDefenders (East and Horn of 

Africa Human Rights Defenders Project) 

is a regional organisation founded in 

2005. DefendDefenders has its offices 

in Kampala, Uganda. The organisation 

works in Burundi, Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethi-

opia, Kenya, Rwanda, Somalia (together 

with Somaliland), South Sudan, Sudan, 

Tanzania and Uganda. DefendDefenders 

trains human rights defenders (hrds) 

and runs campaigns and advocacy work 

in order to protect human rights defend-

ers and increase general knowledge on 

human rights issues.

kios has supported the work of De-

fendDefenders almost from the initial 

stages of the organisation, from 2006 

until December 2016. In recent years, 

kios’ support for DefendDefenders has 

focused especially on supporting the 

work of hrds in Burundi and Rwanda. 

The Finnish Ministry for Foreign Affairs 

granted support to DefendDefenders in 

2017.

2 
national coalitions for 
human rights defenders 
have been established 
and supported, one in Bu-
rundi and one in Rwanda.

18 
human rights defenders 
from Burundi received 
security training in 2016.

PROTECTING HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS 
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L
et’s first state the facts. Gender-based violence dispro-
portionately affects women, violating women’s and girls’ 
human rights. However, it is not only women who are 
affected by misogyny. All feminine gender identities and 
expressions suffer from discriminative attitudes and pol-

icies, including people who are transgender or non-binary. States 
have the duty to eliminate gender-based violence.

Another devastating form of discrimination is based on sex-
ual orientation. States have the responsibility to ensure that lesbi-
ans, gays, bi- or pansexuals enjoy the same rights as heterosexuals 
in society.

Today these basic principles are understood – better than before 
– in human rights discussions and activism. Implementing the prin-
ciples into human rights policies is still a painfully difficult task. 

National legislation is progressing slowly. However, it is worth 
noting that the legal protection of sexual autonomy in various 
countries around the world is advancing. For example, the long-
awaited Rape and Sexual Offences Bill in Somaliland is a histor-
ical step – especially for all the victims of sexual violence. In the 
other corner of the world, in Iceland and in Sweden, new legislation 
defines sex without consent as rape, even when there are no threats 
or force involved. Yet another example: In India the Supreme Court 
has unanimously ruled to decriminalise homosexual sex. This deci-
sion will have an impact on similar decriminalisations in other 
countries, hopefully ending institutional and cruel discrimination 
based on sexual orientation. 

Despite these positive examples, the overall, global picture 
is worrying. Human rights and its principles are under attack. 
Demands for equality are trivialised, progressive legislative reforms 
stalled and human rights defenders threatened.

Taking to the streets

Do we have reason for despair? I think not, definitely not. Fierce 
commitment to human rights, as well as advanced comprehension 
of equality, is alive and kicking in the present world.

Marching towards 
the truly inclusive, 
equal world

Pia Puu Oksanen
Advisor, Gender and 
Sexuality Based 
Discrimination,
Amnesty International 
Finnish Section

← Rainbow colours in 
Rwanda. Picture by 
Sakari Piippo.

GENDER EQUALITY AND LGBTIQ+ RIGHTS
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Over the past couple of years, the world has witnessed empow-
ering demonstrations in different corners of the world. The 2017 
Women’s Marches in the United States may have been the largest 
day of protest in US herstory. At the same time in India, the I Will 
Go Out movement demanded women’s right to fair and equitable 
access to public spaces. People marched across 30 cities and towns 
in India. 

In 2018, protesters invaded the streets of Kampala, Uganda, 
demanding police action to stop a spate of kidnappings and mur-
ders of women that has gripped the country. Women in South 
Africa marched against gender-based violence in the Total Shut-
down protest that took place in various cities in South Africa.

The essence of every Pride march is crystallised in one shout-
out: Human Rights Are My Pride. In many places, Pride demon-
strations are still banned, or participants are harassed. Regardless 
of the risks, brave people still defend their Pride. Sometimes their 
efforts are rewarded. This year’s Kyiv Pride demonstration, the 
March for Equality, brought together thousands of people in a dis-
play of solidarity with the LGBTI community in Ukraine. In a coun-
try where homophobic attitudes are strong, where LGBTI rights 
activists are constantly under attack, the Kyiv Pride demonstra-
tion was a genuine achievement and celebration of national signif-
icance.

Working together

Marching on the streets is just one form of activism. Human rights 
activists are demonstrating their resistance in creative ways. Just 
think about #MeToo, which affected many parts of the world in  
(r)evolutionary ways. Street demonstrations remind us of one key 
principle: impressive activism requires cooperation.

Activism that has a powerful impact doesn’t always attract, or 
need to attract, the masses. Local non-governmental organisa-
tions and human rights defenders are change-makers, and by their 
relentless work equality has a remarkably stronger foothold in their 
own communities, in their countries. It is our duty to join them 
when invited and support them when asked. 

When KIOS was founded 20 years ago, Amnesty International 
Finnish Section was one of the founding members. Since then, 
KIOS has supported those who struggle against most pervasive 
human rights abuses. Together we can promote justice and equal-
ity for all – now, and in the years to come. 

PIA PUU OKSANEN

https://www.independent.co.uk/topic/womens-march
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India
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Bangladesh

Our eyes – our movement:
Challenges and achievements 
of the hijra (transgender) 
movement in Bangladesh
In our societies, some voices may be left unheard. And we may 
forget that they exist as equal citizens and have rights just like 
everyone else. This used to be reality for the hijras, a community 
of transgender people, in Bangladesh, until they found strength 
in unity and made their voices heard. 

Text: losauk

GENDER EQUALITY AND LGBTIQ+ RIGHTS
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I
n general, hijras are more respected in 
India than in Bangladesh. “Here in Bang-
ladesh, no gentleman wants to sit beside 
us in a bus, but they sit in India. They 
address us as mashi (Aunty), and they feel 

that sitting beside a hijra is a blessing. Peo-
ple in India take it easy but people in Bangla-
desh do not accept easily,” said a young hijra 
leader named Bindu in her interview given to 
LOSAUK.

Who are these hijras? Hijras are a group 
of transgender people in South Asia. From 
ancient times to the present, transgender 
people have existed in communities all over 
the world. However, the story of hijras in 
Bangladesh is untold and unknown to many. 
They have the same human rights as any-
one else. They have the right to life, to educa-
tion, to health, to social security, to work and 
the right to participate in cultural life. How-
ever, they are discriminated against in society 
because of their gender identity and expres-

sion. Moreover, the rate of discrimination is 
high in the employment market, education 
and health care and around entering social 
and cultural places.

Empowering the hijras

A movement for the rights of hijras was 
launched in Bangladesh in 2007. A non-gov-
ernmental organisation named LOSAUK 
started this movement from Khulna with 
the support of KIOS, Finland. Gradually, this 
movement spread to two divisions and cov-
ered sixteen districts of Bangladesh. It was 
a great challenge for LOSAUK. Nevertheless, 
with seven years of continuous support from 
KIOS, LOSAUK worked for the rights of the 
hijras and strengthened their movement. The 
hijras were empowered through this move-
ment, and now they have full ownership of 
the movement. 

The hijras advocate for changes in the atti-
tudes and behaviours of people, particularly 

A gathering of hijra 
community members 
and the losauk Chair Dr 
Nazmul Ahsan. Picture by 
losauk, Bangladesh.

LOSAUK
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their family members, to eliminate discrim-
ination. They also demand changes in the 
way the state regards them. The state should 
fulfil its obligations to protect and promote 
their human rights. In addition, hijras should 
have increased access to vocational training 
to improve their livelihood opportunities. If 
such developments took place, the hijra com-
munities, their parents, relatives and others 
close to them would benefit.

Recognition as the third gender

In 2013, the Bangladesh government recog-
nised hijras as the third gender. At the same 
time, the government made promises to pro-
vide hijras with special benefits and access 
to services. In this connection, hijra leader 
Panna added:

“People were not willing to accept us. 
Although discrimination still exists, now we 
are increasingly accepted and considered as 
full members of society, and we have a voice 
that is heard. I can sit beside the deputy com-
missioner of the district, and I can talk to him. 
I can now speak on human rights issues. I ren-
der my thanks to all concerned initiators of 
our movement.”

Still, the struggle of the transgender com-
munity in Bangladesh has not ended. They 
have got this far through building a strong 
movement as well as successful advocacy 
and campaigning efforts. They have made 
their culture into a strong weapon and used 
it to fight for their rights. They feel empow-
ered, although they have not yet reached their 
desired position. 

The major problem still lies in the atti-
tudes and behaviour of the people. Interac-
tion between people and different communi-
ties is important for erasing prejudices and 
discriminatory attitudes in both the politi-
cal and the social sphere. LOSAUK contin-
ues working, side by side with the hijra com-
munity, in order to secure full respect for all 
human rights. 

10 
district-level advocacy 
meetings with local 
authorities on the rights 
of hijras in 2016-17.

1 
appeal in the High Court 
demanding better welfa-
re for hijras since 2014.

LOSAUK

Bangladesh

losauk is a non-governmental develop-

ment organisation located in Khulna, in 

the south-west coastal part of Bangla-

desh. The organisation was founded in 

1987. losauk works to better the lives of 

the transgender (Hijra) community, people 

with disabilities and socially neglected 

communities, children, unemployed youth, 

rural artists and underprivileged woman 

and adolescent girls.

kios has collaborated with and sup-

ported losauk since 2011 to improve the 

human rights situation of hijras in Bang-

ladesh. In 2009, losauk had already 

raised the issue of the rights of the hijras 

in the Bangladeshi Parliament and from 

there on had brought the matter to the 

attention of several ministries. In 2014, 

losauk made an appeal to the High 

Court to demand that the government 

fulfilled its promises to create better wel-

fare for hijras. Since the appeal, losauk 

has made several follow-ups with the 

court demanding answers to the appeal. 

GENDER EQUALITY AND LGBTIQ+ RIGHTS
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Sri Lanka

Working for LGBTIQ  
rights and equality 
In an environment where marginalisation, harassment 
and violence against people on the basis of their 
sexual orientation and/or gender identity is considered 
normal, equal ground is raising awareness of the 
rights of lgbtiq persons and advocating for the 
decriminalisation of consenting same-sex conduct.  

Text: equal ground

EQUAL GROUND
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I
n Sri Lanka, Penal Codes 365 and 365A 
(1995) criminalise same-sex relation-
ships, and the two laws are used to pre-
dominantly target the lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual, transgender, intersex and questioning 

(LGBTIQ) people of Sri Lanka. There have not 
been many convictions under these laws, yet 
they have been exploited by the authorities to 
intimidate, harass and extort LGBTIQ individ-
uals with threats of prosecution.

In spite of this hostile atmosphere, there 
has been a rise in civil society organisations 
(CSOs) that represent the needs of the LGBTIQ 
community. EQUAL GROUND is a local non-
profit organisation that has been advocating 
for human and political rights for the LGBTIQ 
community of Sri Lanka since 2004.

EQUAL GROUND has worked with KIOS 
for two project periods from 2014 to 2017. 
The first project aimed at reducing the vul-
nerabilities of transgender people. Activities 
included establishing safe spaces for trans-
gender individuals who are vulnerable and 
are potentially fleeing violent and dangerous 
circumstances. A transgender-specific coun-
selling line was established. EQUAL GROUND 

was also able to produce two documentaries, 
I AM WHAT I AM and Invisible Stain. These 
short film documentaries depict the personal 
stories, struggles, needs and future hopes of 
the LGBTIQ community. The documenta-
ries were screened during workshops with 
the general public across cities in Sri Lanka as 
well as at the Colombo PRIDE LGBTIQ Film 
Festival.

The second project focused on research 
for advocacy purposes and conducting LGB-
TIQ awareness workshops across several dis-
tricts in Sri Lanka. EQUAL GROUND also 
had the opportunity to collaborate with the 
Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka to 
encourage procedural change at an institu-
tional level.

Conducting research for 
advocacy purposes

During the Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights’ (OHCHR’s) 
110th session on the International Cove-
nant on Civil and Political Rights, EQUAL 
GROUND took the opportunity to submit a 
shadow report on the LGBTIQ situation on 

 “
The Human Rights 
Commission agreed to 
form a subcommittee 
that would oversee 
human rights violations 
committed against the 
lgbtiq community in Sri 
Lanka."

GENDER EQUALITY AND LGBTIQ+ RIGHTS
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the ground. The report outlined the various 
infringements of civil and political rights suf-
fered by LGBTIQ people in Sri Lanka. The 
submission of this report saw the most direct 
line of questioning from the Human Rights 
Council and a clear response from the Sri 
Lankan government in terms of LGBT rights 
to date.

With support from KIOS, EQUAL GROUND 
was able to continue collecting informa-
tion for advocacy purposes. The organisa-
tion conducted a situational analysis on 49 
LGBT individuals, to document critical issues 
faced by the LGBT community. All the trans-
gender persons who took part in this study 
stated that they had experienced police har-
assment. The lack of access to LGBT-friendly 
health practitioners was another concern that 
stemmed from the interviews.

Conducting LGBTIQ  
awareness workshops

Over the years, EQUAL GROUND has utilised 
workshops to create awareness about the 
LGBTIQ community. As part of the KIOS pro-
ject, EQUAL GROUND was able to conduct 

workshops targeting health practitioners, 
teachers, community-based leaders and reli-
gious leaders. Feedback from the workshops 
shows that approximately 95% of participants 
felt that they were more informed and were 
more likely to change their stringent and neg-
ative attitudes against the LGBTIQ commu-
nity.

Working with the Human Rights 
Commission of Sri Lanka

In addition to working at a grass-roots level, 
EQUAL GROUND also wanted to create 
change at an institutional level. As part of 
the KIOS project, EQUAL GROUND met with 
the Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka 
(HRCSL), which has the power and author-
ity to monitor and advise the state on human 
rights issues, to discuss prevailing human 
rights violations and issues faced by the LGB-
TIQ community. EQUAL GROUND took this 
opportunity to inform the commission about 
the misapplication of laws by the police 
to particularly target LGBTIQ individuals. 
EQUAL GROUND also conveyed the need for 
an official procedure for transgender people 

Pride in Colombo. 
Picture by equal 
ground, Sri Lanka.

EQUAL GROUND
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to change their gender to the one they iden-
tify with in personal documentation such as 
their national identity card, passport, birth 
certificates, etc.

Many positive outcomes followed this 
meeting. The Human Rights Commission 
agreed to form a subcommittee that would 
oversee human rights violations committed 
against the LGBTIQ community in Sri Lanka. 
In return, EQUAL GROUND agreed to con-
duct educational training sessions for Human 
Rights officials in Colombo and other regional 
offices, with the intention of better equipping 
Human Rights Officers across regional offices 
to handle reports of violence against LGBTIQ 
persons. This subcommittee was launched in 
July of 2017. It is now the main office that han-
dles reported incidents of violence against 
LGBTIQ people. Other functions of this sub-
committee include submitting observations 
and guidelines to government authorities and 
investigating documented evidence-based 
LGBTIQ rights violations.

With support from funding bodies such 
as KIOS, civil society is more capable of con-
tinuing its dedicated work towards chang-
ing negative attitudes about LGBTIQ persons. 
In doing so EQUAL GROUND hopes to create 
social change that will eventually lead to pol-
icy and legislative changes and to non-dis-
crimination on the basis of sexual orientation 
and gender identity. 

EQUAL GROUND

Sri Lanka

equal ground is the only organisation 

in Sri Lanka currently actively fighting for 

equal rights for the lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, intersex and questioning 

(lgbtiq) community. Founded in 2004, 

equal ground is also the oldest organ-

isation of this nature functioning in the 

country.

equal ground advocates for the de-

criminalisation of same-sex activity and 

the elimination of discrimination towards 

individuals on the basis of their sexual 

orientation or gender identity.

Its work revolves around raising 

awareness and engaging in high-level 

advocacy work.

kios has funded equal ground since 

2014. With support from kios, equal 

ground has worked to reduce the vul-

nerabilities of transgender people and to 

raise awareness and engage in advocacy 

work for the rights of lgbtiq people in 

Sri Lanka.

46 
nurses at government 
hospitals learned about 
LGBTIQ rights and how 
to effectively tackle inci-
dents of violence against 
LGBTIQ people in 2016.

15 
officials of the Human 
Rights Commission of 
Sri Lanka took part in 
workshops about LGBTIQ 
issues in 2017.

51 
students learned about 
LGBTIQ rights as part of 
their vocational training 
in 2016.

GENDER EQUALITY AND LGBTIQ+ RIGHTS
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Uganda

Utilising judicial 
activism to promote 
maternal health
Strategic litigation can be used to challenge violations 
occurring in health care systems. In Uganda, the 
Center for Health, Human Rights and Development 
(cehurd) is addressing issues of maternal health 
through the courts of law. The courts’ decisions 
can change the lives of the victims and lead to 
improvements in maternal health care practices 
throughout the country.

Text: Center for Health, Human Rights and Development (cehurd)

CEHURD
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I
n 2012, Jennifer Musimenta was admitted 
to Uganda’s Mulago National Referral Hos-
pital to give birth. Although she expected 
to have one child, the midwives that 
attended to her noticed that she was hav-

ing twins. They anaesthetised her and moved 
her up for a C-section. Subsequently, upon 
discharge she was given a single child in spite 
of the fact that her documentation indicated 
that she had given birth to two babies. Sys-
temic violations in the health care failed her. 

The Center for Health, Human Rights and 
Development (CEHURD) alongside the Musi-
mentas filed a complaint with the High Court 
of Uganda against the Executive Director of 
the hospital for maternal health justice. The 
case raised questions on the quality of the 
movement of babies in Uganda’s health care 
system. The court, in its decision in favour 
of the victims, ordered the government to 
offer psychosocial support to the family and 
pay damages. The court also made structural 
orders for maternal health justice, including 
allowing CEHURD to inspect Mulago Hospi-
tal and the hospital to give periodical reports 
to the court on systemic improvements on the 
movement of babies in the hospital.

This court’s decision is life-changing for 
the successful plaintiffs and will be for fam-
ilies giving birth in Uganda generally. It is 
another case contributing heavily to the 
right to health jurisprudence not only in 
Uganda but across East Africa. Most impor-

tantly, it has the potential to create an addi-
tional national wave of maternal health care 
improvements.

Ensuring the security  
of mothers and babies 

KIOS funded the filing of the case and is now 
supporting CEHURD to implement the court’s 
judgment and effect all court orders for the 
benefit of the public and the victims. To this 
end, CEHURD has adopted a multi-pronged 
approach, targeting the hospital system 
including the Ministry of Health, police inter-
ventions and community involvement.

Mulago Hospital has started implementing 
the court’s judgment. They have shared with 
CEHURD a report on their newly developed 
regulations for medical personnel participat-
ing in child births. As additional measures, 
CEHURD has proposed that Mulago Hospital 
must ensure the mother and baby’s security 
when a mother delivers a baby or when the 
mother becomes unconscious immediately 
after giving birth. In its first report, Mulago 
Hospital has initiated better training of its per-
sonnel regarding baby theft. They have now 
invested in innovative security technologies, 
such as cameras, to stop babies from being lost 
or taken from the hospital. 

Overall, the Judge’s orders allowed for 
an important dialogue between a care deliv-
ery system and an advocacy organisation that 
sought to create improvements in their prac-

cehurd staff attending a 
court hearing. Picture by 
cehurd, Uganda.

GENDER EQUALITY AND LGBTIQ+ RIGHTS
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61 
community health advo-
cates have been trained 
in health rights and sup-
ported to develop work 
plans in 2015-16.

4 
strategic litigation cases 
have been filed on the 
violation of the right to 
health.

tices and hold them accountable throughout 
the process. The defendants have committed 
to paying the court-awarded general damages 
and providing the victims with psychosocial 
therapy.

Manuals for the police

The Uganda police is among the implement-
ing institutions in the maternal health judg-
ment. CEHURD held a national colloquium 
with police officers from different depart-
ments and rankings. There were delibera-
tions on the Mulago case specifically and how 
to eliminate the practice of child theft from 
Ugandan hospitals. The police officers were 
also trained in health and maternal health 
rights and the broader issues of sexual and 
reproductive health and rights. There was 
consensus that the police force together with 
the state attorneys must have specific manu-
als for tackling baby theft.

Judicial pronouncements from the court 
have a serious impact on the other health 
facilities in the country. This has provided an 
opportunity to address the current issues of 
family security and human rights in Ugandan 
hospitals. Similarly, the Ugandan judiciary 
has started to become responsive to maternal 
health claims and has demonstrated its capa-
bility to give decisions that provide legal and 
structural changes to systemic claims. 

Center for 
Health, Human 
Rights and  
Development 

Uganda

The core focus of the Center for Health, 

Human Rights and Development 

(cehurd) is on health and human rights. 

It was founded in 2007 in Uganda and is 

pioneering the justifiability of the right to 

health in the East Africa Region. cehurd 

works to advance health rights for vulne-

rable communities through an integrated 

programme of litigation, advocacy and 

community empowerment.

kios has funded cehurd since 2011 in 

their work claiming the right to health 

in Uganda. With support from kios, 

cehurd has used strategic litigation and 

media engagement coupled with civil 

society activism to challenge violations 

occurring in Uganda’s health care 

system.

CEHURD



32KIOS

Burundi

Working for women’s 
rights and equality in 
Burundi
Legal aid is often one of the cornerstones of access to 
justice. In countries such as Burundi, however, legal aid 
is scarce, the justice system weak and people asking 
for help are numerous. Civil society organisations such 
as Association des Femmes Juristes du Burundi (afjb) 
are working to help those in need, especially women 
who are facing gender-based violence in patriarchal 
settings. 

Text: Association des Femmes Juristes Burundi (afjb)

GENDER EQUALITY AND LGBTIQ+ RIGHTS
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icant strength. One seed of hope at the grass-
roots level is an organisation called Associ-
ation des Femmes Juristes Burundi (AFJB). 
The organisation was founded in 1995 and has 
long been helping victims of gender-based 
violence. KIOS has supported the work of 
AFJB in the province of Muyinga, where the 
organisation has a legal aid and counselling 
clinic.

Legal aid for divorced women

Florence is one of the women who have ben-
efited from the assistance of AFJB. Florence’s 
husband abandoned her and their five sons 
and has already re-married. Florence’s former 
mother-in-law treated Florence like an out-
sider. Florence was not allowed to grow crops 
on the family lands. 

“With the help of AFJB, I won a case 
against my husband. Although we are still 
waiting for the judgment to be executed, I 
now have hope. I have hope for the future,” 
says Florence.

Another beneficiary of AFJB, Sophie, tells 
us:

“The AFJB lawyer at the legal aid clinic 
in Muyinga helped me to proceed with my 
case. And with the court’s verdict, our family 
belongings were evenly distributed between 

T
he societies in Muyinga prov-
ince, in north-eastern Burundi, 
are rather patriarchal. Women 
are often economically inferior to 
men. Women living in economic 

plight often resort to desperate means in 
order to survive. Many drop out of school. 
Some become servants to families, some start 
selling their bodies to get a daily meal. Many 
live dependant on their husband’s economy 
and goodwill. In cases of divorce, women 
are often left with nothing. The societies 
embrace a silent approval of certain forms of 
gender-based violence, such as women’s infe-
rior economic status. 

Many women and children need help, 
and few are there to help them. The politi-
cal crisis in Burundi, which escalated in 2015, 
has restricted the work of local organisa-
tions. Donors have pulled out of Burundi and 
both ngos and the government are left with 
less funding to work with. Food and other 
resources are scarce. The justice system, even 
more than before, is dependent on the assis-
tance and contribution of ngos. Judges as 
well as victims of human rights violations do 
not have sufficient funds for transport, thus 
justice is often blocked due to a lack of petrol. 

At the grass roots, however, there is signif-

over 

500 
victims of gender-based 
violence were given 
legal counselling in 
2016–17.

15 
victims of gender-based 
violence were given legal 
aid through the courts of 
law in 2016–17.

AFJB
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me and my husband. I now have a house of 
my own with my six children and we do not 
have to live in my brother’s household.”

Organisations lobbied for new law

There have also been positive legislative 
developments in Burundi when it comes to 
eradicating gender-based violence. A law spe-
cifically against gender-based violence and 
to help the victims was enacted in autumn 
2016. The legislation now acknowledges the 
existence of gender-based violence as a fun-
damental problem and offers some tools to 
fight against it. AFJB was among the organi-
sations who worked and lobbied for the legis-
lation over a long period of time. The legisla-
tion is not perfect and the authorities are not 
always aware of its content or even existence. 
But acknowledging gender-based violence as 
a huge issue is a step forward in the battle to 
eradicate the violence. AFJB gives training to 
local authorities on the contents of the legis-
lation. 

AFJB continues to work in the context 
where help is most needed and those who 
help are few in numbers. The work for a bet-
ter Burundi and equal rights continues in the 
most fragile of settings. 

Association des 
Femmes Juristes 
du Burundi 

Burundi

Association des Femmes Juristes du 

Burundi (afjb) is an organisation found-

ed in 1995. afjb has long experience in 

helping victims of gender-based violence, 

especially through legal aid and training. 

The organisation has been active in na-

tional advocacy work and has sought to 

address issues around access to justice 

affecting rural areas. 

kios gave the first financial support to 

afjb in 2012 to help victims of gen-

der-based violence and this has been the 

focus of kios’ support to afjb since then. 

Community members 
in Muyinga province, 
Burundi. Picture by 
Maarit Roström.

GENDER EQUALITY AND LGBTIQ+ RIGHTS
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I
n 2018 we celebrated the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights; the document that laid the foundation of human rights 
work and norms for the past 70 years and secured a minimum 
standard of rights for all. The Declaration has kept the most vul-
nerable and marginalised at heart, and this year we have the 

opportunity to reflect on the developments for these groups over 
the last decades.

The Norwegian Human Rights Fund (NHRF), where I have 
worked for over a decade, and our sister-fund, KIOS, also marked 
anniversaries in 2018: 30 and 20 years, respectively. Our anniver-
saries reflect on decades of direct support to and partnership with 
local organisations at the forefront of the human rights struggle. In 
the past 30 years, we have seen and learned much from the devel-
opments in human rights when it comes to work on marginalised 
and vulnerable groups’ rights. This was one of the key areas when 
the NHRF was founded; a people-centred approach that looked 
broadly on human rights and sought to support people in their 
struggle for economic, social and cultural rights, as well as the pro-
tection of civil and politics rights. This was a progressive approach 
in 1988; a time when many of the traditional human rights organi-
sations focused mostly on the latter. 

No one left behind?

The latest development to impact the agenda was the introduction 
of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The global leap to 
embrace the SDGs without first bridging the important and ongo-
ing work in the human rights field and the mission of the SDGs 
has created wide gaps where we often find marginalised commu-
nities and vulnerable groups. Thus, the language of human rights 
law and the robustness of the global human rights system remain 
unwaveringly relevant for organisations working with these groups. 
Although expansive, the language of the human rights system is 
still personal and can be easily localised on the scale of margin-
alised communities that are often overlooked and have difficulty 

Sandra Petersen
Executive Director,  
the Norwegian 
Human Rights Fund

← Life in Mathare Village, 
Nairobi, Kenya. Picture by 
Holger Priedemuth.

Mind the gap! 
– Reflections on our work 
for marginalised and 
vulnerable groups’ rights
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being reached by the general targets of the SDGs. Support to local 
organisations mobilising against caste discrimination – 250 million 
Dalits in Asia – is an example of a large community that the NHRF 
has been working with for many years. There are many dimensions 
to the extreme inequalities faced by this community that require 
a multidimensional approach – an approach that combines the 
strength of the human rights system drawn from its legal founda-
tion that backs claims for human rights and the SDGs that bring a 
renewed energy through global consensus to tackle inequality from 
17 interconnected angles. 

Power to the people

SDG 17 focuses on global partnerships to create coherent poli-
cies that seek to address the issues of local communities and peo-
ple and the international community. My experience is that part-
nerships and strong connections between the local, national, and 
international levels are an influential factor for positive change on 
the local level, but these partnerships must be driven and informed 
by the communities who are not only claiming their rights but 
building a secure foundation for the future. Coherence isn’t 
achieved without the direct engagement, participation, and inclu-
sion of the world’s marginalised and vulnerable communities. But 
still, this is in many contexts just slogans and dreams.

However, the NHRF and KIOS share a belief that when margin-
alised and vulnerable groups have the resources and platforms to 
speak, to claim their rights, they can use their power to write their 
own script and shape their own narrative. Partnerships with other 
local, national, and international organisations can provide sup-
port to amplify voices from vulnerable communities and embolden 
movements to reach those who are obligated to fulfil their rights. 
The phrase “Nothing About Me, Without Me” is powerful and must 
always be with us in our human rights work. 

 
Changed environment

Unfortunately, a trend we have seen emerge in recent years is the 
shrinking space for the voices and actions of the human rights 
community and those who hold on to the standards encompassed 
by human rights and hold governments accountable. That commu-
nity leaders are being targeted will most certainly affect the most 
marginalised and vulnerable groups they work with and for. Resist-
ance to the status quo and “governance as usual” and advocacy for 
sustainable development is being stigmatised and criminalised. 
People who stand up for rights, human rights defenders (HRDs), 
who question and resist are being targeted for their advocacy, their 
mobilisation and their courageous work to claim the rights of the 
groups they represent. HRDs who advocate for land rights, the right 
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to livelihood and a healthy and clean environment are especially 
targeted with harassment, violence, disappearances, and in a more 
recent and disturbing pattern of suppression of resistance, murder.

With such a trend of hostility towards defenders, it must be 
recognised that many begin and continue in this work knowing 
and accepting the severe consequences that come with it. Their 
voices are critically needed, as they are often the only voices that 
stand out within communities to directly challenge inequality and 
human rights violations from state and non-state actors and from 
businesses. Now more than ever, we need to focus on that! Counter-
ing negative narratives about human rights defenders as criminal, 
against development, and trouble-makers, and celebrating their 
courage and the values they stand up for is needed more than ever. 

Solidarity in action

In many countries, marginalised and vulnerable groups may have 
space to claim their rights and work to correct inequalities, but the 
capacity and will for the implementation of change may be lack-
ing. In such settings, the inexhaustible efforts of local organisa-
tions, coupled with international partner organisations like the 
NHRF and KIOS, can work together to find innovative solutions and 
to ensure that their communities are not overlooked by vast global 
agendas.

The marginalised and vulnerable communities make up a sig-
nificant proportion of those living in extreme poverty and face 
multidimensional inequalities. As such, they represent the future 
of equality on all levels. They should be put first in line. Actors like 
the NHRF and KIOS in the human rights community must work to 
embolden their resistance, their promotion of positive progress and 
change for those stuck in the gaps created by global agendas, their 
challenge to the status quo, to highlight their role in the process of 
achieving the SDGs and moving the promotion of human rights for-
ward. 

EQUALITY AND DIGNITY FOR ALL
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Pakistan

Music that brought  
solace to troubled minds
In Pakistan, the children in prisons are a forgotten 
population. The Child Rights Unit (CRU) of the Dastak 
Charitable Trust is working to enhance the rights of 
children in the country. This has meant monitoring the 
situation of children in prisons, among other things. 
The following article gives a glimpse of their work, 
bringing music as solace to troubled minds.

Text: the Child Rights Unit CRU

CRU



40KIOS

“
It was after this visit 
that the cru decided to 
make music part of these 
children’s lives.”

S
omeone once called them “the 
children of a lesser God”. This 
is the largely neglected and for-
gotten population of children 
in prison. While several stand-

ard-setting initiatives have been taken at 
the international level for the treatment of 
children in conflict with the law, the plight 
of these children is yet to improve in many 
countries of the world. In Pakistan, a separate 
system of juvenile justice did not exist until 
2000. There are still very few places of deten-
tion exclusively for children and the majority 
of such children are still detained in separate 
wings in adult facilities under conditions that 
are far from conducive to reformation. 

The Child Rights Unit (CRU) of the Dastak 
Charitable Trust is working to improve con-
ditions in prisons where children are held in 
pre-trial and post-sentence detention. The 
CRU has been working on child rights for the 
last two decades. It has been implementing 
programmes that reduce the children’s sense 
of isolation and give them confidence in their 
worth to society. In many prisons that are on 
our regular beat, the children have begun to 

see us as friends who bring some relief to their 
dreary routine.

Music for young minds

On one such visit to a juvenile jail in Fais-
alabad, the jail authorities had organised a 
band to receive us. We noticed how delighted 
the children were with the music that the 
band was playing. Some of them had started 
to hum the lyrics of songs with the music 
played by the band. It was after this visit that 
the CRU decided to make music part of these 
children’s lives.

We spoke to a very popular band – the Lal 
Band, a group of socially conscious musicians 
who support human rights causes. They read-
ily agreed to perform for these children in 
prison. The next step was to get official per-
mission for such a programme to be held in 
the juvenile jail in Faisalabad. Never had such 
a programme ever been held inside a prison 
anywhere in the country. We knew that it 
would take a lot of persuasion to convince the 
prison authorities that such an activity would 
benefit the children. It was a challenge that 
we were prepared to take. 
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“
The Band played 
popular songs and 
the children sang 
along.”

We approached the Inspector General of 
Prisons, as we knew that it was beyond the 
authority of the Superintendent of that jail 
to allow us to hold this programme in his jail. 
After much argument and many visits to his 
office, the Inspector General finally granted 
our request, but on condition that we would 
not have any media presence or give out any 
public information on this event. We realised 
that in the environment of religious extrem-
ism in the country, he was putting his job on 
the line, so we deeply appreciated his cooper-
ation.

A sunny day in Faisalabad prison

On a fine, sunny day, the CRU team together 
with members of the Lal Band set out for Fais-
alabad prison. When we reached it, the chil-
dren flocked out into the reception area to 
receive the band with enthusiastic cheers. 
These were stars they had only heard about 
and this was their chance to see them and be 
entertained by them. The spirits were high 
and the right mood for such entertainment 
already set. 

Children enjoying music 
and dance. Picture by 
Dastak Charitable Trust, 
Pakistan.
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The band played popular songs and the 
children sang along. They danced to many 
of the popular tunes. Throughout the pro-
gramme we watched children gather around 
the musicians to ask questions about their 
instruments, many of them trying to play 
them. The environment had aroused their 
curiosity which the band had created with the 
entertaining music.

A few days after the event, the CRU gave 
the prison musical instruments. The CRU 
team also arranged with the police band to 
teach the children to play these instruments. 
The hope is that some of these children in 
that prison will form a band of their own and 
bring music to the prison as a therapy for 
themselves and others, for the duration of the 
time they remain incarcerated.  

Child Rights Unit 
of the Dastak 
Charitable Trust

Pakistan

The Dastak Charitable Trust is a 

non-profit foundation founded by the 

renowned aghs Legal Aid Cell in 1996. 

aghs is one of the leading human rights 

organisations in Pakistan. The Child 

Rights Unit (cru) used to be one of the 

units of the aghs Legal Aid Cell until 

it was transferred under the Dastak 

Charitable Trust in 2017. The main thrust 

of the cru’s programmes has been to 

contribute towards child protection. The 

Unit has chosen to work on the protec-

tion of children under especially difficult 

circumstances.

kios has supported the cru in its 

child rights work since 2012. The cru’s 

work under kios’ support has focused 

especially on children’s access to justice, 

children’s right to participation and work 

against child labour. Among other things, 

this has meant monitoring the situa-

tion of children in several prisons and 

documenting and reporting on this. With 

kios’ funding, the cru has also engaged 

in strong advocacy work against child 

marriage and child labour. 

Annual reporting of 
children’s conditions in 
Punjab’s prisons.

A database on cases 
of children and their 
circumstances in prisons 
in Punjab since 2007.
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Nepal

Proud of our culture 
and language 
– Ending the cycle of 
poverty with education
Nepal is a cradle of over a hundred languages 
spoken as mother tongues. The school system, 
however, is not always culturally sensitive, nor does 
it endorse multilingual learning. The Childspace 
Foundation is working to enhance a learning 
environment that is sensitive towards Tamang 
culture and language. This has decreased school 
dropout rates of Tamang children.

Text: Tasi Lama Tamang, Chair, Childspace Foundation Nepal

CHILDSPACE



44KIOS

infrastructure. However, there was still a lack 
of interest in education among the commu-
nity. What I had imagined in the beginning 
was not correct. Poverty and school facilities 
were not the reasons for the low study rates.

Root causes of marginalisation

After the Maoist civil war ended in Nepal in 
2006, the peace process started. The consti-
tution-writing process followed soon after. I 
took an active part in the public discussions 
through civil society organisations. It was 
during this time that I was exposed to inter-
national perspectives and practices regarding 
the rights of indigenous peoples. 

A light bulb turned on – I became deeply 
aware of the cultural and linguistic reasons 
why the indigenous Tamang people did not 
send their children to school and why the 
Tamang community was so backward.

The Tamang people could not feel owner-
ship of the Nepali education system. The edu-
cational environment and curriculum were 
not sensitive towards the Tamang culture and 

I 
was born into an extremely poor village of 
farmers who lived in a remote hilly region 
of Nepal. These farmers were Tamang 
indigenous people, who have been 
oppressed for centuries.
As a schoolboy, I struggled to understand 

why community members were not encour-
aged to send their children to school. At the 
beginning, I thought poverty and school facil-
ities were the reasons. After my university 
studies, I decided to go back to my commu-
nity. I returned in 2001 and started to work as 
a schoolteacher. In 2003, I established a char-
ity named Helping Society Nepal. I wanted to 
see better educational facilities for the under-
privileged Tamang community. I wanted both 
the children and families from the indigenous 
Tamang community to have access to educa-
tion and finally to be able to end the cycle of 
poverty. 

During the years, I saw many improve-
ments take place. Education, up to higher lev-
els, was offered in schools. Basic-level school-
ing was free. There were good facilities and 

Extracurricular activities 
in Mahankal School. 
Picture by Childspace, 
Nepal.
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language. The Tamang language was not used 
in schools. Gradually, the school environment 
detached the children from their culture and 
they were no longer proud of their roots. In 
fact, speaking Tamang in schools was a pun-
ishable act, due to which many Tamang chil-
dren dropped out from their schools. This was 
one of the worst forms of human rights viola-
tions. 

Rising school enrolment and improved test 
scores

At the beginning of 2013, KIOS started to sup-
port Childspace in creating culturally sensi-
tive learning environments in schools. The 
work was multifaceted – it used media cam-
paigning to create awareness, it lobbied gov-
ernment and education officials and it worked 
with schools to provide teachers with new 
resources and training. It produced exciting 
and tangible results – more Tamang children 
stayed in school and were learning better than 
ever. The test scores proved it. 

Since then, KIOS and Childspace have 
undertaken another project to consolidate the 
work of the first one and change the lives of 
thousands of underprivileged children. Drop-
out rates have been slowly diminishing and 
school enrolment continues to rise. 

Economic pressure on Tamang youth is 
high as the community is still poor and not 
very well-educated. The Tamang people need 
to feel ownership of their education system 
and there are many other issues, too, that 
need improvement. 

However, I am hopeful. The new constitu-
tion has provided a legal and political frame-
work for creating a truly multilingual, cultur-
ally sensitive learning environment to meet 
the needs of our community in the ways that 
they need to be met. 

4 
national advocacy 
forums in 2016 and 2017 
in Kathmandu to discuss 
importance of multilin-
gual and multicultural 
education.

Childspace 
Foundation 
Nepal

Nepal

The Childspace Foundation Nepal is an 

organisation founded by Tamang democ-

racy and human rights activists in 2003. 

The organisation was first registered 

as Helping Society Nepal and later on 

in 2011 as the Childspace Foundation 

Nepal. It seeks to enhance the situation 

and the rights of the Tamang minority – 

and the rights of indigenous people and 

ethnic minorities as a whole. The rights of 

children and the most vulnerable groups 

are particularly at the centre of the work 

of Childspace. kios has supported the 

work of the Childspace Foundation since 

2014. With kios’ support, the organi-

sation has improved the linguistic and 

cultural rights of Tamang children. 

CHILDSPACE
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Nepal

Raising voices for  
access to services
The Informal Sector Service Center (insec) 
in Nepal has formed Human Rights Watch 
Groups to identify problems at the grass roots 
that prevent people from enjoying their human 
rights. Through a group voice, they can put 
pressure on the responsible authorities and 
create a space for dialogues between rights 
holders and duty bearers.
Text: Informal Sector Service Center (insec)
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T
he Health Post service of the Khask-
usma village development com-
mittee in Banke district in the 
Mid-Western part of Nepal was 
delivering health care services in a 

building that was at high risk after the mas-
sive earthquake in Nepal in 2015. Medicines 
were not stored in a safe place and services 
were sometimes even provided to patients 
outside in the sun and rain. Hundreds of peo-
ple of the community were deprived of getting 
quality health care services at the post.

The Informal Sector Service Center 
(INSEC) formed a Human Rights Watch Group 
in Banke district. The aim was that members 
would start to raise their voices to the local 
government for their fundamental rights. 
Members of the group identified the eco-
nomic and social issues that need to be solved 
in order for community members to enjoy 
their basic rights. Through the Human Rights 
Watch Group, the community members could 
raise their voice to claim their rights, making 
the authorities responsive to moving towards 
an easy, effective and accessible service deliv-
ery system.

When the Human Rights Watch Group 
identified problems such as the health post 

being in a building that was not safe, they 
organised meetings with local government, 
public representatives and social workers. 
They also submitted memorandums to the 
district-level stakeholders and engaged the 
media. Some months after the intervention, 
the local government moved the health post 
to a safe building nearby. The District Pub-
lic Health Office provided essential medicines 
and equipment with regular health staff in the 
health post.

Citizenship brings rights

Som Narayan belongs to a Dalit community, 
which is a marginalised and deprived group 
of people in Nepal. Som Narayan did not have 
citizenship and his parents had passed away. 
His parents had an inheritance citizenship, 
but because of lack of awareness, his birth was 
not registered with the village development 
committee. For many generations, the Dalit 
communities did not register their details of 
birth, marriage, death and migration due to a 
lack of knowledge. They did not apply for citi-
zenship either. As a result they lacked citizen-
ship cards and were deprived of the services 
and opportunities provided by the state. 

Som Narayan participated in a discus-

← Handprints on 
a wall in Nepal. 
Picture by Roosa 
Rantala.

The insec programme facilitator and Human Rights 
Watch Group facilitate the process of getting citizen-
ship in Musahar community (left). Health workers provi-
ding service to a female community member at the safe 
health post (right). Pictures by insec, Nepal.

INSEC
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sion programme organised by INSEC on the 
issue of citizenship. After the programme, the 
Human Rights Watch Group started helping 
him get citizenship. The group put pressure 
on the political parties and ward secretaries as 
well as the community and district police, and 
finally he was granted the certificate. Now, 
Som Narayan Mushahar has registered his 
name on the voter list.

Monitoring and advocating  
for human rights

Human rights monitoring is central to 
INSEC’s work. This involves the continuous 
monitoring of the human rights situation in 
the country and monitoring the status of the 
domestication of international human rights 
laws and their implementation. People’s 
access to government services and justice is 
another theme included in INSEC’s monitor-
ing work.

INSEC also closely watches the function-
ing of democracy in general, such as the sta-
tus of people’s participation in election pro-
cesses and marginalised people’s access 
to the decision-making structures of polit-
ical parties and other institutions. INSEC 
observes how people’s voices are being heard 
and responded to, how political opposition is 
treated in general and whether ample space 
is available in which civil society can operate 
freely.

INSEC’s efforts in human rights advocacy 
and campaigns range from the grass-roots 
to the national and international level. They 
include exerting pressure for the ratification 
of international human rights treaties, their 
domestication and the effective implemen-
tation of human rights issues at the national 
level. These efforts have resulted in many pos-
itive changes to national laws and policies and 
to the protection of the rights of disadvan-
taged and marginalised communities. 

Informal Sector 
Service Center 

Nepal

When it was founded in 1988, the 

Informal Sector Service Center (insec) 

initially focused on cart pushers and oth-

er workers in the informal sector. Since 

then, its activities have expanded into the 

promotion and protection of all funda-

mental human rights, and it reaches into 

all 77 districts of Nepal. It is widely known 

across the country and the region as a 

key civil society organisation.

kios has funded insec since 2012 for 

its work to increase the access of local 

people to public resources and govern-

ment services. As a result, local people’s 

awareness of their right to education, 

food and health has increased, as well 

as their capacity to claim their rights. 

Access to services has increased as local 

authorities have responded to these 

demands.

2955 
people’s awareness of 
their economic, social 
and cultural rights has 
increased in 2017-18.

27 
initiatives or claims to 
authorities on the rights 
to education, food and 
health in 2017-18.
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Uganda 

Access to health care 
for pastoral and island 
communities in Uganda
There is no guarantee of access to adequate health care in 
Uganda. Those vulnerable communities who might need the 
help and care the most are left behind. The Initiative for Social 
and Economic Rights (iser) is working to enhance the right to 
health, especially for the most marginalised. The organisation 
has mapped out the state of health care in remote places such 
as the Sigulu Islands and among the pastoral communities in 
Amudat. 
Text: Initiative for Social and Economic Rights (iser)

ISER
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O
n 5 April 2018, a team from 
ISER – accompanied by offi-
cials from the Equal Opportu-
nities Commission (EOC) and 
media representatives – set out 

for the Sigulu Islands in Namayingo District to 
launch a research report entitled Here When 
You Are Poor, You Die: Access to Healthcare on 
Sigulu Islands. 

A notable finding of ISER’s research, which 
was made possible by the funding support of 
the KIOS Foundation, is that access to basic 
health care remains an aspiration for com-
munities on the Sigulu Islands, an amalgam 
of islands in Namayingo District, in Eastern 
Uganda. 

Ms. Salima Namusobya, ISER Executive 
Director, observed: “We are failing to ensure 
health care for those who need it most -- 
the poor and the marginalised, who include 
island communities. ISER’s interactions with 
the people on the Sigulu Islands revealed a 
national health system that is consistently 
failing to fully protect and realise the human 
rights of persons in marginalised areas.” 

Sad reality for the most vulnerable

During the report launch, community mem-
bers shared heart-wrenching stories of los-
ing loved ones while trying to mobilise funds 
to transport them to the mainland or during 
the lonely journey across the waters to access 
treatment on the mainland. Some shared per-
sonal experiences of having to send expectant 
mothers to the mainland months before their 
delivery dates to avert the possibility of death 
on the islands resulting from a lack of emer-
gency obstetric care. One resident recounted: 
“My wife got labour pains at 6:00pm and I 
rushed her to the Haama Health Centre II. 
She bled profusely while the medical person-
nel looked on and in the process she pushed 
out a dead baby. I decided to look for fuel and 
a boat so that I could take my wife to a hos-
pital. It took me some hours to get fuel and 
a boat. My wife lost a lot of blood during the 
time I spent looking for the money for trans-
portation [such] that before we could set off, 
she passed on.”

On average, residents part with 300,000 
shillings (€ 70) to hire and fuel a boat and 
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secure a driver to reach a mainland health 
facility. To put into context how exorbitant 
this fee is, consider that the average nominal 
monthly cash income for this region (derived 
from all sources) is 222,000 shillings (€ 52) 
according to the Ministry of Finance, Plan-
ning and Economic Development. 

Hon. Abott Ouma, the Member of Parlia-
ment for Bukooli Islands, Namayingo Dis-
trict who was present at the launch, noted: 
“The Sigulu Islands have been ignored when 
it comes to health care. My constituents con-
tinually appeal for the basics like emergency 
boats; but unless provided through the good-
will of politicians, many die, especially the 
poor, when trying to access healthcare.”

Health workers reported having to 
work under very poor conditions. This was 
observed at the report launch, which was 
hosted adjacent to the Rabachi Health Cen-
tre, a facility in a terrible state, characterised 
by a dilapidated building, a bat-infested ceil-
ing and an unbearable stench. The condi-
tion of the Rabachi Health Centre was so bad 
that health workers opted to treat patients 

under a tree. Ruth Achieng, a health worker at 
the Hama Health Centre II, noted during the 
report launch that although the Sigulu Sub-
county has a Health Centre III, it is under-
staffed and ill-equipped, having neither 
power, nor water, nor a single delivery bed. 

It is unsurprising, then, that Namay-
ingo District, in which the Sigulu Islands are 
located, was among the districts registering 
the greatest decline in health care standards 
according to the Health Sector Annual Perfor-
mance Report for the financial year 2016/2017. 

Pastoral communities face  
the same challenges

However, the situation in Namayingo is no 
different to that of pastoral communities in 
Amudat District in the Karamoja region. The 
National Population and Housing Census 
(2014) estimates the total population of Amu-
dat to be 105,769 persons. Poverty levels are 
high in Amudat, as elsewhere in Karamoja, 
the least-developed region in the country. 
Since its establishment in 2010, Amudat has 
been the worst-performing district in terms of 

← Women in the Hama 
Islands participate in fo-
cus group discussions on 
the state service delivery. 
Picture by iser, Uganda.

Dilapidated Rabachi 
Health Centre II in the 
Sigulu Islands. Picture by 
iser, Uganda.
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health. 
Also with the funding support of KIOS, 

ISER researched access to health care in Amu-
dat District and found major gaps in the real-
isation of universal health coverage for the 
people of this area. The research report, enti-
tled For Us, We Are Like Forgotten People: 
An Assessment of Health Services in Amu-
dat District, was launched on 9 August 2018. A 
notable finding of this research is that access 
to health services is limited due to a lack of 
health facilities. Members of communities 
consequently have to trek long distances to 
access health facilities, which places a tre-
mendous strain on health care already com-
promised by critical shortages in medical sup-
plies and staffing, invariably undermining the 
quality of that health care.

A resident shared, “The health centre is 
far: when a child falls sick, you have to look 
for a bodaboda that will cost you up to 50,000 
shillings (€ 11) just to get to the Health Cen-
tre. If you cannot get a bodaboda, you have to 
go on foot to the health centre. There are peo-
ple who rape people along the way, especially 
at night. It disturbs you psychologically. You 
keep pouring water on the child to bring the 
fever down, praying [to] God for the child to 
survive the night.” 

Another woman narrated her ordeal: “I 
gave birth in January 2016. The child died in 

“
We are failing to ensure 
health care for those who 
need it most – the poor 
and the marginalised, 
who include island com-
munities."

the process. I wanted to go home and bury 
my child. The doctors at the private hospi-
tal, Amudat Hospital, said I could not unless I 
paid the hospital money. The child was dead. 
Why would they not let me bury him?”

The challenges highlighted above were 
found by ISER to be attributable to inade-
quate health financing, with the national 
health budget being grossly underfunded, 
ranging from 5-8% over the last five years, far 
short of the 15% Abuja Declaration target to 
which Uganda has committed itself. A further 
finding by ISER was that not only is Amu-
dat the worst-performing district in terms 
of health, it is also among the districts that 
receive the lowest health financing: Amudat 
was allocated UGX 951,421,000 (€ 224,739) in 
the 2018/19 financial year. 

Addressing the plight of the
most marginalised

ISER has noted that focusing on the most 
marginalised groups in society has been very 
effective in bringing the plight of these groups 
to the fore. 

The Constitution of the Republic of 
Uganda provides that the State shall take 
affirmative action in favour of marginal-
ised groups. Article 32 (3) of the Constitution 
provides for the establishment of the Equal 
Opportunities Commission (EOC), which is 

EQUALITY AND DIGNITY FOR ALL
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mandated to eliminate discrimination and 
marginalisation against any individual or 
group of persons for the purpose of redress-
ing imbalances which exist against them; and 
to take affirmative action for marginalised 
groups.

The EOC’s Annual Report, launched on 
14 November 2018, makes reference to ISER’s 
research on access to health in pastoral and 
island communities, amplifying the issues 
requiring urgent attention since this report is 
formally tabled before Parliament for debate 
and action.

Furthermore, ISER has used its research 
as an evidentiary basis to petition the EOC 
to address discrimination in access to health 
services for island communities. ISER’s 
research has also motivated the District 
Health Office to commit to prioritising the 
renovation of the dilapidated, bat-infested 
Rabachi Health Centre II and to enter into 
dialogue with stakeholders in Sigulu on the 
issues raised in the report.

A commitment by the government to truly 
realise universal health coverage requires 
a concomitant investment in the health-
care infrastructure and personnel. Equity 
demands that this is prioritised for marginal-
ised communities, including the island and 
pastoral communities noted above. 

The Initiative 
for Social and 
Economic Rights 

Uganda

The Initiative for Social and Economic 

Rights (iser) is a registered, not-for-prof-

it human rights ngo in Uganda founded 

in February 2012 to address the gaps that 

exist in relation to the respect, protection 

and fulfilment of economic and social 

rights in Uganda and to improve govern-

ment accountability for this category of 

rights. 

kios has been supporting the work of 

iser since 2013. The work, with kios’ 

support, has focused on enhancing the 

rights of women and on improving the 

realisation of universal health coverage 

in Uganda. iser works through advo-

cacy, training, campaigning, monitoring 

and reporting as well as through legal 

aid and strategic litigation. 

115 
people from different 
organisations in mid and 
northern Uganda given 
capacity-building training 
on monitoring and docu-
mentation as well as on 
identification of cases of 
strategic litigation in 2016 
and 2017.

Over 

650 
participants in the 2018 
annual seminar on eco-
nomic, social and cultural 
rights.

ISER
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Kenya

Kisumu at the centre of 
human rights development
The new governance structures in Kenya give room for 
effective people’s participation. People have the right 
to participate in determining the development plans of 
counties. In Kisumu, western Kenya, kisora works with local 
communities in order to enhance economic and social rights 
through local development plans.

Text: kisora

EQUALITY AND DIGNITY FOR ALL
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A
fter the promulgation of the new 
constitution of 2010, Kenya ush-
ered in the new era of govern-
ance. The new era provides two 
levels of government: national 

and county government. Kisumu is one of the 
47 counties with self-governance over specific 
mandates. 

In the second term of county governance, 
the Kisumu County through its county assem-
blies has drafted and passed into law various 
policies and legislations that provide proto-
cols for all-inclusive development. There is 
a strong focus on the principles of a human 
rights-based approach to development.

More public engagement  
and improved services

Kisumu County is currently experiencing sig-
nificant improvements in the progressive 
realisation of people’s rights. This is happen-
ing through well-organised forums and pos-
sibilities for the right to participation. There 
is public engagement in county government 
affairs. The Public Participation Bill that was 

recently passed into law and the renewed 
passion and dedication by the county staff 
benchmarks these improvements. 

The county is also experiencing improved 
economic and social stability – even though 
political tensions still arise from time to time. 
Upcoming infrastructural development is 
looming and there is tribal co-existence, fair 
trade, fair allocation of resources and less 
destruction of properties though evictions to 
begin with. Informal settlements are gradu-
ally experiencing improved services and secu-
rity of people and properties. These devel-
opments are the result of successful regular 
inter-community dialogues as well as stra-
tegic and issue-based forums organised by 
KISORA and other partners. 

Kisumu csos come together for advocacy

The new dawn of opportunities has increased 
the participation of civil society organisations 
in county affairs. The momentum has also 
decreased the advocacy fatigue that ruled the 
civil society sector for many decades. With 
kios’ support, KISORA in partnership with 

Community discussions 
in Kisumu. Picture by 
kisora, Kenya. 

KISORA
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Hakijamii, a national human rights organi-
sation, organised a joint Kisumu civil soci-
ety organisations (CSO) forum. The county 
government of Kisumu was also invited to 
meet the CSOs and discuss how the CSOs can 
engage with county development and pol-
icy circles. This is the very first time the CSOs 
based in Kisumu County have come together 
to reason and champion a common goal.

The citizens have now had their doors 
of opportunities open, and it is incumbent 
upon the CSOs through their membership to 
empower citizens to participate and engage 
meaningfully. The people now have the pos-
sibility to speak up on issues that can have a 
positive impact on their economic, social and 
cultural rights. KISORA through its member-
ship, partnerships and projects has always 
considered community empowerment as the 
cornerstone of its endeavours. Throughout its 
existence, KISORA has been promoting peo-
ple-based advocacy. 

As was once said, “one hand gives in the 
flashy lights of cameras and the other one 
takes it in the shadows”. The CSOs could be 
delighted by this opportunity, but if it is not 
well utilised in a structured manner, it could 
turn into a destructive point for CSOs. As it 
is common in Africa, and in Kenya in par-
ticular, “the government is the people”. How-
ever, in reality, the people have no or little say 
in government affairs. These are the issues 
the citizens of Kenya are trying to outdo 
through the opportunities provided by the 
new constitution. We expect citizens to be 
able to engage in the development projects 
and decision-making in a rebranded, syner-
gised and sustainable manner. We expect to 
be informed about the results of the devel-
opment projects and we expect the projects 
to be undertaken with a human rights-based 
approach to development. The communities 
are now regaining new energy in demanding 
and defending their rights.  

Kisumu 
Social Rights 
Association

Kenya

The kisora (Kisumu Social Rights Asso-

ciation) Self Help Group is a network of 

grass-roots human rights lobby groups 

from informal settlements. kisora was 

founded in 2007, through a kios- 

supported project implemented by 

Hakijamii. kisora coordinates and 

implements people-led human rights 

campaigns. The network seeks to 

strengthen the capacity of communities 

to demand and work for the realisation 

of their economic and social rights. 

kisora’s work has focused on enhancing 

communities’ awareness of the right to 

participation and of economic, social and 

cultural rights. kios has been supporting 

the work of kisora since 2013.

Over 

5 000 
local community mem-
bers given capacity-buil-
ding training in 2015–17 
on issues related to the 
right to clean water and 
right to housing.

10 
local organisations have 
increased their networ-
king in 2015–17.
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I
n the week prior to writing this article, our Weekly Update cata-
logued many alleged abuses including violence against women 
in oil palm plantations in West Africa; industrial salmon farms’ 
destruction of livelihoods in southern Chile; and poverty wages 
for garment workers in Bangladesh.
Most of these allegations of abuse and calls for redress and jus-

tice will never be addressed by irresponsible companies and inves-
tors. Focused on the narrow interests of their shareholders, they 
see no commercial rationale to take into account the interests of 
their wider stakeholders. This sense of impunity is an expression of 
the profound inequality of wealth and power between big business 
and their workers or the communities where they operate. In too 
many instances, the gains to the company of tolerating abuse such 
as modern slavery or pollution in their supply chain outweigh the 
costs of remedy. As John Ruggie, author of the UN Guiding Princi-
ples for Business and Human Rights (UNGPs), wrote recently, “It is 
certainly no secret that access to judicial remedy remains the big-
gest challenge in the global business and human rights space. It is 
also the most difficult to resolve.”

This is the reality of corporate accountability, as our societies 
and economies enter a period of intense transformations such as 
the transition to low-carbon economies and the introduction of 
artificial intelligence and automation in the workplace.

This is why the movement for corporate accountability will be 
so vital over the next decade. We must expand accountability to 
help re-purpose companies to deliver shared prosperity and shared 
security for workers, communities and shareholders and a safe 
environment for the next generation. Fortunately, there are clear 
reasons for optimism, alongside worrying signs of regression.

Phil Bloomer
Executive Director, 
Business and Human 
Rights Resource Centre

Corporate accountability  
– the orphan child of 
human rights in business 

← Phyllis Omido from the 
Center for Justice Gover-
nance and Environmental 
Action (cjgea). Picture 
by the Goldman Environ-
mental Prize.
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Increased efforts to demand accountability

Civil society has redoubled its efforts to demand corporate 
accountability by exposing the abuses of irresponsible companies 
and heighten their reputation risk. Equally, the media is alert to the 
collapse of public trust in the global markets. This has led to more 
willingness to cover stories of abuse, corruption, tax evasion, the 
concentration of economic power and the need for effective cor-
porate accountability. An example is the tech giants, Google and 
Facebook, who have undergone a reverse metamorphosis in the 
media: from the butterfly of democratic flowering, to the worm eat-
ing at the sacred fruit of privacy, rights and democracy. However, 
campaigns and media do not inevitably lead to justice for victims 
of abuse.

The UN Guiding Principles insist that companies provide access 
to remedy for when things go wrong. With notable exceptions, like 
Adidas, companies have generally ignored this responsibility. Our 
Corporate Human Rights Benchmark of 100 of the largest global 
companies gave an average score of just 14% for their Remedies 
and Grievance Mechanisms. This scale of neglect leaves victims of 
unpaid wages, pollution and land grabs around the world with only 
the courts by which to gain remedy. This is why the Business and 
Human Rights Resource Centre devotes a portal to tracking corpo-
rate legal accountability around the world.

Another reason for optimism is the recent French Duty of Vigi-
lance law. This establishes parent companies’ obligation to identify 
and prevent human rights violations resulting from the operations 
of all entities under their control, including subsidiaries and sub-
contractors. This is ground-breaking. It not only insists that com-
panies set out their efforts to prevent abuse in their operations and 
supply chains, but will also allow victims of abuse to take cases to 
the French courts for parent companies and their subsidiaries. The 
Swiss National Council has similarly been negotiating a bill look-
ing to introduce mandatory human rights due diligence for parent 
companies.

Remedy through courts of law?

However, in most countries, a legal obstacle to redress for victims 
is the difficulty of ‘piercing the corporate veil’. In essence, parent 
multinational companies set up subsidiaries, as separate legal enti-
ties, around the world. These subsidiaries are subject to national 
laws and human rights standards that are often far more lax and 
unenforced than in the parent company’s jurisdiction. But when 
victims seek remedy from the courts in the parent companies’ 
home country, the courts are often reluctant to ‘pierce the corpo-
rate veil’ that subsidiaries hide behind. In May 2018, for example, 
a US federal court decided that a case brought by Peruvian farmers 

PHIL BLOOMER
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against Newmont and its local subsidiaries over alleged attempts to 
forcibly evict the claimants from their land should be heard in Peru 
instead of the US, even though the plaintiffs argued convincingly 
that they were unable to obtain justice in Peru. These obstacles are 
likely to worsen still further with changes in the US Supreme Court.

In contrast, in the European Union, foreign plaintiffs can bring 
a claim against a parent company domiciled in an EU Member 
State in the court of the country where it has “statutory seat; cen-
tral administration; or principal place of business,” irrespective of 
where the damage occurred. In 2015 for example, a Dutch appeals 
court allowed a case against Royal Dutch Shell over damage from 
oil pollution allegedly caused by its Nigerian subsidiary to proceed 
in the Netherlands. These avenues are still to be further tested.

Finally, there are the tentative steps at the United Nations to 
establish an international treaty for human rights in business. This 
could substantially enhance the opportunity for corporate account-
ability, including extra-territorial obligations to provide remedy 
and justice in national laws. However, the treaty faces great opposi-
tion, and it will be an uphill struggle to deliver anything concrete in 
the next decade, if at all.

In conclusion, accountability for corporate harm to workers 
and communities remains an orphan of the UN Guiding Principles, 
through the inaction of most governments and companies. There 
are encouraging signs that a cluster of governments and compa-
nies are taking this obligation more seriously, perhaps spurred on 
by the loss of public trust in the global markets. Kofi Annan stated 
nearly twenty years ago that the social and environmental pillars 
of globalisation had to be strengthened. A year later, he added: “My 
friends, the simple fact of the matter is this: if we cannot make glo-
balization work for all, in the end it will work for none”. Corporate 
accountability is one of the most powerful litmus tests of corporate 
and governmental willingness to direct markets to the common 
good and shared prosperity. At present, the litmus paper is showing 
a corrosive lack of attention. 

CORPORATE ACCOUNTABILITY NOW!
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Uganda

Popularising corporate social 
responsibility as a social 
licence to operate in uganda
– What about corporate 
accountability?
In Uganda, corporate entities in increasing numbers go to 
the most marginalised communities with the idea of making 
business profit in the region. In order to cover the demands for 
corporate social responsibility (csr), they may build schools 
and health centres. Their activities may simultaneously cause 
health hazards or other concerns for the local communities. 
The Uganda Consortium on Corporate Accountability (ucca) is 
working on enhancing corporate accountability. 
Text: Uganda Consortium on Corporate Accountability (ucca)

UCCA



62KIOS

C
orporate accountability has to be 
more than mere voluntary acts of 
good will. This is one crucial issue 
which the Uganda Consortium on 
Corporate Accountability (UCCA) 

wishes to highlight. The UCCA and partners 
have been undertaking activities geared at 
reinforcing corporate accountability. 

In 2016, the UCCA conducted a base-
line study and made a report on the effects 
and impact of corporate activities on human 
rights. The State of Corporate Accountabil-
ity in Uganda report highlights the increas-
ing conflation of corporate social responsibil-
ity (CSR) and corporate accountability. Many 
corporate entities operating in Uganda have 
employed the advancement of CSR undertak-
ings as a social licence to operate within the 
most marginalised communities. 

The quote below is one example of indi-
vidual acts of corporate social responsibil-
ity, which make us forget the bigger picture of 
corporate accountability. It is a response from 
a company to UCCA’s baseline study report. 
The report highlighted some corporate abuses 
attributed to the company’s operations. The 

company replied as follows (in its 80-page 
response):

As a Ugandan-owned company, our 
contributions back to the society and 
environment are not only on par with 
some of the recognised multinationals 
operating in Uganda, but have received 
various accolades and praise from a 
range of underprivileged communities. 
Some CSR activities undertaken within 
the past two years [include] heart surgery 
operations, schools constructed, contri-
bution of 20 million Ugandan Shillings 
towards construction of a Children’s and 
Youth Centre project, Scholarships, [and] 
a donation to the Kampala School for 
the Physically Handicapped worth US$ 
5,000.

The positive and negative effects of  
corporate operations

The 2016 report identified a number of com-
panies, highlighting the effects of their oper-
ations on the enjoyment of human rights. 
One of the issues reported was the impact of 
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stone-quarrying activities in Mukono District 
in the central region of Uganda. During the 
field study, the UCCA team interacted with 
the local government and the affected com-
munities in the area. They both noted a num-
ber of positive impacts the companies have 
had, including employment opportunities 
and the provision of material support to res-
idents in the construction of water sources, 
schools and burial sites. The primary school 
in the area also reported receiving support 
in terms of the connection of electricity to 
the school, provision of toys for children and 
financial contribution towards the construc-
tion of a water tank.

That notwithstanding, the community 
also noted a number of negative impacts at 
the hands of the stone-quarrying activities, 
including environmental degradation and air, 
noise and water pollution. The community 
also noted the unsafe, unhealthy and hazard-
ous living conditions brought about by the 
continuous disruption of their lives due to 
periodic stone blasts that require all people 
to move approximately two kilometres away 
from the stone quarry. They also noted the 

“
Corporate responsibility 
and accountability are 
essential elements and 
key drivers to ensure 
economic and sustainab-
le development. However, 
csr cannot be used as a 
trade-off against corpo-
rate accountability.”

← Local community 
members and the ucca 
team in Moroto. Picture 
by ucca, Uganda. 

Young children working on 
a sugarcane plantation in 
Luuka District. Picture by 
ucca, Uganda.

UCCA
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damage their houses have faced due to the 
stone blasts. It was these issues in the report 
which triggered the 80-page response from 
the company. 

We must go beyond the idea of voluntarism

CSR remains very popular in Uganda, espe-
cially within affected rural communities who 
find it difficult to access basic services in 
health, education and other infrastructural 
amenities. The failure of the State to ensure 
the provision of such services has often meant 
that private actors, in most cases, corporate 
entities, come in to fill the gaps. Furthermore, 
the private actors use these engagements to 
manipulate the affected communities away 
from holding them accountable in the case of 
human rights abuses. Corporate responsibil-
ity and accountability are essential elements 
and key drivers to ensure economic and sus-
tainable development. However, CSR can-
not be used as a trade-off against corporate 
accountability. To ensure the protection of, 
and respect for, human rights by business and 
corporations, accountability must go beyond 
voluntarism.  

Uganda 
Consortium 
on Corporate 
Accountability

Uganda

The ucca was founded in August 2015. 

The core of the ucca’s work is in en-

hancing and coordinating the multilevel 

advocacy and cooperation of different 

actors in questions of corporate account-

ability in Uganda. The consortium works 

especially through monitoring and docu-

mentation, research and advocacy, and 

through strengthening the human rights 

skills of grass-roots actors. The Ugandan 

Initiative for Social and Economic Rights 

(iser) acts as ucca’s secretariat. 

kios has supported the work of iser 

since 2014 and the work of ucca since 

2017. ucca’s work supported by kios has 

the main goal of promoting the imple-

mentation of the un Guiding Principles 

on Business and Human Rights. In addi-

tion, the work also enhances the capac-

ities and awareness of ucca members 

and other relevant stakeholders on issues 

of corporate accountability.

3
regional corporate 
accountability discussion 
platforms created in 2018 
to increase stakeholder 
dialogue.

CORPORATE ACCOUNTABILITY NOW!
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Kenya

Fighting for a clean and 
healthy environment
The constitution of Kenya guarantees the people’s 
right to a clean and healthy environment. The 
realisation of these rights however, is seldom self-
evident. In coastal Kenya, the local community of 
Owino Uhuru was exposed to lead poisoning from 
a nearby factory for several years. There was no 
redress for the local communities until the Center 
for Justice Governance and Environmental Action 
(cjgea) initiated work on the case. 

Text: Center for Justice Governance and Environmental Action (cjgea)

CJGEA
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C
JGEA’s first experience with KIOS 
as partners was in 2015 when we 
partnered on a project dubbed 
Media as a Tool for Environmen-
tal Justice and Socioeconomic 

Rights. By then, our young organisation had 
a vision of bringing an environmental class 
action suit to challenge the responsibility of 
the state and non-state actors towards the 
protection of the right to a clean and healthy 
environment. However, it was a major chal-
lenge, because the targeted corporation was 
backed by political power. This was a power 
that we could not really match. Our strategy 
was to get the state to carry out scientific tests 
in the community that would help to build 
our case of pollution and toxic chemical poi-
soning. We knew that if we got the media to 
act upon the issue, the media would in turn 
get the public to begin a discourse. We knew 
that winning public opinion would get us 
some political leverage. 

The media as a tool in promoting 
human rights

The media engagement was a vital compo-
nent of our environmental litigation. The 
media is one of the most efficient and trusted 
sources for disseminating information. We 
ensured that the media had relevant infor-
mation on the CJGEA litigation and other 
cases of environmental impunity in Kenya. 
Through the media, we engaged the public. 
The public involvement in turn increased the 

government’s involvement. The senate and 
parliament both intervened and ordered the 
relevant duty bearers to investigate the case of 
Owino Uhuru. The state conducted independ-
ent prevalence tests as well as other toxicology 
tests in the environment and found out our 
claims had been very factual – severe cases of 
lead poisoning in the Owino Uhuru commu-
nity were detected. This prompted an even 
louder outcry from the public.

Going to court – facing security incidents

Finally, we had enough evidence to present 
our case to court. However, going to court 
came with security challenges. The witnesses 
and environmental human rights defend-
ers who championed the course for justice in 
Owino Uhuru were intimidated, harassed and 
trailed. In 2014, 2017 and 2018, the UN Special 
Rapporteur on Human Rights and the Envi-
ronment called for the Kenyan Government 
to protect four environmental human rights 
defenders and members of the CJGEA who 
had been assaulted and subjected to death 
threats. Phyllis Omido, founder of CJGEA, 
who shed light on the health consequences of 
the factory’s activities, was still facing death 
threats in 2018 because of bringing the case 
forward.

Are local voices being heard?

The current situation has led to growing ten-
sions between local communities which are 
negatively impacted by natural resource 
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extraction activities and the corporations who 
are undertaking these activities. This has also 
led to increased tensions between the com-
munities and the government at both the 
local and national levels. The work of CJGEA 
has particularly addressed the issues fac-
ing the communities in the coastal region of 
Kenya.

CJGEA consulted the environmental 
rights defenders in order to find out what 
was needed the most in their line of work as 
defenders. The defenders identified issues 

“
However, going to court 
came with security 
challenges. The witnes-
ses and environmental 
human rights defenders 
who championed the 
course for justice in Owi-
no Uhuru were intimidat-
ed, harassed and trailed.”

cjgea activities in Taita 
Taveta. Picture by cjgea, 
Kenya.

cjgea giving a presen-
tation to environmental 
human rights defenders 
in Taita Taveta. Picture by 
cjgea, Kenya.

CJGEA
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such as access to information, public partic-
ipation and access to effective remedy as the 
main impediments to achieving the right to 
a clean and healthy environment. Further-
more, the defenders explained that when they 
sought to protect these participatory rights 
or exercise them, they faced many risks and 
attacks from both state and non-state actors.

In Kenya, ensuring public participation 
and access to environmental information is 
the role of the National Environmental Man-
agement Authority (NEMA). The legal meas-
ures for protecting environmental rights are 
available for Kenyan citizens. However, the 
awareness and capacity of locals to lever-
age and access effective remedy is lacking. 
CJGEA’s work aims to fill the existing gaps by 
increasing local communities’ access to infor-
mation and empowering the local communi-
ties to litigate their case both in the media and 
before the court. 

Center 
for Justice 
Governance and 
Environmental 
Action

Kenya

The Center for Justice Governance 

and Environmental Action (cjgea) is a 

community-based organisation founded 

in 2009. The organisation is working 

for the realisation of the human and 

environmental rights of the economically 

marginalised and ignored communities in 

the coastal region of Kenya. 

cjgea uses communications, litigation, 

advocacy and campaigning as some of 

its primary tools for achieving its goals. 

kios has supported cjgea’s work since 

2015. The focus has been on enhancing 

the realisation of environmental justice 

and socioeconomic rights as well as on 

ensuring the empowerment of grass-

roots environmental human rights 

defenders. Because of cjgea’s work and 

media engagements and the reactions 

from the Kenyan public, 17 polluting 

metal smelters have been closed down 

in Kenya. In 2015, the founder of cjgea, 

Phyllis Omido, was granted the Goldman 

Environmental Prize for her relentless 

work. 

17 
polluting metal smelters 
have been closed down 
in Kenya in 2015.

A network of 

30 
environmental human 
rights defenders has 
been capacitated since 
2017.
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Uganda

A journey of the weak majority: 
A case of communities defying 
odds to defeat institutionalised 
community evictions in Uganda
Normally, evictions in Uganda target large numbers of vulnerable people 
settled over a wide area. Marginalised communities with limited ability to 
defend themselves against evictions suffer the most. In western Uganda, 
the Twerwaneho Listeners Club (tlc) mobilised communities in order to 
bridge power gaps and reclaim the rights of the people. The unity and 
power of the people created a basis for living a dignified life without fear of 
being evicted.
Text: Twerwaneho Listeners Club (tlc)

TLC
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N
ormally, evictions in Uganda tar-
get large numbers of vulnerable 
people settled over a wide area. 
Marginalised communities with 
limited ability to defend them-

selves against evictions suffer the most. In 
western Uganda, the Twerwaneho Listeners 
Club (TLC) mobilised communities in order 
to bridge power gaps and reclaim the rights of 
the people. The unity and power of the people 
created a basis for living a dignified life with-
out fear of being evicted.

An eviction is often all-encompassing, 
affecting the emotional, mental and physical 
health of those forced to leave their homes. 
Evictions disturb not only those forced 
to move, but also their support networks. 
Cumulatively, evictions can harm entire com-
munities. 

Traditional rural people in Uganda con-
tinue to live in remote, hard to access com-
munities with limited basic services such as 
clean water, roads, education, security and 
medical facilities. Because of their remote-
ness and lack of knowledge, communities 
are susceptible to manipulation. They can 
be pushed out of their ancestral homes to 
accommodate developments.

Restored kingdoms as vicious landlords

In 1967, the government of Uganda abol-
ished kingdoms but in 1993, the govern-
ment restored them as cultural institutions 
without political and administrative pow-
ers. The Tooro kingdom was restored in west-
ern Uganda covering the districts of Kabarole, 
Kyegegwa, Kyenjojo, Kamwenge and pres-
ent-day Bunyangabu. 

The stated cultural role of the restored 
Tooro kingdom was not observed. Culture 
was instead used as an instrument of politi-
cal mobilisation for the ruling party. Freedom 
of expression and association were limited, 
the media was suppressed and access to infor-
mation denied. Acts of impunity by royals 
and ruling party officials flourished and lack 
of accountability and transparency created a 
culture of conformity and silence. 

Kingdoms like Tooro had powers over 
administering public land in trust of the 
indigenous people. Tooro Kingdom remains 
the biggest landlord of registered land in the 
Rwenzori region. With such large pieces of 
land, the kingdom became the second richest 
and most powerful institution after the cen-
tral government. As the population increased, 
the value of land increased with the demand. 
The kingdom began mass evictions. The 

Community members 
during and after court in 
the Ferdsuit case, where 
communities won back 
access to their lake from 
a private company. Pictu-
re by tlc, Uganda.

CORPORATE ACCOUNTABILITY NOW!
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queen mother of Tooro and the kingdom’s 
administration evicted people with total dis-
regard for land law and human rights. The 
land would later be sold to rich individu-
als and companies. The central government 
turned a deaf ear to the abuses in return for 
political support from the kingdom. 

Mobilising a critical vibrant civic mass

The crackdown on activism was at its highest 
by October 2007 and communities had grown 
timid. Victims of unlawful evictions had 
nowhere to run, as police stations, courts and 
the Uganda Human Rights Commission had 
their doors closed to them. However, doors 
would open whenever the perpetrators called. 
The police and the army would support the 
kingdom in executing the evictions. 

The Twerwaneho Listeners Club (TLC) 
began building a critical vibrant civic mass 
that would support community mobilisation. 
A collective voice where community problems 
would be amplified was needed. The intention 
of this work was to empower citizens in these 
communities to reclaim power to make the 
desired change and take charge of their own 
problems.

With KIOS’ support, the TLC engaged in 
training trainers, facilitating seminars and 

 “
The land would later be 
sold to rich individuals 
and companies.”

workshops and organising grass-roots activ-
ists into human rights advocacy groups. In 
addition, the TLC led litigative advocacy 
together with local communities, demand-
ing their rights through the courts of law. The 
people were craving social justice and democ-
racy. Through sustained organising, com-
munities were able to begin challenging the 
acts that violated their rights. Members of the 
communities continued to use the courts of 
law, regardless of their shortcomings.

Defending rights – facing regular charges

The mobilisation and coordination of local 
communities came at a cost, as many TLC 
staff members were arrested and charged 
with unlawful assembly, defamation, spread-
ing harmful propaganda and inciting vio-
lence, to mention but a few during their 
course of work. Between 2010 and 2016, TLC 
staff and community activists were arrested 
each and every year. In total, 23 activists 
had been arrested 18 times. Some activists 
had been charged with 56 criminal offences 
related to organising communities. The police 
and Tooro Kingdom continued to use the law 
against public meetings, the Public Order 
Management Act, to stop communities from 
organising on land-related conflicts.

TLC
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The good news however, was that the 
communities drew lessons and courage. 
The arrests enabled communities to realise 
the hurdles they had to overcome. It was a 
moment for communities to break the chains 
of bondage and exercise their power by 
reclaiming their space in the public sphere. 
The people in Tooro rose up in large numbers 
to protest against the evictions. 

Bringing evictions to an end

The central government intervened in 2016 
by mediating between the communities and 
the kingdom. A commission of elders and reli-
gious leaders was instituted by the President 
to investigate why communities had passed a 
vote of no confidence in the kingdom. 

The clergy and elders found out that the 
kingdom was involved in indiscriminate 
unlawful evictions and physical attacks on cit-
izens in their communities. The recommenda-
tions demanded that the kingdom stopped all 
forms of evictions in the region. The kingdom, 
in a gesture of trying to buy back community 
support, offered land ownership incentives to 
the tenants. The tenants reclaimed their pow-
ers and today live a dignified life without fear 
of being evicted the next day.

The communities’ ability to organise and 
denounce a cultural institution paid off. This 
case created the basis for future community 
engagements that the TLC has continued to 
work on. 

The Twerwaneho 
Listeners Club 

Uganda

The Twerwaneho Listeners Club (tlc) 

is an organisation which advocates, 

promotes and protects human rights. The 

organisation originates from local radio 

broadcasts by human rights activists. 

One of the tlc’s significant strengths is 

the organisation’s close connection to the 

local communities. 

kios and the tlc have collaborated 

since 2010. With kios’ support, the tlc 

has for instance carried out human rights 

monitoring and reporting, human rights 

radio talk shows and capacity-building in 

local communities. 

Recently their work has had more focus 

on corporate accountability, which often 

has a strong link to evictions. With kios’ 

support, the tlc filed a case against 

Ferdsuit Engineering Services Limited. 

Because of the company’s activities, local 

communities had been denied access to 

their nearby lakes and traditional fishing. 

The court ruled the case in favour of the 

tlc and the local communities. Now, 

18,000 people who live in 82 villages 

around the lakes have access to the lake 

waters again. In addition, another 19,000 

people who indirectly depend on the 

lakes for tourism revenue, or eat or trade 

fish from the lakes, also benefit.

18 000 
people from local com-
munities regained access 
to lake water and fishing 
grounds.

96 
radio talk shows on 
human rights in 2016 
and 2017.

CORPORATE ACCOUNTABILITY NOW!
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What is KIOS?

T
he KIOS Foundation strengthens the 
realisation of human rights by sup-
porting the human rights work of 
civil society in developing countries.  
KIOS receives financial support for 

its activities from the development coopera-
tion funds of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs 
of Finland. The starting point for KIOS’ work is 
local need and local expertise. KIOS allocates 
funding to human rights projects planned and 
implemented by local organisations. 

Currently the funding is channelled 
mainly to six focus countries or regions in 
East Africa and South Asia: Kenya, Rwanda, 
Uganda, Nepal and Sri Lanka and to Tibetan 
civil society organisations in exile. In some 
cases, support can also be channelled to 
Bangladesh, Burundi, Ethiopia and Paki-
stan. In Finland, KIOS also actively promotes 

human rights through policy advocacy and 
communications. 

During its 20 years of existence, KIOS 
has funded around 450 projects in almost 
60 countries, which have made a difference 
at the individual, local, national, or inter-
national level. Some KIOS partners have 
changed individual lives by giving legal aid to 
the most marginalised. Some partners have 
pushed through improvements on national 
legislation and others have given statements 
at UN Human Rights Council sessions to 
influence the whole international commu-
nity.

All the funded projects, from the grass-
roots to the very top level, are unique, but 
what is common is the unyielding effort to 
defend human rights and make a lasting dif-
ference.

Founding members of KIOS
Amnesty International Finnish Section

Disability Partnership Finland

Finnish League for Human Rights

Finnish Development NGOs – Fingo

Finn Church Aid

Finnish Refugee Council

Finnish Peace Committee

Committee of 100 in Finland

Finnish National Committee for UNICEF

Finland National Committee for UN Women

UN Association of Finland

WHAT IS KIOS?

←Picture from Rwanda 
by Sakari Piippo.
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W
hen I was younger – during the 70s and 80s – I 
Interrailed a lot. A month spent off the beaten 
track was always a relaxing break. My last Inter-
rail journey was in 1985 – until in summer 2018, I 
decided to take one more Interrail trip.

During the summer, I kept comparing the Europe of now with 
1985. In my youth, Europe was known for the Berlin wall, the Cold 
War, Baader-Meinhof terrorists, neutron bomb plans and the peace 
movement. Today I found a Europe of Brexit, xenophobia and 
my-country-first thinking. But I also met many people who are 
challenging these current negative trends.

These brave people reminded me of the years 1995–1999 when the 
Finnish Greens first came into government, and I had the privilege of 
being the first Green minister in Europe. My portfolio back then was 
the environment and international development cooperation.

This was at a time when we were able to start increasing Fin-
land’s development budget step by step. As a result, many Finnish 
NGOs were able to increase their activities around the globe, par-
ticularly in the least-developed countries.

These new activities of the Finnish NGOs also created new kinds 
of problems for our foreign service. When NGOs were more and 
more active, some officials in the traditional ivory tower of admin-
istration started to get very concerned. I remember what a big step 
it was for the administration when the minister also wanted to 
meet the critical local NGOs when travelling abroad, and also some-
times include active NGO participants in the official delegations.

The culmination happened then in Indonesia, a country in 
which the Finnish forest industry was active. At that time, we 
decided to help a local NGO which was critical to the forest sector 
plans and Finnish investments. The conflict was ready. The Foreign 
Ministry and the Green minister were accused of spoiling business 
opportunities by supporting a local NGO.

Now, I personally have nothing against our forest industry, and 
it is certainly one of the most ethical and environmentally friendly 

KIOS – Twenty years 
of important work on 
human rights

Pekka Haavisto
Member of Parliament
Minister of Development 
Cooperation 1995–1999 
and 2014–2015
Finland

PEKKA HAAVISTO
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of its kind on the globe, but, having an environmentalist back-
ground myself, I am fully aware that environment, indigenous 
rights and human rights are taken into account only when there is 
strong advocacy for these principles.

This conflict triggered new creative thinking in the Finnish For-
eign Ministry. My special assistant Mr. Henrik Slotte – nowadays 
working for UNEP – was particularly helpful. We were able to estab-
lish three separate foundations to support civil society activities 
– Siemenpuu for environmental causes, Abilis for rights of people 
with disabilities and KIOS for advancing human rights.

In 2018, all of these organisations were turning 20 years old. I 
have to confess that we even tried to push a fourth foundation – for 
women – but we were maybe a little bit ahead of our time. Subse-
quently, there have been success stories like the Finnish Women’s 
Bank, loaning microcredits to women, and Finland strongly advo-
cated for the creation of the UN gender equality organisation UN 
Women.

Every time I meet people supported by KIOS, I feel extremely 
proud. Not for myself, for KIOS or for Finland. I feel proud of the 
people who are fighting for their rights in the most difficult circum-
stances imaginable. Again and again we see governments and local 
administration trying to silence the voices of human rights advo-
cates and indigenous activists. These brave individuals and groups 
deserve our support.

My wish is that future Finnish governments will also come 
to recognise the important work of these three foundations, and 
reward their good work by raising their funding to support new 
activities.

With these words I congratulate the 20-year-old KIOS, and I also 
thank all of its personnel and people who have made these past 
years possible. I also wish a very good future to KIOS’ partners all 
over the world! 

PEKKA HAAVISTO



Defend human rights and donate! 
KIOS promotes human rights in the global South by funding human 

rights projects implemented by local civil society organisations.  
Your support is channelled to human rights work in Asia and Africa.

Human rights are the foundation of sustainable peace and development. 

Defend human rights with us!

You can donate by making a transfer to our account:

 FI78 1555 3000 1237 79 (Nordea Bank AB). SWIFT: NDEAFIHH.

Fundraising licence: RA/2017/1116, 1.1.2018-31.12.2019.
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With this publication we invite you to join in our celebration 
of the 20th anniversary of KIOS. The publication is a look 

into the human rights work that civil society organisations 
have undertaken with the support of KIOS. It includes 

stories written by fourteen organisations from South Asia 
and East Africa, complemented by writings from KIOS’ 

stakeholders from Finland and abroad. The stories give just 
a glimpse of what KIOS’ partners have achieved in their 

work to defend human rights.

www.kios.fi

“
A collective voice where community problems would 
be amplified was needed. The intention of this work 
was to empower citizens in these communities to 
reclaim power to make the desired change and take 
charge of their own problems.”

kios’ partner organisation  
twerwaneho listeners club, uganda
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