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1 lntroduction 
 
Peace remains a pipe dream without sustainable development. Fostering peaceful, just and 
inclusive societies, free from fear and violence, is one way of addressing the myriad of 
unfortunate situations faced by people of African descent. People of African descent represent a 
distinct group, whose human rights must be promoted and protected. In many countries people of 
African descent remain largely invisible. They experience discrimination in their access to 
justice, and face alarming high rates of police, domestic and public violence, together with racial 
profiling. In many cases, they struggle as a result of weak institutions and the lack of access to 
justice, information and other freedoms.  
 
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) seek to build on the on the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) and complete what the latter did not achieve, and seek to realise the 
human rights for all. This contribution attempts to unpack Goal 16, which seeks to “promote 
peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and 
build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels.” As the mandate of the 
Working Group on People of African Descent is to “address all issues concerning the well-being 
of Africans and people of African descent contained in the Durban Declaration and Programme 
of Action”1, Goal 16 should seen as an important tool or agent of change for advancing the 
mandate of the Working Group, albeit in part. Goal 16 is a critical goal in the sense that it seeks 
to not only offers a paradigm shift but strives to leave no one behind, thus effectively bringing 
along people of African descent. The principle of leaving no one behind encompasses ensuring 
that “targets (are) met for all nationals and peoples and for all segments of society” and that 
efforts are made “to reach the furthest behind first.”2  
 
The contribution will show that in its work in addressing the challenges faced by people of 
African descent, the Working Group continues to promote peaceful and inclusive societies; 
encourage the provision of access to justice; and underscore the building of effective, 
accountable and inclusive institutions. The contribution will further make a case that Goal 16 
presents a critical tool in so far as fulfilling the mandate of the Working Group is concerned.      
   
2 Reducing All Forms of Violence Against People of African Descent   
 
Violence, in all forms, has a pervasive impact on many societies. People of African descent 
suffer the worst as a result of their vulnerability and invisibility. Despite the absence of 
disaggregated data relating to violence against people of African descent worldwide, there are a 
considerable number of of people of African descent who are subjected to all forms of violence. 
                                                             
1 Human Rights Council resolution 9/14.  
2 The 2030 Agenda, par. 4. 
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It has been argued that “disaggregation is not just a commitment, but will be necessary to ensure 
that no one is left behind...”3 The need for reducing all forms of violence against people of 
African descent cannot be overemphasised and the key word is not to leave anyone behind. 
Leaving no one behind means that people of African descent must be brought along at all costs. 
When people of African descent are subjected to untold violence, then they cannot be said to be 
brought along in terms of advancing their socio-economic development. In its United States 
mission report,4 the Working Group on People of African Descent expressed concern at the 
“alarming levels of police brutality and excessive use of lethal force by law enforcement 
officials, committed with impunity against people of African descent in the United States.”5  The 
Working Group further expressed concern for the lack of an official national system to track 
killings committed by law enforcement officials against people of African descent.6  
 
The violence which people of African descent are subjected to is usually accompanied with 
racists crimes. One way of reducing racist crimes and violence is by improving social cohesion, 
especially in culturally diverse societies. A good example is the Inter Dialogue Commission, 
which was created in 2004 by Federal Government of Belgium with the aim of improving social 
cohesion of Belgium’s culturally diverse society.7 This Commission composed representatives of 
religious authorities, social partners and representatives of civil society organizations, with the 
mandate to draft a report on the state of citizenship and cultural diversity in Belgium.   
 
That people of African descent are sometimes victims of racist incidents does not in any way 
advance Goal 16. In its UK Mission, the Working Group found that in the year 2009/10, 53 per 
cent of victims of the racist incidents recorded were of African descent.8 The Working Group 
urged the UK to prevent, investigate and punish “violence, acts or torture, cruel, inhuman or 
degrading treatment and all violations of human rights affecting people of African descent which 
were committed by State officials.”9 In the case of Italy, the Working Group found that people of 
African descent faced, among other things, violence including police violence.10  
 
In the case of Panama, the Working Group noted that as a result of the legacy of the transatlantic 
slave trade and slavery, people of African descent were subjected to various forms of racial 
discrimination, marginalization, poverty and vulnerability to violence. 11  This reality was 
                                                             
3  UNDP Report, ‘Goal 16 - The Indicators We Want’. 2015. http://www.undp.org/content/dam/norway/undp-
ogc/documents/Virtual%20Network%20on%20Goal%2016%20indicators%20-
%20Indicators%20we%20want%20Report.pdf (Accessed 1 March 2017). 
4 Report of the Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent on its mission to the United States of 
America (USA Mission Report). A/HRC/33/61/Add.2.  
5 USA Mission Report, para. 20.  
6 As above, para. 21.  
7 Report of the Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent, Visit to Belgium (Belgium Report), 
E/CN.4/2006/19/Add.1. Para. 19.  
8 Report of the Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent on its twelfth session, Addendum Mission 
to the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (UK Mission Report). A /HRC/24/52/Add.1.  Para. 45. 
9 UK Mission Report, para. 97.  
10 Report of the Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent on its mission to Italy (Italy Mission 
Report). A /HRC/33/61/Add.1. Para. 37. 
11 Report of the Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent on its twelfth session. Addendum Mission 
to Panama. (Panama Mission Report). A /HRC/24/52/Add.2. Para 21.  
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unfortunately not acknowledged by many government officials in Panama.12 In its report on 
Brazil, the Working Group stated that one of the biggest concerns was violence perpetrated by 
the police and security forces against young Afro-Brazilian males.13 The Working Group further 
noted that institutional racism, discrimination and a culture of violence led to practices of racial 
profiling, over-policing, blackmail, torture, extortion and humiliation particularly against Afro-
Brazilians.14 The Working Group learnt that in many cases, the majority of the violence and 
deaths of young Afro-Brazilian people was carried out by the military police over which the 
State government had little control.15  
 
Hate crimes remain an antithesis of peaceful and inclusive societies. In the case of Sweden, the 
Working Group noted that despite the Government efforts, the level of racist violence and 
Afrophobic hate crimes against people of African descent and the structural discrimination faced 
by Afro-Swedes was an extensive social problem that had not been sufficiently addressed.16 The 
Working Group also learnt that Afrophobic hate crimes were characterized by a high proportion 
of physical violence, which often took place in public areas, such as schools, places of work, 
residential areas, shopping malls and restaurants.17 This made the public areas the most hostile 
for Swedes of African descent.18 
 
These few examples challenge all States as well as civil society to work towards promoting 
peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development by reducing all forms of violence, 
especially against people of African descent.  
 
3 Ending Violence Against and Trafficking of Children of African Descent  
 
In order to promote peaceful and inclusive societies, violence against and trafficking of children 
must end. This call is more important for children of African descent, who are most vulnerable 
and invisible. Violence affects children’s health, development and well being, and their ability to 
thrive. Not only does violence harm children, it also causes untold trauma and weakens social 
inclusion. This becomes even worse in the case where violence is sponsored and/or condoned by 
states. The SDGs note the pervasive nature of the various forms of violence against children, 
including discipline that relies on physical punishment and psychological aggression.  
 
In its study on the situation of Panama, the Working Group found that young people of African 
descent faced alarming high rates of violence, including on the part of law enforcement 
officers.19 The Working Group also noted that trafficking in persons and sexual exploitation were 
also manifestations of multiple discrimination that women and girls of African descent could 
                                                             
12 As above, Para. 21.  
13 Report of the Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent on its fourteenth session (Brazil Mission 
Report). Addendum Mission to Brazil. A /HRC/27/68/Add.1. Para. 75.  
14 Brazil Mission Report, para. 77.  
15 As above, para. 79.  
16 Report of the Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent on its sixteenth session. Addendum. 
Mission to Sweden (Sweden Mission Report). A/HRC/30/56/Add.2. Para. 50.  
17 Sweden Mission Report, para. 54. 
18 As Above, para. 54. 
19 Panama Mission Report, para. 53.  
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face in the UK.20 In the case of Brazil, the Working Group learned that the violence perpetrated 
against young Afro-Brazilian people came not only from agents of the State but also from 
organized criminal gangs, many of which involve young Afro-Brazilians in their activities.21 In 
Italy, the Working Group expressed concern about the racial discrimination, violence and 
harassment inflicted on children of African descent in schools by pupils and their teachers.22  
 
These few examples illustrate the challenges faced by children of African descent in many 
States. In addressing these challenges, both States and civil society must work together in ending 
violence against and trafficking of children of African descent.    
 
4 Promoting the Rule of Law and Justice for People of African Descent 
 
In the Declaration of The High-Level meeting on the Rule of Law, Member States noted that the 
rule of law and development have a significant interrelation and were mutually reinforcing, 
making it essential for sustainable development at the national and international level.23 Having 
established that people of African descent are largely invisible, promoting rule of law is even 
more critical for them in that the rule of law fosters their development through strengthening the 
voices of individuals and communities. This is achieved through the provision of access to 
justice, ensuring due process and establishing remedies of the violation of their rights.  
 
An effective justice system is critical for sustainable development. The Special Rapporteur on 
the promotion of truth, justice reparations and guarantees of non-recurrence highlighted that 
recent experience demonstrates that narrow developmental efforts that exclude justice and rights 
considerations fail to achieve sustainable human development.24 
 
In its United States mission report, the Working Group expressed concern that life imprisonment 
sentences could still be imposed on children convicted of homicide, that in 15 states children 
could still be tried as adults, and that around 10,000 children were housed in adult prisons and 
jails on any given day in the United States. According to the Equal Justice Initiative, 70 per cent 
of the children sentenced to life in prison were African Americans.25 The Working Group also 
heard how mass incarceration of African American men and women had had a devastating 
impact on their children.  In its Panama Mission Report, the Working Group expressed concern 
that the age of criminal responsibility had been lowered from 14 to 12, which was not in 
conformity with international standards.26 In this case, this could be interpreted to mean that 
justice fails children especially where their age of criminal responsibility is lowered.  
 
                                                             
20 UK Mission Report, para. 71. 
21 Brazil Mission Report, para. 79. 
22 Italy Mission Report, para. 55.  
23  Declaration of the High-level Meeting of the General Assembly on the Rule of Law at the National and 
International Levels. Available at https://www.un.org/ruleoflaw/files/A-RES-67-1.pdf (Accessed 29 March 2017).  
24 Report of the Special Rapporteur on the promotion of truth, justice, reparation and guarantees of non-recurrence. 
A/68/345, para. Available at https://documents-dds-
ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N13/438/64/PDF/N1343864.pdf?OpenElement (Accessed 29 March 2017).  
25 USA Mission Report, para. 36.  
26 Panama Mission Report, para. 53. 
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The lack of access to justice means that conflicts remain unresolved and people cannot obtain 
protection and redress. It is for this reason that institutions must function according to legitimate 
laws. In its Brazil Mission Report, the Working Group stated that societal denial of the existence 
of racism remained a barrier to access to justice.27 In its Italy Mission Report, the Working 
Group noted that racial discrimination was manifest in the difficult access to justice and the 
failure to prosecute and provide a remedy for Africans and people of African descent.28 
 
5 Developing Effective Institutions with the Focus of Uplifting People of African 

Descent  
 
In order to advance SDGs, there is a need for effective, accountable and inclusive public 
institutions, which can deliver quality service. Inclusive public institutions level the playing field 
and provide all citizens with opportunities to participate in shaping public policy.29 Goal 16 is 
transformative in the sense that it provides an important mechanism for holding leaders to 
account and achieve all the SDGs. These public institutions must, among other things, effectively 
uplift people of African descent. Institutions determine how decisions are made, how recourses 
are allocated, how well markets function, how natural resources are governed, how conflicts are 
managed and how violence and crime are prevented and addressed.30  
 
According to the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action, “Africans and people of African 
descent face barriers as a result of social biases and discrimination prevailing in public and 
private institutions.”31 It is for this reason that effective, accountable and inclusive institutions 
that provide access to justice are based on effective rule of law, respond to the needs of people 
and provide timely, appropriate and equitable access to services.32 
 
The DDPA further urges States to work towards ensuring that their political and legal systems 
reflect the multicultural diversity within their societies and, where necessary, to improve 
democratic institutions so that they are more fully participatory and avoid marginalization, 
exclusion and discrimination against specific sectors of society.33 Effective, accountable and 
inclusive institutions foster equality and trust among communities, businesses and people by 
securing their participation and engagement and tackling corruption, and they create a culture of 
integrity in service delivery.34  
 
6 Conclusion  
 

                                                             
27 Brazil Mission Report, para. 59.  
28 Italy Mission Report, para. 75.  
29 See Acemoglu, D. and Robinson J. (2012), Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity, and Poverty, 
Random House, New York.  
30  See Interactive Dialogue 5: Building Effective, Accountable and Inclusive Institutions. Available at 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/8161Interactive%20Dialogue%205%20-
%20Institutions%20and%20Governance.pdf (Accessed 1 April 2017).    
31 Durban Declaration and Programme of Action, 2001. para 35. 
32 Interactive Dialogue 5: Building Effective, Accountable and Inclusive Institutions. Note 30 above.  
33 Durban Declaration and Programme of Action, 2001. para 61. 
34 Interactive Dialogue 5: Building Effective, Accountable and Inclusive Institutions. Note 30 above. 
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The promotion of peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development; the provision of 
access to justice for all; and the building of effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all 
levels is in and of itself advancing the human rights cause. The right to life, liberty and security 
of the person lies at the heart of promoting a peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 
development.35 Taking measures to end violence against and trafficking of children goes to the 
heart of protection of children from all forms of violence, abuse or exploitation, which is a 
human right.36  The provision of access to justice for all speaks to the right to access to justice 
and due process.37 Linked to this right is recognition that everyone, without any distinction, has a 
right to a legal personality.38 Building effective, accountable and inclusive institutions effectively 
ensures the enjoyment of the right for everyone to participate in public affairs,39 and the right to 
access information.40  
 
 In order order to achieve peace, justice and inclusion, governments, civil society and 
communities must work together to implement lasting solutions aimed at reducing violence, 
delivering justice, combating corruption and ensuring inclusive participation at all times. In so 
doing, people of African descent, should not be left behind. People of African descent must be 
free to express their views both in public and private. They must be able to contribute to 
decisions that affect their lives. Any laws and policies must be applied without any form of 
discrimination. Structural discrimination negatively affects people of African descent. Any 
disputes affecting people of African descent must be resolved through functional political and 
justice systems. State institutions at the national and local levels must be accountable. The 
delivery of basic services must be effective and without any need to pay bribes.  
 
The success of the SDGs as they relate to people of African descent hinges on governments 
opening up and transforming themselves accountable and inclusive institutions as envisaged in 
Goal 16. The vision of Goal 16 is to transform public services and decision making for the 
benefit of all, including people of African descent.  

 
 

                                                             
35 See for instance, UDHR art. 3; ICCPR arts. 6(1), 9(1); ICPED art. 1] including freedom from torture [UDHR art. 
5; ICCPR art. 7; CAT art. 2; CRC art. 37(a).  
36 See CRC arts. 19, 37(a)), including trafficking (CRC arts. 34-36; CRC–OP1.  
37 See UDHR arts. 8, 10; ICCPR arts. 2(3), 14-15; CEDAW art. 2(c).   
38 See UDHR art. 6; ICCPR art. 16; CRPD art. 12.  
39 UDHR art. 21; ICCPR art. 25  
40 UDHR art. 19; ICCPR art. 19(1)  
 


