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Thank you, Madame Chairperson. Good afternoon everyone. Many thanks to the 

Working Group and the Secretariat for inviting me to share a few thoughts with you 

this afternoon.  

 

What I am about to say is similar to what myself, Ornette Clennon and Robbie 

Shilliam wrote in our proposal undersigned by 63 civil society organisations and 

intellectuals, which I hope that the Working Group will carefully consider, for what the 

Working Group ought to focus on in the common years.  

 

I am going to cut straight to the chase and begin with some recommendations to the 

Working Group regarding the International Decade and follow-up on Durban and 

then briefly mention some overarching reasons for these recommendations.  

 

I would like to make the following four recommendations to the Working Group… 

 

1. That it develops guidelines and other written materials for addressing 

the grave injustices of enslavement and colonialism and their 

continuation in structural racial discrimination and inequities facing 

Africans and peoples of African descent worldwide – both on the 

national and international levels. Some examples of such guidelines 

and other written materials could be: 

a. A UN report that focuses on outlining the meaning and 

purpose of reparatory justice. As reparatory justice is a concept that 

has been referred to by the Working Group in its recent country report on 

the US and is an idea that is gaining increasing significance across the 

world – including in the Movement for Black Lives in the US (that is 
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represented here today by Opal Tometi) and not least by the 15 Member 

States of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) – it would be useful to 

develop a report on the meaning and purpose of reparatory justice and how 

reparatory justice is relevant to the UN, the international community and 

civil society. As was pointed out yesterday reparations is all too often 

assumed to be a matter of financial compensation. However, the concept 

of reparatory justice that the Working Group seems to express in its report 

on the US and even more clearly the concept that is expressed in 

CARICOM’s 10-point plan for reparations – reparatory justice is not 

primarily or really even at all about monetary compensation, but about 

rectifying injustices in the present that are a result or continuation of the 

past crimes against humanity and other grave injustices of enslavement 

and colonialism. Crimes against humanity and other grave injustices, we 

should add, for which the responsible states never have taken 

responsibility and sought to rectify, for which they have profited greatly, 

and in many ways – through today’s structural racial discrimination, 

inequity and even exploitation – continue to perpetuate. So when 

CARICOM is calling on European states to officially apologise to the 

Caribbean and to help implement a plan that would address the public 

health crises in the region, rehabilitate psychological woundings, allow for 

people of African descent who so wish to repatriate to Africa, allow people 

of African descent in the Caribbean to in other ways reconnect with the 

Continent, eradicate illiteracy in the Caribbean, transfer technology and 

cancel debt – CARICOM is not calling for monetary compensation but 

finally that responsibility be taken, injustices be rectified and damages be 

repaired.  

b. Another example could be a UN report with guidelines for public 

education (or even better a series of multimedia projects – with 

graphics, texts, videos, maybe even a documentary series by a 

prominent filmmaker) on the histories and even more importantly the 

present-day legacies of colonialism and enslavement. In reading the past 

five country reports by the Working Group on Brazil, the Netherlands, 

Sweden, Italy and the US – one is struck by how every report calls for 

improved public education on the histories and legacies of enslavement 
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and colonialism and asserts that it is an essential step to combating racial 

discrimination against people of African descent. For instance, the country 

report on Brazil states that,  

The common history of enslavement and colonization based on the archaic idea of 

a hierarchy of races and superiority of cultures has to be recognized as a common 

heritage and shared by former colonizers and former colonized. It is imperative to 

deconstruct the paradigm which racializes all levels of society, through action at 

the political, economic and intellectual levels to create an understanding that the 

world is diverse in its entirety.  

The report on the Netherlands points out that, 

Recognition of the complex history of people of African descent in the 

Netherlands, including the legacy of the slave trade, enslavement, the colonial past, 

longstanding historical, economic and political relations with several Caribbean 

countries and new waves of immigration, is a necessary step towards the 

elimination of barriers affecting the ability of people of African descent to enjoy 

their fundamental rights. 

Even the report on Sweden (my country of birth and residency) – a country 

that for long took pride in supposedly being without any colonial history 

and a staunch supporter of anti-colonialism – states that, 

For a nation that has been perceived as having a long tradition of tolerance and 

openness, the relative silence around racism, racial discrimination and Afrophobia 

is surprising and worrying. Correcting this unacceptable situation can only be 

done through education of the entire society, from top to bottom, with Sweden 

facing up to its colonial past and the legacies of European colonialism more 

broadly. The lack of knowledge of the history of the transatlantic trade in captured 

Africans, enslavement, colonialism and the cultures of Africa is perpetuating 

modern-day racism and essentialization of Afro-Swedes. 

Public education on histories and even more importantly the 

present-day legacies of colonialism and enslavement is part of the 

official UN programme for the International Decade for People of 

African Descent. For instance, one paragraph of the Programme 

calls on all Member States to: 

Ensure that textbooks and other educational materials reflect 

historical facts accurately as they relate to past tragedies and 

atrocities, in particular slavery, the slave trade, the transatlantic slave 

trade and colonialism, so as to avoid stereotypes and the distortion or 

falsification of these historical facts, which may lead to racism, racial 
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discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance, including the role 

of respective countries therein 

2. A second recommendation is for the Working Group to address and 

encourage redress for the fact that climate change and environmental 

degradation especially affect Africans and people of African descent. Keeping 

in mind that Africa is the continent with the smallest carbon footprint per 

capita, that the developed countries (most of them not coincidentally 

European states and settler states) have the largest carbon footprint per 

capita and also the largest material and technological resources – they also 

have a special responsibility to end climate change and to alleviate the 

negative impacts of climate change on Africans and people of African 

descent. This is similar to reparatory justice and is already largely an established 

UN principle which may be found in the UN Framework Convention on Climate 

Change and is called the principle of Common but Differentiated Responsibilities 

and Respective Capabilities. Climate change is a growing concern for Africans 

and people of African descent and as the UN has projected for years the massive 

droughts that now are to be found in East Africa are merely a prelude to the 

climate change fuelled humanitarian disasters that awaits the Continent in the 

future. The exploitation by the Global North of human and natural resources in the 

Global South, the outsourcing of human and environmental costs from the Global 

North to the Global South as well as the carelessness in the Global North for the 

human and environmental costs in the Global South – is itself a colonial dynamic. 

The Working Group should speak up on this. For instance, by participating in the 

yearly UN climate change Conferences of the Parties, issuing public statements at 

these conferences and organising events at them together with climate justice 

advocates such as the Pan African Climate Justice Alliance and many others.  

3. A third recommendation to the Working Group is that it develop 

partnerships with other relevant UN agencies around addressing and 

redressing the legacies of colonialism and enslavement. Two agencies come to 

mind here, the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues and the UN 

Conference on Trade and Development. Discrimination and other structural 

injustices against indigenous people is a major part of the DDPA and the 

establishment of a UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues was encouraged by 

the Durban Conference. I am glad to have found out that the UN Human Rights 
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Council seem to have taken some first steps towards the establishment of a UN 

Permanent Forum for people of African descent. Of course, Africans and people 

of African descent have much in common with indigenous people when it comes 

to grappling with colonialism and its effects, and whereas Africans and people of 

African descent today are raising demands for reparatory justice similarly 

indigenous people are raising demands for restorative justice – so here there are 

grounds for collaboration, synergy effects and mutual empowerment. Although 

the originally anti-colonial agency, the UN Conference on Trade and 

Development (also known as UNCTAD), today seems to have lost sight of 

continuing colonial relationships between developed and developing countries 

such as exploitation of natural and human resources in the developing countries by 

developed countries and the lack of self-determination regarding the use of natural 

and human resources in developing countries – perhaps the Working Group can 

help rekindle some of the original spirit of UNCTAD which in the early 1970s 

among other things claimed, “The Right of all States, territories and peoples under 

foreign occupation, alien and colonial domination or apartheid to restitution and 

full compensation for the exploitation arid depletion of, and damages to, the 

natural resources and all other resources of those States, territories and peoples.” 

In particular, the Working Group could, again as a way of increasing synergy at 

the UN level, seek out possible collaborations with UNCTAD to make sure that 

Africans and people of African descent are prioritised in the implementation of the 

Sustainable Development Goals.  

4. A fourth and final recommendation is that the Working Group – perhaps 

under the banner of the Decade and its theme of “recognition, justice and 

development” – find ways through information technology to empower and 

connect grassroots and other civil society representatives who are interested 

in working together to seek recognition and justice for legacies of 

enslavement and colonialism. 

 

As we know Member States are slow to implement the DDPA and the International 

Decade. However, regardless of Member States much can be done by the Working 

Group – of course, within the constraints of its resources – to empower civil society 

and increase recognition and justice for legacies of enslavement and colonialism at 

the UN level. 
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Although there is nothing wrong for the Working Group to focus on one or the other 

human rights concern such as racial profiling, police brutality or mass incarceration – 

focusing on such issues in an isolated and nation-centred fashion can all too easily 

make us lose sight of the larger context that we all share as Africans and people of 

African descent. If anything the DDPA teaches us these four things. 

 

First, that we should take a very broad structural view of anti-black racism as 

including everything from stereotypes to issues of environmental control, migration, 

international trade and debt cancellation.  

 

Second, that we do not view anti-black racism merely through a national lens, but 

also as a transnational common issue and one that includes international relations. 

In fact, the DDPA may be the only universal human rights instrument that calls for 

justice, equality and non-discrimination not merely in how States treat their own 

members, but in international relations too. 

 

Third, the DDPA teaches us in its own words that “colonialism has led to racism, 

racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance”, Africans and people of 

African descent “were victims of colonialism and continue to be victims of its 

consequences” and “that the effects and persistence of these structures and 

practices [of colonialism] have been among the factors contributing to lasting social 

and economic inequalities in many parts of the world today.” 

 

And, fourth the DDPA teaches us, again in its own words, that states that have 

contributed to enslavement, apartheid, colonialism and genocide have a moral 

obligation to “take appropriate and effective measures to halt and reverse the lasting 

consequences of those practices” – in other words, a responsibility to reparatory 

justice.  

 

I hope that the Working Group will take proper stock of these four lessons in the 

coming years.  

 
 


