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Distinguished Experts of the Working Group, 

Excellencies, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

It is with great pleasure that I address you today on the occasion of 

the tenth session of the Working Group of Experts on People of African 

Descent. I wish to thank the invited panellists and keynote speaker for 

their contributions and welcome participants from government, UN 

colleagues, as well as representatives from nongovernmental 

organisations of people of African descent and other civil society groups. 

The discussions at the sessions of the Working Group always benefit 

greatly from the collective input of all sectors of society.  

 

 This year’s is a very special session of the Working Group as it 

occurs in the context of the International Year for People of African 

Descent, which was proclaimed by the General Assembly at its 64th 

session. The stated aims of the International Year are to “strengthen 

national actions and regional and international cooperation for the benefit 

of people of African descent in relation to their full enjoyment of 

economic, social, cultural, civil and political rights, their participation and 

integration in all political, economic, social and cultural aspects of society, 

and the promotion of a greater knowledge of and respect for their diverse 

heritage and culture.” 

 

 During the International Year, the Working Group will play a 

pivotal role and I am pleased that the Working Group decided to focus 

this session on the Year. I understand that the Chair of the Working 

Group visited Washington to promote the Year with the Organization of 

American States, the World Bank and the Inter-American Development 
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Bank and to encourage these bodies’ active engagement. It is gratifying 

that they responded positively to that advocacy. The Chair of the 

Working Group will report on her visit to Washington this afternoon.    

 

The Year presents us with an opportunity to highlight the 

continuing challenges facing people of African descent, especially those 

stemming from racism and racial discrimination, as well as recognize and 

celebrate the many contributions that Afro-descendents have made to the 

societies in which they live and beyond. People of African descent have 

suffered particularly from racial discrimination down through the 

centuries. The transatlantic slave trade was an abomination that set in 

motion a unique and systematic discrimination against people of African 

descent.  Intolerance and exclusion still affect too many people of African 

descent.  

 

The World Conference Against Racism held in Durban in 2001 

recognised this unique form of discrimination and its outcome document, 

the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action, made particular 

reference to people of African descent as a group that had suffered greatly 

and whose situation required particular attention. The World Conference 

gave birth to the Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent 

precisely because the situation of people of African descent demands  a 

special focus and concerted efforts so that  this group achieve the full and 

effective enjoyment of all their human rights.  

 

The International Year is a natural extension of this special concern. 

It does not, as some would suggest, create a hierarchy of victims.  Rather, 

it affords us the opportunity to wage a concerted campaign in order to 
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open the world’s eyes to the reality of the challenges facing people of 

African descent. And once seen clearly, this reality can never be forgotten.   

 

The reality of which I speak is that of a mother unable to send her 

children to school because of the crushing poverty in which she struggles 

to raise her family; of a father unable to properly cloth his children as 

months of unemployment turn into years; of boys and girls forced to 

endure the racial slurs that sap their self-esteem.  

 

Indeed, raising awareness of the serious problems that people of 

African descent continue to face  is one of the most important objectives 

of the international Year. This awareness must be so complete that no one 

can credibly say “I didn’t know” or “I don’t believe it.” It must be so 

compelling that no one can turn away, saying “I don’t care”. It must 

acknowledge and celebrate the rich history and culture of people of 

African descent and the significant contributions that Afro-descendents 

have made to progress. I note that the agenda of this session covers all of 

these themes and I am sure there will be stimulating discussions that 

result in conclusions and recommendations containing innovative and 

concrete proposals to address the issues raised. 

 

In preparation for the International Year, my Office drew up a 

Framework for Action to combat discrimination against people of African 

descent. This document provides a conceptual structure for the existing 

activities that OHCHR engages in regarding people of African descent as 

well as the initiatives that will be carried out to mark the International 

Year.  It also sets in motion an ongoing, coordinated agenda to combat 

discrimination against this population group beyond 2011. The 

framework seeks to bring the activities into a cohesive and coherent, yet 
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flexible, programme designed to produce concrete results and strengthen 

OHCHR’s leadership in combating discrimination against people of 

African descent.  

 

At the outset OHCHR organised and serviced a thematic panel 

discussions at the sixteenth session of the Human Rights Council and at 

the 78th session of the Committee on the Elimination of Racial 

Discrimination.  We also made people of African descent the theme of 

this year’s commemoration of the International Day for the Elimination 

of Racial Discrimination. A number of other activities will follow 

throughout the Year, including cultural side events during the Human 

Rights Council sessions and the creation of a fellowship programme for 

young people of African descent to come to Geneva and learn about 

human rights and how the different United Nations human rights 

mechanisms work.  

 

In planning these activities, my Office has adopted the theme that 

the Working Group proposed for the Year, that of “Recognition, Justice 

and Development”. For my Office, the International Year is about giving 

due recognition to the achievements of people of African descent and the 

contributions they have made in all areas of human endeavour. It is about 

striving for justice for the wrongs they continue to suffer at the hands of 

prejudiced individuals and discriminatory institutions. And it is about 

fully achieving the right to development so that all people of African 

descent can enjoy a dignified standard of living and expect an even better 

future for their children. 

 

At no time in recent history has the need for concrete actions to 

counter racism directed at people of African descent been more pressing 
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or the opportunity for such actions more ripe. If in December we can look 

back upon the International Year and conclude that real progress has been 

made in these areas, then we can feel confident that the tide is turning and 

racism and racial discrimination against people of African descent is truly 

on its way, however slowly, to finally being consigned to history. 

Although mindful of how much is at stake, you should draw inspiration 

from the fact that many millions of people of African descent around the 

world may benefit in their daily lives from your work this week and the 

recommendations that you will issue. 

 

 

Finally, I would like to invite you all to join me in the Serpentine 

Bar at the conclusion of today’s meetings, where a musical performance 

will be given in celebration of the International Year and the beginning of 

the 10th session of the Working Group of Experts on People of African 

Descent.  

 

If you will permit me, I would like to leave you with a quotation of 

Dr. Martin Luther King’s who always spoke so eloquently on the subject 

that concerns us. 

 

I refuse to accept the view that mankind is so tragically bound to 

the starless midnight of racism and war that the bright daybreak of peace 

and brotherhood can never become a reality. 

 

Let us take heart from Dr. King’s encouraging words and continue to 

strive to make them a reality. 

 

Thank you. 


