
Strategies to improve the agency
of women Human Rights Defenders
in the promotion and defense of 
Human Rights and safeguarding civic 
space in Mozambique
l On March 13, 2024, the Mozambique Human Rights Defenders Network 

(RMDDH) held a round table in partnership with the Civil Society Training 
and Learning Center and the Southern Africa Human Rights Defenders Ne-
twork (SouthernDefenders), bringing together more than 30 Human Rights 
Defenders in the city of Beira.
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1. Introduction

The main objective of the Round Table 
was to strengthen the action capaci-
ty of women Human Rights Defen-

ders in Mozambique. The activity, through 
the IGUAL Program, brought together a to-
tal of 37 participants, 29 women and 8 men.

During the meeting, strategies were dis-
cussed to expand and consolidate the voi-
ces of women Human Rights Defenders in 
the promotion and defense of Human Ri-
ghts, as well as to protect civic space in the 
country.

The initiative demonstrated the continued 
commitment of RMDDH and its partners to 
promote the active participation of women 

in the defense of Human Rights. Recogni-
zing the challenges faced by Human Rights 
Defenders, especially in contexts where wo-
men are often marginalized, the roundtable 
provided a safe space to share experiences, 
exchange knowledge and discuss strategies.

Furthermore, the collaboration between 
RMDDH, SouthernDefenders and CESC hi-
ghlighted the importance of cooperation 
between civil society organizations in the 
pursuit of a more inclusive and fairer envi-
ronment. By joining forces, these organiza-
tions strengthen their ability to face challen-
ges and promote significant changes in 
favor of Human Rights in Mozambique.
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2. Methodology

the Round Table followed a participatory 
approach to ensure that participants gained 
effective control over the topics covered.

The event comprised three significant pa-
nels aimed at comprehending the pivotal role 
of women in safeguarding and advancing 
Human Rights, acknowledging the hurdles 
they encounter in promoting and protecting 
Human Rights, and devising strategies to 
enhance the agency of women Human Righ-
ts Defenders in advocating for and defending 
Human Rights while preserving civic space in 
Mozambique.

The first panel addressed the topic “Intro-
duction to the role of women Human Rights 
Defenders and diagnosis of the current situa-
tion of women Human Rights Defenders”. In 
this panel, social activists and public defenders 
from the region came together to deepen their 
understanding of the significant role played by 

women in defending Human Rights.
The second panel was on “Challenges and 

risks faced by women Human Rights De-
fenders”. In this panel, an x-ray was made of 
the current situation of female Human Righ-
ts Defenders. The panel was made up of the 
Nucleus of Women’s Associations of Sofala, 
represented by Estrela Mboa and the Mozam-
bican Bar Association and Human Rights De-
fender, represented by Stela Santos.

The last panel gave space to the discussion 
on “Strategies to improve the agency of wo-
men Human Rights Defenders in promoting 
and defending Human Rights and safeguar-
ding civic space in Mozambique”.

Discussions focused on identifying effective 
ways to empower and support women Hu-
man Rights Defenders, recognizing the uni-
que challenges they face and seeking concre-
te solutions to overcome them.
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3. Introduction to the role of women Human Rights 
Defenders and diagnosis of the current situation of 
women Human Rights Defenders

The event, marked by the presence of the 
Vice-President of SouthernDefenders, Tanele 
Maseko, and the Directorate of Provincial Ser-
vices for Gender, Children and Social Action 
of Sofala, represented by Dr. Natália Pinzo, 
provided an open space for discussion and 
sharing of strategies.

In the opening notes, the representative 
of the Directorate of Provincial Services for 
Gender, Children and Social Action of Sofala, 
Natália Pinzo, highlighted the importance of 
tools such as the great Beijing Platform, the 
SADC Protocol on Gender and Development, 
and the policy of gender and its implemen-
tation strategy as instruments for the promo-
tion and protection of women in all spheres of 
society. She highlighted the fundamental role 

of women in building the country and social 
justice, specifically in the province of Sofala.

Natália Pinzo emphasized the progress of 
women in overcoming prejudice and de-
monstrating their daily work in protecting 
and promoting the Human Rights of other 
women and society in general.

She also recognized the major challenges 
faced by women, including growing conser-
vatism in policies and value systems, which 
limit women’s rights, and the need for a cross-
-gender approach across different public, pri-
vate, NGO and civil society sectors.

Natália Pinzo concluded her approach by 
wishing all women Human Rights Defenders 
success and encouraging them to continue 
the fight for Human Rights.
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During her inspiring speech, Tanele Maseko, 
Vice-President of SouthernDefenders, highli-
ghted the crucial importance of strengthe-
ning the agency of women Human Rights 
Defenders in Mozambique. She emphasized 
that, despite the progress made, women Hu-
man Rights Defenders continued to face sig-
nificant obstacles in their fight for Human Ri-
ghts.

Maseko highlighted the need to recognize 
and value the unique contributions of wo-
men Human Rights Defenders, who are of-
ten underestimated and marginalized. She 
emphasized the importance of creating safe 
and inclusive spaces so that women can fully 
participate in the process of promoting and 
defending Human Rights.

Additionally, Maseko shared practical stra-
tegies to strengthen women’s agency, inclu-
ding supporting capacity building, streng-
thening support networks, and promoting 
women’s political and social participation at 
all levels of society.

Finally, the Vice-President of SouthernDe-
fenders called on participants to unite in soli-
darity and action, highlighting the importan-
ce of a collaborative and inclusive approach 
to addressing the challenges faced.

Maseko highlighted the 
need to recognize and value 
the unique contributions 
of women Human Rights 
Defenders, who are 
often underestimated 
and marginalized. She 
emphasized the importance 
of creating safe and inclusive 
spaces so that women can 
fully participate in the 
process of promoting and 
defending Human Rights.
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4. Challenges and risks faced by women Human  
Rights Defenders

Women Human Rights Defenders face seve-
ral unique challenges due to the intersection 
of their gender identity with other forms of dis-
crimination. They are subject to a wide range 
of violence, including physical, sexual and psy-
chological, many times as a way of silencing 
them and discouraging them from continuing 
their work. Furthermore, they are often vilified 
and stigmatized, being labeled as “radical” or 
“subversive” to undermine their credibility and 
public support. As Estrela Mboa reinforced, 
“Women’s Human Rights are violated at alar-
ming levels today, covering a range of issues 
such as domestic violence, rape, early marria-
ges, sexual harassment in the workplace and 
at school, as well as inadequate care in mater-
nity wards, often resulting in femicides.”

The risk of murder and enforced disappea-
rance is a constant concern for these women. 

They face serious threats to their security, of-
ten from state agents, paramilitary groups or 
other non-state actors who seek to silence 
their voices. “Women Human Rights Defen-
ders are the target of threats, intimidation 
and attacks by those with the duty to safe-
guard their rights”, highlighted Stela Santos.

Furthermore, digital harassment and online 
surveillance are becoming increasingly com-
mon, with women Human Rights Defenders 
being targets of cyberattacks, hacking of per-
sonal accounts and online smear campaigns, 
which can profoundly affect their safety and 
emotional well-being.

Despite these challenges, women Human 
Rights Defenders continue to play a funda-
mental role in promoting justice, rights reali-
zation and equality in their communities and 
beyond.
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5. Strategies to improve the agency of women Human 
Rights Defenders in promoting and defending 
Human Rights and safeguarding civic space in 
Mozambique
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The last panel provided an important spa-
ce for the exchange of ideas and experiences, 
aiming to improve the agency of women Hu-
man Rights Defenders in Mozambique, stren-
gthen their capacity to promote and protect 
Human Rights and guarantee the safeguar-
ding of a civic space vibrant and inclusive in 
the country.

During the panel, several approaches were 
explored, such as strengthening support ne-
tworks among women Defenders, promoting 
female leadership in Human Rights organi-
zations and movements, access to resources 
and adequate financing for their initiatives, 
as well as raising awareness in society and 
authorities to the issues faced by women Hu-
man Rights Defenders.

Furthermore, strategies were discussed to 
ensure the safety and protection of women 
Defenders, considering the frequent risks and 
threats they face due to their work. This invol-
ved the need for more effective policies and 
protection mechanisms, as well as the imple-
mentation of practical measures to prevent 

violence and intimidation against these De-
fenders. In addition to these measures, some 
other strategies were discussed, including 
strengthening the leadership capacity of wo-
men Defenders through training and mento-
ring programs. These aim to develop leader-
ship and negotiation skills, essential for their 
role as agents of change in their communi-
ties; promoting solidarity among women De-
fenders is a priority, with the establishment of 
support networks.

Furthermore, creating safe spaces, both phy-
sical and virtual, is an important strategy. “The-
se spaces provide a safe environment where 
women can meet, discuss and plan their ac-
tions without fear of retaliation or violence”, 
said Naira Cardoso, Human Rights Defender.

Finally, Meamande Wamukwamba reinfor-
ced that adequate protection was essential for 
women Human Rights Defenders to continue 
their work in favor of Human Rights. Investing 
in knowledge about protection services at all 
levels is a crucial strategy to strengthen the 
actions of these women.
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6.Lessons Learned

It is crucial to recognize and strengthen su-
pport networks among women Defenders, 
allowing for the sharing of resources, expe-
riences and solidarity. Furthermore, it is es-
sential to actively promote female leadership 
in Human Rights organizations and move-
ments, expanding their representation and 
influence.

Ensuring access to adequate resources and 
financing is essential to empower these wo-
men in their initiatives to promote and pro-
tect Human Rights. Likewise, it is necessary to 
develop strategies to raise awareness among 
society and authorities about the issues faced 
by women Human Rights Defenders, seeking 
support and recognition for their work.

To ensure the safety and protection of De-
fenders, it is essential to implement more ef-
fective policies and protection mechanisms, 
along with practical measures to prevent vio-

lence and intimidation. At the same time, in-
vesting in training and mentoring programs is 
essential to strengthen your leadership capa-
city and develop essential skills for your role 
as an agent of change.

Establishing and strengthening support and 
solidarity networks among women Defenders 
is another important measure, recognizing 
the relevance of mutual support and coope-
ration. Furthermore, prioritizing the creation 
of safe spaces, both physical and virtual, whe-
re these women can meet, discuss and plan 
their actions without fear of intimidation or 
violence, is essential.

Finally, it is crucial to recognize the impor-
tance of investing in knowledge about pro-
tection services at all levels, to strengthen the 
actions of women Human Rights Defenders 
and guarantee their adequate protection in 
their activities. 
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Almejamos um país livre e 
seguro para os Defensores dos 
Direitos Humanos, um ambiente 
favorável ao desenvolvimento 
das comunidades e ao 
envolvimento da juventude 
como potenciais Defensores dos 
Direitos Humanos.

We aspire to a nation 
where Human Rights 
defenders can operate freely 
and securely, fostering 
community development 
and empowering youth to 
become effective advocates 
for Human Rights.


