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Accompaniment and Support for Testifiers of Human Rights Violations in A Mock Tribunal Process
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Mufuliat Fijabi is a Senior Programme Officer with BAOBAB For Women’s Human Rights. She joined BAOBAB in 1999 as an Assistant Programme Officer. In BAOBAB she works on issues of Women’s Human Rights and Muslim Laws, Violence against Women as well as Gender and Communication. Before 1999, she was a full time journalist in both print and electronic media organizations. She worked on the media committee in the planning of the National Mock Tribunal in 2001. 

SLIDE 2 (PICTURE) & 3
Implementing Organizations

BAOBAB for Women’s Human Rights (BAOBAB) is a leading not-for-profit women’s human rights organisation in Nigeria, working on defending and developing women’s human rights in religious, secular and customary laws. BAOBAB works with women, legal professionals and paralegals, women’s groups and human rights NGOs and members of the general public to promote women’s human rights development via improving knowledge, exercise and development of rights in Nigeria’s three parallel legal systems. BAOBAB seeks to raise awareness of women’s human rights, of the abuses of these rights and other legal issues as they affect women, with a view to determining policies, which can best promote all human rights and support and strengthen women’s and other human rights-focused organizations and individual activists. BAOBAB sponsors training and educational programs, including legal education, and publishes educational leaflets, research reports and other materials.

SLIDE 4
The Civil Resource Development and Documentation Center (CIRDDOC) was the co-organiser of the 2001 mock tribunal. CIRDDOC is an independent, national, non governmental and non-profit making organization committed to the protection and promotion of human rights, the strengthening of the capacity of NGOs through training of their leaders in leadership and governance skills; democracy, and human rights, gender sensitivity and the promotion of collaboration and exchanges among them.

SLIDE 5
CO-ORGANISERS: Along with BAOBAB & CIRDDOC
· National Human Rights Commission {Abuja} 

· African Centre for Democracy and Governance {Abuja} 

· International Human Rights Law Group {Abuja} 

· Women’s Aid Collective {Enugu} Accompaniment partner
· Project Alert on Violence Against Women {Lagos} Accompaniment partner
· Women’s Rights and Alternatives Protection Agency {Abuja} Accompaniment partner

SLIDE 6 & 7
Introduction
· On March 14, 2001 the Nigerian public, the media and the government witnessed something that had never happened before. 

· A “Mock Tribunal” was organized at the Federal Capital of Nigeria, Abuja,

·  33 women and girls told their individual stories of violent victimization to a distinguished panel of judges.
· The event attracted ample media coverage and an audience of over 150 people.

·   It was the first major organized attempt to break the public silence on violence against women in the country.

· At end of the testimonies, the panel of judges retired to deliberate, and returned with a powerful set of recommendations for significant policy changes to protect Nigerian women from violence and human rights abuse.

[Additional information]
On March 14, 2001 the Nigerian public, the media and the government witnessed something that had never happened before. In a “Mock Tribunal” in the federal capital of Nigeria, Abuja, each of 33 women and girls told their individual stories of violent victimization to a distinguished panel of judges. The event attracted ample media coverage and an audience of over 150 people.  It was the first major organized attempt to break the public silence on violence against women in the country. As each woman finished her testimony, or the testimony of her sisters, for the woman who did not survive, the audience was often in tears. When they had all finished, the panel of judges retired to deliberate, and returned with a powerful set of recommendations for significant policy changes to protect Nigerian women from violence and human rights abuse.

This Mock Tribunal was organized by BAOBAB For Women’s Human Rights (BAOBAB) and the Civil Resource Development and Documentation Center (CIRDDOC). The idea stemmed from the impact of other tribunals like the Vienna and Tokyo Tribunals
 and the attention they had attracted worldwide. Also in 1999, CIRDDOC had organized a mock tribunal in Anambra State South East Nigeria addressing the general topic of human rights violations. This event had been considered successful, attracting very good turn out of members of the public, which raised further discussions of human rights violations in general, and women’s human rights in particular. 
SLIDE 8 with 9 & 10 (Photos)
Objectives of Accompanying and Supporting Testifiers 

In deciding to implement this aspect of the mock tribunal, we had a number of objectives in mind, including:

· To create the necessary atmosphere for the testifiers to give their testimonies.

· To re instill hope in the testifiers

· To raise awareness of women’s rights.

· To address the voicelessness of victims of VAW—especially in rural areas, by inviting them to speak out.

· To empower the participants to demand an end to widespread abuse of women—wife beating, rape, and other oppressive practices.

· To make available counseling to all the testifiers of violence

[Additional information]
The Mock Tribunal was different from any previous efforts on the issue of violence against women because it provided true-life testimonies on the violence women face. It gave a vivid human face to the theoretical, legal or political arguments voiced against such violence.  This, I would also describe as the “practical” aspect of the “theory” of the struggle for the recognition of violence against women. This is not to say that all efforts before the tribunal were all failures. Those efforts formed the background upon which the tribunal was built.

Prior to this event, violence against women was not given the serious attention in the press, or in the halls of government, nor in law enforcement. This explains why the strategy of bringing testimonies of survivors and victims was most effective in this process. This is because the testimonies carry with them a lot of meaning and implication. The strategy of making the actual testifiers give their testimonies was most effective as it was the only way to make it real testimonies and believable. In the cases where the testifiers were uncomfortable standing in the presence of the audience, their testimonies were recorded behind a covering.

We felt that engaging prominent persons in such a high-profile event would facilitate the beginning of efforts towards a change in policies aimed at promoting and protecting women’s human rights. We believe that the tribunal and its associated media workshops impacted on the consciousness of the Nigerian public as well as bodies like the National Assembly and law enforcement agencies (police, army, customs and the like). The tribunal attracted much media and public attention. The press was shocked to hear these testimonies and could not afford to ignore them but to act on them by investigating further and writing stories about them. The testimonies were inspirational to several other stories, which were written about the tribunal afterwards. After the tribunal, this problem moved visibly onto the public agenda, opening the way for more effective application of other tactics of public education and pressure.

At the tribunal itself, legislators present vowed to use all the power within their reach to fight against violence against women and promising to play a significant role in making sure that the bill on violence against women is passed into law. This law would be necessary to bring perpetrators of violence against women to justice, who in this case includes the general public, the law enforcement agencies as well as to question the indifferent attitude of the government. 

We organized this Mock Tribunal so that the general public would recognize what violence against women is and stop it. We wanted law enforcement agents to recognize violence against women, their own role in perpetuating it and their responsibility in preventing it. We wanted the government to play a more significant role in reducing the prevalence of violence against women and also make available the resources to take adequate care of survivors of violence against women. In addition, we expect the government to provide resources to compensate and counsel women and girls who are survivors and integrate them back into normal life or community. Finally we promote such events to facilitate legislation against all forms of violence against women.

As a result of this single event, the public silence on violence against women in Nigeria was broken with true life testimonies from survivors with direct testimonies of survivors. The media reported on it. Legislators started working on new laws. The survivors felt more empowered about their future. The audience and the public’s eyes were opened.
SLIDE 11
Brief problem overview: Violence, Women’s rights, and Silence in Nigeria

· Lack of recognition of Violence Against Women

· The need to influence the public to recognize VAW

· The attitude of the government

· Democratic rule

[Additional information]
The tactic was born from the prevailing situation in the country, the trivializing of the occurrence of violence against women. To be precise there has been very little, if any effort especially from the government, to bring down the level of violence. Violence against women has been seen as normal and therefore does not call for any serious attention.

In Nigeria, very few people believe that women suffer different forms of violence. Most would not be able to recognize the various forms of violence against women. In fact, the perpetrators of acts of violence do not recognize it as a form of violence against women—they see it as normal. Even when cases of violence are reported they are still trivialized. For example, a female complainant is often told to go back home, sometimes at the risk of death, because her problem is considered a “family matter” which should be settled in private.

Indeed in the second and third periodic report submitted as a combined report to the Committee on the Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 1998, the Nigerian government claimed that there was no violence against women as there had been no complaints about it from women!
  However, precisely because of the non-acknowledgement of violence against women (and the under-funding of university research over the past fifteen years under IMF structural adjustment programmes), there is little systematic large-scale research on such violence. Many smaller studies all over the country indicate that violence is widespread and severe in different forms across the country – although domestic violence is found everywhere.

The Tribunal was a response to the need to influence the public to recognize violence against women and to facilitate a consolidated response to reducing and stopping it. It was one important and catalytic event in a longer struggle for the promotion and protection of women’s rights as human rights in Nigeria.

Making violence against women a legal issue, and facilitating a national response in form of law is an important step in reducing violence against women. Nigeria has ratified a number of international instruments, including the CEDAW, but it has yet to domesticate these instruments
.  It is difficult for Nigerian women to benefit from international law in the absence of analogous national laws, although CEDAW has been positively cited in one or two landmark judgments in customary laws.

The timing of the Mock Tribunal coincided with Nigeria’s emergence from several years of Military rule. This transition was accompanied by the hope that there should be more respect of human rights in general and women’s human rights in particular. We hoped that the new government would have an open ear and be responsive to the people who voted them into power.

In Nigeria, there is a federal government in a presidential system; we have a National Assembly made up of Upper (Senate) and Lower House (Representatives). In each of thirty-six states there is a governor and state Houses of Assembly. Of the three female members of the Senate, two were at the Mock Tribunal and of the nine women members of the House of Representatives two were also at the Tribunal.
SLIDE 12 & 13  (14 & 15 Photos)
Steps taken to implement the tactic
Selecting the testifiers and preparing the testimony
Step 1:  Selecting and Finding the Testifiers
· Working with our Networks
· National Publicity via email
Step 2:  Preparing the Testimony

· The 33 testifiers were drawn from across the country, of various ages, and from various religious, cultural and class backgrounds. They were asked to arrive in Abuja two days before the tribunal day itself. Emphasis was laid on the following:

· Understand that they have been abused or rights have been denied 

· Overcome the taboo of speaking out about the abuse

· Prepare for the security of those providing testimony 

· Accompaniment for each Testifier

[Additional information]

Selecting the testifiers and preparing the testimony

Finding the testifiers and getting them to come to the venue of the Mock Tribunal and to give their testimony was a huge challenge. It required the collaborative efforts not only of BAOBAB and CIRDDOC, but also the support of other networks and groups across the country. It was both a search and also a process of counseling and encouragement. Some of them had to be encouraged to testify in the face of religious and cultural beliefs that inhibited them from telling their stories publicly. Some of the testifiers expressed fears of further victimization and did not want their identities disclosed. They were encouraged to consider the use of pseudonyms, veils and filmed testimony with their figures blanked, if that would give them the strength to make their testimonies public. The fear of most of the testifiers stemmed mostly from what their communities would think of them after giving their testimonies in public. They were afraid of being rejected by their communities. In selecting testimony we gave the highest consideration to the safety and security of the testifiers. Consequently, three women sent in their testimony and pleaded that it be read to the public on their behalf.  We also filmed some of the testimony – hiding the faces and figures of the women.

The 33 testifiers were drawn from across the country, of various ages, and from various religious, cultural and class backgrounds. They were asked to arrive in Abuja two days before the tribunal day itself. On arrival, they were prepared and worked with to assist them in giving their testimony. This was done not only by BAOBAB and CIRDDOC but also by other organizations and individuals that accompanied some of the testifiers from different parts of the country. Each testifier was provided with a ‘supporter’ to be with her throughout.
  Each of the testifiers made presentations at this preparation before the tribunal day. A lot of counseling was required at this stage, as some of the testifiers were almost breaking down. Even before the tribunal the different groups, individuals and organizations who had been handling the cases of the testifiers had been doing a lot of counseling for the women, giving them financial assistance and legal aid where necessary. During the practice presentations, many of us (the women’s rights activists supporting the testifiers and organizing the Tribunal) were also visibly moved and had to fight for composure too.

All of the organizations and individuals that worked on the Mock Tribunal were all committed to the process and as such it made the coordination by BAOBAB and CIRDDOC much easier. Some of the organizations in the different parts of the country worked with the testifiers they recommended before they were finally invited to Abuja. In essence some of the testifiers were people that these organizations and individuals had intervened in their cases at one point before the testimonies at the tribunal.

The testifiers were accompanied by the organizations and people who had worked with them and recommended them for the Mock Tribunal. Both they and the testifiers arrived in Abuja at the same time. For those that were fairly well, they came to the venue by themselves but were accompanied as soon as they arrived. On the actual day of the Mock Tribunal each of the testifiers was accompanied during and after their testimonies. BAOBAB, CIRDDOC and organizations that co-sponsored and co-organised the event were responsible for the financial support given to the testifiers. This is in terms of travel cost, per diems and accommodation.

The survivors were accompanied by mostly NGO workers who are professionals in different fields and from different parts of the country. Some of them were already known to the survivors especially those that were accompanied from their states but for those that were not accompanied, they were introduced to the NGO workers that were to accompany them. 

SLIDES 16 (17, 18 PICTURES) 
Impact of the Testimonies on the immediate Audience
· The Legislators

· The Media

· The Civil Society Group

· The Survivors

SLIDES 19, (20, 21, 22 PICTURES), 23, 24, 25
Some questions you Need to Ask 
· Have you taken steps to ensure the security and support of the victims that you are asking to testify regarding the issue?

· Is the potential for success of this tactic on your issue worth the dangers, stress and cost to the victims that you are asking to testify?
· Is your issue worth such a significant investment of time and resources—both in terms of ensuring the needed physical and emotional accompaniment and financial support to the victims testifying as well as the energy required to ensure an audience that will be able to both respectfully listen to the testimonies but have the power to make necessary changes to respond? 

· Will it attract a lot of attention?

· Will the media come? Do you have the commitments from prominent people who will draw the media to the event? 

· How can you prepare the media so that they represent the victims’ testimonies respectfully and accurately?
· Do you have clear goals and objectives regarding what would help to alleviate the problems to offer as potential remedies and solutions? Will a successful event prepare the groundwork for effective responses to the victims’ needs and future campaigns to resolve the problems?
[Additional information]

The survivors were asked to arrive two days earlier in order to have enough time to work with them especially on the areas they should emphasis in their testimonies. And also areas they should not emphasis for various reasons including security.

As soon as the preparation session started the testifiers were sufficiently introduced to the details of the Mock Tribunal process. These include the objectives, the type of audience, the format it would take especially in relation to the publicity that could follow afterwards. It was useful for them to practice their testimonies as it gave them an idea of what they were to do and areas they should emphasis in their testimonies so that they would be able to give their testimonies well in the time allotted to them. It would not have been helpful to the survivors if they are just asked to go to the public to give testimonies without assisting them first to work through their testimonies. Some of them may break down and may not be able to complete their testimonies some of them may not be able to complete their testimonies in the time allotted to them. The survivors were worked with based on the different session theme classification of the Mock tribunal with different NGO workers handling different sessions.

The role of the persons who accompanied the victims was essentially to keep them company and to assist them incase they breakdown, before, during and after the testimonies. Some of the organizations continued to work with them at their different states. After the Mock, Tribunal BAOBAB with some other organizations took up the litigation aspects of some of the cases. CIRDDOC also continued to work with some of the women as well as Women’s Aid Collective (WACOL).

Finding victims willing to give testimony requires that there has been sufficient prior education and consciousness-raising that the survivors actually understand that they have been abused; that they are victims; that a crime has been committed to which the state has an obligation to respond. It is important that the testifiers must already have sufficiently overcome the dominant taboo and feel empowered to testify.

Secondly, you and they must responsibly consider the security consequences of testifying. In some situations, potential testifiers may have fears that you can resolve, such as in this case by the use of pseudonyms or disguises. It is also possible that security risks are excessive and public testimony is not a wise course of action. For instance, subsequent retaliation against testifiers is obviously awful for the people involved, and could undo much of the good work of empowerment that you may have done, since others might then feel even greater fear about speaking out.

If your analysis, however, is that you can provide sufficient security guarantees, then you can responsibly encourage and empower people to testify. Such encouragement will be essential, even if there is not a great risk, because it is inherent in the dynamic of repression that people will feel great fear about speaking out even if the security risks might be objectively low.
SLIDE 26
How others can use this tactic
· Identifying the Issue

· Finding the victims

· Preparing the testimonies

· Involving several others, organizations, individuals

· The Media

· Funding

· Security
[Additional Information]
How others can use this tactic

What a mock tribunal brings together is the testimony of witnesses, which should shock the public into recognition of the severity of the problem, and the presence of prominent leaders and the media, who can assure a broader public impact and build public support for future action. This tactic is certainly applicable to many situations of abuse in addition to violence against women. In fact, it is very common that societies, which discriminate against a specific population, accompany it with a discourse and an environment to prevent the questioning of that discrimination. People are taught to feel responsible for their own victimization, while others are taught to ignore it. In one place, children are taught to ignore disabled people; in another they learn that slavery is “normal.” People with HIV-AIDS are routinely blamed for their condition. Or an ethnic group is denied education for centuries, while the dominant public message develops that they are less intelligent and don’t deserve such education. 

In other words, the creation of taboos and silence around endemic human rights violation is widespread necessitate the need for the accompaniment of victims. This is to bring them out of all these misconceptions. Whenever it occurs, the public system will tend to ignore its obligation to enforce human rights law, the media which is usually dominated by elites will promote the same silence, and activists will find themselves in need of creative tactics to break through into the public consciousness and demand government action. For example, this tactic could be applied to HIV/AIDS issues—those afflicted could testify on the variety of ways HIV/AIDS is experienced the need for the relevant bodies to strategize around it to reduce the spread, to create public awareness and move public opinion towards changes.

In the discussion, which follows, we are no longer assuming the issue is women’s human rights alone. Rather, we are assuming that you face an endemic problem requiring something big to break through the wall of silence. You should consider the following points before using this tactic: 

· Have you taken steps to ensure the security and support of the victims that you are asking to testify regarding the issue?

· Is the potential for success of this tactic on your issue worth the dangers, stress and cost to the victims that you are asking to testify?

· Is your issue worth such a significant investment of time and resources—both in terms of ensuring the needed physical and emotional accompaniment and financial support to the victims testifying as well as the energy required to ensure an audience that will be able to both respectfully listen to the testimonies but have the power to make necessary changes to respond? 

· Will it attract a lot of attention?

· Will the media come? Do you have the commitments from prominent people who will draw the media to the event? How can you prepare the media so that they represent the victims’ testimonies respectfully and accurately?

· Do you have clear goals and objectives regarding what would help to alleviate the problems to offer as potential remedies and solutions? Will a successful event prepare the groundwork for effective responses to the victims’ needs and future campaigns to resolve the problems? 

We hope that our reflections on each of the following aspects of the tactic will help you do this analysis for your own case.

SLIDE 27 (28 PICTURE)
Evaluate Organizational Capacity

Important supporting elements: 

· Enlisting the panel of “judges” & Working with the media

· Collective effort

SLIDE 29
Important supporting elements: 

Enlisting the panel of “judges” & Working with the media

Prominent Members of the Panel of Judges include:

· Justice Karibi White, Supreme Court Justice and World Court Judge, now retired

· Mrs. Maryam Uwais Special Rapporteur on Children Rights, National Human Rights Commission 

· Justice Fatima Kwaku member of Nigeria CEDAW Committee

· Ambassador Judith Attah, Nigeria’s former Ambassador to Ethiopia

· Barrister A.B Mahmud, former Attorney General in one of the states in Nigeria and Senior Nigeria.
[Additional Information]
Organizational capacity

Accompaniment of victims in a mock tribunal is a complicated endeavor, requiring significant organizational skills and good follow-through. You need to be sure that you have the resources and expertise to carry out each piece – from the diplomacy of finding the victims to testify and the sensitivity of encouraging them to testify, the support through the process of testifying, to the ability to attract the media. Since the goal is a fairly large event, just the logistics will require significant commitment if they are to be done well. Accompaniment of survivors is not what one organization or two can successfully do. It is important to involve different groups and organizations in the process. Involving others, also require that those involved have some sense of belonging and ownership of the process. Their involvement would also give them the opportunity to bring in their expertise to influence the process.
[Additional information]
In addition to having powerful victim testimonies to bring these abuses to attention, we felt that engaging prominent persons in such a high-profile event would facilitate the beginning of efforts towards a change in policies aimed at promoting and protecting women’s human rights. We believe that the tribunal and its associated media workshops impacted on the consciousness of the Nigerian public as well as bodies like the National Assembly and law enforcement agencies (police, army, customs and the like). The tribunal, due to the power of the testimonies, attracted much media and public attention. After the tribunal, violence against women moved visibly onto the public agenda, opening the way for more effective application of other tactics of public education and pressure.

Additional areas for you to consider to ensure that the investment of the victims providing testimony reaches your set goals especially in breaking the public silence on an issue, the media will be a crucial element. A mock tribunal might have very limited impact if the media do not come. How can you get media coverage? Most organizations with a history of credible work on an issue will already have made some good contacts with people in prominent positions and in the media, and these may be your starting place. It might also be helpful if your organization has been actively identifying potentially promising prominent people who support your work as well as key media contacts – based on your analysis of the point of view in their writing – even if you have not made contact yet.

You must be sensitive to the fact that these people—the prominent individuals and journalists—are victims of the same propaganda and societal training as others, so if your issue is hidden by public silence, you cannot assume that journalists will understand it well. It is essential, therefore, to make an effort not only to attract the media, but also to brief or prime them so that they will be as sympathetic as possible to the issues as well as to the testifiers.

Especially for journalists, we found that it was very helpful to invite journalists to an advance event organized solely for them. This forum introduces to them to the issues that the tribunal would raise and prepares them to take advantage of the event. Events organized for the media must carefully take into account the schedules and competing demands that journalists face. You need to ascertain a time when they will be available. It would be difficult for the journalist to turn up at any workshop that has been arranged to coincide with peak period in their media houses. It is of course helpful to have pre-established a very cordial and standing relationship with the media beforehand for a successful coverage.

Collective effort

We recommend that you make an effort to involve other organizations in the Mock Tribunal. If it is intended to be a noted national event, it is more likely to achieve that end if it is perceived to have a broad base of support. Also, you will be building important bridges of collaboration with other groups if you invite them to be a part of something ‘big’ likes this. Some of those groups will also be able to help you with both financial and human resources. For example BAOBAB and CIRDDOC distributed information widely requesting co-sponsors, co-organizers, supporters, in fact people were asked to come to the venue of the tribunal with posters, and other materials that may be useful and relevant to the topic of the tribunal. Such a collaborative effort yields more fruit and opens the way for additional collaboration in the future.

SLIDE 30 & 31
Conclusion

It is not difficult to imagine mock tribunals in a wide variety of situations involving such issues as HIV/AIDS, child soldiers, discrimination against those with mental illness or other disabled populations, issues relating to women and poverty, gender discrimination, male child preference, and many more. The mock tribunal tactic takes the model of an existing governmental mechanism that is widely respected in many societies: a court or tribunal with testimony and judges. By re-creating that model on an informal level, the tactic simultaneously publicizes the testimony of victims and survivors and calls attention to the existing gap in government action on an entire category of crime. The need for a “mock” tribunal automatically raises the question, “Why isn’t the state having its own tribunal?” Because the event is large and involves prominent leaders, the media are automatically tempted to pay attention despite the general silence around the issue. Thus this tactic might succeed in “breaking through” prior resistance from both the government and the media on an issue of abuse.

It is, however, a single event, and its success is dependent on how well it is parlayed into ongoing campaigns. If a tribunal successfully puts an issue on the public agenda, there will still be a lot of ongoing work needed to keep it there. A tribunal can facilitate future advocacy and media activism, if it is used as a piece of a concerted long-term strategy.

If such a strategy is in place, and an organization has developed the capacity and credibility for ongoing advocacy and education, then a mock tribunal, featuring the testimonies of victims, may be an extremely useful jolt to the system, opening the door for far more effective subsequent activism.
� The Vienna Tribunal, organized by the Centre for Women’s Global Leadership with the cooperation of many women’s organizations around the world, was held at the NGO Forum of the United Nations Conference on Human Rights in 1993. The mock tribunal presenting the testimony of survivors of different forms of violence from every region of the world is one of the events credited with the formal recognition of women’s rights as human rights and the Declaration on Violence Against Women that was adopted by that UN body.  The Tokyo tribunal held in 2000 held the Japanese government to account of the treatment of ‘comfort women’ and resulted in an apology and compensation for the survivors.


� The next government report to CEDAW – written subsequent to the Tribunal – acknowledges the severity and widespread nature of violence against women.


�  Since the Tribunal, the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights has been domesticated


� The crucial role of providing emotional and psychological support to testifiers in human rights cases is also described in much greater detail in the New Tactics Project tactical notebook: “[[we will insert here the title and web-link of Glenda’s notebook when it is completed.]]”
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