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The Charter Against Rights in Africa

The threat posed to humanitarian and development work by the Draft
‘African Charter on Family, Sovereignty and Values’

Introduction

In June 2026, delegates at the ‘Fourth Inter-Parliamentary Conference on Sovereignty and
Family Values’ — a gathering of conservative actors from Africa and the Global North, meeting
in Ghana — voted to advance the so-called Draft African Charter on Family, Sovereignty and
Values (the ‘Charter’). The conference has no official or legal status within the African Union
(AU) system, and representatives of the AU have confirmed that the Charter adopted at the
meeting faces a ‘very long process’ before it could be introduced to the AU Assembly.” Though
the passage of the draft Charter into African law is therefore not imminent, this development
should be taken seriously by the humanitarian and development sector. The very existence of
the Charter, even if it is never adopted by the AU, is a strong indication of the growing hostility
towards people with diverse sexual orientations and gender identities (SOGI) in Africa, and of
the strategies used by the US-backed anti-gender movement to roll back rights and protections
for these communities.

The Charter targets at least three areas directly relevant to the provision of aid and assistance
to SOGEISC persons: (i) dismantling existing protections for LGBTQIA+ communities, (ii)
reducing access to sexual and reproductive healthcare and rights (SRHR), and (iii) preventing
comprehensive sexuality education (CSE). This briefing note is focused only on the impact of
the Charter on LGBTQIA+ populations. It has been prepared by The PRIDE Centre as a
resource for those working in the humanitarian, development, and rights sectors within Africa.

The Charter as a signal of global regressions of human rights

The Charter is a product of the transnational ‘anti-gender movement’ — a term used to refer to the
global coalition of religious and conservative groups, wealthy donors, and governments working
together to oppose the realisation of rights related to gender, SOGI, bodily autonomy, and SRHR.
Since the late 1990s, this coalition has been coordinating at the international level to find ways of
advancing their agenda around the world. Between 1999 and 2010, at least six US-based anti-
LGBTQIA+ organisations received consultative status at the UN Economic and Social Council
(ECOSOC). In the same period, at least seven LGBTQIA+ groups had their requests for ECOSOC
status rejected or repeatedly deferred. Today, LGBTQIA+ organisations receive this status more
easily, but often lack significant funding or influence within the UN system. Anti-LGBTQIA+
organisations with ECOSOC registration, by contrast, tend to be well-funded and highly
influential. One coordination mechanism for this bloc is the Group of Friends of the Family (GoFF),
established in 2015 specifically to influence policy discussions in UN and regional systems.
The GoFF brings together around 25 state governments (mostly from the Middle East, Africa, and
former Soviet states) and 13 NGOs (mostly from the US)? to advocate for rolling back rights for
certain groups in international and regional law, policies, and programmes. The US government has
worked in tandem with this consortium during both Trump administrations. In early 2026, the Trump

K. Cullinan (2026) 'Anti-rights Charter Faces ‘Very Long Process’ to Reach African Union' Health Policy Watch, available at:
https://healthpolicy-watch.news/anti-rights-charter-faces-very-long-process-to-reach-african-union/

2 Those listed on the GoFF’s website are: Center for Family and Human Rights (US); Family Watch International (US);
Concerned Women for America (US); Family Research Council (US); United Families (US); International Human Life
International (US); International Organization for the Family (US); Campaign Life Coalition (Canada); Universal Peace
Federation (US); Well Versed (US); Population Research Institute (US); UN Family Rights Caucus (US); and Family & Life
(Ireland).
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administration introduced its expanded ‘Global Gag Rule’, which prevents US foreign aid money
being used for programmes that protect access to, or provide information about, safe abortion; that
‘promotes DEI’; or that acknowledges the existence of trans and gender non-conforming (TGNC)
people.

The anti-gender movement has had a focus on advancing its agenda in African countries since the
early 2000s. Key components of its strategy have included: (i) bringing together a coalition of African
and international anti-gender actors in high profile conferences, primarily funded by groups in the
US, to develop strategies for rolling back rights within the region; (ii) introducing a standardised
model of anti-LGBTQIA+ legislation in countries across the continent; and (iii) promoting the false
narrative that diverse SOGI is an import from the West that is contrary to ‘African values’. This
narrative is also deployed by the Russian government, which uses anti-LGBTQIA+ misinformation
campaigns to increase its influence on the continent, particularly in West Africa and the Sahel. In
recent years, the anti-gender movement has become more inclusive of conservative Islamic groups
within African countries, while also deepening its connections with wealthy donors and supporters
from the far right in the US, Canada, and Europe.?

A recent organising mechanism for the anti-gender movement within Africa has been the ‘Inter-
Parliamentary Conferences’ held since 2023.# These conferences spearheaded the development of
domestic anti-LGBTQIA+ laws, each drafted in accordance with a common template, that have been
introduced to legislatures across Africa — including in Uganda, Ghana, Senegal, and Kenya. It is
through the Inter-Parliamentary conferences that the Draft African Charter on Family, Sovereignty
and Values has been developed. The intention of the actors behind the Charter is to introduce it to
the AU Assembly, through which it could eventually become a regional law. However, the danger it
represents to the LGBTQIA+ community exists whether or not this law is adopted. Like the other
strategies utilised by the anti-gender movement, the Charter is intended to bolster the narrative that
the very existence of LGBTQIA+ communities is a symbol of Western cultural imperialism, and to
frame the removal of rights from these communities as a victory for African self-determination. This
narrative has been a powerful tool for the anti-gender movement, and any development that
strengthens and further propagates it is detrimental to the realisation of LGBTQIA+ rights in Africa.
Further, the state obligations contained in the Charter are set out in granular, operational detail.
They form a clear set of instructions and tools for use by governments and politicians who do want
to roll back human rights in the targeted areas, even if there is no legal obligation to.

In these respects, it is illuminating to compare the Charter to the AU Convention on the Elimination
of Violence Against Women and Girls (CEVAWG), which has recently been adopted by the AU, and
is likely to become law.® The CEVAWG is a weakly drafted instrument, which contains few
enforceable state obligations, does not contain protections for women with diverse SOGI, and fails
to situate violence against women and girls within the larger context of gendered power imbalances.
The comparison of the two instruments is indicative of the inequality of arms currently characterising
the pro and anti-rights movements in the African context.

The Charter's attacks on the LGBTQIA+ community

The Charter contains provisions that directly target the LGBTQIA+ community. These include
attacks on TGNC and intersex populations, framed as opposition to ‘gender ideology’; removal of
protections from discrimination based on SOGI; and instructions to states to deny appropriate
healthcare to SOGI minorities.

3 C. Okerere (2026) 'How the US Christian right built an interfaith coalition against LGBTQ rights in Africa' New Humanitarian,
available at: www.thenewhumanitarian.org/opinion/2026/06/03/how-us-christian-right-built-interfaith-coalition-against-lgbtq-
rights-africa

4 Ibid.

51t requires 15 ratifications to become law; it currently has eight signatures.
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Attacks on transgender, non-binary and intersex communities

Like many contemporary outputs of the anti-gender movement, particularly in the US, the Charter
evinces a fixation on so-called ‘gender ideology’, which it refers to fourteen times. It defines this as
'a set of beliefs and theories that separate the concept of gender from biological sex' and which
recognise that ‘a person may be male, female, neither, or somewhere in between’.® The Charter not
only seems to refute the existence of TGNC and intersex communities, but frames any mention of
their needs or rights as a symptom of ‘sexual-social and cultural recolonisation of African States’.’
The Charter reproduces tropes and unsubstantiated arguments that are common to the moral panic
surrounding transgender children constructed by far right actors in the US and the UK, including by
repeating the misleading claim that ‘adherence to gender ideology’ can lead to ‘harmful medical
interventions that can render children infertile for life’.8 Its substantive sections include provisions
obligating states to remove any protections against discrimination that exist for TGNC or intersex
people within their national laws.®

Removal of protections for SOGI minorities

The Charter obligates States to adopt policies stating that regardless of what international laws
they have ratified, they will not respect or protect ‘rights related to sexual orientation or
gender identity’. This provision is vaguely drafted, but appears to suggest that States would be
required to deny legal protections to people on the basis of their SOGI, in violation of existing
regional and international laws."°

Denial of appropriate healthcare

One of the core components of the ideology espoused by the Charter is its outright opposition to
Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights, and one of the major categories of obligations it
imposes on states are those relating to repealing existing SRHR programmes. The Charter defines
SRHR as including ‘health services related to sexual orientation or gender identity’,"" which seems
to prohibit states from providing targeted or appropriate healthcare to LGBTQ individuals.

Removal of rights to be protected from HIV and to be informed about health status

The Charter specifically denounces a General Comment released by the African Commission on
Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) which recognises that discrimination on the basis of sexual
orientation may undermine women’s ability to be protected from HIV, and to receive information
about their health status'? — rights that are protected by the Protocol to the African Charter on Human
and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (Maputo Protocol).'® The Charter instructs
States not to recognise or protect from this form of discrimination, thereby permitting discrimination
against lesbian, bisexual and queer (LBQ) women in these areas. The only reasonable interpretation
of this is that the authors of the Charter support reduced protections from HIV for LBQ women; or
put another way, that they are in favour of increased HIV infection rates amongst this population.

6 Draft African Charter on Family, Sovereignty and Values, Article 1.

7 Draft African Charter on Family, Sovereignty and Values, Preamble.

8 Draft African Charter on Family, Sovereignty and Values, Article 1. For research demonstrating that hormone therapy
treatment does not lead to permanent infertility, see: https://amsterdamumc.org/en/research/institutes/amsterdam-reproduction-
development/news/fertility-recoverable-for-transgender-women-after-stopping-hormone-therapy-

% Draft African Charter on Family, Sovereignty and Values, Article 4(3).

0 E.g., African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights (1981), to be read in conjunction with ACHPR Res 275 (2014)
'Resolution on Protection against Violence and other Human Rights Violations against Persons on the basis of their real or
imputed Sexual Orientation or Gender Identity’, and ACHPR Res 552 (2023) 'Resolution on the Promotion and Protection of the
Rights of Intersex Persons in Africa’; and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, read in conjunction with
Toonen v. Australia (1992) CCPR/C/50/D/488/1992; UN Human Rights Council, 'Resolution adopted by the Human Rights
Council on 30 June 2016: Protection against violence and discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity’,
A/HRC/RES/32/2, etc.

! Draft African Charter on Family, Sovereignty and Values, Article 1.

2 ACHPR (2012), General Comments No.1 on Article 14 (1) (d) and (e) of the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and
Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa.

13 Article 14(1)(d) and (e)
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How the Charter appropriates the language of rights and values to advance an
anti-rights agenda

A key tactic of the anti-gender movement is to shape the way language is used in relation to its
target topics, including LGBTQIA+ rights, SRHR, and CSE. This has proved extremely effective in
advancing the movement'’s ideology, as even those opposed to its messaging have been forced to
adopt its terms in order to engage. Three strategies employed by the Charter to implement this tactic
include:

1.

Using the language of human rights and international law, emptying these terms of their
normative content, and imbuing them with an alternative, ideologically driven meaning. For
example:

a) Rights: The Charter uses rights-affirming language, but in fact functions to allow states
to remove rights from individuals if they are perceived to conflict with culture or religion,
restrictively and conservatively defined.

b) Protection: While ‘protection’ in international humanitarian law and humanitarian
programming refers to the protection of the individual from harm, the Charter uses
‘protection of the family’ and ‘protection of children’ as the justification for rolling back
protections for LGBTQIA+ populations — even if doing so causes harm, including to
children and families.

c) Sovereignty: In international law, sovereignty means that each state is free to govern
itself. The ability to enter into international agreements is an attribute of that freedom.
The Charter inverts this, claiming that the treaties ratified by African states and their
engagement with regional and international bodies is an attack on their sovereignty. It
purports to ‘rectify’ this by obligating states to withdraw from or violate the treaties they
have already ratified, repeal laws they have already passed, and remove the independent
decision-making power from their judiciaries and Human Rights Commissions, instead
requiring them to make decisions that will implement the Charter’s vision.

Commandeering words and phrases that should belong to all Africans, and creating
the narrative that the ideas these terms represent belongs only to adherents of the anti-
gender ideology. For example:

a) Ubuntu: The Charter recognises that Ubuntu 'views people as interdependent members
of a larger human family' and explains that it is sometimes translated as '/ am because
we are’. Despite the clear meaning of these terms, the Charter does not treat LGBTQIA+
people as part of the human family, and instead distorts the concept of Ubuntu as a
justification for excluding, marginalising, and discriminating against this population.

b) ‘Family’ and ‘family values’: The Charter creates a hierarchy of acceptable family
structures, in which heterosexual married couples with children receive the top level of
protection; single-parent, grandparent-led, and child-led families are recognised as
needing support in some circumstances; and all other family structures are not
recognised or protected at all. Families are the primary source of nurturing, care, and
support for most Africans, whether or not they exist within the narrow definition set down
by the Charter. By refusing to provide protection for all families, the Charter undermines
the right of all people to feel safe and supported within their family unit.

Using new terms created by the anti-gender movement to support their narrative. The
consistent use of ‘gender ideology’ is a consistent example of this. This term was originally
created by the Holy See, and has been used throughout anti-gender policy documents since
the late 1990s. In recent times, it has been primarily used to deny the existence of TGNC
populations, and as a consequence, justify their violent exclusion from all parts of society.
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How the Charter is designed to be implemented

Conventional human rights treaties generally follow an established framework: they list particular
rights to be protected, and then set out corresponding obligations on states to respect, protect, and
fulfil those rights. The draft Charter departs from these conventions. Though it uses the language of
human rights, it does not enshrine or establish the normative content of any rights held by the
individual. Instead, it focuses on setting out the obligations of states; not to protect rights, but
to adopt laws and policies that will advance the principles of the Charter. The effect of this is
to legally mandate states to adopt and enact an anti-gender, anti-rights political ideology.

The Charter imposes obligations on States to:

e Review every regional and international treaty and agreement the state has entered into with
a ‘family impact lens’ — which includes identifying any component of those instruments that
may contain protections for LGBTQIA+ people — and:

- Withdraw from treaties that provide such protections.™

- If unable to withdraw, violate the relevant sections of these treaties by specifying, within
the country’s national law, that the identified treaty protections will not apply.'

e Only ratify new regional and international laws and treaties, and only adopt new domestic
laws or policies, if they align with the ideology espoused by the Charter.'®

o Obligate national judiciaries and human rights commissions to issue decisions in line with
the ideology espoused by the Charter. This includes requiring them to only recognise two
genders, to permit discrimination against LGBTQIA+ individuals, and to prioritise parental
rights over the best interests of the child."”

e Repeal existing CSE programmes and replace these with ones that champion the ideology
espoused by the Charter, including by teaching children that there are only two genders.'®

o Ensure all foreign aid entering the country is for programmes and expenses that align
with the ideology espoused by the Charter.

o Pass laws and policies in a range of areas listed by the Charter, including, for example, to
promote ‘African culture and culture values’, teach certain ideology within schools, and
prohibit same sex marriage.

Impact on donors and aid organisations

It is important that organisations delivering protection, health, and rights-based aid programming
across Africa are aware of the risks posed by the Charter. These risks exist even if the draft treaty
never passes into law.

How the Charter impacts aid workers, even without becoming law

There is already evidence that denial of services to LGBTQIA+ populations by aid organisations is
not contingent on the adoption of a law. The PRIDE Centre’s research across seven African
countries has found that a critical mass of aid workers believe that it would be illegal to explicitly
provide services to LGBTQIA+ people, even though only one of these countries (Uganda) has any
laws in place targeting NGO programming for SOGI minority populations. This misconception
proliferates, in part, because of consistent messaging by anti-gender actors that depicts even the
provision of basic assistance to LGBTQIA+ people as part of a harmful Western agenda.

4 Draft African Charter on Family, Sovereignty and Values, Articles 2(4); 4(2).
15 |bid, Article 4(3).

16 |bid, Article 4(4).

7 |bid, Article 5(7).

'8 |bid, Article 6(1)-(2).
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The existence of the draft Charter alone bolsters and amplifies that narrative. Aid workers are as
susceptible to this messaging as any other member of the population. Even passive awareness of
the Charter increases the likelihood that aid workers will question the existence of SOGI minorities
within Africa; view LGBTQIA+ peoples’ access to basic rights as controversial and political, rather
than a protected legal entitlement; and believe it is unlawful — or at least un-African — to provide them
with targeted aid and assistance.

How the Charter will impact aid workers if it does become law

The Charter imposes obligations on states to review their foreign aid budgets and reduce any
development assistance that does not conform with its principles. If the Charter is domesticated by
ratifying states, those states will be required to review all foreign aid programming for consistency
with the anti-gender ideology it espouses — including determining that it does not contain any
protections for SOGI minorities. Such an outcome would be devastating for LGBTQIA+ individuals
in need of assistance, including those in urgent, life-saving humanitarian need. These communities
already comprise some of the most vulnerable and marginalised populations across the continent.

If states party to the Charter abide by its instructions to withdraw from any regional or international
law that conflict with its ideology, this could lead to a mass withdrawal from the Maputo Protocol (to
which 46 out of the 55 African states are currently party’®) on the basis that it protects reproductive
rights; as well as the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) (to which 52
African states are party?°) because it prioritises the best interests of the child over the desires of the
parents. Outside of AU legal system, full implementation of the Charter could lead to withdrawals
from the Convention on the Rights of the Child (which all African states have ratified),?' Convention
on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (which 52 African states have ratified),?? and
potentially a host of other international treaties, policies, and agreements. This would mean the
loss, within Africa, of a substantial portion of the human rights scaffolding that has united
the global community since the end of World War Il including all parts of those laws and policies
that LGBTQIA+ people have historically been able to rely on for protection.

Recommendations for aid agencies

1. Resist self-censorship encouraged by the Charter's intent, regardless of its legal
status
Organisations should issue internal communication affirming commitment to SOGI-
inclusive programming. Following both the introduction of domestic anti-LGBTQIA+ laws
and the introduction of the US Global Gag Rule, the PRIDE Centre has observed a strong
tendency amongst aid agencies to self-censor, remove references to LGBTQIA+
communities from their programming and materials, and exclude them from their target
beneficiaries. This trend must be resisted and corrected.

2. Address organisational misconceptions about legal risk
Research conducted by The PRIDE Centre has consistently found that a critical mass of
aid workers believe that delivering humanitarian assistance to LGBTQIA+
populations is illegal or legally complicated, even in countries where no legal barriers
exist. This is not true; and though this misconception exists independently of the Charter,
the Charter is likely to further entrench it. Organisations should provide legal guidance to
staff advising what is and is not actually prohibited by law in each country, and emphasise

1 ACHPR (2026) 'Press statement on the 23rd Anniversary of the Adoption of the Maputo Protocol', available at:
https://achpr.au.int/index.php/en/news/press-releases/2026-07-14/press-statement-23rd-anniversary-adoption-maputo-protocol
20 ACERWC, ratification table: www.acerwc.africa/en/member-states/ratifications

21 CRC, ratification table: https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/TreatyBodyExternal/Treaty.aspx?Treaty=CRC&Lang=en

22 CEDAW, ratification table:

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/ layouts/15/TreatyBodyExternal/Treaty.aspx?Treaty=CEDAW&Lang=en
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that in most cases and contexts, providing targeted services to LGBTQIA+ service users
is not only legal, but required by the humanitarian principles.

Fund local LGBTQIA+ groups

Donors and international aid organisations should fund and support existing underground
LGBTQIA+ led networks and organisations, who will continue working for their
communities regardless of how the Charter progresses.

Form coalitions and support advocacy opposing the Charter

Humanitarian and development organisations should build relationships with legal and
human rights organisations to conduct joint advocacy against the adoption of the Charter,
and to ensure early warning if a state of operation moves toward Charter alignment (which
could happen even without it becoming law). In conducting this advocacy, organisations
should resource and defer to African-led LGBTQIA+ and feminist organisations — an
approach that is principled, pragmatic, and avoids reinforcing the Charter's own framing of
rights protections as externally imposed.
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