UN Experts Urge the U.S. to Address
Legacies of the Past, Police Impunity and
‘Crisis of Racial Injustice’

29 January 2016 – The legacy of slavery, post-Reconstruction ‘Jim Crow’ laws and racial
subordination in the United States remains a “serious challenge” as there has been no real
commitment to recognition and reparations for people of African descent, a United Nations
expert panel said today in Washington D.C., at the end of its second official visit to the country.
“Despite substantial changes since the end of the enforcement of Jim Crow and the fight for civil
rights, ideology ensuring the domination of one group over another continues to negatively
impact the civil, political, economic, social, cultural and environmental rights of African
Americans today,” said human rights expert Mireille Fanon Mendes France (daughter of Frantz
Fanon), who currently heads the group of experts, who added that: “We understand these
changes are part of a larger effort to pass criminal justice reforms now pending in Congress, and
a lot more needs to be done.”
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Indeed, the experts found that contemporary police killings and the trauma it creates are
reminiscent of the “racial terror and lynching” of the past. Impunity for state violence has
resulted in the current human rights crisis and must be addressed as a matter of urgency, they
said.
From 9 to 29 January, a delegation of the UN Working Group of experts on people of African
descent visited Washington D.C., Baltimore, Jackson, Mississippi, Chicago, and New York City,
to address current concerns, and assess progress made in the fight against racial discrimination,
‘Afrophobia,’ xenophobia, and protecting and promoting the human rights of AfricanAmericans.
The Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent, visiting delegation, which also
included human rights experts Sabelo Gumedze and Ricardo A. Sunga III, welcomed various
efforts undertaken by the government to address the issue, like a ban on solitary confinement for
juveniles in the federal prison system announced this week.
The Group noted that the U.S. has a growing human rights movement which has successful
advocated for social change. Following the epidemic of racial violence by the police, civil
society networks calling for justice together with other activists are strongly advocating for legal
and policy reforms and community control over policing and other areas which directly affect
African Americans.
However, the experts expressed serious concerns about the police killings, the presence of police
in schools, and violence targeting the African American community with impunity, and racial
bias in the criminal justice system, mass incarceration and the criminalization of poverty which
disproportionately affects African Americans.
During its 11-day mission, the Working Group’s delegation heard from civil society, researchers
and families of victims of police killings about racial discrimination and Afrophobia.
“The persistent gap in almost all the human development indicators, such as life expectancy,
income and wealth, level of education, housing, employment and labor, and even food security,
among African Americans and the rest of the U.S. population, reflects the level of structural
discrimination that creates de facto barriers for people of African descent to fully exercise their
human rights,” Ms. Mendes France stressed.
The human rights experts met representatives of the Government at the federal and the state
levels, and the U.S. Congress and Senate, as well as hundreds of civil society organization
representatives, lawyers and human rights activists from more than 20 states who had gathered in
the different cities.

596
Africology: The Journal of Pan African Studies, vol.9, no.1, March 2016

The Working Group regretted however that it did not receive access according to the terms of
reference for special procedure mandate holders to visit Mississippi State Penitentiary Parchman.
It also regretted that it was not possible to meet with all of the high-level state and local-level
authorities requested.
Among other activities, they also promoted the International Decade for People of African
Descent, which runs from 2015 to 2024 and aims both to highlight the contribution of people of
African descent to societies and strengthen national, regional and international cooperation to
ensure the human rights of people of African descent are respected, promoted and fulfilled.
The Working group will present a report containing its findings and recommendations to the
Geneva-based UN Human Rights Council in September 2016. Independent experts or special
rapporteurs are appointed by the Council to examine and report back on a country situation or a
specific human rights theme. The positions are honorary and the experts are not UN staff, nor are
they paid for their work.

Source: http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=53124#.VrJ68LIrKUk
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