African Human Rights Spaces does not require consensus in the priorities to be addressed, nor strict hierarchies or physical structures. The space created so far, embraces the geographical and cultural diversity that characterizes the African continent. However, it also provides a practical context in which to create synergies and recognize the shared challenges and to face them together across these noncontentious divides. In so doing, a secondary-but-important objective will be to narrow the existing-but, arguably, ever shrinking-distances between and among human rights actors in the five identifiable regions of Africa: Central, East, North, Southern and West. 

The emerging agenda of the African Human Rights Spaces initiative encourages both the old and experienced voices, as well as the voices of the new generation and the agents of innovation, the tried and true approaches and the experimental ones. It seeks to promote the long-standing and persistent human rights values such as rule of law, transparency, gender equality, democratic participation and nondiscrimination, while exploring the newer, yet already-urgent issues of health rights for those with HIV/AIDS, the rights of refugees and migrants, and the consequences of rampant privatization and climate change on access to public goods and services.
If African Human Rights Spaces can achieve its objectives, then it will enhance human rights organizations’ capacity in all of Africa better to manage their internal and external challenges in the light of such shared priorities. It is an ambitious, but smart and necessary exercise.
Background:
The AHRS started with an analytical exercise that began with a survey and then a continental conference to guide its participants toward decisions about future strategic priorities, actions and processes that would enable them to achieve a higher order of effectiveness. That survey involved identifying organizations’ individual and collective weaknesses and strengths, but also specific and general threats and opportunities. While the participants do that almost instinctively in their respective work, the occasion is rare in which they can do so together. 
By considering the resulting big picture, participants had an opportunity to know better the gaps to be filled; the challenges to be met through improved planning; the possible complementarity of skills, experiences and efforts; available social capital and it greater potential; the common struggles that give logic and purpose to strategic networks and alliances; and the synergies that can and should emerge from beyond current operations and expectations. While most colleagues recognize the benefits of coordination, experience has shown that coordination is still not the dominant habit of busy people and organizations without a deliberate mechanism to facilitate it.
Although present and future challenges are not unique to Africa, recognizing a continental coexistence can contribute to better synergies, exchanges and mutual recognition. The first AHRS assembly held in Cairo, with the coordination of Tunis-based Arab Institute for Human Rights and substantial support of the Ford Foundation, was significant also as human rights activists in each region turned toward the rest of the continent in a welcome gesture of practical solidarity.
Both the survey and the Cairo conference explored how to make Africa’s human rights work more integrated, effective and mutually supportive (reciprocal) by developing the common human rights space in Africa. While the survey created some useful impressions, missing data also left many gaps and further questions. However, the combined exploration of the survey and deliberative Cairo conference led to greater clarity of priority issues and the potential reach of the AHRS project. 
The Cairo conference refined the agreed-upon elements of the AHRS as a process with a strategic design of the emerging structure, functions and content of future efforts. 
Structure:
Arising from the Cairo conference is a Steering Group selected by acclamation, including active participants representing four of the five Africa regions. The current Steering Committee members are:
· Victoria Ohaeri, Social and Economic Rights Action Center (W - Nigeria)
· Nobuntu Nbenlle, Consultant, (S - South Africa)
· Habib Belkouch, Center for the Study of Human Rights and Democracy (N - Morocco)
· Hannah Forster, African Centre for Democracy and Human Rights Studies (ACDHRS) (W - The Gambia)
· Lamia Grar, AIHR (N - Tunisia)
· Joseph Schechla, HIC-HLRN (N - Egypt)
· Emma Bowa, Urgent Action Fund for Women’s Human Rights (E - Kenya)
