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        6.5 The Esperanza Protocol for the protection of women human rights defenders in Latin America




Overview

According to Front Line Defenders’ Global Analysis 2019, Latin America is the most dangerous region in the world for human 
rights defenders.426 This alarming and lamentable statistic remained the same in 2022.427 Women human rights defenders in 
Latin American countries have long played a central role in the fight against violence against women and girls, such as the 
Mesoamerican Initiative of Women Human Rights Defenders, a collective founded in 2010 of nearly 3,000 activists and 300 
organisations across El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, Mexico and Nicaruagua.428 As human rights defenders, women 
defenders are disproportionately exposed to sexual and other forms of gender-based violence, and their safety, as well as 
that of their families, is often jeopardised as a consequence of their work and advocacy. 



Despite the prevalence and gravity of threats, 67 percent of human rights defenders reported that they would still persevere 
with their work.429 Recognising that women human rights defenders face particular risks in calling for change and 
accountability in their communities, Spotlight Initiative’s Latin America Regional Programme supported the work of human 
rights defenders across the region and supported the finalisation of the Esperanza Protocol (hereafter referred to as 
“PLE”).430 This work was coordinated by UN Women, UNDP and UNFPA, with active participation of intergovernmental 
mechanisms, civil society organisations, and other UN agencies.



The Protocol invokes hope (esperanza in Spanish) for two reasons:431 first, because its primary aim is to ensure a hopeful 
future for human rights defenders. The second is in honour of La Esperanza, a town in western Honduras that is the 
hometown of Berta Cáceres, indigenous-rights activist, feminist, and environmentalist who was murdered in 2016 after 33 
uninvestigated threats.



Ms. Cáceres’ murder is unfortunately not an isolated case. 75 percent of documented cases in the region involve a murder 
that followed a series of repeated extreme threats or security incidents. The Esperanza Protocol honours her memory and is 
designed to support states and civil society to demand measures that protect human rights defenders and ensure justice for 
the victims.



Results

The Esperanza Protocol took 5 years to develop and publish in December 2021, but it is now hailed as the first international 
standard for the investigation of and response to threats and attacks against rights defenders, where few concrete 
guidelines existed before this time beyond general standards of due diligence.

By the end of the first stage of the programme in December 2022, Diva for Equality had engaged 95 participants from 45 
groups across 14 island States and territories. This example underscores the importance of knowledge sharing and strategy 
reflections across the Pacific, as it provides the access to knowledge needed to strengthen diverse activists and movements 
in the region, as well as helps to support the alignment of joint action.



Key Elements of Success and Practices for Replicatio�

Regional knowledge centres such as PacFemCOP offer unique opportunities for activists 
in different countries to learn what strategies are being used in other contexts, offering inspiration for adoption in their 
own contexts, potential for connecting with similar actors across regions and creating opportunities for shared collective 
actions across the region and even internationally�

When gender analysis 
tools like the educational series of freeskool videos are made available online, the general public have an opportunity to 
access the praxis and better understand the context in the region�

The UN team and DIVA for Equality were able to navigate the procurement 
process together to implement their vision of a regional movement-building hybrid platform that brought together civil 
society organisations and diverse activists across the region.


� Cultivate communities of practice as a way to educate and galvanise around shared and country-specific feminist 
advocacy asks and strategies. 

� Provide free online resources to increase the visibility and accessibility of feminist analysis. 

� Build partnerships that truly demonstrate the power of UN reform and joint action through co-design, equal 
partnership and transparent communication. 
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432 Survey findings: Towards an Effective Investigation of Threats against Human Rights Defenders (CEJIL and UN Women, 2022), page 38.

“With the protocol, we want to change how threats are treated, they are a key weapon in intimidating women human 
rights defenders. We must improve the response of institutions [to women’s complaints] to be able to stop the cycle of 
pain and silence.”

Viviana Krsticevic, Executive Director of CEJIL



In order to develop the PLE, various broad consultations were held with more than 100 women human rights defenders in 
different countries and regions to ensure that their experiences were included in the working drafts of the Protocol. A 
coalition of more than 20 civil society organisations, women's and feminist organisations, spearheaded by the Center for 
Justice and International Law, worked diligently towards developing public policy guidelines for a systematic and diligent 
criminal investigation. A specific focus on the security needs of WHRDs was included, highlighting their vital contribution to 
strengthening democracy.












The protocol is a critical step forward. Next, state protection and justice for women human rights defenders requires 
attention, as the report from the PLE survey findings underscores: “States need to do more to protect the lives and integrity 
of human rights defenders around the world. States must recognize the importance of the work of HRDs and must take 
action to eliminate threats against HRDs from State actors. States must set forth policies that would improve trust in their 
institutions and conduct full investigations into all threats against HRDs. HRDs should be able to feel confident in reporting 
threats to authorities and be assured that the State will do everything within its power to protect them.”432



While the first step of developing the protocol is in place, the next step that needs considerable attention and support is on 
ensuring the implementation of the protocol and on eliminating high levels of state impunity that exist now.



Key Elements of Success and Practices for Replicatio�
Protocols such as PLE help create the 

framework to encourage state institutions to take a comprehensive approach to combating impunity for sexual and 
gender-based violence crimes and enable duty-bearers to handle cases more appropriately in the future�

International protocols like this set the standard for ensuring the state’s commitment to protecting women human rights 
defenders. Any country that is facing issues with violence against a women human rights defender can benefit from the 
guidelines for a diligent and full criminal investigation�

The 
Esperanza Protocol is referenced and used globally and sets an international standard for these types of criminal 
investigations. It must be fully implemented to save lives and ensure the safety of human rights defenders and their 
critical work. 




� Develop international standards as a first step toward combating impunity. 

� Use international and national protocols as a monitoring tool domestically to hold governments to account. 

� Contribute funds for the development or completion of a guideline and protocol like PLE for far reaching impact. 

“Human rights defenders are a network, and each one of us is a knot within that network. Our protection must be seen 
as a collective responsibility.”

Jéssica Isla, Honduran human rights defender
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        6.6 A Civil Society National Reference Group contributes to the success of Spotlight Initiative in Samoa



Overview

Gender-based violence is a significant issue in Samoa, where 38 percent of women aged 15-49 have experienced physical 
or sexual violence from an intimate partner in their lifetime.433 35 percent of women and 26 percent of men stated that they 
believed a husband was justified in beating his wife in at least one circumstance.434 Furthermore, 78 percent of married 
women reported that their husband had displayed controlling behaviours.435 The acceptance and normalisation of violence 
against women and girls can lead to increased shame and stigma and discourage survivors from reporting their experience 
and seeking safety and support.



Despite ongoing efforts, violence against women and girls remains a complex and persistent issue in Samoa, requiring 
continued commitment from government, civil society and the community to effectively address it. Spotlight Initiative has 
led prevention efforts in Samoa, addressing the need to transform the root causes that lead to violence against women and 
girls. A Civil Society National Reference Group (CSNRG) was formed to ensure representation from civil society and other 
stakeholders in decision-making related to Spotlight Initiative programming, as well as to advise and advocate for the 
realisation of programme objectives and hold the programme accountable for its commitments. In Samoa, Spotlight Initiative 
focused on preventing violence through evidence-based programmes and strengthening essential services for survivors of 
domestic violence. The formation of the CSNRG was one of the key elements of the programme's success.



Results

To amplify the voice and ownership of civil society in the programme, a diverse CSNRG was formed and trained in order to 
increase the capacity of the CSNRG. This careful planning and engagement has led to international recognition for Spotlight 
Initiative in Samoa.



In order to put together an effective CSNRG, the Samoa team reached out to teams in Vanuatu and Papua New Guinea for 
their guidance and to share information, especially on Pacific specific contexts. An interim CSNRG in Samoa was first 
established to provide inputs on the Country Programme Document, ensuring civil society organisations were reflected as 
partners in the design and implementation of the initiative.436 The interim CSNRG commented on the gaps not captured or 
addressed in existing violence interventions and suggested effective strategies to approach and engage traditional leaders 
and village councils to facilitate behavioural change and attitudes towards violence against women and girls. The group also 
promoted the meaningful engagement of civil society and government stakeholders to foster greater ownership and 
encouraged Spotlight Initiative to invest in local interventions. In addition, strong communication was prioritised to ensure 
that key messages and information on ending violence against women and girls reached a broad audience.



After the design phase, ten individuals with different professional capacities and varying age, gender and disability were 
selected to form the CSNRG.437 The group provided a fair and balanced perspective and ensured the leave no one behind 
principle was carried out in the planning and implementation of the Spotlight Initiative programme in Samoa.








In order to prepare the members of the CSNRG for their responsibilities, an induction training was jointly coordinated and 
facilitated by the UN Resident Coordinator’s Office, together with UN Women and supported by UNDP, UNICEF, UNFPA and 
UNESCO.438 The training aimed to familiarise the CSNRG members with Spotlight Initiative, the expectations of their roles as 
members of the CSNRG, and to facilitate meaningful collaborations with the UN, partners and stakeholders in the 
implementation of all interventions and activities.439 The training also provided the opportunity to develop a work plan, which 
guided the delivery of their functions. One of the key outputs of the work plan was that the CSNRG led the 16 Days of 
Healing Campaign in Samoa, a national campaign that demonstrated the leading and important role of civil society 
organisations and communities in ending violence against women and girls.440 These preparatory activities ensured that the 
CSNRG was a critical function in the governing architecture of Spotlight Initiative’s programme in Samoa.









433 Gender Equality Brief for Samoa (UN Women, 2022).

434 Ibid.

435 Ibid.

436 The process for the permanent CSNRG commenced after the design phase, therefore the interim CSNRG was set-up to ensure input from all stakeholders.

437 CSNRG ready to progress its role in the Spotlight Initiative Samoa programme (UN Cook Islands, Niue, Samoa and Tokelau, 2020).

438 Ibid.

439 National Reference Group, a strong force behind the Spotlight Initiative (UN Cook Islands, Niue, Samoa and Tokelau, 2021).

440 Samoa launches 16 Days of Healing campaign (Spotlight Initiative, December 2020).

“The programme continues to achieve results because the Spotlight Initiative team listened and designed interventions 
to suit the context of our communities, their level of knowledge, and their capacities to deliver.”

Fagalima Tuatagaloa, Co-Chair CSNRG, Samoa
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441 Samoa Spotlight Initiative programme wins Leave No One Behind Award (Government of Samoa, September 2022).



“Finally, Samoa and our efforts towards ending violence against women have been recognized.”

Fagalima Tuatagaloa, Co-Chair CSNRG, when receiving the award



After the CSNRG was formalised, quarterly meetings with UN agencies were held to understand how the programme was 
progressing. These meetings were an essential platform that allowed the CSNRG to be the voice of civil society and advise 
the UN on gaps in programming and services, as well as opportunities, to advance the programme.



In recognition of the excellent design of the programme, Spotlight Initiative in Samoa won the Leave No One Behind Award in 
2022.441 The programme, in coordination with UNDP, UNESCO, UN Women, UNICEF, UNFPA and the UN Resident 
Coordinator’s Office, worked closely with the CSNRG to ensure that in ending domestic and intimate partner violence in 
Samoa, the dignity of victims was protected, while root causes of violence were also identified and addressed.








Key Elements of Success and Practices for Replicatio�
 Engaging 

citizens who work and represent civil society at the national and local level and understand the cultural and religious 
principles of the country is important to get a wide range of inputs and perspectives. Forging a qualified and diverse 
membership, the group was well positioned to oversee and contribute meaningfully to various stages of Spotlight 
Initiative programming�

The CSNRG in Samoa provided valuable inputs that ensured that interventions were responsive to the needs 
and realities of the communities affected, which contributed to the programme’s success�

The training allowed the CSNRG to orient themselves around their duties, as well as provided 
an opportunity to develop a work plan. This initial groundwork helped the CSNRG remain engaged throughout the 
programme, bringing the voice of civil society and contributing to the effective design and implementation of the 
programme�

Regularly scheduled meetings provide an opportunity to 
engage with UN agencies and understand how the programme is progressing. These meetings were an essential 
platform that allowed the CSNRG to provide valuable advice to advance the Spotlight Initiative programme in Samoa.

� Include individuals and organisations in CSNRGs that represent and reflect the diversity of civil society.

� Engage CSNRG members from the inception and design of the programme through to its implementation and 
delivery. 

� Organise and facilitate a training of the CSNRG to familiarise the members with Spotlight Initiative and the 
expectations of their roles. 

� Integrate regular meetings with the CSNRG into the work plan. 
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