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Inputs on the General Comment of the Committee on Enforced
Disappearances on “Women, Girls and Enforced Disappearances”

Strategic Initiative for Women in the Horn of Africa (SIHA) Network and
Global Rights Compliance (GRC)

1. Introduction

The spread of enforced disappearance across the world and its gendered impact on women and girls
is epitomised in the ongoing war in Sudan. This joint submission by the Strategic Initiative for Women
in the Horn of Africa (SIHA) Network and Global Rights Compliance (GRC) responds to the
Committee on Enforced Disappearances’ call for inputs by examining the gendered manifestations of
enforced disappearance in Sudan. This submission aims to highlight how the commission, impact and
response to enforced disappearances are highly gendered and require robust elaboration within the
forthcoming General Comment.

In Sudan - currently the world’s worst humanitarian and displacement crisis' - hundreds of women
and girls have been abducted, kidnapped and subjected to the worst forms of violence while, until
this date, the fate and whereabout of most victims remain unknown.? Conservative estimates suggest
there are approximately 50,000 cases of enforced disappearances across Sudan.® Since April 2023,
abductions and disappearances of women and girls have occurred systematically,* with a marked
surge in Rapid Support Forces (RSF)-held areas.’ Yet, the true scale of the crisis remains unclear, due
to a lack of gender disaggregated information and significant underreporting resulting from stigma,
fear, and inadequate reporting mechanisms.® SIHA alone has documented 291 cases of enforced
disappearance between 15 April 2023 and June 2025 affecting women and girls across Sudan, in
Darfur, Khartoum, Northern State, Kordofan, Red Sea State, Kassala, Sennar State, White Nile,
Gezira and Al-Gedarif, among other areas.’

The enforced disappearance of women and girls in Sudan does not exist in a vacuum: it is both a
consequence of and reinforces existing gender inequalities and rampant gender-based violence. The
current war in Sudan is highly gendered, fought using the bodies of women and girls as a systematic
weapon of war, terror, suppression and intimidation.® Within this context, enforced disappearance has
been specifically leveraged as a tool for the commission of gender-based violence in Sudan and is

! Global Conflict Tracker,‘Civil War in Sudan’(15 April 2025).

2 SIHA, “Unseen and Unheard:The Plight of Missing Women and Girls Amidst Sudan's Crisis’ (2025)(‘SIHA, ‘Unseen and
Unheard report”),pp.4,6-9,11.

3 Peace Direct,‘Sudan’s War: Tragedy of the Missing and Forced Disappearances’(19 May 2025).

4 STHA,‘Unseen and Unheard report’,p.3.

3 SIHA, ‘Unseen and Unheard report’,p.5.

6 SIHA, ‘Unseen and Unheard report’,p.4.

7 SIHA Database.

8 SIHA, ‘Submission by the Strategic Initiative for Women in the Horn of Africa to the The United Nations Human Rights
Council on the Escalating Conflict-Related Sexual Violence in Sudan and the Urgent Need for Action’(27 February 2025).
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invariably connected to other forms of sexual gender-based violence (SGBV), such as rape, sexual
slavery, enforced pregnancy, and femicide, among others.

In addition, women and girls victimised by enforced disappearance in Sudan face multiple
disproportionate impacts connected to gender inequalities including traumatisation, stigmatisation,
criminalisation and issues pertaining to family reunification and reintegration. At the same time, the
international, regional and national responses to enforced disappearance in Sudan have resulted in a
lack of access to justice and accountability for women and girls, feeding into the longstanding
impunity of perpetrators which perpetuates the normalisation and continued commission of gender-
based violence.

This submission, which builds on SIHA’s data and documentation efforts,” considers the following
areas: the gender and intersectional dimensions of enforced disappearance of women and girls in
Sudan, and the opportunities for a robust analysis in the General Comment; the need to expand upon
the role of non-State actors in the enforced disappearance of women and girls as part of a gender
approach; responses to enforced disappearances of women and girls, including barriers faced by
survivors and their families to access justice, such as stigma, traumatisation and gender stereotypes
as well as much needed support services; and addressing reparations and the right to participation and
truth as crucial for the overall compliance of States with their obligations under the International
Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance (‘the Convention’ or
‘ICPPED").

2. The Gender and Intersectional Dimensions of Enforced Disappearance of Women and
Girls in Sudan

While enforced disappearance is recognised as a form of gender-based violence requiring a gender-
perspective to be incorporated into all measures dealing with it,'’ to date, there has been insufficient
international attention to these issues.'" Accordingly, the General Comment should seek to provide a
robust analysis of the gendered and intersectional dimensions of enforced disappearance.!? In doing
so, the Committee should elaborate how enforced disappearance is intrinsically linked to and
exacerbates underlying gender inequalities, how and why women and girls are targeted differently to
men, and how these acts impact women and girls differently because of their gender and other
intersectional identities.

% STHA has documented the enforced disappearance of women and girls across Sudan since the onset of the war in April
2023, including engagement with affected families. Additionally, the MISSING Initiative has shared credible open-source
information.

10 UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances,”General comment on women affected by enforced
disappearances',A/HRC/WGEID/98/2(14 February 2013)(’'UN Doc.A/HRC/WGEID/98/2’),Preamble,para.3.

11 OAS MESECVI,’General Recommendation of the Committee of Experts of the MESECVI (No. 2) Missing Women and
Girls in the Hemisphere’(2018)"MESECVI,’ General Recommendation”),p.4; Ioanna Pervou,Vélkerrechtsblog,” A Call for
A Feminist Perspective on Enforced Disappearances’(7 March 2024) (‘Pervou, ‘Feminist Perspective on Enforced

Disappearances”).
12 CED,Call for Inputs ‘Project of General Comment of the Committee on Enforced Disappearances on ‘“women, girls and

enforced disappearances™ (‘CED, ‘Call for Inputs’),paras16,28.
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A gender analysis of enforced disappearance in Sudan clearly demonstrates that the targeting and
victimisation of women and girls occurs in specific patterns closely linked to gender inequalities
rooted in Sudan’s patriarchal social norms. The following sections elaborate the patterns of
disappearance occurring in Sudan that highlight the multiple gender dimensions of enforced
disappearance.

a. Enforced Disappearance as a Form of Gender-based Violence

In Sudan, enforced disappearance of women and girls is both a consequence of and reinforces existing
gender inequalities and rampant gender-based violence. It is used as a discriminatory practice against
women and is part of the gendered nature of the conflict, in which women’s bodies are used both as
a strategy of war and a commodity. In this sense, enforced disappearance of women and girls in Sudan
is itself'a form of gender-based violence. This is most clearly demonstrated by looking at patterns in
the targeting, intent and purpose of disappearances.

Women and girls are often subjected to enforced disappearance in the context of targeted campaigns,
as a means to control or intimidate them.'’> In Sudan, as in other armed conflicts, enforced
disappearance has been utilised as a weapon of war to take over and maintain control of territories
and to terrorise, supress and intimidate the population through the commission of systematic violence
on women’s bodies.'

This pattern has occurred in different areas following the initial invasion by the RSF, where a sharp
spike in disappearances of women and girls is observed, with some women and girls being taken
directly from their homes.'*> This was observed in Khartoum followed by Gezira and Sennar States
(amongst others) and is connected to the RSF’s method of instilling control over newly captured areas,
asserting dominance through terror and subjugation of the population.

For example, many women in Khartoum - often living in large boarding houses or working away
from family - were amongst the first targets of enforced disappearance by the RSF between April-
May 2023 as they sought to establish control over the city.'® The cases of Hala Ahmed Isaak and Insaf
Saroor Fadl-Allah, who were both found dead after having been disappeared into the custody of the
RSF, epitomise the cruelty behind this RSF tactic. Hala was found in a vehicle stolen by the RSF and
shot dead on 28 May 2023.!" In the same month, Insaf was found after her photograph was shared on
social media, buried near a gas station.'® This pattern has been repeated more recently during the RSF

13 ACHPR,Guidelines on the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearances in Africa‘(2022)(‘ACHPR,
‘Enforced Disappearance Guidelines™),p.16.

14 CEDAW, General recommendation No. 30 on women in conflict prevention, conflict and post-conflict
situations’CEDAW/C/GC/30(1 November 2013)("UN Doc.CEDAW/C/GC/30”),para.35; UNSC Resolution S/RES/1820
(2008),para.1.

15 STHA,‘Unseen and Unheard report’,p.6; X, @hlfayatalmlook (Resistance Committe in Al-Halfay) post: “Two Girls are
kidnapped from their homes”(July 2, 2023).

16 STHA, ‘Unseen and Unheard report’,p.6.

17 SIHA, ‘Unseen and Unheard report’,p.6.

18 STHA,‘Unseen and Unheard report’,p.6.
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attacks on Zamzam IDP camp, where SIHA documented 64 cases of enforced disappearance in the
immediate aftermath of the RSF taking over the camp.'

As the RSF establishes control and settles in an area, cases of enforced disappearance climb as the
campaign to inflict terror emerges.?’ Women are particularly vulnerable to enforced disappearance
during this time while out gathering food or other supplies (roles typically undertaken by women in
Sudanese society?'). Among the most vulnerable are women and girls engaged in agricultural work;
reports from South Kordofan highlight that women are frequently abducted while tending to
cultivation fields.?? In other cases, women and girls are seized from the streets, taken for shorter
periods of time before being returned to families with food as a form of “compensation” to prevent
families from filing reports.?

There is also a clear pattern of women and girls being targeted for prolonged enforced disappearance
for other gendered purposes, including to facilitate further SGBV and/or to provide gendered forced
labour.>* Reports indicate some women have been held captive by the RSF to cook and clean, and
female medical practitioners have been targeted to provide medical assistance while being subjected
to gang rape and other forms of SGBV.* During the RSF’s attack on Zamzam, women were divided
according to physical strength with those physically able forced to drive livestock on foot from
Zamzam camp to Kabkabiya, North Darfur.?®

b. The Connection between Enforced Disappearance and SGBV

In addition to being an autonomous form of gender-based violence, the enforced disappearance of
women and girls is linked to multiple forms of SGBV,?” including sexual and reproductive violence.?®
Disappeared women and girls face a heightened risk of SGBV,* and often enforced disappearance is
undertaken for the purpose of facilitating that abuse.*

In Sudan, enforced disappearance has been leveraged as a tool to enable SGBY, including rape, sexual
violence, forced marriage to RSF soldiers and femicide.>! Women have also been disappeared for the

19 STHA Database; SIHA,’ Current Update on Atrocities at Zamzam Displacement Camp, North Darfur’(27 May 2025).

20 STHA, ‘Unseen and Unheard report’,p.7.

21 Fatma Osman Ibnouf, *The Value of Women's Indigenous Knowledge in Food Processing and Preservation for Achieving
Household Food Security in Rural Sudan’ (2012) Journal of Food Research 1(1) 238.

22 SIHA Database.

23 SIHA, ‘Unseen and Unheard report’,p.9.

2 Prosecutor v. Brima et al, SCSL-2004-16-A,Appeal Judgment,22 February 2008, para.190. On forced labour see:
UNGA,’Contemporary forms of slavery, including its causes and consequences’,A/73/139(10 July 2018),para.47; Christine
Chinkin,‘Gender and Armed Conflict’ in Clapham and Gaeta (eds), The Oxford Handbook of International Law in Armed
Conflict (OUP 2014),p.688.

25 STHA Database.

26 SIHA Database.

2T MESECVI, ‘General Recommendation’,p.13.

28 JCC-OTP, ‘Policy on Gender-based crimes’(December 2023)(‘ICC-OTP, ‘Gender-based crimes”),para.55.

29 ACHPR,’Enforced Disappearance Guidelines’,p.16; ICTJ,‘The Disappeared and Invisible: Revealing the Enduring

Impact of Enforced Disappearance on Women’(2015),p.5.

30 MESECVI,’General Recommendation’,pp.8.,9.

31 STHA Database; SIHA, ‘Statement by the Strategic Initiative for Women in the Horn of Africa to the African Commission
on Human and People’s Rights’(29 October 2024).
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purposes of sexual slavery and exploitation,*> with reports of women held in ‘slave markets’ within
RSF-controlled areas.>* Many women captured by the RSF have been held for several months and
subjected to rape and gang rape.**

One woman who was forcibly disappeared in Khartoum testified to SIHA after her escape that she
had been held with 24 other women and girls:

While I was cooking, I saw RSF soldiers take the girls to other rooms for 3 hours, then
they returned them to their rooms... I feared that they would be sexually assaulted when
they were taken away...the way they look when they come back from these rooms - their
psychological state was terrible, they were not psychologically stable.®

The General Comment should recognise enforced disappearance of women and girls as an umbrella
violation during which women face a heightened risk of other grave violations, including SGBV.*
Similarly, when committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack directed against the civilian
population, enforced disappearance as a crime against humanity may also involve rape, sexual
slavery, enforced prostitution, forced pregnancy, and enslavement, among others, which may also
amount to crimes against humanity.’” These different crimes and components should be investigated
and prosecuted cumulatively to adequately capture the experiences of survivors and promote their
access to justice. Such an analysis in the General Comment is also important to clarify the duties of
States in relation to the protection, prevention, investigation, prosecution and repair of enforced
disappearance, while acknowledging that the connected instances of SGBV result in particular types
of harm that disappeared women and girls suffer based on their gender.*®

¢. Understanding the Gendered Context in Which the Enforced Disappearance Takes
Place

The General Comment should take a context-based approach situating cases of enforced
disappearance within patterns of similar violations,® as well as wider contexts of gender
discrimination and gender-based violence.*” Such an approach recognises the gendered dynamics of
the context in which the enforced disappearances are occurring, facilitating more robust protection
frameworks and responses. This is particularly important where there is an unavailability of direct

32UN Experts,‘Sudan: Experts denounce systematic attacks on women and girls’(14 May 2024).

33 UN Experts,‘Sudan: Trafficking for sexual exploitation and recruitment of children on the rise, warn UN experts’(22
March 2024).

34 SIHA,‘Unseen and Unheard report’,p.8.

35 SIHA Database.

36 MESECVI,”General Recommendation’,pp.19,20.

37 See e.g.,Rome Statue,Article7(1)(c)(g)(i).

38 ACHPR, ‘Enforced Disappearance Guidelines’,pp.54-55.

39 MESECVI, ‘General Recommendation’,pp.13,14.

4 Gonzdlez et al. (“Cotton Field”) v. Mexico,Series C No.205,Judgment,16 November 2009 Gonzdlez et
al,Judgment”),para.370; MESECVI,’General Recommendation’,pp.13,14.
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evidence*' due to the active concealment of evidence associated with enforced disappearance.*? The
general context of violence against women and ongoing patterns of disappearances should be
highlighted in the General Comment as strong indicia* of the gendered nature of disappearances of
women and girls.

Clear patterns of systematic disappearance of women and girls have been recorded across Sudan,*
taking place in a context where women and girls have been subjected to sexual violence for decades.*
Having a holistic understanding of this context has enabled SIHA to respond to cases of women and
girls who have disappeared, despite the lack of concrete information. For example, Roqia Ibrahim
disappeared in Khartoum on 26 June 2023 after leaving home to fetch ice during a power outage.*®
There is currently no information regarding her fate or whereabouts. Nonetheless, by drawing
linkages to similar patterns of enforced disappearances committed by the RSF in Khartoum during
this period,*’ reasonable inferences can be drawn that Roqia’s disappearance is related to this pattern.
At the same time, this approach enables SIHA to provide appropriate support to her mother, Siham
Ishaq Hassan, who continues searching for her daughter.*®

d. Intersectional Perspectives on Enforced Disappearance

As a core tenant of the General Comment, the Committee should outline the importance of
incorporating an intersectional analysis of enforced disappearance.®” The General Comment should
provide States with the tools to identify the intersectional dimensions of enforced disappearances of
women and girls, and to establish protection frameworks and responses that recognise how these
dimensions are related to the experiences of survivors and their families.® Moreover, when targeted
against a specific group, enforced disappearances and associated sexual violence should be
recognised as an underlying act of the crime against humanity of persecution®® or the crime of
genocide when committed with the specific intent to destroy the group in whole or in part.>?

In Darfur, women and girls from non-Arab tribes such as the Masalit, Berti, Fur, Tunjur and Zaghawa
are often specifically targeted by RSF soldiers for enforced disappearances, which happens alongside

41 Alvarado Espinoza et al. v. México,Series C No0.370,Judgement,28 November 2018,para.169; Arrom Suhurt et al. v.
Paraguay,Series C No.377,Judgement, 13 May 2019 (‘Suhurt et al, Judgment’),para.95.

4 Blake v. Guatemala,Series C No.36,Judgment,24 January 1998 (‘Blake, Judgment’),para.51; Ibsen Cérdenas and Ibsen
Peria v. Bolivia,Series C No.217,Judgment,1 September 2010,para.168.

4 Suhurt et al Judgement,para.95; Blake,Judgment,para.49.

4 See Section 2a above.

4 UN-HRC, Findings of the investigations conducted by the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission for the
Sudan into violations of international human rights law and international humanitarian law, and related crimes, committed

in the Sudan in the context of the conflict that erupted in mid-April 2023, A/HRC/57/CRP.6(23 October 2024),para.165.
46 STHA,*Unseen and Unheard report’,p.12.

47 See Section 3 below.

48 STHA, ‘Where is Rogia? The story of Siham Ishaq Hassan: A Mother’s search for her Missing Daughter amidst the
Sudanese conflict’(28 November 2014); STHA Network on Youtube, ‘Documentary: Where is Rogia?’.

4 UN Doc.A/HRC/WGEID/98/2,para.6; MESECVI, ‘General Recommendation’,p.27.

30 ICC-OTP, ‘Gender-based crimes’,para.75.

31 Rome Statute,Article7(1)(h); ICC Elements of Crimes,Article7(1)(h).

52 Genocide Convention,Article II; Rome Statute,Article 6; ICC Elements of Crimes, Article 6.
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SGBV.* Indeed, the FFM has acknowledged the targeting of women based on intersecting gender
and ethnic grounds in Sudan, amounting to persecution as a crime against humanity.>*

In addition, there is a clear pattern of girls being targeted for enforced disappearances in Sudan, which
can have differentiated impacts on a child’s mental and physical wellbeing, and their development
and education.” While the number of girls forcibly disappeared is hard to estimate, STHA has
documented cases of at least 18 underaged girls who have been enforcedly disappeared, with some
as young as 5 years old.>®

The distinct impact of enforced disappearances on children is often invisibilised as they are subsumed
into overall reporting of enforced disappearances of women. An adequate child-sensitive approach to
enforced disappearance of girls should recognise them as rights holders and promote their inclusion
in accountability efforts effectively and safely.’” The General Comment should, in accordance with
the Convention of the Rights of the Child,*® address the necessity to utilise a child-sensitive approach
and consider the best interest of the child as of paramount importance.>

3. Non-State Actors as Perpetrators of Enforced Disappearances against Women and Girls

The recognition of non-State actors’ as perpetrators is essential given their increasing involvement in
disappearances of women and girls.®® With men viewed as the archetypal victim of enforced
disappearance,®! international legal frameworks developed to focus on perpetration by State actors to
the exclusion of non-State actors, leading to a significant gap in its protection for women and girls.
Gradually, to address this gap, human rights bodies have considered different scenarios in which the
involvement of non-State actors gives ground to State responsibility.®> A gender approach to enforced
disappearances should address the specific experiences of women and girls, who are often targeted
by non-State actors.®

As illustrated in Sudan, the enforced disappearance of women and girls by non-State actors involves
distinct gender dynamics. Women and girls in Sudan are at heightened risk of disappearance from
non-State armed groups, with the RSF recognised as responsible for most cases, including a majority

33 STHA Database; SIHA,RSF Atrocities Persist Unabated in South Kordofan and Nuba Mountains(22 March 2024).

54 UNGA,’Report of the independent international fact-finding mission for the Sudan', A/HRC/57/23(6 September 2024),
para.95.

35 ICC-OTP,*Policy on Children’(December 2023),paras27-29.

36 STHA Database; SIHA,‘Press Statement - Caught in the Crossfire: The Hidden Toll of Sudan‘s Conflict on Children’(17
February 2025).

STICC-OTP,*Children Policy’,paras39,43,44.

% UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances,General comment on children and enforced
disappearance’,A/HRC/WGEID/98/1(14 February 2023)(‘UN Doc. A/HRC/WGEID/98/1”),para.12; Convention on the
Rights of the Child,Articles2,3,6,12.

39 UN Doc.A/HRC/WGEID/98/1,para.13.

0 CED,‘Call for Inputs’,para.25; CEDAW,‘Concluding Observations of the Committee on Elimination of Discrimination
against women’CEDAW/C/MEX/CO/7-8(27 July 2012),para.11.

61 Pervou, ‘Feminist Perspective on Enforced Disappearances’.

62 CED,"‘Statement on non-State actors in the context of the International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from
Enforced Disappearances’(2 May 2023); Gonzdlez et al,Judgment,para.283; MESECVI, ‘General Recommendation’,p.14.
93 CED, Call for Inputs’,para.25.
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of the 291 cases documented by SIHA.* In addition, in cases attributed to the RSF, there is a clear
pattern (as described above) of severe mistreatment of the disappeared women and girls, including
through rape, sexual violence and slavery.®

The scale of RSF enforced disappearance has been observed where women are later released from
RSF detention by the SAF, following their recapture of a territory.*® For example, between February
and April 2025, 54 women and girls were released in Al-Qatina, White Nile and 40 in Soba Sharif,
Khartoum.®” In these cases, gitls as young as 10 and women above 50 were detained by the RSF and
subjected to rape, gang-rape, sexual slavery, torture, forced servitude and marriage, and femicide,
among other crimes.®® In some cases, women and girls were stripped in front of RSF commanders
before subjecting them to further sexual violence.®® On resurfacing, most were found in a severely
malnourished state.”’ Some of the women were members of the same family, with the RSF seizing all
the women in particular households.”

In this context, and with the objective of enabling women and girls to access the remedies of the
Convention, currently unavailable to them, the General Comment should consider the above-
mentioned developments in international law regarding State responsibility, particularly under the
State’s duty of strict due diligence’ and its international responsibility for enforced disappearances
of women under active omission.”

4. Implementing a Gender Approach in Responses to Enforced Disappearance of Women
and Girls

States have various obligations to adequately respond to enforced disappearances, including to search
for disappeared persons and to investigate, prosecute and punish.”* The General Comment should
examine the need to incorporate a gender and intersectional perspective into these processes.

a. The Duties on Sudan to Search, Investigate and Prosecute Cases of Disappeared
Women and Girls

A robust gender approach to the obligations to search, investigate and prosecute enforced
disappearance should expand upon the gender-specific obstacles that prevent women and girls from
enjoying their rights under the Convention fully and on the same basis as men.”> Women and girls
face significant barriers to accessing justice; in Sudan, as in other countries, their disappearance is

64 STHA Database.
5 SIHA Database.
6 STHA Database.
7 SIHA Database.
%8 STHA Database.
% STHA Database.
70 SIHA Database.
71 STHA Database.

2 Gonzdlez et al,Judgment,para.283.
3 MESECVI, ‘General Recommendation’,p.14.

74 [CPPED.Articles3,7,9,11.
73 UN Doc.A/HRC/WGEID/98/2 para.15.
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less likely to be investigated.”® Reporting regularly focuses primarily on men, rendering invisible the
gendered nature of the crime, the many women and girls who have been victimised and the unique
harms they suffer.

In Sudan, the Directorate of Public Prosecution has issued a declaration allowing affected families to
report the disappearance of their relatives from anywhere in the country, regardless of the jurisdiction
where they disappeared. However, due to the ongoing hostilities, there are limited police stations
where families can report cases of enforced disappearance.”’” Moreover, in a situation where every
hour of delay exposes disappeared women and girls to further risk of life-changing harm, including
sexual violence, sexual slavery and femicide, the practice in Sudan requires families to wait at least
24 hours before reporting.”® In addition, contrary to international obligations,” there are no official
or State-led registries on enforced disappearance. Instead, once the SAF recaptures an area formerly
controlled by the RSF, they normally circulate a list of those resurfacing on social media platforms.3°
These lists have largely excluded women and girls, despite the fact that they are found in large
numbers following recapture.®! Because of this, civil society- particularly, grassroots women-led
organisations- currently lead efforts to document cases and establish registries.

Perpetrators of enforced disappearance in Sudan face absolute impunity, while the women, girls and
their families impacted have yet to receive any form of justice. Although the Government has
established a committee to investigate the crimes perpetrated by the RSF, at present, little action has
been taken, enforced disappearances have not been addressed, and there is no indication a gender
approach will be implemented.®*

The General Comment should examine the full panoply of measures available to the State to ensure
a robust gender approach to the search, investigation and prosecution of enforced disappearances of
women and girls. This should include inter alia: the duty of states to respond to the heightened risk
women and girls face of being subject to SGBV while disappeared by conducting an exhaustive search
without delay;* the establishment of adequate registries that include women and girls; the prompt
collection of evidence; and mechanisms to bring perpetrators to justice.

b. Addressing Barriers to Access to Justice for Women and Girls in Sudan

Stioma and Access to Justice

As part of a States’ obligation to incorporate a gender perspective when dealing with enforced
disappearance, they must recognise the unique psychological damage and social stigma suffered by
women and girls.* This necessarily includes addressing the prevailing social norms and gender

76 ACHPR, ‘Enforced Disappearance Guidelines’,p.16.

77 STHA Database.

78 Despite the Sudanese Criminal Code not providing a timeframe. See also, C Gonzdlez et al,Judgment,para.283.
7 CED, ‘Guiding principles for the search for disappeared persons’,CED/C/7(8 May 2019),Principlel1.

80 STHA Database.

81 STHA Database.

82 Sudan Tribune, ‘Sudan forms committee to probe war crimes by Rapid Support Forces’(4 August 2023).

8 Gonzdlez et al, Judgment,para.283; MESECVI, ‘General Recommendation’,p.20.

8 UN Doc.A/HRC/WGEID/98/2,paras5,8-11; ACHPR, ‘Enforced Disappearance Guidelines’,pp.15-17,54-55.
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stereotypes that cause stigmatisation as well as the cultural and institutional barriers to accessing
justice and reintegration into communities.* The General Comment should urge States to adequately
address gender stereotypes that perpetuate stigmatisation, shame and fear, including eliminating laws
and practices that criminalise survivors; and ensure that survivors, families and communities receive
sensitisation and holistic support.

Survivors of enforced disappearance often experience stigma, shame and guilt due to their
experiences of disappearance and sexual violence.*® The familial and communal ostracisation of
female victims, fuelled by notions of impurity, often stems from perceptions of women who have had
sexual relations with the “enemy” as collaborators and from views of men as protectors of women,
where failure to protect them justifies rejection.’” Families and communities require sensitisation and
support to overcome shame and stigma, ensuring positive family reunion, de-normalising enforced
disappearances and promoting reintegration of survivors into the community.

In the context of Sudan’s conservative and patriarchal society, sexual violence is seen as tarnishing a
woman’s ‘purity’.® Survivors often face stigmatisation by family members and their communities
who struggle to come to terms with the disappearance.®” In one case, the father to an underage girl
who survived enforced disappearance by the RSF in Wad Madani asked SIHA why his daughter
needed to be returned to the family due to the stigma associated with accepting a child that has been
subjected to sexual violence.”® SIHA has also observed women who refuse to return to their families
because of stigmatisation, in addition to wanting to heal from the trauma before making reintegration

85 OAS MESECVI, ‘Fourth Hemispheric Report on the Implementation of the Belém do Pard Convention, Latin America

Chapter, Access to Justice, Truth and Reparation: Structural Challenges and Institutional Progress’(24 January 2025)
(‘MESECVI, ‘Access to Justice report'),paras13,275.

86 On the stigma associated with SGBV, see for example: Council of Europe, ‘Conflict-related sexual violence’,Doc.15677(5
January 2023) (‘Council of Europe,Doc.15677”),para.58; FCDO and UN Women,‘Furthering comprehensive approaches to
victims/survivors of conflict-related sexual violence: An analysis of National Action Plans on Women, Peace and Security
in Indonesia, Nepal, Philippines, and Timor-Leste’(2017),p.19. On the stigma suffered by forcibly disappeared women and
girls see: UN Doc. A/HRC/WGEID/98/2,para.5; ACHPR,Enforced Disappearance Guidelines,p.16.

87 Abi-Falah,pp.429-431. See further, Lindsey,” Women Facing War’,pp.54-56 (on notions of purity); Amnesty,’ Forced
Pregnancy: A commentary on the crime in international criminal law‘(May 2021),p.24 (on victims being viewed as
collaborators). See also the following that include discussions on “men as protectors”: Haeri and Puechguirbal,p.119; Sofie
Rose,’Stigmatization and Social Death of Survivors of Wartime Sexual Violence’ (2023) Global Studies Quarterly 3(2).

88 Hanny Lightfoot-Klein, ‘The Sexual Experience and Marital Adjustment of Genitally Circumcised and Infibulated
Females in the Sudan’ (1989) Journal of Sex Research 26(3) 375: “The greatest measure of a family's honor is the sexual
purity of its women.”

8 On women being stigmatised and ostracised for conflict-related SGBV see: Council of Europe,Doc.15677 para.58; Haeri
and Puechguirbal, ‘From helplessness to agency: examining the plurality of women'’s experiences in armed conflict® (2010)
International Review of the Red Cross 92(877) 103 (Haeri and Puechguirbal’),p.120; Layla Abi-Falah, ‘Reintegration of
Female Rape Survivors: The Overlooked Priority of Transitional Justice in the Face of Mass Wartime Rape’ (2020) William
& Mary Journal of Race, Gender, and Social Justice 26(2) 425 (’ Abi-Falah’),pp.429-431; Charlotte Lindsey, ‘Women Facing
War: ICRC study on the impact of armed conflict on women’(October 2001) (‘Lindsey, ‘Women Facing War””),p.54.
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efforts.”! Survivors and families may also fear reporting, and in some cases have been coerced by the
RSF into leaving an area to prevent any investigations into the disappearance.®?

Another major concern is the criminalisation of women and girls after returning from disappearance.
Between August 2024 and March 2025, SIHA received reports of over 300 women detained by the
SAF in locations including Wad Madani (Al Gezira), Gedaref, Port Sudan, and Dalanj.”* Many of
these women are held in inhumane conditions and face charges under the Sudanese Criminal Code of
1991 and the Anti-Terrorism Act of 2001, being accused of collaborating with the RSF - often based
solely on their ethnicity, socio-economic status, place of residence or following instances of
disappearance by the RSF.”* These cases reflect a broader pattern of gendered and ethnically targeted
repression emerging in the post-RSF control landscape.®

The Need for Holistic, Trauma-informed Support for Survivors and the Families of the
Disappeared

The provision of services for survivors of gender-based violence, including of enforced
disappearance, is an obligation of the State under the duty to facilitate women’s access to justice.”®
States should ensure that these are accessible to women without discrimination, and that they are
adapted to their specific needs.”’

Shelters, medical assistance, psychological and legal support are critically needed to respond to the
multifaceted harms women and girls experience during and after their disappearance. Many of these
harms have specific gender dimensions related to the health and psychological well-being of
survivors, including the trauma associated with disappearances while pregnant, exposure to SGBYV,
unwanted pregnancies following sexual violence, and lack of appropriate health care during
menstruation or while giving birth in captivity.”®

In Sudan, the deliberate targeting of women and girls as a means to exert control over territories and
populations through systematic violence against women’s bodies, increases women’s vulnerability
and adds to their psychological and physical trauma.” Patriarchal norms that centre women’s bodies
as the source of familial and community honour and integrity increase the risk of traumatisation
during and after disappearance.'” In Sudan, women and girls have resorted to suicide as the trauma
and stigmatisation associated with SGBV becomes too much to bear. In Al-Gezira, 13 women
committed suicide by throwing themselves into the Nile after being subjected to horrific SGBV

91 STHA Database.

92 SIHA,‘Unseen and Unheard report’,p.9.

93 STHA Database.

%4 SIHA Database.

%5 SIHA Database.

% MESECVI, ‘Access to Justice report’,para.9; UN Doc. A/HRC/WGEID/98/2,paras26-31.

97 MESECVI, ‘Access to Justice report’, para.318; ACHPR, ‘Enforced Disappearance Guidelines’,pp.30-31; UN
Doc. A/HRC/WGEID/98/2,paras1-2,15,16.

%8 PeaceRep, ‘Why we need gender-specific provisions on enforced disappearances in Africa’(16 August 2022).
9 SIHA Database.

100 T indsey, ‘Women Facing War’,pp.52-56; Haeri and Puechguirbal,p.119; Abi-Falah,pp.429-431.
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following the RSF’s attack in October 2024.'°" STHA also interviewed six women who, fearing the
advance of RSF militia in their villages, openly contemplated suicide to escape the horrors associated
with the RSF.'®

Access to medical assistance, psychosocial support and shelters poses a serious challenge in Sudan,
largely due to the ongoing armed conflict and the continuous cycles of violence against women. There
is a significant lack of medical and psychosocial support for women and girls who have returned from
being forcibly disappeared,'® including for those who have suffered unwanted pregnancies due to
rape.'% Survivors seeking support also face the risk of being repeatedly subjected to SGBV: when the
54 women and girls in Al Qatina resurfaced, some of them were raped by SAF soldiers before being
taken to medical facilities, where they received incomplete support.!® These are gross human rights
violations that should be investigated, prosecuted and punished.!%

Additionally, only a few survivors’ shelters exist and these remain understaffed, underfunded and
with limited space.!”” Survivors must travel long and dangerous distances to access these facilities.'*
This poses challenges for women who must pass numerous SAF checkpoints to reach the shelters,
facing criminalisation and increasing vulnerability to potential further unlawful arrest and
detention.'”

These women and girls require urgent, long-term and holistic support to prevent loss of life, promote
their physical and psychological well-being and reestablish a sense of dignity. The General Comment
must urgently address the need for medical, psychological, legal and other support services for
survivors of enforced disappearances and their families, including referral pathways for assistance,
recognising and responding to the unique and intersectional needs of individual survivors. The context
of Sudan makes it clear that even as State capacity may be limited due to an ongoing conflict, there
are certain immediate needs of survivors of enforced disappearance that must be fulfilled. There must
be a clear prohibition of de jure and de facto obstacles to survivors’ access to life-saving services, as
well as a zero-tolerance policy towards the commission of SGBV acts,'!? including against survivors
seeking support. Additionally, women-led organisations close critical gaps in the overall State
response to enforced disappearance. In this sense, it is important for the General Comment to
highlight the role of these actors and to call on States like Sudan to provide an enabling environment
and sufficient resources for their efforts in providing services and protection.

Furthermore, the General Comment should highlight the importance of implementing a trauma-
sensitive approach to services for survivors and their families, which recognises and responds to the

101 STHA Database; SIHA,‘Central Sudan Genocide Shadows’(29 October 2024).
102 STHA Database; SIHA,‘Central Sudan Genocide Shadows’(29 October 2024).
103 STHA Database.

104 STHA, ‘Submission to the United Nations Human Rights Council on the Escalating Conflit-Related Sexual Violence in
Sudan and the Urgent Need for Action’(27 February 2025).

105 STHA Database.

106 UN Doc.CEDAW/C/GC/30,paras34,38.

107 STHA Database.

108 STHA Database.

109 STHA Database.

110 UN Doc. CEDAW/C/GC/30,para.38.
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complex trauma of enforced disappearance.''! This should aim at advancing their safety, healing and
recovery from the traumatic experiences of enforced disappearance.'!? States should support and
enable community-based, women-led initiatives for survivors, to ensure the accessibility of services
and the trust of survivors.

c¢. Domestication of the Convention in Sudan

A State’s duty of due diligence in cases concerning the disappearance of women and girls requires
the elimination of obstacles to accessing justice, including legislative barriers.!!? Although Sudan
ratified the Convention in August 2021,'' there have been significant delays in the domestication of
the Convention due to the coup in October 2021,'" and the eruption of the war between the SAF and
the RSF in April 2023. As Sudan is currently in a state of emergency, there is no working legislative
body which could carry through the domestication process. Sudan’s Criminal Code does not make a
firm mention of the issue of enforced disappearance, save as flagging it as a crime against humanity
under Article 186.'"° Reference is made to the crime of abduction, however, the Criminal Code in no
way qualifies as a domestication of Sudan’s obligations under the Convention, especially because it
was enacted before Sudan ratified the Convention. Currently, the lack of an adequate domestic legal
framework to respond to the enforced disappearance of women and girls presents a significant
challenge for victims and families seeking long-awaited justice.

This context occurs against the backdrop of significant regional efforts to address enforced
disappearance, including the establishment of a specific mandate on this issue for the Working Group
on Death Penalty, Extra-Judicial, Summary or Arbitrary Killing, which developed the Guidelines on
the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearances in Africa.!!” Regionally-led efforts such
as these should be emphasised in the General Comment, as they are important for the development
of contextualised standards. The General Comment should call for States Parties to the Convention
to take all measures to promote the regional implementation of the Convention, including in the
African Human Rights System, while implementing a gender approach to disappearances of women
and girls.

5. The Rights to Reparation, Participation and Truth under a Gender Approach

Article 24 of the Convention stipulates various rights of victims, including to truth and reparations.
In outlining States’ responsibilities and actions in this regard, the General Comment should include
(amongst others) the following gender-specific considerations.

a. Reparations for survivors and families of disappeared women and girls in Sudan

I ICC-OTP, ‘Gender-based crimes’,para.72.

12 JCC-OTP, ‘Gender-based crimes’,para.72.

13 MESECVI, ‘Access to Justice report’,paras5,21; UN Doc. A/HRC/WGEID/98/2,para.29.

114 OHCHR, ‘Ratification of 18 International Human Rights Treaties’.

115 Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, ‘Sudan’s Conflict in the Shadow of Coups and Military Rule’(17 August
2023).

116 Sydan Criminal Code (1991), as uploaded to IHRDA’s SGBV database.

117 ACHPR, ‘Enforced Disappearance Guidelines’.
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States are obliged to ensure the right to reparations for women and girl victims of enforced
disappearance.!'® Reparations for survivors and their families should be holistic, and include
19 ytilising
a gender-sensitive and differentiated approach.'?® There is also a need to address intergenerational
trauma'?! together with the continuous cycles of enforced disappearance in armed conflicts like

compensation, legal, psychosocial services, satisfaction and guarantees of non-repetition,

Sudan, as in the case of Siham Ishaq Hassan, whose father disappeared when she was a child and
whose daughter has now disappeared too.'??> Despite the wide-ranging effects of disappearance,
aggravated by stigma and criminalisation, there are no current efforts in Sudan to provide survivors
and their families with reparations.

The General Comment should therefore examine the duties of States towards ensuring adequate
reparations for individuals and communities in the context of armed conflict and address the
multifaceted needs of victims, including specific reparation funds for SGBV survivors.!?* Reparative
measures should also seek to address the root causes of gender discrimination and violence against
women.'?*

b. Right to participation and the right to truth

States have a duty to ensure victims’ right to truth'? as well as to promote the right of survivors and
families to participate in all official proceedings concerning enforced disappearance,'?® including
when they are organised in women-led groups and associations.'”” In Sudan these rights remain
unfulfilled, compounded by the above-discussed paucity of access to justice, support services and
lack of reparations mechanisms.

As such, the General Comment should elaborate on States’ duty to take gender-sensitive, victim-
centric action to promote these rights and delve into how the processes laid out in this submission,
which survivors and their families have the right to actively participate in, are also essential to a
broader pursuit for truth'?® in contexts of ongoing disappearances of women and girls, as the one in
Sudan. Following a gender-sensitive approach, States’ truth-seeking efforts must account for the
context in which the violence occurred and its differentiated impact on women (particularly during

129

armed conflict) as well as structural causes underlying gender-based violence, *” ongoing impunity

18 JCPPED,Article24;  ACHPR,  ‘Enforced  Disappearance  Guidelines’,  pp.49,82-85; UN  Doc.
A/HRC/WGEID/98/2,paras37-44.

119 CEDAW, ‘General recommendation No. 35 on gender-based violence against women* CEDAW/C/GC/35(26 July 2017)
(‘UN Doc.CEDAW/C/GC/35”),para.33.

120JACHR, CED, WGEID, ‘Joint statement: States Must Prevent the Adverse Effects Faced by Relatives of Missing Persons
and Respond to these from a Gender Perspective’(30 August 2022).

121 OMCT, ‘Enforced disappearance: the families’ permanent suffering is torture’ (6 December 2022).

122 STHA Database.

123 UN Doc.CEDAW/C/GC/35,para.33.

124 Impunity Watch, ‘Guidelines on Transformative Reparations for Survivors of Sexual Violence’(2019),pp.11-15.

125 [CPPED, Article24(2); UN Doc. A/HRC/WGEID/98/2.paras22-25.

126 UN Doc.A/HRC/WGEID/98/2,paras33-36; MESECVI, ‘Access to Justice report’,paras271,274,582.

27MESECVI, ‘Access to Justice report’,para.277.

128 MESECVI, ‘Access to Justice report’,paras15,579-581.

129 MESECVI, ‘Access to Justice report’,para.580.
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and the use of enforced disappearance and SGBYV as a weapon of war. States must strengthen women’s
participation in matters related to enforced disappearance such that it is practical and effective,'*°
while also accounting for the underlying causes precluding participation, such as stigma and gender
discrimination.'3!

6. Summary of recommendations

According to the analysis and recommendations included in this submission, and with the objective

of broadening the protection of women and girls against enforced disappearance by enabling them to
access the remedies under the Convention, SIHA and GRC recommend that the General Comment:

1.

Utilises a robust gender and intersectional approach in the interpretation of the Convention to
recognise enforced disappearance as an autonomous form of gender-based violence, as well as
its connections to SGBYV, including sexual and reproductive violence. The General Comment
should elaborate on how enforced disappearance is intrinsically linked to and exacerbates
underlying gender inequalities, how and why women and girls are targeted differently to men,
and how these acts impact women and girls differently because of their gender and other
intersectional identities.

Recognises the participation of non-State actors and armed groups as perpetrators of enforced
disappearances of women and girls under the Convention, following an approach which
appreciates the unique experiences of women and girls and promotes a progressive and gender-
sensitive implementation of the Convention.

. Clarifies and broadens the meaning of applying a ‘gender approach’ to responses to the

enforced disappearance of women and girls, including investigations, searches, prosecutions,
reparations and the tracking of those disappeared through the establishment of State-led
registries. These should be linked to the right to participation and the right to truth, while
stressing the need to address stigma and gender stereotypes that hinder women’s access to
justice and services, which entails sensitisation efforts and prohibits the criminalisation of
women while taking all measures to eliminate the use of gender stereotypes.

Examines the need for holistic and trauma-informed support for women and girl survivors and
their families, which should include life-saving medical, psychosocial and other services that
implement an intersectional approach, including in contexts of armed conflict. This is
particularly important to strengthen reintegration efforts, and it is critical to call on States to
allocate sufficient resources in catering for these services.

. Acknowledges the critical role that women led-civil society organisations play in the provision

of services and protection against the enforced disappearance of women and girls. It is
imperative that the General Comment calls on States to provide an enabling environment and
sufficient resources for the continuation of their efforts in closing a critical gap.

SUBMISSION WORD COUNT: 6900

130 MESECVI, ‘Access to Justice report’,paras8,582; Rochela Massacre v. Colombia,Series C No.175,Judgment,28 January
2008,para.195.
131 UN Doc. A/JHRC/WGEID/98/2,paras15,33-36.
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ABOUT THE SUBMITTING ORGANISATIONS

Strategic Initiative for Women in the Horn of Africa (SIHA) Network

The Strategic Initiative for Women in the Horn of Africa (SIHA) Network, born from the social justice
movement, is an indigenous Pan African women's rights network rooted in passion and commitment.
Founded in the mid-1990s by women activists from Djibouti, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia, Somaliland,
South Sudan, Sudan, and Uganda, SIHA operates as an inclusive and diverse feminist network in
politically volatile contexts with over 217 members across the region.

SIHA challenges stereotypes by advocating for women's empowerment. Through a political lens,
SIHA addresses issues such as religious militancy, militarisation, economic empowerment, and
gender stereotypes. With a deep connection to its constituency, SIHA actively supports civic activism,
particularly in conflict and post-conflict situations. As a feminist network led by African women
across seven countries, SIHA promotes inclusivity and diversity within women's movements,
fostering solidarity and driving tangible progress in safeguarding and advancing women's rights
throughout the Greater Horn of Africa.

More information about SIHA and our activities is available on our website: sihanet.org. Contact us
at: info@sihanet.org.

Global Rights Compliance (GRC)

Global Rights Compliance is an international law foundation established in 2013, dedicated to
promoting accountability and strengthening justice systems through the application of international
law.

With past and ongoing operations in some of the world’s most complex legal and security
environments (including Syria, Iraq, Palestine, Sudan, Yemen, Ukraine, and the Central African
Republic), GRC provides specialised legal expertise, policy solutions, and strategic advisory services
to uphold justice and strengthen the rule of law globally. Through partnerships with governments,
international institutions, and civil society organisations, GRC provides legal and technical expertise
to enhance accountability mechanisms, support war crimes investigations, and integrate international
legal standards into national frameworks.

GRC's Gender and Child Justice Division advances victim-centred practices through the application
of international law in contexts of atrocity and oppression. Through the implementation of gender-
transformative and child-sensitive approaches in different contexts, the Division contributes to
developing and supporting inclusive justice processes for victims and survivors of atrocity crimes and
human rights abuses, including sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) and crimes against and
affecting children (CAAC).

More information about GRC and our activities 1s available on our website:
globalrightscompliance.org. Contact us at: ruby.axelson@grcompliance.org
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