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The elimination of racial discrimination is not 
an easy task and COVID-19 has profoundly 
affected the entire spectrum of human 
rights – from the right to life, an adequate 
standard of living, social security, work, and 
education, to protection from gender-based 
violence. It has exacerbated inequalities, 
poverty, discrimination and other human rights 
violations with a disproportionate impact on 
those most marginalised. 

Perseverance and determination are  
needed to build on the lessons learned 
from the Sharpeville tragedy and repair 
the injustices of the past. A robust human 
rights framework is the only way to provide a 
remedy for those injustices, tackle inequality 
and underlying structural differences, and 
empower all people to achieve a dignified, 
inclusive and just society.

Young people are agents of change who 
can build solidarity, lead change and stand up 
against racism.  

Follow us:
  @UN Human Rights Southern Africa, @ohchr_sa 
  rosa@ohchr.org
   www.ohchr.org

Mr Abram Mofokeng, Sharpeville Massacre survivor.

S
ixty-nine unarmed, nonviolent 
protesters were gunned down by 
South African police and hundreds of 
others were injured on 21 March 1960. 
The Sharpeville massacre compelled 

the international community to mark the 
International Day for the Elimination of  
Racial Discrimination. 

Abram Mofokeng was 20 at the time and 
helped organise the peaceful protest. He  
was demonstrating against the apartheid 
pass laws intended to restrict and control  
the movement and employment of black 
South Africans. 

Mofokeng survived the attack, but at the 
time he did not know how he would make it 
out alive. “The first bullet hit me my foot. My 
shoe flew off. As we turned the corner to find 
shelter, a second bullet hit me in my lower 
back. I fell on my face; I was crawling on  
the ground.” 

The world’s moral outrage following 
the Sharpeville massacre changed the 
international system of human rights forever. 
In 1960, states had no binding international 
human rights treaty on racism. That changed 
with the entry into force of the International 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Racial Discrimination on 4 January 1969. 

THE WORLD’S MORAL OUTRAGE FOLLOWING 
THE SHARPEVILLE MASSACRE CHANGED 
THE INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM OF HUMAN 
RIGHTS FOREVER.

“WE NEED THE VOICES OF YOUNG PEOPLE TO BREAK THROUGH THE SILENCE THAT LOCKS IN 
DISCRIMINATION AND OPPRESSION. WE MUST LISTEN TO THEM, LEARN FROM THEM, AND 
WORK WITH THEM TO BUILD A BETTER FUTURE.”   –  ABIGAIL NOKO, OHCHR’S REGIONAL REPRESENTATIVE 

 This historic tragedy symbolises a    
 hard-won lesson in the global  

 fight against racism 

THE 
SHARPEVILLE 

MASSACRE

The United Nations and the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 
will commemorate the 61st anniversary of the 
Sharpeville massacre by engaging the public 
through its flagship #FightRacism campaign. 
“Youth standing up against racism” is the theme 
for 2021. The aim is to foster a global culture of 
tolerance, equality and nondiscrimination that 
calls on each one of us to stand up against 
racial prejudice and intolerant attitudes. 

An Anti-Racism Live Global Digital 
Experience will mark 21 March, featuring 
the story of the Sharpeville massacre, 
internationally acclaimed artists, actors 
and prominent speakers including 
Zulaikha Patel and Zwai Bala (register 
here: https://www.peaceoneday.org/Main/
Events?p=March2021Anti-RacismDay)

OUR YOUTH ARE THE AGENTS OF CHANGE THE 
WORLD NEEDS
OHCHR’s regional representative Abigail Noko 
says: “We call on all decision-makers to give 
youth a seat at the decision-making table. 
We need the voices of young people to break 
through the silence that locks in discrimination 
and oppression. We must listen to them, learn 
from them, and work with them to build a  
better future.”
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