
 

 

 
 

 

 

 LEARNING ABOUT OUR HUMAN RIGHTS  

 ACTIVITY: CRIMINALIZING PROTESTERS  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 ACTIVITY  

 CRIMINALIZING PROTESTERS 
 
 
 

 

 KEY CONCEPTS  
  freedom of expression and peaceful assembly 

 women activists 

 enforced disappearance 

  sexual violence, intimidation and harassment 

 arbitrary arrest and detention 

 ABOUT THIS ACTIVITY  

Participants will learn about the right to freedom of assembly as a 
fundamental human right enabling peaceful protests, and the role 
of the government and security forces in protecting this right 
through the real-life story of three women. Joanah, Cecillia and 
Netsai were assaulted and jailed and are now on trial for ‘faking’ 
their own abduction. Participants will take action to demand 
justice for Joanah, Cecillia and Netsai. 

 

 LEARNING OUTCOMES  
Participants will: 
 explore the concept of the right to freedom of peaceful assembly, 

how it relates to protest and how it connects to other rights; 
  understand the duty of governments and law enforcement to 

uphold these rights; 
  feel empathy with those whose right to freedom of peaceful 

assembly has been violated, through the story of Joanah, 
Cecillia and Netsai; 

 learn about Amnesty International’s Write for Rights campaign; 
 write letters in support of and showing solidarity with Joanah, 

Cecillia and Netsai. 

 AGE: 14+  

 TIME NEEDED  

60 minutes – you may want additional time for 
the Take Action section. 

 MATERIALS  
 Handout: Joanah, Cecillia and Netsai’s story 

(page 11) 
 Background information on protests, 

criminalization and arbitrary arrests (pages 9-10) 
 Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

(UDHR) simplified version (page 5) 
  Paper, pens and envelopes (if sending letters) 
 Optional: Template letters from 

www.amnesty.org/writeforrights/ 
 Optional: Video of Joanah, Cecillia and Netsai 

from www.amnesty.org/w4r-videos (available in 
English). 

 PREPARATION  
 Print the handout, background information 

and copies of the UDHR for each participant. 

 Read the background information on pages 
9-10. 

 MORE INFORMATION  
 Take the Write for Rights short course at 

academy.amnesty.org/learn/course/external/ 
view/elearning/145/write-for-rights-a-short- 
guide 

 Take our Right to Protest short course at 
academy.amnesty.org/learn/course/external/ 
view/elearning/201/the-right-to-protest 

 Read Amnesty’s briefing on the right to 
protest at amnesty.org/en/documents/ 
ACT30/5856/2022/en/ 

 

 Tell participants that this activity includes 
references to sexual violence and specific 
practices of torture which can be disturbing 
and may cause them to feel uncomfortable. 
Please check in with them during the activity 
to see how they are coping. Explain that if at any 
moment anyone wants to stop participating due 
to the subject matter, that is OK. 

 In contexts where using the word protest is 
too controversial and might put participants 
at risk, you may want to replace it with an 
alternative such as the rights to freedom of 
peaceful assembly and expression. 

 
 

1. LEADING FOR CHANGE: THE STORY OF CECILLIA, 
 JOANAH AND NETSAI – 20 MINUTES 
As you are diving right into the story of Cecillia, Joanah and Netsai, make sure to set the right 

mood. You can do this by playing some calming music and asking participants to close their 

eyes and think of a moment in their life where they showed leadership skills and created 

positive change together with or for others. Invite them to try to remember how this made them 

feel. Have they helped other people? Taken the lead and changed something for 

the better? After a couple of minutes, ask participants to open their eyes, and allow time for 

participants to share their thoughts, either in plenary or in pairs with the person next to them. 

Tell them that we are exploring the story of three strong women who lead change in Zimbabwe. 

Warn the group that this story might be upsetting as it contains details about violence against 

women, allowing anyone to step out of the room if necessary. Read the following excerpt aloud: 

 
 
 

 

 

IMPORTANT TO CONSIDER 

http://www.amnesty.org/writeforrights/
http://www.amnesty.org/w4r-videos
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Cecillia, Joanah and Netsai are three women with a lot of things in common. They like 

playing board games, watching Netflix and getting involved in politics. They are pro- 

democracy activists who are active members of Zimbabwe’s main opposition party. 

Sadly, they went through a horrific situation together and now share terrible memories of 

a degrading attack. 

 
On 13 May 2020, Cecillia, Joanah and Netsai were arrested at a police roadblock in 

Harare, Zimbabwe’s capital, for leading an anti-government protest over the authorities’ 

response to the Covid-19 pandemic and widespread hunger in the country. While in 

police custody, they were forced into an unmarked car and forcibly disappeared. With 

hoods over their heads, they were driven out of the city. Scared for their lives, the 

women were thrown into a pit, beaten, sexually assaulted and forced to eat human 

excrement during their abduction. They were found two days later, 87km from Harare. 

Covered in cuts and bruises, with their clothes torn, they were taken to the hospital. 

 
Take some initial reactions from the group on how they feel after hearing this story. Discuss the 

story through the following questions: 

■ Why do you think the police picked out Cecillia, Joanah and Netsai? Do you think they were 

singled out for a specific reason? 

■ Do you think they were treated differently because they are women? What are some of the risks 

and dangers that women activists or protesters may face? 

 
 

2.  PROTECT AND RESPECT HUMAN RIGHTS – 15 Minutes 
Disclose that there is more to the story. Read the following aloud: 

While hospitalized, Cecillia, Joanah and Netsai were charged with criminal offences 

related to the protest. Prison guards and police officers were at the hospital to prevent 

them from talking to journalists. After stating that they recognized some of their 

attackers, the women were re-arrested on 10 June 2020 and charged with faking their 

abduction. They were given bail on 26 June 2020. Cecillia, Joanah and Netsai’s trial 

began in January 2022 and was ongoing at the time of writing. To date, no 

investigation has been initiated into their enforced disappearance or their allegations of 

torture and no one has been held accountable. 

 
Hand out copies of the women’s story (page 11), the background information (pages 9-10) and the 

summary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (page 5). 

Divide the participants into small groups and give them about 10 minutes to read the 

handouts. Ask them analyse the story using these questions: 

■ From the background information, what are the relevant elements that apply to this 

story? 

■ Which of Cecillia, Netsai and Joanah’s human rights do you think may have been 

violated? 

■ What kind of message do you think the treatment of Cecillia, Netsai and Joanah sends to 

other protesters? 

■ What should government and law enforcement officers have done, and what should 

they not have done? 

To close, bring the participants back together and reflect as a group on the following questions: 

■ How do you feel after having heard the full story? 

■ What do you think gives these three women the strength and courage to continue? 

■ How could you take action to support them?

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
If this is the first time that participants 
have been introduced to the UDHR, you 
should start by explaining what it is, 
using the information on page 4. 
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3. TAKE ACTION – 15 MINUTES 
Explain about Amnesty’s Write for Rights campaign. Explain that Amnesty is encouraging people 

to demand justice for Joanah, Cecillia and Netsai. Give examples from last year’s campaign 

(page 3) demonstrating how successful writing letters and taking other actions can be. 

If there isn’t enough time for participants to take action within the time allowed, encourage 

them to organize how to do so afterwards or divide the actions among the groups. Encourage 

them to be creative. 

 
Show participants the video of Joanah, 
Cecillia and Netsai which can be found 
here: www.amnesty.org/w4r-videos 
(available in English). 

 
 

 

 WRITE A LETTER  

Encourage participants to write to the Zimbabwean authorities using the contact information 

on the right. 

Explain that a personal message to the officials can have the most impact. You can give the 

participants the following guidelines to help them write their letter: 

■ Tell the authorities something about yourself to make this a personal letter. 

■ Tell them what shocks you about the case of Joanah Mamombe, Cecillia Chimbiri 

and Netsai Marova. 

■ Tell them why you think it is important that governments respect and uphold the 

right to protest. 

■ Tell them to immediately and unconditionally drop all charges against Cecillia, Joanah and 

Netsai and end the harassment they face for peacefully exercising their right to protest. 

President of the Republic of Zimbabwe 

Office of the President 

Munhumutapa Building 

Corner Sam Nujoma and Samora 

Machel Avenue 

P. Bag 7700, Causeway 

Harare 

Zimbabwe 

 
Email: info@opc.gov.zw 

Twitter: @edmnangagwa Facebook: 

Emmerson Dambudzo Mnangagwa 

 
Salutation: Your Excellency 

 
 
 
 

 SHOW SOLIDARITY  

Show Cecillia, Joanah and Netsai that you believe in them. Send them your message of 

solidarity and hope. Draw pictures of butterflies and flowers to accompany your message, 

take a photo of your message, and post it to your social media, tagging them when you do. 

Then, mail your message to the address on the right. Don’t forget to follow them on Twitter! 

Cecillia: @ceechimbiri2 

Joanah: @JoanaMamombe 

Netsai: @MarovaNetsai 

Cecillia, Joanah and Netsai speak English and Shona. Here are some example messages 

to include: 

We stand with you during this time of persecution by the Government of Zimbabwe. You will 

overcome. 

(In Shona: Joanah, Netsai and Cecillia, tinomira nemi panguva ino mukushungurudzwa kwamurikuitwa 

nehurumunde yeZimbabwe. Muchakunda.) 

Joanah, Cecillia and Netsai, you are strong women and an inspiration to many. Don’t give up! 

Never give up. #Justice for Cecillia, Joanah and NetsaiAddress for Cecillia and Joanah: 

c/o Lucia Masuka Executive Director 

Amnesty International Zimbabwe 54 Midlothian Avenue 

Eastlea Harare Zimbabwe 

 

Address for Netsai: 

Amnesty Norge 

v/ Richard/SFL 

PO Box 702 Sentrum N-0106 

Oslo 

Norway 
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 BACKGROUND INFORMATION  

 THE RIGHT TO PROTEST  
 

Peaceful protest is a dynamic and public way of exercising 

our human rights. Throughout history, protests have allowed 

individuals and groups to express dissent, opinions and ideas, 

expose injustice and abuse, and demand accountability from 

those in power, through collective mobilization, creativity and 

defiance. But protesters may be considered a menace to people 

in power, especially when the ideas or opinions expressed 

challenge the status quo and power dynamics. Instead of 

addressing pressing concerns and promoting dialogue to 

find solutions to injustice, abuses and discrimination, states 

often respond by stigmatizing and cracking down on peaceful 

protesters. 

People participating in protests do not all face the same barriers. 

Women, LGBTI people and gender non-conforming people face 

specific challenges to participation in protests and more generally 

in the civic space, as their rights are restricted by societies that 

use different types of violence, marginalization, social norms and 

sometimes even legislation to repress them and to maintain a 

status quo dominated by patriarchy and heteronormativity. 

 
 CRIMINALIZATION OF PROTESTERS 
Peaceful protests often have an element of disruption, whether 

it is slowing or blocking traffic, making noise, or even trespassing 

on private spaces. Even if protests seem to have a disorderly, 

chaotic or disruptive manner, they should be allowed to go on 

if they remain peaceful. However, human rights defenders are 

facing a higher level of threat in the context of peaceful assemblies, 

both as organizers and participants. Tactics used to police 

demonstrations continue to be one of the main threats to the safe 

and free exercise of the right to peaceful assembly, with many 

governments using unlawful force, intimidation and arbitrary 

arrests against protesters. 

When peaceful protesters are called criminals and troublemakers, 

or when they are charged with criminal offences and sued, for 

example for ruinous damages, or accused of very serious crimes 

such as terrorism or sedition, this not only silences individuals; 

it also delegitimizes specific groups of protesters and their causes. 

This process of stigmatization and criminalization of protesters is 

an attempt to stop them and others from joining in with their 

actions or sympathizing with their calls. Arresting, detaining and 

prosecuting peaceful protesters are also tactics used by 

governments to ‘make an example’ of them, and thus silence 

criticism and instil fear in the wider population to discourage them 

from joining further protests or direct actions. 
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Joanah Mamombe, Netsai 
Marova and Cecilia Chimbiri. 
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 BACKGROUND INFORMATION  

 THE RIGHT TO PROTEST  
 

 POLICING PROTESTS AND ARBITRARY ARREST AND DETENTION 
 

Law enforcement agencies have various responsibilities to protect and respect 

human rights. For example, the police have the following key roles: 

■ making sure people obey the law (enforcing the law); 

■ protecting people and keeping public order; 

■ investigating crimes and making arrests. 

Everyone has a right to liberty. The right to liberty does not mean that people 

can never be detained or imprisoned, but it does say that there must be a very 

good reason for locking someone up, and that certain safeguards must be met. 

There are specific rights and safeguards designed to protect people being held 

in detention from abuses. Some of these rights and safeguards include: 

■ An arrest or detention must be carried out according to the law. 

■ It must not be arbitrary. For example, an arrest or detention is arbitrary if 

there is no due process or basis in law, or where the law is vague, over-broad 

or incompatible with other human rights such as the rights to freedom of 

expression, peaceful assembly or belief. 

■ The person arrested must be immediately told why they are being held, and 

which crime they are accused of committing. 

If any of these safeguards are not observed, there has 

been a violation of the right to liberty. 

Furthermore, the person arrested has the rights: 

■ to a lawyer from the moment of arrest; 

■ to inform their family of their situation; 

■ to know which authority is holding them and 

to have their detention registered 

immediately; 

■ to challenge the lawfulness of their 

detention in court. 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

  HANDOUT  

 JOANAH, CECILLIA  
 AND NETSAI’S STORY  
Joanah, Netsai and Cecillia are three women with a lot of things in 

common: they love playing board games, watching Netflix and are 

passionate about politics. Sadly, they now share horrific memories 

of a terrible and degrading attack. 

On 13 May 2020, after leading an anti-government protest, 

Joanah, Netsai and Cecillia were arbitrarily arrested in Harare, 

taken to a police station and forced into an unmarked car. With 

hoods over their heads, they were driven out of the city. Scared 

for their lives, the women were thrown into a pit, beaten, sexually 

assaulted and forced to eat human excrement. They were found 

two days later, miles from Harare. Their clothes torn, covered in 

cuts and bruises, they were taken to hospital. 

While still hospitalized, Joanah, Netsai and Cecillia were charged 

with criminal offences relating to the protest. Prison guards and 

police officers were at the hospital to prevent them from talking 

to journalists. After stating that they recognized some of their 

attackers, the women were re-arrested on 10 June 2020 and 

charged with faking their ordeal. They were detained until 26 

June 2020, when they were given bail. 

Joanah, Netsai and Cecillia’s trial began in January 2022 and 

continues. To date, no one has been held accountable for their 

terrible trauma. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

“Young people must never give in to fear. We 
must confront and overcome those things 
we fear most.” 

Joanah Mamombe 
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Top to bottom: 

Joanah, Netsai and 
Cecillia in 2022. 
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 UNIVERSAL DECLARATION 
 OF HUMAN RIGHTS 

 
 

 
 Article 1 Freedom and equality in dignity and rights 

CIVIL RIGHTS AND LIBERTIES 
Right to life, freedom from 
torture and slavery, right to 
non-discrimination. 

Article 2 

Article 3 

Article 4 

Non-discrimination 

Right to life, liberty and security of person 

Freedom from slavery 

 Article 5 Freedom from torture 

 Article 6 All are protected by the law 

 Article 7 All are equal before the law 

LEGAL RIGHTS 
Right to be presumed 
innocent, right to a fair trial, 
right to be free from arbitrary 
arrest or detention. 

Article 8 

Article 9 

Article 10 

A remedy when rights have been violated 

No unjust detention, imprisonment or exile 

Right to a fair trial 

 Article 11 Innocent until proven guilty 

 Article 14 Right to go to another country and ask for protection 

 Article 12 Privacy and the right to home and family life 

SOCIAL RIGHTS 
Right to education, to found 
and maintain a family, to 
recreation, to health care. 

Article 13 

Article 16 

Article 24 

Freedom to live and travel freely within state borders Right 

to marry and start a family 

Right to rest and leisure 

 Article 26 Right to education, including free primary education 

 Article 15 Right to a nationality 

ECONOMIC RIGHTS 
Right to property, to work, to 
housing, to a pension, to an 
adequate standard of living. 

Article 17 

Article 22 

Article 23 

Right to own property and possessions 

Right to social security 

Right to work for a fair wage and to join a trade union 

 Article 25 Right to a standard of living adequate for your health and well-being 

 
 
 

   

POLITICAL RIGHTS 
Right to participate in the 
government of the country, right 
to vote, right to peaceful 
assembly, freedoms of 
expression, belief and religion 

Article 18 

Article 19 

Article 20 

Article 21 

Freedom of belief (including religious belief) 

Freedom of expression and the right to spread information 

Freedom to join associations and meet with others in a peaceful way 

Right to take part in the government of your country 

 
CULTURAL RIGHTS, 
SOLIDARITY 
RIGHTS 
Right to participate in the 
cultural life of the community. 

Article 27 

Article 28 

Article 29 

Article 30 

Right to share in your community’s cultural life 

Right to an international order where all these rights can be fully realized 

Responsibility to respect the rights of others 

No taking away any of these rights! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


