Best Regional Push for LGBTQI+ Rights: IDNOWA’s Cotonou Declaration 2026 Explained
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Shoppers are turning to faith-led activism: interfaith leaders, activists and organisers from eleven West African countries met in Porto‑Novo to adopt the Cotonou Declaration 2026 , a ten‑point roadmap aiming to make faith a source of dignity rather than discrimination across the region.
Essential Takeaways
Ten commitments: The Cotonou Declaration sets out ten priority actions from mental‑health support to language justice and representation for trans, intersex and disabled people. 
Wider backing: Endorsed by regional civil society and faith partners, signalling cross‑sectoral momentum. 
Concrete focus: Priorities include trauma‑informed care, SRHR, civic‑space protection and mobilisation of sustainable resources. 
Local context: Conference highlighted rising hostility and legal threats in several countries, while noting positive shifts in Ghana and Benin. 
Warm, practical tone: Delegates emphasised solidarity, lived experience and the need for pastorally sensitive advocacy.
A strong start: faith leaders choose dignity over discrimination
The conference opened with a vivid sense of purpose, delegates speaking plainly about fear, hope and the quiet work of community care. According to the organisers, discussions were tinged with the reality that LGBTQI+ people face increased criminalisation efforts and faith‑based exclusion in parts of West Africa. Yet the mood wasn’t all doom , there was also relief at recent decisions such as the Anglican Church of Ghana resisting calls for criminalisation, a detail that brought audible relief to some delegates.
This wasn’t an abstract policy meeting. Organisers framed the event as a response to on‑the‑ground challenges, and that practical lens shaped the Declaration’s ten commitments. The language of dignity was deliberate: faith, they said, should protect rather than punish.
What the Cotonou Declaration actually promises
The Declaration walks through ten clear priorities: expanding interfaith advocacy, promoting mental‑health and trauma‑informed care, advancing sexual and reproductive health and rights, strengthening leadership and community empowerment, protecting civic space, mobilising sustainable resources, engaging regional and international human‑rights mechanisms, promoting inclusion and justice, ensuring representation for trans, intersex and disabled people, and advancing language justice and mentorship.
That list reads like a programme you could act on next week. For instance, trauma‑informed care points to training for faith workers; language justice means materials and advocacy in local languages. The practical detail matters because it’s what turns goodwill into actual, safer spaces for people.
Why faith networks matter in rights work
Faith communities still shape daily life across West Africa, from funerals to schools, so their stance matters enormously. IDNOWA’s strategy leans into that reality , it doesn’t bypass faith leaders, it invites them in as allies. Organisers argued that shifting religious rhetoric can move public opinion and policy, which makes this interfaith approach strategic as well as moral.
At the same time, delegates were candid: not every faith leader is on board, and some governments continue to clamp down on organising. The Declaration therefore pairs pastoral outreach with legal and civic‑space defence, recognising both the moral and the tactical fronts of change.
Concrete signs of progress , and where work remains
There were bright spots to celebrate. Benin’s relatively open civic environment makes it a useful base for regional organising, and pockets of dialogue in Togo were singled out as reasons for cautious optimism. Yet country reports at the conference detailed registration denials and intensifying hostility in several places, reminding readers that progress is uneven.
That mix of hope and warning informs how activists plan. Expect efforts that combine grassroots support , counselling, local language materials, leadership training , with regional legal advocacy and international human‑rights engagement to protect organisers and challenge discriminatory laws.
How this affects communities and what comes next
For activists and faith workers, the Declaration gives a shared framework , a reference point for funding proposals, trainings and interfaith events. For donors and international partners, it signals where resources are likely to be channelled: mental health, SRHR, civic‑space defence and leadership development. And for everyday people, the messaging is simple: faith communities can change how people are treated.
Looking ahead, the test will be implementation. IDNOWA and its partners have set clear priorities; turning them into programmes, local trainings and legal wins will require money, patience and sustained solidarity. As Davis Mac‑Iyalla, IDNOWA’s Executive Director, put it, faith must be a source of dignity, not discrimination , a tidy slogan, but one that now comes with a concrete plan.
It's a small but significant step: faith and rights advocates are aligning, and that alignment could make daily life safer for many people across West Africa.
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