REPORT ON A WORKSHOP ON RIGHTS-BASED APPROACHES

Save the Children Sweden

On 13 – 14 February 2003, 35 delegates representing a host of UN agencies, bilateral donors, NGOs, human rights groups, and private actors, attended a workshop on ‘Rights-Based Approaches to Development’ at Save the Children Sweden’s Headquarters in Stockholm. 

The workshop was undertaken as a participative exercise involving presentations and working group discussions around the following subject heads: 

1) Accountability where there is no Government

2) People claiming their Rights

3) Implementing a Rights-Based Approach

4) Policy Advocacy and Campaigning

5) Formal Human Rights Mechanisms

Participants were able to kick-start the process of exchanging and sharing ideas. Moreover, they recognised the ‘added value’ in continuing to network and share information between duty-bearers, development organisations, human rights actors and the rights-holders themselves, addressing immediate needs through a ‘right-based system’, even if their agendas might at times be widely different. Participants heard from various organisations about their lessons from operationalising, understanding, and the internalising the RBA. 










While some participants made the case for development assistance by agreeing that the RBA was an ongoing project, others argued that it implied fundamental changes to the development industry. Since using a rights-focus enables organisations to put excluded individuals at the crux of their work, it should therefore be seen as central to all development approaches. Development actors should therefore play a role in working at the local level with disempowered people to understand how to breach powerlessness and help them claim their rights. A number of participants spoke about the importance of allowing right-holders to participate as actors in defining, as well as claiming, their rights. 

There was a general consensus that implementing the RBA required organisations to continue to step back and look at the reasons why they were doing it (injustice, exclusion, etc.) and then reviewing how to deal with these reasons in the most appropriate way. This would imply fundamental changes; with discussions kept alive at all levels in every organisation. There was widespread agreement that other approaches should be used in conjunction with the RBA, so long as organisations put the individual at the centre of these approaches. While international legal instruments were seen to give permanence to good development practice as well as ensuring accountability, there was also agreement about the need to amend the current mechanisms for monitoring and evaluating human rights obligations. This would involve increased interaction between UN agencies and NGOs.

Where there might usually be a lack of critical analysis of rights approaches, this workshop raised some brutal questions about the RBA and development assistance in general. The incorporation of actors working specifically on human rights issues made the workshop distinct by putting pressure on development actors to face important questions about the limitations of their programmes. Indeed, one of the main criticisms was that development actors in general were seen to refrain from pressurising Governments about specific rights violations, for fear of risking their legitimacy and future programme activities. 

The report together with the full text presentations could be obtained from Save the Children Sweden; www.rb.se or info@rb.se.

