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A rights-based approach to development promotes justice, equality and freedom and tackles the power issues that lie at the root of poverty and exploitation.  To achieve this, a rights-based approach makes use of the standards, principles and methods of human rights, social activism and of development.

Development is concerned with the distribution of resources and the access to services, such as health, education, social welfare, poverty alleviation and income generation.  Social and political activism mobilises people to demand the redistribution of power.  Examples include the redistribution of wealth between rich and poor nations through debt relief or a change in trade rules, women demanding equal pay for equal work, workers demanding fair pay and benefits, or landless peasants demanding the redistribution of farmland.

Human rights are enshrined in a set of internationally agreed legal and moral standards.  Such universally agreed standards are largely absent in conventional development theory and practice.

Rights are universal.  Human rights treaties establish the basic civil, political, economic, social and cultural entitlements and freedoms of every human being - anywhere in the world - at all times.  Equality, non-discrimination and inclusion are fundamental human rights.

Rights are inalienable.  Every human being is entitled to the same human rights from birth.  Human rights cannot be taken away or given up.

Rights come with responsibilities.  Central to the idea of human rights is the relationship between right holder and duty bearer.  States (and other ‘duty bearers’) are responsible to ensure that the rights of all people are equally respected, protected and fulfilled.  This does not mean that the State is responsible to provide everything.  It does mean, however, that the State has an obligation to create the conditions that enable other duty bearers, such as parents, private sector, local organisations, donors, and international institutions, to fulfil their responsibilities.  Right holders are responsible to respect and not to violate the rights of others.


International donors have an obligation to ensure that their social and economic policies are based on and promote international human rights standards, such as free and compulsory education for all children. They are responsible to allocate adequate resources for health and education programmes. They have an obligation to ensure that debt payments and economic restructuring do not force poorer countries to cut back on the provision of basic social services, and leave poor countries without the resources to provide education for all children.  They also have an obligation to remove agricultural subsidies and trade barriers that deny poor countries access to rich country markets.

Participation is a fundamental human right.  Every child, woman and man is entitled to demand her or his rights from duty bearers.  The rights to information, expression and association are some of the instruments with which people can demand their rights.

Rights are indivisible and interdependent.  Human rights include the whole range of civil, political, social, economic and cultural rights.  Denying certain rights undermines other rights.  For example, if the Government withholds information about the outbreak of an epidemic the people cannot protect themselves and are denied their right to health.  States that do not provide protection from domestic violence undermine women’s and children’s right to health.

Changes needed to realize rights.  Implementing human rights requires much more than ratifying an international treaty.  It requires that States and other duty bearers:

· Change policies, laws and programmes;

· Promote economic policies that enable rights;

· Ensure more effective enforcement of laws against rights violations;

· Allocate larger budgets and more resources for poor, marginalized and at-risk people;

· Change awareness, attitudes, behaviours, practices, norms and values;

· Improve the quality, relevance and responsiveness of institutions and services;

· Create opportunities for greater participation of right holders in decisions and in claiming their rights; and

· Gather better data about people and monitor the fulfilment of their rights.

Progressive realisation.  A human rights approach recognises that the capacities and resources to fulfil rights are often limited in poor countries.  The idea of ‘progressive realisation’ takes this into account and allows countries to make progress towards realising rights based on their resources.  This principle should not be abused, however.  States have no excuse for violating freedoms of expression, information, protection from torture, discrimination, etc.  Every State has options and makes decisions on how much to spend on health and education and how much on defence.


Rights-based programming holds people and institutions who are in power accountable to fulfil their responsibilities toward those with less power.  It also supports right holders to demand their rights and to be involved in political, economic and social decisions in society.  It aims to increase impact and strengthen sustainability by addressing root causes, bringing about policy and practice changes, working together with others towards common goals and by changing power relations.

Implications.  A rights-based approach has a number of implications for programming:

Long-term goals with a clear focus on people and their rights.  This requires analysing problems, causes and responsibilities at local, national and international levels.

Working together with other government and non-government agencies towards common rights-based goals;

Equity and non-discrimination: concentrating on the worst rights violations and on paying particular attention to the most marginalized people;

Accountability: Strengthening the accountability of duty bearers for human rights at all levels.  This should be achieved through a combination of direct action, changes in laws and policies, changes in institutional rules and practices, and changing attitudes and behaviours; and

Participation: Supporting right holders (children, adults and civil society institutions) to demand their rights.

Rights-based goals differ from partial and time-bound development targets.  They are 100% goals (or visions) that relate directly to the realisation of human rights (e.g., ‘Education for All’).  A rights-based goal is only achieved when all people enjoy the right.  Such goals provide a common focus for work of different organisations.  Without such goals, there is no guarantee that programme work will contribute towards realising the intended right.  Organisations have to prioritise their own actions based on what needs to be done to realise the right, on what others are doing, and on their own mandate, expertise and skills.

Working together towards a common goal.  Rights-based goals are linked to the realisation of human rights.  They are not based on what one organisation is able to accomplish.  To achieve such a broad, ambitious and long-term goal requires work at different levels, by different organisations forming alliances, and using a variety of approaches.  It also means joint analysis, common strategies, and collaboration between organisations.  In rights-based programming, institutions can no longer work in isolation from each other.

Concentrating on the worst rights violations and the most marginalized people is an essential part of a rights-based approach.  Development programmes often try to reach the largest number of people with their limited resources.  As a result, those people who are hardest to reach are often overlooked and thereby excluded.  A rights-based approach makes special efforts to identify those who are most marginalized to ensure that their rights are not forgotten.  However, this does not mean that a rights-based development approach focuses exclusively on those groups of people who are most excluded in society.

Accountability and participation.  The primary role of a rights-based development organisation is to contribute to the fulfilment of human rights by identifying relevant duty bearers and getting them to meet their obligations, and by empowering poor and exploited people to claim their entitlements.  Directly meeting needs and fulfilling rights helps people, but it does not necessarily strengthen the accountability of duty bearers.  It also does not strengthen people’s own ability to claim their rights.  Where organisations provide services, this should be done in ways that strengthen the accountability of duty bearers and empower people.

Methods.  Rights-based programming uses a wide range of methods to achieve concrete and sustainable results for people and their rights.  This approach works to get duty bearers to fulfil their obligations, to support right holders to claim their rights, to fight discrimination and to strengthen equality and inclusion.  The choice of appropriate action depends on the opportunities in a particular country, on the rights or issues that are being addressed, and on the organisation’s mandate and expertise.

For example, to combat child sexual abuse in Vietnam, an organisation may advocate for changes in legislation, use media to educate the public about sexual abuse, train social workers and law enforcement personnel in child protection methods, or establish mechanisms for listening to children in schools or orphanages.  An agency working in Cambodia to eradicate poverty may support grassroots organisations to demand land rights for landless peasants, or support the Cambodian Government to lobby rich countries to remove trade barriers and open their markets to Cambodian goods.

Conventional approaches to realise human rights include human rights education, the monitoring and reporting of human rights violations, sanctions, media campaigns, advocacy and lobbying, and using the court system to achieve justice and equality.  Rights-based programming combines approaches from human rights, social activism and development.  

Let me give some examples.

To give an example, a rights-based approach to health uses a combination of support and pressure to urge government departments to make basic health care accessible and affordable for all people in the country.  It supports people and organisations to demand better health services from the government and from other duty bearers, to allocate the health budget in a way that benefits the poor rather than the rich, to make health services more patient-friendly, to make health insurance affordable for all people, to provide access to safe drinking water, or to control polluting industries.  Far from creating dependency, such an approach empowers people to take action to claim what is their due, rather than passively accepting whatever the government is willing to give them.  Adopting a rights based approach to development has implications for programming:

Example for rights-based programming: campaign to lower the costs of AIDS drugs.

People with AIDS who live in rich countries are able to pay for the expensive drugs they need to prolong their lives.  Most people in poor countries, however, cannot afford the medicines and are left to die.  

In 2001 the international NGO Oxfam, together with other international and national NGOs, launched a global campaign to force the world’s largest pharmaceutical companies to lower the costs of their AIDS drugs.  To get their message across, Oxfam lobbied key decision makers in pharmaceutical companies and in governments, used the media, and organised public action.  The organisation combined these three approaches to mobilise public opinion to build pressure on decision makers to make the necessary changes.  The campaign was very effective and created a lot of very negative publicity for the drug companies.  Within a few days the corporations lowered the prices for AIDS drugs sold in poor countries in order to avoid further negative publicity.

This example shows how rights-based organisations are developing new approaches and strategies at global, regional and national levels to force people in power to bring about changes that benefit poor and marginalized people.

Example: Auditing – Right to information – Transparency – People’s hearings in Rajasthan, India.

The second example comes from India.  It focuses on the right to information.  The jan sunwai or people’s hearings local audit method was introduced in Rajasthan in 1994 by MKSS (Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan), a small community-based organisation.  This audit method involves research into suspected corruption in local development projects, especially employment-generation schemes targeted at poor people and communities.  Information generated in this way is compared with information from local government offices about funds allocated and actually spent on local development projects.  Villagers, particularly labourers, suppliers and contractors on local projects, are asked to verify whether they received the money due to them, or whether construction took place as claimed.  Discrepancies are noted and officials are asked to return missing sums.  This process has now been institutionalised.  A revision of the local government act in 2000 gives village assemblies the right to audit local spending, and to demand an investigation by District officials in cases where corruption has been discovered.  (Bringing Citizen Voice and Client Focus into Service Delivery: 25)
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  The articles of the CRC are often grouped according to the rights to survival, development, protection and participation.  These groupings are a useful checklist/reminder to ensure that programmes take into account all four categories of rights.  For example, education…

A rights-based goal helps to identify actions that contribute towards achieving the goal, even though no one programme intervention will, by itself, realise that goal.  Different departments and agencies will take different actions in order to maximise the potential for change.

By definition, rights-based goals are broad.  This can make it more difficult for organisations to prioritise actions.  
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States have the duty to respect, protect, fulfil rights


Respecting rights means that State laws, policies, programmes and practices must not violate rights.  States must avoid interfering with people’s pursuit of their rights, whether through torture or arbitrary arrest, illegal forced housing evictions, or the introduction of medical fees that make health care unaffordable for poor people.


Protecting rights means that States must prevent violations by others, and must provide affordable, accessible redress, for example: ensuring that employers comply with basic labour standards, preventing monopoly ownership of the media, or preventing parents from keeping their children out of school.


Fulfilling rights means that States must take positive actions to realise rights, for example: creating legislation that enshrines equal pay for equal work or increasing budgets to the poorest regions.
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Main human rights treaties 


1948	Universal Declaration of Human Rights


1949	Geneva Conventions


1965	Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination


1966	Covenant on Civil and Political Rights


1966	Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights


1979	Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women


1984	Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment


1989	Convention on the Rights of the Child








Strengthen accountability of duty bearers�


Strengthen equality and inclusion and fight discrimination�


Support people to demand their rights





Demand their rights 





Methods used in rights-based programming


Put pressure on decision makers to change policies, laws, programmes and budget allocations.


Mobilise people to demand changes in policies and resource allocations.


Use the media to raise awareness and to report abuses of power and rights violations.


Establish and monitor standards, rules and procedures.  Create systems of incentives and sanctions to enforce these standards.


Audit the quality of government services.


Monitor and report human rights violations.


Watchdog organisations and functions.


Human rights education.


Use courts to achieve justice and equality.











�	There are a few exceptions to this rule.  During a state of emergency the right to expression and information may be suspended.  Prison inmates are denied the freedom of movement.  However, States are obligated not to abuse these exceptions and many rights may never be suspended.  
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