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advancing human rights-based strategies to eradicate poverty




Annex to information on database for resource persons

Brief overview of the human rights-based approach 

The human rights based approach to development (HRBA)
 is a methodology, a process and a goal in development work. It prioritizes agency for those living in poverty to drive the development process and integrates human rights within the heart of decision-making for transformative change. The HRBA shifts development initiatives from a focus on the needs of people living in poverty to recognition of their equal rights to access resources necessary for their well-being and social inclusion. It also tackles the unequal power relations underlying poverty and social injustice. It redresses the principle causes of exclusion and empowers those living in poverty to renegotiate their relationship with the State and other groups, to effect meaningful changes in their own lives and to influence their future. 

The human rights-based approach is a recent model that continues to develop through a process of learning and sharing experiences. However, there is now evolving global consensus on the essential elements of a HRBA. The elements: are 

(1) Linking development work with human rights;

(2) Empowerment; 

(3) Participation; 

(4) Accountability; and

(5) Non-discrimination and attention to vulnerable groups

The presence and combination of these elements distinguish the HRBA from other approaches, including rights approaches. More traditional rights approaches, for example, focus solely on the State’s obligations and responsibilities, leaving little space for active citizenship or community driven alternatives essential for long-term, sustainable transformation. The HRBA is incorporating more upstream human rights efforts however, seeking to empower those living in poverty to renegotiate their roles and entitlements with the authorities. 

Four further central issues that are critical to the very fabric of the HRBA require a mention here. These are:

(a) The need for a two-tiered strategy. Effective social transformation demands a strong State and empowered civil society, thus efforts must generally target both elements. It is of limited value if the community is mobilized, educated and organized, where the State and local authorities are neither fully aware of, nor capable of meeting, their human rights obligations.

(b) The HRBA is inherently political. The struggle for rights is an ongoing collective struggle that resists and seeks to transform unequal power relationships and structures at all levels. 

(c) Multi-lateral engagement: The need to move beyond traditional human rights strategies of protest and monitoring of violations to:

· Develop creative and holistic strategies that address the causes, on multiple levels, that deprive those living in poverty of the resources necessary to live in well-being and social inclusion. This requires different types of engagement, from policy, legal and political action to mobilisation, networking, leadership education and creativity;

· Collaborate and build solid networks among different civil society groups, community actors, academics, activists, and sympathetic members of institutional authority in the local, national, regional and international spheres.

(d) The need to integrate human rights and development. Human rights and development are not distinct approaches but essential parts of a broader process of transformation. Many problems arise in the simplification of the HRBA to “human rights work” seen as primarily advocacy and policy. The need to merge development; change theory; sociology; feminist practice; and a broader understanding of the political economy, for example, is critical for success. Integration requires closing the gap between human rights professionals operating on a national level, and the communities on whose behalf they claim to speak. Development priorities must also balance immediate needs (development-oriented) and longer-term institutional change (human rights-oriented). They must be responsive to the needs of those involved.

Our website www.equalinrights.org will be launched in mid-march with a more detailed analysis of the HRBA and links to relevant resources.

Upstream human rights efforts

The essential struggle for human rights is to find protection against all abuse of power, and to secure the fundamental freedoms and basic entitlements that follow from respect for everyone’s basic human dignity. The predominantly downstream driven human rights movement has fundamental limitations in its capacity to do this. This struggle demands upstream human rights processes. 

Now to explain a little what “upstream” actually means ….

The upstream human rights movement sees rights more as they really are: an ongoing collective human struggle, involving dynamic processes of resistance and change that engage and transform unequal relations of power. It sees also that rights can only be achieved through the involvement and empowerment of the community as a whole, particularly those whose rights are most violated. Upstream efforts are grounded in people’s needs. They use the normative human rights standards as powerful, political resources for transformative, action-oriented social change.

Upstream human rights processes start and move from people themselves, as they come to identify themselves as rights holders, and their day-to-day reality. They provide tools for these communities:

· To define themselves what are their fundamental needs to respect and protect their basic human dignity that are not being met; 

· To identify who is responsible for this and analyze the possible entry points for action; and 

· To take action, formal and informal, to change the conditions preventing the satisfaction of these needs. 

Upstream human rights efforts accept that human rights may not be entrenched within an accessible, independent and effective legal system where citizens can readily make claims. It accepts that there may be social, cultural and political realities that prevent people from being able to make claims, even where there is an enforceable legal system. It seeks to move beyond these formal mechanisms of protection to engage in a broader struggle. This struggle involves a process of confrontation against and transformation of unequal power ideologies, relationships and structures that deny rights. And it is this in fact which is the critical function of international human rights.
Some key tools of the upstream human rights movement are to:

· Use the accepted international human rights framework as a political benchmark of what conduct is legitimate or reasonable to pressure the authorities to meet people’s needs. There is a great need to connect people and their needs with the international human rights framework;

· Support those living in poverty as the central actors in the process of change;

· Build networks and coalitions to strengthen the movement against unjust forces;

· Conduct education and awareness-raising projects, including about human rights;

· Promote collective action to strive for structural change in the injustice of power relations that lie at the heart of denied need;

· Engage in protest and resistance wherever use of power affects peoples’ capabilities to sustain people’s daily livelihoods;

· Engage and negotiate responsibilities with authorities at different levels;

· Lobby and advocate in favor of one’s cause, with local, national, regional and international powers;

· Confront not just the State, but also other actors whose action impinges on people’s basic human rights, including corporations, businesses, traditional leaders and development agencies;

· Run creative judicial test-cases to challenge the system;
· Move from local values, attuned to the local context.
All aspects of the human rights-based approach are entrenched in upstream efforts: use of the human rights framework; empowerment; participation; accountability; and attention to vulnerable groups. We see that human rights-based strategies require both use of the current systems within society and expansion beyond them where necessary. However, given the role of these systems in creating and perpetuating poverty, upstream efforts must be central in order for those living in poverty to claim rights, redress injustice and ensure access to political and economic resources.

� The term human rights based approaches (HRBA) is used here because it has become an accepted term of art. However, equalinrights does not view human rights as an approach. Human rights are inherent in every human being and are accordingly of far stronger imperative. Human rights are more a long-term commitment and obligation.
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