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The past three decades have witnessed a growing convergence between 
human rights and development, most notably at the level of international 
political statements and policy commitments, and the past 10 years have 
been marked by particularly important milestones. The 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development created a substantive convergence between human 
rights and the global development goals. The declaration in the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development (SDG Declaration) adopted by the UN General 
Assembly in 2015 underscored the centrality of human rights in develop-
ment. The 2013 “Vienna+20” conference had reiterated the connections 
between human rights and development, reaffirming the right to develop-
ment and calling for the effective integration of human rights into the post-
2015 agenda. In the environmental sphere, the outcome document from the 
2012 UN Conference on Sustainable Development (“Rio+20”) reiterated the 
importance of all human rights for sustainable development and the need for 
green economy policies in the context of sustainable development and pov-
erty eradication to respect all human rights. In the climate change context, the 
2015 Paris Agreement also recognized the links to human rights. In the sphere 
of business and human rights, the 2013 adoption of the Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights by the UN Human Rights Council, although of 
more indirect relevance to donor policies, signalled a rapprochement in terms 
between the worlds of finance and investment on the one hand and human 
rights on the other.

In 2016, the United Nations General Assembly unanimously adopted the New 
York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants. Since the beginning of his term 
in January 2017, UN Secretary-General António Guterres has made proposals 
to reform the United Nations, including “sweeping changes” in the sectors 
of development, management, and peace and security. This has implications 

Preface
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for processes, guidance, assessment, and programming tools used in devel-
opment. The Secretary-General Guterres set out two new policy statements: 
the 2020 Call to Action on Human Rights and the 2021 New Common Agenda. 
In 2022, the European Commission adopted a proposal for a directive on cor-
porate sustainability due diligence. In more applied terms, the links between 
rights violations, poverty, exclusion, environmental degradation, vulnerabil-
ity, and conflict have continued to be explored, with new emphasis on systems, 
services, and infrastructure.

This edition consolidates the findings and research compiled in 2006, 2012, 
and 2016 with key developments and activities that have occurred in the subse-
quent years. This study brings together the key political and policy statements 
of recent years with a discussion of the approaches and experiences of bilateral 
and multilateral agencies engaged in integrating human rights in their devel-
opment cooperation activities in a variety of ways. Like the previous editions, 
this study seeks to advance understanding of the nexus between development 
and human rights through a systematic consideration of donor approaches. 
Like the third edition, it also seeks to enhance understanding among donors 
on how to work collectively to advance the strategic and coherent integration 
of human rights in development cooperation considering agencies’ roles and 
areas of comparative advantage.

The previous editions have noted growing recognition of the intrinsic impor-
tance of human rights in a range of contexts, as well as their potential instru-
mental relevance for improved development processes and outcomes and a 
sustained interest in tools and metrics, including human rights indicators. Since 
then, reportedly, there has been growing pushback on human rights, evident in 
recent years through the dismantling of state human rights and development 
institutions, weakened or stalled commitments, shrinking of civic space, inter-
national conflict, and inaction on global hunger and famine.

Despite this pushback and certain flagrant examples of backsliding, human 
rights remain vital to development processes and central to development dis-
course: the relevance of human rights globally has become more evident than 
ever in the post-COVID-19 context and against the backdrop of the climate cri-
sis, food insecurity, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, and more recently the conflict 
in the Middle East. These crises have put further pressure on human rights 
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in general and triggered other human rights crises, including in developing 
countries, in relation to food, fuel, and inflation.

However, just as the 2008 financial crisis defined the context of aid, placing 
additional pressure on donors to demonstrate impact and results, so too have 
the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine led to restruc-
turing and reprioritizing of budgets globally. This recalls the need to argue for 
the instrumental relevance and “value added” of human rights.

According to the UN Secretary-General’s Call to Action for Human Rights:

COVID-19 has underscored the urgency of human rights to sustainable develop-
ment, and of the importance for the UN of putting human rights at the centre of 
all its work. The pandemic has proven more than ever the interconnectedness of 
human rights and that a holistic approach is necessary to address the structural 
inequalities that the pandemic has unveiled so starkly. The COVID-19 recovery is 
a historic opportunity for building a new social contract based on human rights, 
gender equality and equal opportunities for all. With solidarity and global coop-
eration, we can ensure that human rights provide better outcomes for everyone 
and bring us closer to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).1

Like the previous editions, this edition is based on an examination of pol-
icy, guidance and operational documents, evaluations, and donors’ practical 
experience with projects and programs. It reviews the approaches of different 
donor agencies and their rationales for working on human rights. It confirms 
the range of donor approaches to human rights: some donors adopt human 
rights–based approaches (HRBAs), others opt for more incremental but explicit 
approaches, and still others integrate human rights implicitly into various 
dimensions of their development work. The study identifies the current prac-
tices in this field and looks at the common elements of those practices. It illus-
trates how aid agencies and partner governments are working on human rights 
issues at the programming level, and what donors have done over the past six 
years, charting significant changes and advances. Like the earlier editions, this 
study draws together lessons that form the core of the current evidence on 
the added value of human rights for development. It addresses opportunities 

1 https://www.un.org/en/content/action-for-human-rights/assets/pdf/info%20sheet%20
-%20sustainable%20development.pdf

https://www.un.org/en/content/action-for-human-rights/assets/pdf/info%20sheet%20-%20sustainable%20development.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/content/action-for-human-rights/assets/pdf/info%20sheet%20-%20sustainable%20development.pdf
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and challenges (both conceptual and practical) attendant to human rights in 
evolving development partnerships between donors and partner countries, as 
well as in the workings of the international aid system more broadly. It also 
highlights significant political statements and declarations of recent years that 
recognize the connections between human rights and development.

In aggregate terms, this study confirms the global trends that continue to rec-
ognize the links between human rights and development at the level of inter-
national political statements and commitments, and it confirms the diversity 
of approaches that exists between donors at the level of individual agency 
policies and operations. Donors and partners maintain distinct rationales for 
engaging in human rights, based on their legal and policy mandates, their 
institutional roles, and their priorities. Nevertheless, in substantive and oper-
ational terms, the areas of engagement are often the same, with activities of 
different agencies sometimes overlapping and, in some instances, undertaken 
in partnership.

A note on methodology: this edition was produced as a derivate work but 
builds on the evidence gathered in the previous editions. The earlier editions 
surveyed key agencies for updates. This edition gathered updates based on 
inputs provided on request by donor agencies, as well as open access resources 
published by donor agencies and multilateral agencies.

It is hoped that this edition, like the previous editions, can serve as a reference 
for practitioners and those interested in exploring the connections between 
human rights and development. It is also hoped that this work can be a 
resource for those investigating how development cooperation can advance 
the realization of human rights, as well as the ways in which human rights 
approaches can make development interventions more effective, equitable, 
and sustainable. This update has been undertaken with the aim of sustaining 
knowledge-sharing efforts among donors and partners, as well as improving 
both donor coordination and to support the realization of human rights in 
development. In recognition of the nature of modern readership being mostly 
online this update also presents material in a more accessible format.
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DFC Development Finance Corporation

DIHR Danish Institute for Human Rights

EBRD European Bank for Reconstruction and Development

EIB European Investment Bank

ESCR Economic, social, and cultural rights

ESF Environmental and Social Framework
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FCDO Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office
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HRC Human Rights Committee
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HRIETF Human Rights, Inclusion and Empowerment Trust Fund

IACtHR Inter-American Court of Human Rights
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IDB Inter-American Development Bank

IDC International Development Cooperation

IEO Independent Evaluation Office
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IFC International Finance Corporation

IFI International financial institutions

ILO International Labour Organization

ILS International labor standards

IOM International Organization for Migration

IsDB Islamic Development Bank

ISS Integrated Safeguards System

ITLOS International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea

LGBTIQ+ Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender/transsexual, Intersex, 
Queer, and persons of another gender and sexual 
orientation2
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2 Various organizations use different terminology including, e.g., LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, Trans), LGBTI (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Intersex), and LGBTQ2I 
(Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Two-spirit, and Intersex). Unless otherwise 
specified, this publication uses the term LGBTIQ+.
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Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context of 
National Food Security

WASH Water, sanitation, and hygiene

WHO World Health Organization
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The following definitions are from the OECD Glossary of Development 
Effectiveness Terms. 

(Mutual) Accountability
Accountability of governments to domestic constituents for achieving their 
development objectives is one of the core principles of the Paris Declaration 
on Aid Effectiveness. The Accra Agenda for Action broadens the concept to 
include engagement with parliament, political parties, local authorities, the 
media, academia, social partners, and civil society organisations.

Accra Agenda for Action
Endorsed by countries and organisations attending the Third High-Level 
Forum in Accra, Ghana, September 2008. The Accra Agenda for Action was 
intended to accelerate progress towards meeting the 2011 aid effectiveness tar-
gets from the Paris Declaration in 2005.

The Accra Agenda for Action hinges around three main themes: ownership, 
inclusive partnerships and delivering results. The pillar of inclusive partner-
ships opened up the Working Party on Aid Effectiveness to a wider group of 
stakeholders; for the first time Civil Society Organizations (CSOs), foundations 
and non-traditional donors were able to fully participate in discussions.

Aid
This term usually refers to official development assistance (ODA) or interna-
tional development cooperation. 

Aid effectiveness
In the 1960s development resources surged. However, it became clear that this 
increase in funds was not resulting in the expected tangible improvements 

Glossary

https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/aideffectivenessglossary.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/aideffectivenessglossary.htm
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in people’s lives. In the early-2000s, the formulation of the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) gave increasing impetus to the need to make aid 
more effective more quickly; without effective aid, the MDGs would not be 
achieved.

In 2005, various initiatives to improve the impact of aid – such as encouraging 
donors to harmonise their funding and efforts and for both donors and recip-
ients to use and strengthen country’s own systems – were brought together 
under the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness which sets out five principles 
for aid effectiveness. In 2008, the Accra Agenda for Action reiterated the Paris 
principles and set out three further pillars around which to concentrate efforts. 
The monitoring surveys in 2006, 2008 and 2010 monitor progress towards 
achieving the commitments laid out in the Paris Declaration.

Declarations on Aid Effectiveness
Since the aid effectiveness agenda began in Monterrey in 2003, a number of 
declarations have been agreed between stakeholders in order to advance prog-
ress towards making aid more effective. These declarations cover a range of 
topics under the overarching theme of aid effectiveness.

2002  Monterrey Consensus
2003  Rome
2005  Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness  
2008  Arusha Statement on Procurement English Spanish French
2008  Accra Agenda for Action
2010  Bogotá Statement: Towards Inclusive and Effective Development 

Partnership English  French  Spanish
2011  Monrovia Roadmap on Peacebuilding and Statebuilding English   

French
2011  Istanbul Principles 
2011  Manila Statement on Effective States
2011 Cuzco Declaration on Strong Procurement Systems for Effective 

States English French
2011 New Deal for International Engagement Fragile States English   

French  Spanish  Arabic
2011  The Busan Joint Action Plan on Gender Equality and Development
2011  The Busan Action Plan for Statistics English French Spanish Arabic
2011  A New Consensus on Effective Institutions and Policies

https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/2008surveyonmonitoringtheparisdeclaration.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/31451637.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/parisdeclarationandaccraagendaforaction.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/final%20Arusha%20Statement%20May%2026,%202008%20ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/40496489.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/fr/cad/efficacite/final%20draft%20Arusha%20Statement%20May%2026,%202008_fr.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/parisdeclarationandaccraagendaforaction.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/45497536.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/fr/cad/
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/45498672.pdf
http://www.pbsdialogue.org/documentupload/48345560.pdf
http://www.pbsdialogue.org/documentupload/48346026.pdf
http://cso-effectiveness.org/istanbul-principles,067
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/48780763.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/48425963.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/fr/cad/efficacite/48425927.pdf
http://www.pbsdialogue.org/documentupload/49151944.pdf
http://www.pbsdialogue.org/documentupload/49151953.pdf
http://www.pbsdialogue.org/documentupload/49669838.pdf
http://www.pbsdialogue.org/documentupload/49686346.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/49503142.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/name,208517,en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/name,208518,en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/name,208519,en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/name,208520,en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/New%20Consensus%20on%20Effective%20Institutions_final.pdf
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2011  A joint Statement on public private co-operation for broad based, 
inclusive and sustainable growth  English  French

2011  Busan Partnership for Effective Development Co-operation 
English French Spanish Arabic

Development Assistance Committee (DAC)
The committee of the OECD which deals with development co-operation matters. 
Currently there are 30 members of the DAC: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, 
the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, 
Ireland, Italy, Japan, Korea, Luxembourg, The Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, 
Poland, Portugal, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the 
United Kingdom, the United States, and the European Union.

Development co-operation
Major social, political, and financial changes over the last decade means that 
thinking on development co-operation has evolved. Aid is one type of assis-
tance within a much broader palette of development co-operation approaches 
and instruments. These include non-concessional finance, South-South and 
triangular co-operation, climate finance, co-operation among governments 
on non-aid policies, and co-operation with – and among – non-governmental 
actors such as businesses and civil society.

Human rights-based approach 
A human rights-based approach (HRBA) aims to support better and more sus-
tainable development outcomes by analyzing and addressing the inequalities, 
discriminatory practices (de jure and de facto) and unjust power relations which 
are often at the heart of development problems. Under a human rights-based 
approach, development efforts are anchored in a system of rights and corre-
sponding State obligations established by international law. Civil, cultural, 
economic, political, and social rights provide a guiding framework for develop-
ment plans, policies, and processes. In addition to the application of a human 
rights legal framework, an HRBA employs the core human rights principles 
such as non-discrimination, participation, accountability and human dignity. 
A HRBA also stresses the importance of capacity development of ‘duty-bearers’ 
to meet their obligations and of ‘rights-holders’ to claim their rights.

https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/49211825.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/SiteManager?ctfn=hierarchy&fnno=10&sid=5742&cid=-1&lang=fr&sslinkid=141
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/busanpartnership.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/49650173.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/fr/cad/efficacite/49650184.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/49650200.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/49650209.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/HRBA_HealthInformationSheet.pdf
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Multilateral Agencies
In DAC statistics, those international institutions with governmental member-
ship that conduct all or a significant part of their activities in favor of devel-
opment and aid recipient countries. They include multilateral development 
banks (e.g., World Bank, regional development banks), United Nations agen-
cies, and regional groupings (e.g., certain European Union and Arab agencies). 
A contribution by a DAC member to such an agency is deemed to be multi-
lateral if it is pooled with other contributions and disbursed at the discretion 
of the agency. Unless otherwise indicated, capital subscriptions to multilateral 
development banks are presented on a deposit basis, e.g. in the amount and 
as at the date of lodgment of the relevant letter of credit or other negotiable 
instrument. Limited data are available on an encashment basis, i.e., at the date 
and in the amount of each drawing made by the agency on letters or other 
instruments. See the DAC list of multilateral donors.

Official development assistance (ODA)
ODA is defined as flows to countries and territories on the DAC List of ODA 
Recipients and to multilateral institutions which are provided by official agen-
cies, including state and local governments, or by their executive agencies. In 
addition, each transaction must be administered with the promotion of the 
economic development and welfare of developing countries as its main objec-
tive; and be concessional in character and conveys a grant element of at least 
25% (calculated at a rate of discount of 10%).

Paris Declaration 
The Paris Declaration was endorsed in 2005 by donor and recipient govern-
ments during the Second High-Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness. It is centred 
around five core principles: ownership, alignment, harmonisation, managing 
for development results and mutual accountability. The Paris Declaration con-
tains measurable commitments and targets to be achieved by 2011.

South-South Co-operation
The UN General Assembly describes South-South Co-operation as “… a mani-
festation of solidarity among peoples and countries of the South that contrib-
utes to their national well-being, their national and collective self-reliance and 
the attainment of internationally agreed development goals, including the 
MDGs.” (UN General Assembly Resolution 64/222). Between 2009 and 2011, 

https://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/daclist.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/daclist.htm
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the Task Team on South-South Co-operation of the Working Party on Aid 
Effectiveness carried out work on South-South Co-operation.

The following definitions are from Deval, the German Institute for Development 
Evaluation.

Development partners
The term denotes countries that provide financial resources to support other 
countries within the framework of development cooperation. It replaces the 
terms ‘donor countries’ or ‘donors’ that have been in common use until now. 
From a human rights perspective, these are not appropriate as they do not 
reflect cooperation between equals but rather, reproduce disparities in power 
relations between givers and receivers. The present evaluation therefore 
refrains from using these terms.

Extraterritorial rights/obligations 
A state’s ‘extraterritorial obligations’ require it not only to respect, protect and 
fulfil human rights in its own territory, but also in other countries where its 
actions or omissions affect human rights. Accordingly, states have human 
rights obligations not just to their own population but to rights-holders world-
wide. This is the case for example when state activities or the activities of a 
domestic company abroad have negative impacts on human rights there. 
Hitherto, only a few states explicitly recognise extraterritorial obligations. 
They are derived from international law and defined and interpreted in the 
Maastricht Principles, a document drafted in 2011 by human rights experts. 
These principles do not amount to binding law, however.

Leave no one behind
The 2030 Agenda defines ‘leave no one behind’ (LNOB) as the leitmotif for sus-
tainable development. The LNOB concept was endorsed in 2016 and is closely 
linked to HRBA and a people-centered approach. LNOB not only entails reach-
ing the poorest of the poor, but requires combating discrimination and rising 
inequalities within and amongst countries, and their root causes.

Minimum core obligations
The UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights defines minimum 
core obligations in ‘General comment No. 3.’ Accordingly, it is incumbent upon 
every State party to fulfil minimum essential requirements of each of the rights 

https://www.deval.org/fileadmin/Redaktion/PDF/05-Publikationen/Berichte/2021_Menschenrechte/Report_DEval_2021_Human_Rights_web.pdf
https://www.deval.org/fileadmin/Redaktion/PDF/05-Publikationen/Berichte/2021_Menschenrechte/Report_DEval_2021_Human_Rights_web.pdf
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in question. These minimum essential levels of the rights are exempted from 
progressive realisation.

National human rights institutions (NHRIs)
NHRIs exist in 124 countries. Their principal objective is to promote and pro-
tect human rights in their own countries. They advise governments on human 
rights issues and promote the ratification of human rights treaties. NHRIs are 
publicly funded institutions but are meant to be independent of governments. 
They are considered an important part of the national human rights system 
if they operate   independently from state control. Internationally recognised 
standards (the Paris Principles) define the legal foundations for NHRIs and 
how they work. The Paris Principles are also the benchmark for measuring the 
integrity of NHRIs.

Progressive realisation of human rights
Article 2.1. of the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural 
Rights sets out the principle of progressive realisation. ‘Progressive reali-
sation’ of human rights implies taking steps towards realising economic, 
social, and cultural rights over time. States have an obligation to adopt suit-
able measures towards full achievement of this end, using all the resources 
at their disposal. Nevertheless, because the realisation of ESC rights requires 
high levels of resources, many states, especially those in the global South, are 
not immediately able to realise all ESC rights in full. The idea of progressive 
realisation is to enable the fulfilment of rights in gradual steps. However, this 
does not mean that ESC rights need not be protected if a state has insufficient 
resources at its disposal to realise them completely. Rather, progressive real-
isation imposes an immediate obligation on states to take appropriate steps 
towards full realisation of ESC rights. A lack of resources does not justify the 
indefinite postponement of measures to realise these rights. Moreover, every 
state is bound to satisfy certain minimum core obligations, regardless of its 
economic resources.

Rights-holders and duty-bearers 
From a human rights perspective, the term ‘rights-holders’ refers to all persons 
with a right to protection. ‘Rights-holders’ are entitled to have this protection 
fulfilled by ‘duty-bearers’. The latter are understood to be actors who have a 
particular obligation to respect, protect and fulfil human rights, and it is usu-
ally used for state actors, although non-state actors can also be duty-bearers 
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and can be held accountable for actions or omissions that affect human rights. 
Rights-holders can bring legal claims against duty-bearers on the grounds 
of their right to protection. The relationship between the two parties is thus 
defined as follows: Rights-holders are always regarded as such in relation to 
duty-bearers, and vice versa.

For the purposes of the present study, both the governments of the partner 
countries and donor countries understood to be duty-bearers. All people living 
in the partner countries and in donor countries are rights-holders.
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Human rights have been an important feature of development policy and pro-
gramming since the end of the Cold War. This review of donor and partner 
approaches to integrating human rights in development policies spans the last 
two decades and encompasses a broad range of actors, going beyond a narrow 
definition of donors to include development banks and international organi-
zations as well as non-governmental organizations.

Many donor agencies, including bilaterals and multilaterals, have adopted pol-
icies on human rights over the past two decades. The UN system has led the 
way with a process of human rights mainstreaming since 1997, issuing an inter-
agency Common Understanding of a Human Rights–Based Approach (HRBA) 
to Development Programming (UN Common Understanding) in 2003, as well 
as more recent initiatives such as the UN Human Rights Mainstreaming Multi-
Donor Trust Fund, various interagency human rights coordination mecha-
nisms within the UN system, including the Call to Action for Human Rights, 
and integration of human rights into the Terms of Reference of UN Resident 
Coordinators, among other initiatives. While the emphasis on HRBA had 
waned between 2010 and 2016, the 2018–2022 period has seen a re-emergence 
of HRBAs on the part of bilateral and multilateral donors. The HRBA contin-
ues to be one of the guiding principles of UN development work, including 
under the 2019 United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework 
Guidance. The UN definition of HRBA highlights:

 » The relationship between development cooperation, the Universal 
Declaration on Human Rights, and international human rights 
instruments

 » The relevance for development programming of human rights stan-
dards and principles derived from these instruments (e.g., equality 

Executive Summary

https://unsdg.un.org/resources/united-nations-sustainable-development-cooperation-framework-guidance
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/united-nations-sustainable-development-cooperation-framework-guidance
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and non-discrimination, participation and inclusion, accountability, 
and the rule of law)

 » The contribution development cooperation can make to building the 
capacities of “duty-bearers” and “rights-holders” to realize and claim 
rights.

This study, originally published in 2006 and updated in 2011 and 2016, is 
updated in this 2024 edition. The work was originally based on a study com-
missioned by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) Development Assistance Committee (DAC) Network on Governance 
(GOVNET), which reviewed the approaches of different donor agencies and 
their rationales for working on human rights.

This edition reviews current practice in the field and draws together experi-
ences that form the core of current evidence regarding the contribution of 
human rights to development. It discusses both new opportunities and con-
ceptual and practical challenges to human rights that concern the develop-
ment partnerships between donors and partner countries, and the workings 
of the international aid system more broadly. Not least among the global chal-
lenges affecting both human rights and development in dramatic and unprec-
edented ways are the COVID-19 pandemic, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, and 
the deepening climate crisis.

There is growing alignment of human rights within the sustainable develop-
ment agenda. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) reveal an extensive 
substantive convergence between human rights principles and global develop-
ment goals. Like the 2000 Millennium Declaration, the 2015 SDG Declaration 
underscores the centrality of human rights in development, although the SDGs 
themselves are widely viewed to have captured human rights considerations 
and principles to a far greater extent than had the Millennium Development 
Goals (McInerney-Lankford and Sano 2016). This alignment and the extensive 
subject matter overlap between human rights treaties and the SDGs is evident 
in the Human Rights Guide to the Sustainable Development Goals produced by 
the Danish Institute for Human Rights (DIHR). Additionally, the pledge to leave 
no one behind and reach the furthest behind first—the central, transforma-
tive promise of the 2030 Agenda—represents the unequivocal commitment 
of all UN Member States to eradicate poverty in all its forms, end discrimina-
tion and exclusion, and reduce the inequalities and vulnerabilities that leave 

https://sdg.humanrights.dk/
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-04/Operationalizing%20LNOB%20-%20final%20with%20Annexes%20090422.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-04/Operationalizing%20LNOB%20-%20final%20with%20Annexes%20090422.pdf
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people behind and undermine the potential of individuals and of humanity as 
a whole.

Donor and Partner Approaches to Programming 
Experiences

Human rights have tended to be considered as part of the donor governance 
agenda, and most direct interventions have been civil and political rights proj-
ects, often implemented through civil society organizations. The shift from rule 
of law to access to justice policy and programming points to a more strategic 
use of human rights, influencing how situations are analyzed, how objectives 
are set, and how aid is provided. There are fewer examples of a shift in the rest 
of the governance agenda, although a different approach to tax reform—based 
on the recognition of both the rights and the duties of citizens—illustrates the 
impact of a human rights perspective beyond civil and political rights projects.

In many agencies, human rights are being mainstreamed in policy and pro-
gramming areas. Numerous agencies have made considerable progress in chil-
dren’s rights, with approaches often based on the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. This has been the case for gender equality and women’s rights as well, 
drawing on the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women. Significant advances have been made on integrating and 
addressing the rights of persons with disabilities in development program-
ming, which has been supported, at least in part, by the rapid ratification of 
the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. In addition, there 
appear to have been more success linking human rights to Indigenous peo-
ples than to other minorities, arguably reflected in the adoption of, and grow-
ing support for, the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples. Human rights mainstreaming in health and education programming 
is on the rise, as is affirming the rights of individuals with disabilities. These 
examples emphasize the relevance of specific human rights standards (e.g., 
the right to the highest attainable standard of health, grounded in Article 12 of 
the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights) and an 
approach based on human rights principles (e.g., promoting inclusion, partici-
pation, and accountability), as well as the importance of preventing or mitigat-
ing human rights violations associated with aid interventions.
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Although the positive role of human rights in development is emphasized at 
a policy level, several development programs still find it necessary to resort to 
conditionality over persuasion. In extreme cases, when other methods (includ-
ing dialogue) fail, aid may be suspended or terminated. New ways of looking at 
aid allocations, policies, and modalities create opportunities to revisit the role 
of human rights in development.

Lessons Learned: Integrating Human Rights 
Dimensions, Principles, and Obligations

Based on experience, it is possible to extract lessons concerning the contri-
bution, or added value, of human rights for development. The intrinsic value 
of human rights offers development actors an explicit normative and analyti-
cal framework grounded in a consensual global legal regime of international 
human rights treaties. The framework can be adapted to different political and 
cultural environments. In some countries, it has been possible to overcome 
political constraints by adopting a gradual and implicit approach. Operational 
human rights principles have made it easier to integrate human rights into 
programming. In fact, it has been possible to integrate human rights (using 
principles derived from the human rights framework) without an explicit 
approach, as seen in the work of some of the international financial institu-
tions. The downside of this strategy is that it increases the risk of “rhetorical 
repackaging” that occurs when the distinction between the use of operational 
principles that might be tangentially related to human rights and interven-
tions specifically grounded in the human rights framework is blurred.

Human rights can contribute to the governance agenda. Human rights are 
conceptualized in terms of “duty-bearers” and “right-holders.” This differenti-
ation highlights the importance of state-citizen links that call for building the 
capacity of states to deliver on human rights commitments and the capacity of 
citizens to claim their entitlements. Human rights are a source of legitimacy 
for state action, emphasizing the need for effective channels of accountabil-
ity and redress. Participatory approaches are becoming more widespread 
in development through initiatives that aim to empower marginalized and 
excluded populations and people living in poverty. Strategic use of human 
rights strengthens these trends, highlighting the need for free, informed, and 
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meaningful participation that can be institutionalized. In this way, human 
rights holders can be empowered to claim their rights and hold duty-bearers 
to account.

Human rights can enhance the design and impact of aid on the achievement 
of poverty reduction goals. Human rights provide a lens through which to 
examine the structural and root causes of poverty, for example, focusing on 
inequality and exclusion as major barriers to poverty reduction. They also call 
for a better understanding of the context and power relations within which aid 
operates. The principles of equality and non-discrimination focus attention 
squarely on excluded and marginalized individuals and groups (and underline 
the centrality of disaggregated data).

Human rights can contribute to enhancing the effectiveness, impact, and 
sustainability of development aid, in particular through explicit recognition 
of aid’s political dimensions and its focus on institutions and accountability. 
Human rights build on states’ existing obligations under international and 
regional human rights law as well as states’ policy commitments at national, 
regional, and international levels that will be there when the donors have 
departed. Because human rights are grounded in states’ domestic responsibil-
ities, aid agencies have found that the HRBA has helped them to move away 
from roles as direct providers of services toward a capacity development role. 
The interdependence and indivisibility of all human rights has encouraged 
holistic approaches, for example, greater collaboration across related sectors 
or institutions.

Donors have built new partnerships and supported in-country development 
processes. Some of these contributions are not new to development; human 
rights offer a comprehensive and coherent normative framework that rein-
forces “good programming practices,” such as participation and transparency, 
by making them non-negotiable, consistent, and legitimate.

Studies show the HRBA has enabled a broader focus on the relationships 
between duty-bearers and right-holders (such as citizens and refugees), more 
attention to marginalized groups and issues requiring assistance, reinforced 
commitment to women’s rights and gender equality, service delivery and gov-
ernment financial accountability, and attention to international human rights 
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norms and systems such as the Universal Periodic Review (see, for example, 
Piron and Sano 2016).

Human right-holders report changes in awareness; capacities and skills, access 
to and direct participation in decision-making processes; and ability to orga-
nize and work collectively, including to contest unequal power relations from 
a human rights perspective. Duty-bearers report changes in mindsets and atti-
tudes, capacities, skills, and behaviors. Also, there are reports of changes in 
practices and institutional reform at the institutional level as well as policy and 
legal changes that contributed to furthering human rights standards and com-
mitments (see, for example, Alffram et al. 2020).

Challenges and Opportunities

Donors are faced with several challenges in seeking to integrate human rights 
into development. First, the increasing integration of human rights poli-
cies into development institutions requires looking at donors’ own systems, 
procedures, and staff incentives and allocating adequate resources to better 
translate their policies into practice. There is often a gap between the goal of 
integrating human rights, and the knowledge and expertise required to do it. 
A similar gap might exist between donor agencies and aid recipients’ capacity. 
Several factors contribute to success in overcoming such gaps: a supportive 
international and domestic political context; commitment at the senior level, 
accountability, and communication; a strengthening of staff capacities and 
incentives; provision of new tools and procedures; and adaptation to a decen-
tralized context. Many agencies acknowledge that they need to invest more in 
knowledge management to inform their policy development and to improve 
the basis for harmonized policies and approaches. Agencies and institutions 
that use an implicit HRBA may think creatively about how to measure progress 
in programs that are difficult to connect to human rights–based indicators.

Second, aid agencies have sometimes found engagement with partner coun-
tries difficult because of countries’ weak capacities in implementing human 
rights and because human rights remain a politically sensitive and divisive 
issue in various contexts. Thus, agencies sometimes face political barriers, 
when their partners’ commitment is weak or where there is even overt resis-
tance to human rights. Practitioners working on fragile states and human 
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rights share a common interest in the prioritization of key features of the state: 
the legitimacy and accountability of state structures and the state’s ability to 
create an enabling environment. Human rights can also offer analytical and 
operational approaches for donor engagement in these more challenging 
environments.

Several states have made successive commitments to integrate the promo-
tion and protection of human rights into national policies and national devel-
opment plans. The latter provide potential entry points to strengthen the 
national ownership of human rights in the context of development partner-
ships, especially related to poverty reduction strategies. There have been new 
developments in terms of partner countries taking on HRBA themselves and 
a renewed emphasis on HRBAs on the part of donors, some which have tra-
ditionally maintained HRBAs in their development cooperation policies and 
others of which are adopting HRBA for the first time.

Third, the effective integration of human rights into development requires 
embedding human rights in practical ways into the thinking and practice 
involved in aid effectiveness processes, instruments, and modalities of aid 
delivery across development sectors. The Danish Institute of Human Rights 
document Human Rights Guide to the Sustainable Development Goals is one such 
example. Human rights analysis affects both aid allocations and the choice of 
aid modalities and has a role to play in mutual accountability frameworks, pri-
marily in holding aid agencies to account.

Fourth, the foregoing reflections are associated with a broader observation on 
the challenge of international policy coherence (McInerney-Lankford 2013). 
The same states that agree upon development goals and aid effectiveness prin-
ciples are also parties to the core international human rights treaties, yet seri-
ous disconnects persist between the actions and commitments in these various 
spheres. The challenge of policy coherence relates to the lack of “joined-up 
thinking” within and between governments. This challenge is compounded 
by the ongoing proliferation of international regulation and treaties and what 
some have termed the “fragmentation of international law.” These related phe-
nomena contribute to the overall challenge of integrating human rights into 
development policy and programming and help explain why integration can 
be demanding for policy and practical reasons.
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Trends and Themes

Since the previous edition, the importance of human rights has become 
heightened in the assessment of and response to global crises, in particular 
the COVID-19 pandemic, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, deepening climate cri-
sis, and more recently the conflict in the Middle East. As documented widely, 
restrictions on human rights such as the right of peaceful assembly, freedom 
of expression, and freedom of the press have increased worldwide. In the 
same vein, the rights of marginalized communities such as women, LGBTIQ+, 
and Indigenous peoples have been subject to systematic threats. Meanwhile, 
donors are working within increasingly tight budgetary environments and 
time constraints. Bilateral and multilateral development agencies find them-
selves trying to do more with less and struggle with difficult decisions about 
how to prioritize funding. Placing human rights at the core of all dimensions of 
development and finding creative ways to enhance transparency and inclusion 
would be crucial in addressing the human rights challenges.
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1
Key Developments

Donors have differing understandings of human rights and, depend-
ing on how they assess their relevance and applicability, they integrate 
human rights in their policies and activities to varying extents and 
using various means.3 Many donors have developed policies to imple-
ment their approaches and strategies to human rights in development 
and to guide their operations and interventions. The scope and content 
of these policies vary and are underpinned by different rationales. This 
chapter surveys donor human rights policies and their rationales and 
surveys key developments. Since the third edition, the Coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic has created a new context for many develop-
ment policies and strategies. Another influential development is the 
growth of sustainability policies attached to development projects, 
some of which integrate human rights. Furthermore, a wider, more 
complex set of actors is shaping the development agenda.

3 For this study, donors include governments, intergovernmental organisations, and pub-
lic and private bodies that provide funding, including international financial institutions 
and governmental aid agencies.
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A Changing Global Context

The world has changed radically since the third edition of this handbook. New 
challenges are affecting the donor landscape: the Coronavirus pandemic, cli-
mate crisis, and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine (Figure 1.1).

 
Historical Milestones for Human Rights and Development

Human rights and development have been central and indivisible pillars of 
the community of nations since adoption of the Charter of the United Nations 
in 1945 (Figure 1.2). This historic event ushered in an era in which the inter-
national community, inspired by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
produced a corpus of international norms and standards for a life of dignity 
and well-being for all. Yet, human rights and development practice evolved 
on different tracks, mainly due to the political dynamics of the Cold War. The 
World Conference on Human Rights in 1993 was a turning point, opening the 
door to a renewed vision of the indivisibility of human rights – a vision that 
underscores the hand-in-hand partnership of human rights and development 
for achieving equitable human development and the effective realization of 
human rights in the lives of all persons, irrespective of their location, condi-
tion, identity, or status.

FIGURE 1.1
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FIGURE 1.2

Human Rights 
Milestones

The UN Charter sets forth the concepts of “inherent dignity” and the “equal 
and inalienable rights of all members of the human family”. It affirms the UN’s 
fundamental purpose as being “respect for human rights and for fundamental 
freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) is adopted. It is the first 
time in history that human rights and fundamental freedoms are set forth in 
such detail.; the UDHR serves as the foundation for international, regional, and 
national human rights law.

The declaration outlines how everyone, without distinction, is entitled to a 
social and international order in which the rights and freedoms set forth in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights can be fully realised. 

The Human Rights Based Approach to Development Cooperation Towards a 
Common Understanding Among UN Agencies.

The UN
Charter1945

UDHR1948

The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights were all 
adopted in the 1960s. There are now nine core human rights treaties in force. 
To monitor implementation of those treaties, treaty bodies composed of 
independent experts were set up, establishing the first form of dialogue on 
human rights between member states and the UN.

UN Treaties1965

The Right to 
Development1986

The UN Conference on Environment and Development highlighted how 
different social, economic, and environmental factors are independent and 
evolve together, and how success in one sector requires action in other 
sectors to be sustained over time. The primary objective was to produce a 
broad agenda and a anew blueprint for international action on environmental 
and development issues that would help guide international cooperation and 
development policy in the twenty-first century.

Rio 1992

Common
Understanding

on HRBA

The Paris Declaration was endorsed in order to base development efforts on 
first-hand experience of what works and does not work with aid. It is 
formulated around five central pillars: Ownership, Alignment, Harmonization, 
Managing for Results and Mutual Accountability.

The Paris
Declaration

UN General Assembly adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous PeoplesUNDRIP

1992

2003

2005

2007

The AAA both reaffirms commitment to the Paris Declaration and call for 
greater partnership between different parties working on aid and development.
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Agenda
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United Nations reforms from 2017 onwards. Since the beginning of his term 
in January 2017, Secretary-General António Guterres has proposed reforms for 
the United Nations, including “sweeping changes” in development, manage-
ment, and peace and security (Figure 1.3). These reforms have implications for 
processes, guidance, assessment, and programming tools used in development. 
The reform of the United Nations development system (UNDS) involves far-reach-
ing changes in the way the system works to help countries around the world 
achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The reform is mandated 
by the General Assembly of the United Nations in Resolution A/RES/72/279 of 
May 31, 2018, which responded to the vision and proposals of Secretary-General 
Guterres to reposition the UNDS to deliver on the 2030 Agenda.

FIGURE 1.2

Human Rights 
Milestones 

(cont.)

The Outcome Document recognises that human rights are essential for 
achieving the MDGs. The human rights principles of equality, non-
discrimination, participation and accountability permeate the Action Agenda.

MDGs
Review
Summit

2010

Busan Partnership for Effective Development Co-operation is the outcome 
document of the Fourth High-Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness, held in Busan, 
republic of Korea, in 2011. The document sets out principles, commitments and 
actions that offer a foundation for effective cooperation in supporting 
international development. Among the topics covered are promoting 
sustainable development in situations of conflict and fragility and partnering 
to strengthen resilience and reduce vulnerability in the face of adversity.

Busan
Partnership2011

This led to increased recognition by Member States if the centrality of human 
rights and of the key human rights standards and principles, including the 
rights to an adequate standard of living, the right to food, the right to water 
and sanitation, the right to health, and the right to education.

Rio+202012

To mark the 20th anniversary of the World Conference on Human Rights, the 
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights opened the meeting of three working 
groups to build on the achievements of the 1993 World Conference. 
Action-oriented recommendations developed by the Working Groups sought to 
encourage States and other stakeholders to pursue further improvement of 
human rights protection.

Vienna+202013

The emphasized the responsibilities of all States to respect, protect and 
promote human rights and fundamental freedoms for all - underscoring the 
UN’s commitment to human rights as both the means and the ends of 
development; central to ensuring a ‘people centered’ development that leaves 
no one behind.

The 2030 
Agenda and 

SDGs
2015

Commemorating the 75th Anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights

HR 752023

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/development-agenda/
http://undocs.org/a/res/72/279
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FIGURE 1.3

United Nations 
Reforms

The AAA both reaffirms commitment to the Paris Declaration and call for 
greater partnership between different parties working on aid and development.

‘Sweeping changes’ in the sectors of development, management and peace 
and security with implications for processes, guidance, assessment and 
programming tools within development. The reform of the United Nations 
development system (UNDS) involves a set of far-reaching changes in the way 
of the UN development system works to help countries around the world in 
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals.

The “Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration” is the first-ever 
UN global agreement on a common approach to international migration in all 
its dimensions. It represents an historic opportunity to improve international 
cooperation on migration, and to strengthen the contribution of migrants and 
migration to sustainable development.

Human Rights Council adopted United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Peasants and Other People Working in Rural Areas (”UNDROP”) on 28 September 
2018 (UN Doc A/HRC/RES/39/12) The Declaration builds on existing international 
standards relevant to the rights of more than a billion people, including 
peasants, rural workers, small farmers, fishers, herders and others, providing 
detailed guidance to States on ensuring the protection of their rights.

UN
Reform2017

2018

2018

Global 
Compact for

Migration

UNDROP

To boost ambition and accelerate action implementing the Paris Agreement on 
Climate Change, Secretary-General Guterres asked leaders to come to the 
Summit with plans addressing the global climate emergency. The Summit 
brought together governments, the private sector, civil society, local 
authorities and other international organizations to develop solutions in 6 
areas: a global transition to renewable energy; sustainable and resilient 
infrastructures and cities; sustainable agriculture and management of forests 
and oceans; resilience and adaptation to climate impacts; and alignment of 
public and private finance with a net zero economy.

The Director-General of the World Health Organization declared the outbreak of 
the novel coronavirus (2019-nCov) - first reported in Wuhan, China, on 31 
December 2019 - a public health emergency of international concern. In 
response, the UN Secretary-General called for a global ceasefire, launched a 
Global Humanitarian Response Plan, and working with the UN system, 
developed the UN Comprehensive Response to COVID-19 to save lives, protect 
societies and recover better.
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Climate
Action
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2020
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The UN Food Systems Summit served as a historic opportunity to empower all 
people to leverage the power of food systems to drive our recovery from the 
COVID-19 pandemic and get us back on track to achieve all Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030.

2021
UN Food
Systems
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The appointment of the first Special Rapporteur on the protection of human 
rights in the context of climate change in 2022. (UN Human Rights Council at its 
48th session in October 2021 (RES/48/14).)2021
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Change
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Increasing Commitments to Human Rights

The human rights commitments of donors and partners have become pro-
gressively stronger over the past three decades, moving to more affirmative 
statements of donors’ (and partners’) human rights commitments. The 2005 
Paris Declaration, the 2008 Accra Agenda for Action, and the 2012 Busan 
Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation were key to ensuring the 
place of human rights in development, particularly regarding aid effectiveness. 
The SDGs marked a significant change to the ambition and scope of the global 
goals that the development community sets for itself and, many have argued, 
symbolized an agenda more oriented toward human rights (OHCHR 2014). In 
this context, the United Nations Development Group (UNDG) has recalled that 
the UNDS “is bound by the UN Charter to promote respect for human rights 
and fundamental freedoms for all, without discrimination,” stating that in 
implementing the post-2015 development agenda, the UNDG would work for 
the fullest possible application of five core principles: universality, indivisibil-
ity, equality and non-discrimination, active and meaningful participation, and 
accountability (UNDG 2016). The SDG agenda was bolstered by establishment 
of the global indicator framework adopted by the General Assembly on July 6, 
2017, contained in the Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on Work 
of the Statistical Commission pertaining to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (A/RES/71/313).

In the environmental sphere, the outcome document from the 2012 United 
Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) reaffirmed the 
importance of all human rights for sustainable development and the need 
for green economy policies to respect human rights in the context of sustain-
able development, poverty eradication, and climate change. In 2015, the Paris 
Agreement also recognized the links between development and human rights. 
In the sphere of business and human rights, the 2013 adoption of the United 
Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) by the 
Human Rights Council, although of more indirect relevance to donor policies, 
has affected the international context for business and investment as well as 
for governments participating in international organizations. The UNGPs also 
signaled a rapprochement between human rights and the worlds of finance 
and investment. The links among rights violations, poverty, exclusion, envi-
ronmental degradation, vulnerability, and conflict continue to be explored.

https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/313
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Growing recognition of the relevance of human rights in these diverse policy 
and programming areas suggests an increased understanding of how inter-
connected human rights are to a range of policy areas and how policies, rules, 
and practices in these areas can affect the realization of human rights and vice 
versa.

The Conferences of Parties (COPs) under the United Nations Framework 
Convention for Climate Change (UNFCCC), one of the three “Rio Conventions” 
providing an international legal framework to tackle climate change, have 
become catalysts for shared commitments on climate change, and served as 
a forum for strengthening human rights commitments in development. To 
combat climate change and its negative impacts on the enjoyment of human 
rights, a green transition is urgently needed and in particular a transition away 
from fossils fuels in a manner that is respectful of human rights. The appoint-
ment of the first Special Rapporteur on the protection of human rights in the 
context of climate change in 2022, underscores the growing recognition of the 
interconnectivity between human rights and climate change. The mandate of 
the Special Rapporteur includes, commitments to study and identify how the 
adverse effects of climate change, including sudden and slow onset disasters, 
affect the full and effective enjoyment of human rights and recommend how to 
address and prevent adverse effects, in particular ways to strengthen the inte-
gration of human rights concerns into policymaking, legislation, and plans 
addressing climate change; identify existing challenges, including financial 
challenges; synthesize knowledge, including indigenous and local traditional 
knowledge, and identify good practices, strategies, and policies; promote and 
exchange views on lessons learned and best practices related to the adoption 
of human rights–based, gender-responsive, age-sensitive, disability-inclusive, 
and risk-informed approaches to climate change adaptation and mitigation 
policies, with a view to contributing to the achievement of the Paris Agreement 
and the UNFCCC; and other duties (UN Human Rights Council at its 48th ses-
sion in October 2021 [RES/48/14]).4

Another discernible trend since the publication of the third edition has 
been the re-emergence of the human rights–based approach (HRBA): the 

4 This is in addition to the mandate of the UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights and the 
Environment, which was established in 2012 (A/HRC/RES/19/1019/10 adopted April 19, 
2012). 

https://undocs.org/A/HRC/RES/48/14
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2003–2008 period had seen a marked emphasis in the HRBA (sometimes sec-
ond- and third-generation HRBA), particularly by bilateral donors. The 2010–
2016 period saw greater attention given to the SDGs and principles-based 
approaches than to the HRBA, although many donors maintained HRBAs. The 
2018–2022 period saw a resurgence of the HRBA in several bilaterals, including 
France and Belgium, as well as multilaterals like the European Union. Key pub-
lications and guidance of the United Nations Sustainable Development Group 
(UNSDG, formerly the UNDG) on supporting the 2030 Agenda recognize 
human rights and leaving no one behind as foundations for sustainable devel-
opment and the role of the United Nations in upholding internationally agreed 
norms, including through development operations. The HRBA continues to 
be a guiding principle for United Nations development work, as referenced in 
the guidance on UN Sustainable Development Cooperation Frameworks, the 
primary instrument for planning and implementation of country-level devel-
opment activities to support the implementation of the 2030 Agenda. Another 
clear development in human rights, with direct relevance for development pol-
icy and programming, was the adoption and promotion of the UNGPs, with a 
corresponding increase in prominence of human rights due diligence, includ-
ing the adoption of legislative and regulatory measures, and a related increase 
in use of human rights impact assessment (HRIA) and human rights indicators 
by public and private sector actors.

https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2019-11/UNSDG-SDG-Primer-Report.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2019-11/UNSDG-SDG-Primer-Report.pdf
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New Challenges

In 2020, COVID-19 presented an unprecedented global challenge, both because 
of its impact on the realization of rights, such as the right to health – particu-
larly for the poor and marginalized – and because of human rights risks asso-
ciated with responses to the pandemic. COVID-19 responses also accounted for 
a sizable new sector of aid and development activity: between 2012 and 2019, 
development assistance for health had leveled off at an annualized rate of 1.2 
percent, however, in 2020, total development assistance for health (including 
development assistance for COVID-19) amounted to USD 54.8 billion, a USD 
14.0 billion (34.6 percent) increase from 2019. The increase is largely (96.5 
percent) attributable to disbursements for the response to COVID-19, which 
amassed USD 13.7 billion of health assistance (or 24.9 percent of total develop-
ment assistance for health) in 2020.

Recent figures estimate that in 2020, a total of USD 13.7 billion was disbursed in 
2020 toward addressing the health-related effects of COVID-19 in low-income 
and middle-income countries (The Lancet 2021). Of this total, the largest bilat-
eral contributors were Japan (USD 2.3 billion), Germany (USD 1.3 billion), and 
the United States (USD 0.9 billion). Most Japanese support (USD 1.4 billion) was 
disbursed through its own bilateral agencies, mostly the Japanese International 
Cooperation Agency, and was targeted to India (USD 360.6 million), Morocco 
(USD 204.7 million), and Indonesia (USD 194.4 million). Sub-Saharan Africa 
(USD 2.7 billion); South Asia (USD 2.2 billion); and Southeast Asia, East Asia, 
and Oceania (USD 2.0 billion) were the main geographical super-regions that 
received COVID-19 funds. The United Kingdom and Germany primarily sup-
ported the Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (USD 64.3 mil-
lion from the UK and USD 56.9 million from Germany). Among international 
development agencies, the Asian Development Bank, Gavi, and the Global 
Fund channeled most of the resources committed or disbursed for COVID-19 
(The Lancet 2021).

Figure 1.4 shows the flow of development assistance for health contributions 
toward COVID-19 from the original source of funds, through the disbursing 
agency, and to the targeted program area of focus as available for 2020.

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(21)01258-7/fulltext
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Figure 1.5 shows the main sources of development assistance for health, 
including COVID-19, in 2020. Most of the funding came from the United States, 
United Kingdom, and Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. The key disbursing 
agencies for these resources were US bilateral organizations, non-governmen-
tal organizations, and the World Bank.

Source Channel
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Human rights have been integrated into donor responses to the pandemic in a 
variety of ways:

 » National human rights institutions (NHRIs) have sought to address 
the human rights dimensions of COVID-19. A recent study by the 
Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions (GANHRI), the 
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR), and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
surveys good practices, experiences, and lessons learned during a 
time of immense and heightened challenges for human rights.

A common thread through the actions of NHRIs in COVID-19 responses has 
been a focus on at-risk groups to ensure they are not left behind and noting the 
disproportionate impact the pandemic has had on the vulnerable, excluded, 

Funding source

 

Unidentified
Other sources*
Other private philanthropy
Corporate donations
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
Debt repayments, IBRD
Other governments
Australia
Canada
China
Japan
Netherlands
Norway
Spain
France
Germany
UK
USA

1990
1991

1992
1993

1994
1995

1996
1997

1998
1999

2000
2001

2002
2003

2004
2005

2006
2007

2008
2009

2010
2011

2012
2013

2014
2015

2016
2017

2018
2019†

2020†
0

10

20

30

40

50

60

De
ve

lo
pm

en
t a

ss
is

ta
nc

e 
in

 b
ill

io
ns

 (2
02

0 
U

S$
)

Year
1990

1991
1992

1993
1994

1995
1996

1997
1998

1999
2000

2001
2002

2003
2004

2005
2006

2007
2008

2009
2010

2011
2012

2013
2014

2015
2016

2017
2018

2019†
2020†

0

10

20

30

40

50

60
BA

De
ve

lo
pm

en
t a

ss
is

ta
nc

e 
in

 b
ill

io
ns

 (2
02

0 
U

S$
)

Year

1990
1991

1992
1993

1994
1995

1996
1997

1998
1999

2000
2001

2002
2003

2004
2005

2006
2007

2008
2009

2010
2011

2012
2013

2014
2015

2016
2017

2018
2019†

2020†
0

4

8

12

16

De
ve

lo
pm

en
t a

ss
is

ta
nc

e 
in

 b
ill

io
ns

 (2
02

0 
U

S$
)

Year
1990

1991
1992

1993
1994

1995
1996

1997
1998

1999
2000

2001
2002

2003
2004

2005
2006

2007
2008

2009
2010

2011
2012

2013
2014

2015
2016

2017
2018

2019†
2020†

0

1

2

3

4

5

6
DC

De
ve

lo
pm

en
t a

ss
is

ta
nc

e 
in

 b
ill

io
ns

 (2
02

0 
U

S$
)

Year

Health systems strengthening programmes

 

Other*
Pandemic preparedness
Human resources

Other infectious disease programmes

 

Other*
Health systems strengthening
Human resources
Drug resistance
Ebola
Zika
COVID-19

Channel of assistance
US foundations
NGOs
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
Regional development banks‡
World Bank
WHO
UNICEF, UNFPA,UNAIDS, Unitaid, and PAHO  
Global Fund 
CEPI
Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance
Other bilateral development agencies§
Japan bilateral
Australia bilateral
Canada bilateral
China bilateral
France bilateral
Germany bilateral
UK bilateral
US bilateral

FIGURE 1.5

Sources of 
Development 
Assistance for 
Health

Source: The Lancet 2021.

https://www.undp.org/publications/covid-19-and-national-human-rights-institutions
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(21)01258-7/fulltext
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and marginalized in societies. At-risk groups include persons with disabilities, 
migrants and internally displaced persons, minorities and Indigenous popula-
tions, and women and children (UNDP-UNHCR-GANHRI 2021).

 » The right to health and the right to life are among the top areas of 
intervention of NHRIs in COVID-19 responses. The rights to informa-
tion, to participate, and to privacy have appeared to be particularly 
at stake in the COVID-19 context and governments’ responses to 
the pandemic (UNDP-UNHCR-GANHRI 2021). Particular risks relate 
to the abuse of pandemic-related restrictions to target vulnerable 
groups, or the use of quarantine and isolation as a pretext to curtail 
the civil and political rights of marginalized people.

 » Human rights are fundamentally linked to global health in the context 
of COVID-19 in terms of both ensuring equitable access and protecting 
against abuses in COVID-19 responses. The HIV/AIDS pandemic first 
underscored that HRBAs are among the most effective paths to achiev-
ing public health. Over the subsequent 30 years, the inextricable link 
between health and human rights has evolved to provide a foundation 
for the COVID-19 response. Human rights provide a legally binding 
universal framework for advancing global health with justice, trans-
forming moral imperatives into legal entitlements in key domains rel-
evant to COVID-19. Rather than viewing human rights as unjustifiable 
restrictions on public health measures, they should be acknowledged 
as crucial to rational, proportional, and accountable public health 
responses that build public trust through transparency and participa-
tion, and prioritize the safety and protection of vulnerable and margin-
alized populations (Sekalala, Forman, Habibi, and others 2020).

 » The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 
and the Secretary-General issued COVID-19 Guidance and a Policy 
Brief on COVID-19 and human rights, respectively. The COVID-19 
Guidance applies to all UN Member States regarding their COVID-19 
aid and development activities and states that COVID-19 is “a test of 
societies, governments, communities, and individuals. It is a time 
for solidarity and cooperation to tackle the virus, and to mitigate the 
effects, often unintended, of measures designed to halt the spread of 
COVID-19. Respect for human rights across the spectrum, including 
economic, social, cultural, and civil and political rights, will be funda-

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Events/COVID-19_Guidance.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Events/COVID-19_Guidance.pdf
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mental to the success of the public health response and recovery from 
the pandemic.”5 The guidance sets out the human rights impacts of 
access to healthcare; emergency measures; leaving no one behind; 
housing; persons with disabilities; older persons; people in deten-
tion and institutions; information and participation; stigmatization, 
xenophobia, and racism; migrants, displaced peoples, and refugees; 
social and economic impacts; food; privacy; children; youth; gen-
der; water, sanitation, and hygiene; Indigenous peoples; minorities; 
business and human rights; international and unilateral sanctions; 
trafficking; and international cooperation and solidarity. Similarly, 
the Policy Brief recognizes the unintended consequences of the pan-
demic response on the freedom to enjoy many human rights, partic-
ularly for the most vulnerable groups. Hence, this document seeks 
to strengthen the effectiveness of the response; mitigate the broader 
impact of the crisis on people’s lives; and avoid creating new or exac-
erbating existing problems. Placing human rights at the forefront 
of the crisis will facilitate a quick refocus on achieving sustainable 
development and peace when the world changes gears toward build-
ing back better. The UNDP, OHCHR, and UNSDG issued a Checklist 
for a Human Rights–Based Approach to Socio-Economic Country 
Response to COVID-19 to support UN country teams (UNCTs). The 
checklist was widely rolled out and used by the UN system.

UN agencies produced a variety of guidance to support the adaptation of program 
evaluation under COVID-19 scenarios. The UNDP Independent Evaluation Office 
(IEO) and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
Development Assistance Committee (DAC) EvalNet issued a Joint Guidance 
Note for Evaluation Units: Good Practices during COVID-19 (June 2021), which 
described how standard terms of reference for an evaluation could be adjusted 
to refer to changing evaluative approaches and methodologies under COVID-19. 
Several supporting guidance notes were issued by the IEO: Evaluation Planning 
and Implementation guidance; Evaluation Terms of Reference Guidance during 
COVID-19; Evaluation Guidance for Implementing Evaluations Remotely/
Virtually; Key Evaluation Questions and Data Sources for COVID-19 Evaluations; 
Evaluation and COVID-19: Useful Guidance, Documents, and Blogs (all issued in 

5 https://www.ohchr.org/en/covid-19/covid-19-guidance, accessed September 23, 2023.

https://www.un.org/ruleoflaw/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/UN-SG-Policy-Brief-Human-Rights-and-COVID-23-April-2020-1.pdf
https://www.undp.org/publications/checklist-human-rights-based-approach-socio-economic-country-responses-covid-19
https://www.undp.org/publications/checklist-human-rights-based-approach-socio-economic-country-responses-covid-19
https://www.undp.org/publications/checklist-human-rights-based-approach-socio-economic-country-responses-covid-19
https://www.ohchr.org/en/covid-19/covid-19-guidance
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June 2021). The System-wide Evaluation of the UNDS Socio-Economic Response 
to COVID-19, produced by the Executive Office of the Secretary-General, docu-
mented a wide range of UNDS efforts to ensure that responses were grounded in 
human rights and found progress in the system’s collective commitment to real-
ize the shared norms and values of gender equality and women’s empowerment, 
human rights, leave no one behind, and disability inclusion.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has presented an array of human rights chal-
lenges, many of which have relevance for development, both in Ukraine and 
globally. These pertain to the direct violation of human rights on a scale not 
seen in Europe since World War II. It has also generated a panoply of interre-
lated human rights and development challenges relating to the right to food, 
right to health, right to an adequate standard of living, and other economic, 
social, and cultural rights.

The ongoing and deepening climate crisis presents another set of challenges at 
the interface of human rights and development. The brunt of the crisis is borne 
by the poorest and most vulnerable in developing countries – and by those 
who have contributed the least to it globally. Whether because of sea level 
rise, drought, vector-borne diseases, or the migration and conflict that climate 
change causes, the human rights toll is clear and becomes more acute as time 
goes on. This means that an HRBA to development must address the climate 
change challenges to be effective: human rights are relevant both to assessing 
and understanding the challenges and to responding to them effectively.

Summary

Since the previous edition of this report and adoption of the 2030 Agenda, 
commitments to human rights have grown stronger, including related to 
climate change initiatives. The creation of a UN Special Rapporteur on the 
protection of human rights in the context of climate change underlines the 
interconnection between the two. In this regard, the climate challenge under-
scores the resurgent relevance of the human rights framework. Most notably, 
international development contexts and donor budgets have radically adapted 
to the global challenge of COVID-19 with an unprecedented increase in health 
spending. Human rights have been integrated into donor responses to the pan-
demic in diverse ways and donors have adapted how they evaluate develop-
ment programs in light of COVID-19 and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-11/Final%20Report%20of%20the%20SWE%20UNDS%20Socioeconomic%20Response-%2024%20October%202022%5B87%5D-2.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-11/Final%20Report%20of%20the%20SWE%20UNDS%20Socioeconomic%20Response-%2024%20October%202022%5B87%5D-2.pdf
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2.
Rationales for  

Integrating Human  
Rights Into  

Development
This chapter explores in greater depth the justifications donors rely 
upon to integrate human rights into development, considering intrin-
sic, instrumental, and legal rationales and conceptualizing the over-
laps between human rights and development in terms of dimensions, 
principles, and obligations. Hence, this chapter considers why donors 
integrate human rights into development. Subsequent chapters will 
look at how they do so and what they do.

There is no single approach to integrating human rights into develop-
ment policies and programming and no single reason donors pursue 
such approaches: rationales for integrating human rights into develop-
ment vary among bilateral and multilateral donors, as do strategic and 
operational approaches. As illustrated by the 1997 DAC statement that 
“Respect for human rights is seen as an objective in its own right but 
also as a critical factor for the longer-term sustainability of development 
activities” (OECD 1997a), there are two main rationales for agencies’ 
work on human rights as part of development cooperation: intrinsic 
and instrumental. This analysis includes legal rationales as a third basis, 
although it is often connected with intrinsic rationales. The rationales, 
although distinct, are not mutually exclusive and can be linked in policy 
and practice, with various rationales often used in combination.
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Intrinsic Rationales

Intrinsic rationales originate in moral principles or ethical norms, which are 
reflected in legal obligations integral to the international human rights frame-
work for the protection of the equal dignity of all human beings. The 2005, 
2010, and 2015 UN World Summits reaffirmed the universal framework of 
common values, including the values of freedom, equality, solidarity, and 
tolerance.

The intrinsic reasons for integrating human rights in development are there-
fore grounded in the legal obligations of the international human rights 
framework. States that are party to human rights instruments are obligated 
to respect, protect, and fulfill human rights. Relatedly, normative justifica-
tions draw on the concept of human dignity underlying the international legal 
framework that drives ethical and political considerations about the integra-
tion of human rights into development. Intrinsic rationales place the protec-
tion of people at the center of development and prioritize human flourishing, 
removing unfreedoms and expanding capabilities. Human rights are seen 
as constitutive of development, drawing on conceptual frameworks such as 
human development, the capabilities approaches of Amartya Sen and Martha 
Nussbaum, or multidimensional definitions of poverty (Alkire and Foster 
2009). Finally, human rights are viewed as instrumentally relevant to objec-
tives pursued by donors related to governance, sustainability, poverty reduc-
tion, and aid effectiveness.

Under intrinsic approaches, human rights work is as an end in itself. Several 
bilateral agencies have embraced the view that development and human rights 
are linked, and that aid should be used to foster human rights objectives. As 
the review of international conferences and pronouncements illustrates, rec-
ognition of the intrinsic importance of human rights is growing in a range of 
contexts. Nevertheless, that a normative agenda is increasingly pursued under 
HRBAs does not necessarily result in an emphasis on human rights as a legal 
obligation or as the subject of binding international treaty obligations in the 
context of development cooperation for either donors or partners (McInerney-
Lankford 2009, 2013).
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Intrinsic reasons also include arguments in which the realization of human 
rights is seen as constitutive of development:

 » Drawing on Sen’s capabilities framework (1999), the Human 
Development Report 2000 highlights the common vision and com-
mon purpose of human development and human rights “to secure 
the freedom, well-being and dignity of all people everywhere” (UNDP 
2000).

 » The multidimensional definition of poverty in the DAC Guidelines on 
Poverty Reduction can be mapped to the various human rights codi-
fied under the international framework (OECD 2001). These guide-
lines and other DAC documents describe human rights, along with 
governance, democracy, and the rule of law, as qualitative elements 
of development.

 » The World Bank’s Multidimensional Poverty Measure seeks to under-
stand poverty beyond monetary deprivations (which remain the 
focus of the World Bank’s monitoring of global poverty) by including 
access to education and basic infrastructure along with the monetary 
headcount ratio at the USD 2.15 per day international poverty line. 
The Poverty and Shared Prosperity 2020 Report (World Bank 2020) 
shows that over a third of those experiencing multidimensional pov-
erty are not captured by the monetary headcount ratio (see also April 
2022 third edition of the World Bank’s Multidimensional Poverty 
Measure).

 » Early work undertaken in the World Bank’s Voices of the Poor reports 
confirmed that people who are poor care about civil and political 
rights, such as safety and security, as much as they care about food 
and water and that safety and security are legitimate poverty reduc-
tion goals (Narayan and others 2000a and 2000b, Narayan and 
Petesch 2002).

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/34496/9781464816024.pdf
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Instrumental Rationales

Instrumental rationales recognize the value of the international human rights 
framework but rely more on the idea that human rights can improve processes 
and outcomes in relation to development sustainability, security, effective risk 
management, aid effectiveness, and other policy priorities. In addition to con-
stituting goals in and of themselves, human rights help advance other goals 
and policy objectives, such as the SDGs or as part of upholding a principle of 
“do no harm.” With a traditional focus on civil and political rights, the inte-
gration of human rights in development can contribute to good governance 
and integrity initiatives or efforts to combat corruption, for instance. Human 
rights frameworks help people hold duty-bearers accountable, inasmuch as 
the frameworks empower individuals and communities to demand that the 
state respect, protect, and fulfill human rights.

For some development agencies, such as the Swiss Agency for Development 
and Cooperation (SDC), the Austrian Development Cooperation (ADC), and 
Global Affairs Canada, human rights are a subcategory of governance. Some 
agencies pursue human rights objectives in development cooperation through 
governance (Irish Aid 2009). The human rights principles of accountabil-
ity, rule of law, and participation are seen as contributing to more effective, 
legitimate, and accountable governance (World Bank 2010b). The Swedish 
International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) closely links democ-
racy and human rights objectives. Sida considers that poverty, understood 
in its broadest sense, is a state wherein almost all human rights are violated 
and that a lack of democracy leads to greater poverty in the long term. Under 
the umbrella of “democratic governance,” Sida supports initiatives on human 
rights, democratization, rule of law, people’s participation, and good gover-
nance, all of which are seen to contribute to poverty reduction and to highlight 
the political dimensions of development.

Arguments for integrating human rights into instrumental development 
cooperation reason that such integration can help to achieve more effective 
poverty reduction and better social outcomes. A commitment to human rights 
calls for urgent steps to tackle extreme poverty and social exclusion, which 
violate human dignity and the human rights of the poorest. A focus on mar-
ginalized and excluded groups and the principles of universality, equality and 
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non-discrimination, participation, and inclusion are particularly relevant 
here. SDC’s policy strengthens its commitment to empowerment and partic-
ipation by explicit reference to human rights (SDC 2006b).

Agency statements often argue that a focus on human rights can improve the 
coherence, quality, and effectiveness of aid. Development agencies also recog-
nize the analytical value of human rights: changes in project cycle manage-
ment and innovative tools have enabled agencies to ask new questions and 
analyze situations differently. For example, a bridging analysis undertaken by 
UN Women helps define the meaning of relevant human rights standards for 
particular contexts; as such, it builds development partners’ understanding of 
how human rights guidance can enhance existing work.

Legal Rationales

Independently of whether development policy embraces human rights 
because it is “the right thing to do” or because it may facilitate other desirable 
or beneficial outcomes, human rights are also the subject of legal obligations. 
The legal rationales derive from both international and domestic law. At the 
international level, through international human rights treaties, human rights 
offer a coherent normative framework that can guide development assistance. 
This framework puts humans at the center of the analysis, linked to state obli-
gations as duty-bearers and to citizen entitlements as rights-holders. It is a uni-
versal framework into which states enter freely, with jurisprudence to support 
decision-making. Its grounding in a consensual global legal regime creates a 
normative legitimacy and consistency that is not always found in development 
interventions.

The international human rights framework comprises universal and regional 
treaties adopted under the aegis of the United Nations and regional bodies. 
Although there are differences in the levels of ratification of different human 
rights treaties, and although some countries have adopted reservations, dero-
gations, or limitations to these instruments, most countries share and partic-
ipate in the framework. The framework itself is underpinned by the concept 
of legal obligation and the principle of pacta sunt servanda. Human rights law 
obligations, like other international treaty obligations, are voluntary commit-
ments of states, and as such, they offer the potential for clarity and legitimacy. 
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The three basic types of rationales for integrating human rights into develop-
ment are therefore intrinsic, instrumental, and legal. However, each can be 
defined in different ways and interpreted broadly or narrowly. They are not 
mutually exclusive and ideally should operate in a mutually reinforcing way. 
Beyond their conceptual relevance, they are instructive in understanding both 
why donors adopt their particular approaches to human rights and influence 
how donors go about integrating human rights into development. Thus, the 
rationales can be determinative of what donors say about human rights and 
how they operationalize them in policies, programs, and guidance, the sub-
jects of the next chapters.
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3.
Donor Policies and 

Approaches on 
 Human Rights

This chapter assesses donor approaches along three vectors: obliga-
tions, principles, and governance. It builds on the foregoing explana-
tion of rationales by identifying the foundations of donor policies and 
assessing the extent to which donors rely explicitly on human rights 
or tie their approaches to legal obligations (their own or those of part-
ners). In this way, it begins to explain, in high-level terms, how donors 
integrate human rights into development.



INTEGRATING HUMAN RIGHTS INTO DEVELOPMENT56

Donor Approaches Linked to Legal Obligations

As noted in the preceding chapter, the international human rights frame-
work consists of universal and regional treaties and although some countries 
have adopted reservations, derogations, or limitations to these instruments, 
most countries participate in the framework. That framework articulates the 
responsibilities voluntarily undertaken by states, and as such, offer the poten-
tial of clarity and legitimacy.  

The human rights framework articulates the responsibilities of duty-bearers 
and the entitlements of rights-holders, establishing a strong accountability 
paradigm. Depending on institutional and country context, human rights obli-
gations may provide a relevant frame of reference for development activities 
and objectives. Definitions of rights based on legal obligations benefit from the 
clarity of the definition in international treaties as well as from their elabora-
tion in jurisprudence or in the interpretations of expert bodies.

Even where states’ development policy frameworks incorporate a commit-
ment to human rights, only some explicitly include human rights obligations. 
Canada’s 2008 Official Development Assistance Act, for instance, explicitly 
commits Canada to the integration of human rights obligations in develop-
ment policy and states that overseas development assistance can only be pro-
vided if it is consistent with international human rights standards. Building 
on the reference to human rights in the EBRD Articles of Agreement, the 2019 
Environmental and Social Policy states that EBRD “is committed to the respect 
for human rights in projects financed by EBRD. EBRD will require clients, in 
their business activities, to respect human rights, avoid infringement on the 
human rights of others, and address adverse human rights risks and impacts 
caused by the business activities of clients. EBRD will continuously improve 
the projects it finances in accordance with good international practice and 
will seek to progressively strengthen processes to identify and address human 
rights risks during the appraisal and monitoring of projects.” 

The CEB Social Inclusion Bond Framework (2020a) requires borrowers and 
their subcontractors “to comply with relevant CEB policies and legislation e.g., 
with respect to procurement, environmental and social safeguards, human 
rights and integrity.” The bank’s 2022 Loan and Project Financing Policy 

https://coebank.org/documents/944/CEB_Social_Inclusion_Bond_Framework_Second_Party_Opinion.pdf
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provides that CEB “may demand early reimbursement of disbursed loans in 
particular, in the case of corruption, fraud, money-laundering, mis-procure-
ment or when the implementation of the project leads to a violation of the CEB’s 
Environmental and Social Safeguards Policy, the Convention for the Protection 
of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms or the European Social Charter.”

The European Investment Bank (EIB) Group launched a public consultation on 
its Environmental and Social Sustainability Framework (ESSF) in June 2021. 
The revised framework will apply to all new projects as of 1 March 2022. The 
ESSF states that the EIB Group’s Environmental and Social Policy is “guided 
by the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union and by the fun-
damental rights and freedoms recognised by the European Convention on 
Human Rights, as well as the principles of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights and the EU Global Human Rights Sanctions Regime.” Moreover, it 
states, the EIB will only support operations that “do not significantly harm 
the environment, do not impinge on the sustainable use of natural and living 
resources and respect human rights.”

The European Union’s approach to integrating human rights into its policies and 
approaches to development cooperation is grounded in legal obligations under 
the Lisbon Treaty and the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union. 
The latter, which was proclaimed in 2000, became binding in 2009 under the 
Lisbon Treaty. Since the early 1990s, policies have become more systematic and 
refined. The 2006 European Consensus on Development recognizes human 
rights as an intrinsic element of sustainable development, and the complemen-
tary 2011 Agenda for Change makes human rights, governance, and related 
concepts a major pillar of EU development cooperation. The 2012 Strategic 
Framework on Human Rights and Democracy and the Action Plan were fol-
lowed by the EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy adopted by the 
Council in 2015. In 2017, the EU consensus on development reaffirmed the EU’s 
commitment to mainstreaming human rights across all policies and included a 
pledge to intensify efforts to promote social and economic rights. Furthermore, 
the 2014 Toolkit on HRBAs was updated in 2021 in line with commitments to the 
SDGs and to reducing all forms of inequality, including gender inequality.6

6 EU Taking Forward the Commitment to Reducing Inequalities: Human Rights Based 
Approach Toolbox Adopted. https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/news/
taking-forward-commitment-reducing-inequalities-human-rights-based-approach-tool-
box-adopted_en

https://consult.eib.org/consultation/essf-2021-en/
https://consult.eib.org/consultation/essf-2021-en/
https://www.eib.org/en/publications/eib-group-environmental-and-social-policy.htm
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/24004/european-consensus-on-development-2-june-2017-clean_final.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/news/taking-forward-commitment-reducing-inequalities-human-rights-based-approach-toolbox-adopted_en
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/news/taking-forward-commitment-reducing-inequalities-human-rights-based-approach-toolbox-adopted_en
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/news/taking-forward-commitment-reducing-inequalities-human-rights-based-approach-toolbox-adopted_en
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The EIB is committed to upholding the highest human rights standards in 
its activities. As an EU body, the EIB is directly bound by the EU Charter of 
Fundamental Rights, an instrument that enjoys the standing of an EU treaty, 
in accordance with Article 51(1) of the EIB Charter. In contrast to other inter-
national financial institutions and multilateral development banks, the EIB is 
thus embedded in the institutional framework of the EU. As such, its actions 
are subject to review by the European Ombudsman and to the jurisdiction of 
the Court of Justice of the European Union.

Donor Approaches that Emphasize Human Rights 
Principles

Many bilateral agencies have been successful in programming that uses opera-
tional human rights principles, including Sida (Box 3.1). With slight variations, 
these principles are a combination of the those found in the UN Interagency 
Common Understanding of an HRBA. At the sector level, principles derived 
from the comments of UN treaty-monitoring bodies about economic and 
social rights (e.g., accessibility, adaptability, acceptability, and affordability 
of services) offer promising concepts that can be used effectively to organize 
development programming.

The human rights–based approach (HRBA) is one of five compulsory perspectives 
in the Swedish Development Cooperation. This applies to Sida as well through the 
Government Ordinance with instructions to Sida. Sweden is committed to the HRBA 
including:

• Swedish Policy for Global Development (approved by the Swedish Parliament 
in 2003) and the Policy Framework for Swedish Development Cooperation and 
Humanitarian Assistance

• European Consensus on Development, which commits the EU and its Member 
States to implementing HRBA in development cooperation

• UN Common Understanding on HRBA.

Source: Sida Evaluation Brief: The application and effects of a Human Rights Based 
Approach in Swedish development cooperation.

Through Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GiZ), 
German bilateral cooperation has demonstrated the use of these principles 

BOX 3.1.

The Swedish 
Commitment to 

HRBA

https://www.sida.se/en/for-partners/methods-materials/human-rights-based-approach
https://cdn.sida.se/app/uploads/2021/06/21144813/Evaluation-brief-HRBA.pdf
https://cdn.sida.se/app/uploads/2021/06/21144813/Evaluation-brief-HRBA.pdf
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in a series of promising practices at both corporate and project levels (GTZ 
2009b and GiZ 2019). At a corporate level, all human rights commitments 
made by the Federal Republic of Germany constitute the frame of reference 
of GiZ’s corporate principles. At the project level, several GiZ projects empha-
size human rights principles. For instance, through the project Implementing 
Human Rights in Development Cooperation, launched in 2020 and completed 
in 2023, GiZ has advised the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (BMZ) and its implementing organizations on supporting part-
ner countries in implementing core human rights as well as human rights 
principles such as participation, empowerment, and non-discrimination. In 
Mauritania, with the support of BMZ, more than 56,000 women, men, and 
young people have learned about human rights issues, and 77 percent say 
they now have a clearer knowledge of their rights. Forty-one journalists were 
trained and were supported in publishing reports or articles on human rights 
in national media or online.

Another example is Aotearoa New Zealand, whose Policy Statement on 
International Cooperation for Sustainable and Effective Development out-
lined the country’s objectives to promote and protect equity, inclusivity, and 
human rights within the aid and development programming of the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade. The Human Rights Strategic Action Plan for 
International Development Cooperation (IDC), the Gender Action Plan, and 
the Child and Youth Well-being Strategic Action Plan provide a strategic road 
map to translate these objectives into action, and set out priorities for target-
ing and mainstreaming human rights, gender, and child and youth well-being 
across the IDC program. 

For agencies that have not adopted human rights policies, operational prin-
ciples offer a strategy for implicit work on human rights. This is the case with 
the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, which Finland has 
embraced (Box 3.2):

A range of agencies linked formally or informally to the State may provide 
support and services to business activities. These include export credit 
agencies, official investment insurance or guarantee agencies, develop-
ment agencies and development finance institutions. Where these agen-
cies do not explicitly consider the actual and potential adverse impacts on 
human rights of beneficiary enterprises, they put themselves at risk – in 

https://www.giz.de/en/downloads/giz2021-en-human-rights-policy.pdf
https://www.giz.de/en/worldwide/94876.html
https://www.giz.de/en/worldwide/94876.html
https://mcas-proxyweb.mcas.ms/certificate-checker?login=false&originalUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fnam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com.mcas.ms%2F%3Furl%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fwww.mfat.govt.nz%252Fassets%252FAid-Prog-docs%252FPolicy%252FPolicy-Statement-New-Zealands-International-Cooperation-for-Effective-Sustainable-Development-ICESD.pdf%26data%3D05%257C01%257Csmcinerney%2540worldbank.org%257C17d1606af8654ef51a3e08dadd6e9df5%257C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%257C0%257C0%257C638065764631419170%257CUnknown%257CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%253D%257C3000%257C%257C%257C%26sdata%3Db%252BfjqhXBZyepb1NTjP3L75JD04Oh7bgLZhGyyDNML3U%253D%26reserved%3D0%26McasTsid%3D20893&McasCSRF=af8ee591273f44230efeed32508f5341f8dfa6462a2334d240be7b074f66ef62
https://mcas-proxyweb.mcas.ms/certificate-checker?login=false&originalUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fnam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com.mcas.ms%2F%3Furl%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fwww.mfat.govt.nz%252Fassets%252FAid%252FAid-General%252FAotearoa-New-Zealands-Human-Rights-Strategic-Action-Plan-for-International-Development-Cooperation-2021-2025-FINAL.pdf%26data%3D05%257C01%257Csmcinerney%2540worldbank.org%257C17d1606af8654ef51a3e08dadd6e9df5%257C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%257C0%257C0%257C638065764631419170%257CUnknown%257CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%253D%257C3000%257C%257C%257C%26sdata%3DB0Yw2TnnEOgP2bmjbg08Z4LKFWkqDMyusvBeaVY2Y2A%253D%26reserved%3D0%26McasTsid%3D20893&McasCSRF=af8ee591273f44230efeed32508f5341f8dfa6462a2334d240be7b074f66ef62
https://mcas-proxyweb.mcas.ms/certificate-checker?login=false&originalUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fnam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com.mcas.ms%2F%3Furl%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fwww.mfat.govt.nz%252Fassets%252FAid%252FAid-General%252FAotearoa-New-Zealands-Human-Rights-Strategic-Action-Plan-for-International-Development-Cooperation-2021-2025-FINAL.pdf%26data%3D05%257C01%257Csmcinerney%2540worldbank.org%257C17d1606af8654ef51a3e08dadd6e9df5%257C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%257C0%257C0%257C638065764631419170%257CUnknown%257CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%253D%257C3000%257C%257C%257C%26sdata%3DB0Yw2TnnEOgP2bmjbg08Z4LKFWkqDMyusvBeaVY2Y2A%253D%26reserved%3D0%26McasTsid%3D20893&McasCSRF=af8ee591273f44230efeed32508f5341f8dfa6462a2334d240be7b074f66ef62
https://mcas-proxyweb.mcas.ms/certificate-checker?login=false&originalUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fnam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com.mcas.ms%2F%3Furl%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fwww.mfat.govt.nz%252Fassets%252FPeace-Rights-and-Security%252FInternational-security%252FGender-Action-Plan-2021-2025.pdf%26data%3D05%257C01%257Csmcinerney%2540worldbank.org%257C17d1606af8654ef51a3e08dadd6e9df5%257C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%257C0%257C0%257C638065764631419170%257CUnknown%257CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%253D%257C3000%257C%257C%257C%26sdata%3DSArK%252FRxVf2gr5P1X704VpcCkM6PvoH1D1VCOBt9K1Yg%253D%26reserved%3D0%26McasTsid%3D20893&McasCSRF=af8ee591273f44230efeed32508f5341f8dfa6462a2334d240be7b074f66ef62
https://mcas-proxyweb.mcas.ms/certificate-checker?login=false&originalUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fnam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com.mcas.ms%2F%3Furl%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fwww.mfat.govt.nz%252Fassets%252FAid-Prog-docs%252FChild_Youth-Well-being-Strategic-Action-Plan.pdf%26data%3D05%257C01%257Csmcinerney%2540worldbank.org%257C17d1606af8654ef51a3e08dadd6e9df5%257C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%257C0%257C0%257C638065764631419170%257CUnknown%257CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%253D%257C3000%257C%257C%257C%26sdata%3DRao7EkVoX7H%252B8P6pqfjUuaP1ZPxRaFsgqUJf82EiS3s%253D%26reserved%3D0%26McasTsid%3D20893&McasCSRF=af8ee591273f44230efeed32508f5341f8dfa6462a2334d240be7b074f66ef62
https://mcas-proxyweb.mcas.ms/certificate-checker?login=false&originalUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fnam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com.mcas.ms%2F%3Furl%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fwww.mfat.govt.nz%252Fassets%252FAid-Prog-docs%252FPolicy%252FNew-Zealands-International-Development-Cooperation-2020-21.pdf%26data%3D05%257C01%257Csmcinerney%2540worldbank.org%257C17d1606af8654ef51a3e08dadd6e9df5%257C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%257C0%257C0%257C638065764631419170%257CUnknown%257CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%253D%257C3000%257C%257C%257C%26sdata%3DNAAXJpujQkHL%252Bg8a64%252BOpTTfcXEs4hWHhe6IjzSCdOM%253D%26reserved%3D0%26McasTsid%3D20893&McasCSRF=af8ee591273f44230efeed32508f5341f8dfa6462a2334d240be7b074f66ef62
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reputational, financial, political, and potentially legal terms – for support-
ing any such harm, and they may add to the human rights challenges faced 
by the recipient State. (OHCHR 2011)

Following the Guidance Note on implementing the Human Rights Based Approach 
in Finland’s Development Policy (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Finland 2015), Finland 
has invested in strengthening its application, for example, through its develop-
ment cooperation funding with private sector instruments. Building on its existing 
commitment to the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs), 
Finland supported a three-year program (2018–2021) to further integrate the UNGPs 
into the strategies and decisions of key agencies and programs providing funding 
and other support for Finnish private sector investment in developing countries. 
Initial results from this program, delivered with the support of the expert non-
profit organization Shift, show its potential to drive attention to the human rights 
outcomes of private sector activities abroad, including for the poorest and most 
marginalized. The final program report notes that the agencies and programs that 
received tailored support by Shift were better positioned to embed respect for 
human rights in their activities as a result. Informed by this work, Shift developed 
three tools tailored to help financial institutions align their approaches with the 
UNGPs.

It is important to distinguish operational principles that might be tangentially 
related to human rights from interventions specifically grounded in the human 
rights framework. “Rhetorical repackaging” is a risk when every single inter-
vention aimed at enhancing accountability by using a participatory approach 
or channeling aid through civil society organizations is described as “rights-
based,” or by arguing that a donor is contributing to social and economic rights 
simply because of investment in schools or jobs creation. Such interventions 
need to be related to specific state obligations to be categorized accurately as 
contributing to the realization of human rights. There may also be a risk of 
understating the indirect, positive human rights impact of projects undertaken 
with an implicit human rights approach. For instance, an Australian Agency for 
International Development (AusAID) independent review concluded that its 
country programs and thematic areas often used an HRBA, but that the agency 
had failed to communicate the approach (Government of Australia 2011).

Several development partners gather biannually for informal discussions on 
strengthening support for the implementation of human rights recommenda-
tions. These meetings, called Oslo+, provide a space for bilateral and multilat-
eral development agencies and academia to share good practices in evolving 

BOX 3.2. 

 Alignment of 
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Procedures, 
and Practices to 

the UN Guiding 
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Business and 
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https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fum.fi%2Fdocuments%2F35732%2F48132%2Fhuman_rights_based_approach_in_finlands_development_cooperation___guidance&data=05%7C01%7Crachel.davis%40shiftproject.org%7C89c0f9cdeb684c10307608da43042c31%7C94ff8188afbd4bac848d71ee127aef82%7C0%7C0%7C637895983207741928%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=%2FhxAnhbwqRtCEPiNBayBycJ7DJlMnQirMIvz0f29kKI%3D&reserved=0
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fum.fi%2Fdocuments%2F35732%2F48132%2Fhuman_rights_based_approach_in_finlands_development_cooperation___guidance&data=05%7C01%7Crachel.davis%40shiftproject.org%7C89c0f9cdeb684c10307608da43042c31%7C94ff8188afbd4bac848d71ee127aef82%7C0%7C0%7C637895983207741928%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=%2FhxAnhbwqRtCEPiNBayBycJ7DJlMnQirMIvz0f29kKI%3D&reserved=0
https://um.fi/documents/35732/0/Final%2BProgram%2BReport_Finland_Public%2Bfinancing_2019.pdf/aa80c26e-2706-49b1-00d9-e4b0e46fc20d?t=1590998543483
https://shiftproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Embedding-the-UN-Guiding-Principles-in-Finlands-State-Financing-of-Private-Sector-Activity-Abroad.pdf
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“human rights–based approaches to development.” (See Box 3.3 for more 
information.)

The Oslo+ meeting in Montreux, Switzerland, in June 2022 provided a space for 
bilateral and multilateral development agencies to share good practices for evolving 
“human rights-based approaches to development,” while adding a new dimension 
linked to international peace and security, namely: How to mobilize bilateral ODA 
funds to drive progress with the national implementation of states’ international 
human rights obligations, and their Sustainable Development Goal commitments, 
as a central contribution to building national “resilience” and thus to preventing seri-
ous human rights crises and violent conflicts, including in fragile states. 

The meetings pursue a multistakeholder approach by involving and considering 
the contributions of states, the Executive Office of the Secretary-General (EOSG), 
OHCHR, the UN Development Cooperation Office, the UN Sustainable Development 
Group’s multi-partner trust fund for mainstreaming human rights, UNDP, UNICEF, 
OECD, and other relevant UN agencies and programs, other international orga-
nizations (e.g., the World Bank’s Human Rights, Inclusion and Empowerment 
Umbrella Trust Fund), national human rights institutions, and non-governmental 
organizations.

Source: Universal Rights Group, Geneva.

The UN Interagency Common Understanding of a Human Rights Based 
Approach (UNSDG 2003) is still cited and used by bilateral and multilateral 
agencies. It articulates three understandings and defines six principles:

1. All programmes of development co-operation, policies and techni-
cal assistance should further the realisation of human rights as laid 
down in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other inter-
national human rights instruments.

2. Human rights standards contained in, and principles derived from, 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other international 
human rights instruments guide all development cooperation and pro-
gramming in all sectors and in all phases of the programming process. 
Among these human rights principles are the following:

• Universality and inalienability: Human rights are universal and 
inalienable. All people everywhere in the world are entitled to 
them. The human person in whom they inhere cannot voluntarily 
give them up. Nor can others take them away from him or her. As 

BOX 3.3.  

Sharing Good 
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https://www.universal-rights.org/events-detail/oslo2-meeting-on-the-contribution-of-human-rights-and-development-cooperation-to-prevention/
https://www.universal-rights.org/events-detail/oslo2-meeting-on-the-contribution-of-human-rights-and-development-cooperation-to-prevention/
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stated in Article 1 of the UDHR, “All human beings are born free 
and equal in dignity and rights.”

• Indivisibility: Human rights are indivisible. Whether of a civil, cul-
tural, economic, political, or social nature, they are all inherent to 
the dignity of every human person. Consequently, they all have 
equal status as rights, and cannot be ranked, a priori, in a hierar-
chical order.

• Interdependence and interrelatedness: The realization of one right 
often depends, wholly or in part, upon the realization of others. 
For instance, realization of the right to health may depend, in cer-
tain circumstances, on realization of the right to education or of 
the right to information.

• Equality and non-discrimination: All individuals are equal as 
human beings and by virtue of the inherent dignity of each 
human person. All human beings are entitled to their human 
rights without discrimination of any kind, such as race, colour, 
sex, ethnicity, age, language, religion, political or other opinion, 
national or social origin, disability, property, birth or other status 
as explained by the human rights treaty bodies.

• Participation and inclusion: Every person and all peoples are entitled 
to active, free and meaningful participation in, contribution to, and 
enjoyment of civil, economic, social, cultural and political devel-
opment in which human rights and fundamental freedoms can be 
realized.

• Accountability and rule of law: States and other duty-bearers 
are answerable for the observance of human rights. In this 
regard, they have to comply with the legal norms and standards 
enshrined in human rights instruments. Where they fail to do so, 
aggrieved rights-holders are entitled to institute proceedings for 
appropriate redress before a competent court or other adjudicator 
in accordance with the rules and procedures provided by law.

3. Development cooperation contributes to the development of the 
capacities of “duty-bearers” to meet their obligations and/or of 
“rights-holders” to claim their rights.7

7 https://unsdg.un.org/resources/human-rights-based-approach-development-coopera-
tion-towards-common-understanding-among-un, accessed September 9, 2023.

https://unsdg.un.org/resources/human-rights-based-approach-development-cooperation-towards-common-understanding-among-un
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/human-rights-based-approach-development-cooperation-towards-common-understanding-among-un
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The human rights–based approach offers a useful framework for distinguish-
ing between elements that are unique and clearly linked to the human rights 
framework and elements that are essential but shared with other perspectives 
and are more commonly found in development. Unique elements include 
using recommendations of international human rights bodies and mecha-
nisms, assessing the capacity of rights-holders to claim their rights and those 
of duty-bearers to fulfill their obligations, and developing strategies to build 
these capacities. Essential elements include recognizing people as key actors 
in their own development (rather than as passive recipients of commodities 
and services) and valuing participation, empowerment, and bottom-up pro-
cesses, generally considered good programming practices.

“Meaningful participation” is an example of an operational human rights 
principle. HRBAs are often associated with the adoption of participatory 
techniques. For example, UNICEF adopted a participatory community devel-
opment strategy in parts of Africa. In addition to approaches that aim to 
contribute to the empowerment of poor and vulnerable populations, the inte-
gration of human rights calls for free, informed, and meaningful participation 
that can be institutionalized and can affect public policy choices. More tradi-
tional human rights projects in support of civic education or election processes 
have also contributed to this process.

Donor Approaches that Prioritize Governance and 
Mutual Accountability

Governance issues and human rights are mutually reinforcing (Box 3.4). Good 
governance is defined by a transparent and accountable environment in which 
individuals can claim and exercise their rights. Human rights principles and 
frameworks can support improved governance because they highlight the 
demarcations between institutions and their constituents; they can under-
score lines of responsibility and promote transparency so that individuals 
are empowered to hold their governments accountable. The international 
community has made the interconnection between good governance, human 
rights, and sustainable development directly or indirectly in a number of dec-
larations and global conference documents. For example, the Declaration 
on the Right to Development proclaims that every person and all peoples 
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“are entitled to participate in, contribute to, and enjoy economic, social, cul-
tural and political development” (Article 1). Moreover, from a human rights 
perspective, the concept of good governance can be linked to principles and 
rights set out in the main international human rights instruments, including 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social, 
and Cultural Rights (OHCHR Governance and Human Rights 2016).

Good governance and human rights are mutually reinforcing. Human rights princi-
ples provide values to guide the work of governments and other political and social 
actors. They also provide performance standards against which these actors may 
be held accountable. Moreover, human rights principles inform the content of good 
governance efforts: human rights principles may inform the development of legis-
lative frameworks, policies, programs, budgetary allocations, and other measures. 
However, human rights cannot be sustainably respected and protected without 
good governance. The implementation of human rights relies on a conducive and 
enabling environment. Such an environment includes appropriate legal frameworks 
and institutions as well as political, managerial, and administrative processes 
responsible for responding to the rights and needs of the population. The links 
between good governance and human rights can be organized around four areas: 
democratic institutions, service delivery, rule of law, and anticorruption. 

Source: OHCHR 2013

Donor interventions tend to work either on the supply side (e.g., reforming 
state institutions to make them more effective) or on the demand side (e.g., 
civil society advocacy campaigns that promote responsive governance). An 
HRBA helps break this artificial distinction by linking demand and supply 
through the conceptual lens of rights-holders, duty-bearers, and citizenship.

Mutual accountability refers to the individual and joint accountability of 
donors and partner governments to their citizens and parliaments for devel-
opment policies, strategies, and performance. The Paris Declaration requires 
that partner governments use participatory processes to develop and monitor 
national strategies and involve their parliaments; that donors provide trans-
parent information on aid flows to promote public accountability; and that 
both parties jointly assess progress in meeting aid effectiveness commitments. 
These mutual accountability principles are fully compatible with the human 
rights principles of accountability and transparency – which are reiterated in 

BOX 3.4. 
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https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Development/GoodGovernance/Pages/WorkshopPreventingFightingAgainstCorruption.aspx
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the Accra Agenda for Action – and require access to information as well as par-
ticipation in decision-making.

Human rights norms and standards can explicitly be part of this mutual 
accountability framework. To achieve that status requires not only that part-
ner governments demonstrate progress in implementing their human rights 
commitments but also that donors be held accountable for their contribution 
to the realization of human rights in partner countries. There are examples of 
governments and agencies specifying human rights as a shared value under-
pinning their aid partnerships (e.g., Finland, Netherlands, Sida, DFID [now 
Foreign Commonwealth and Development Office, or FCDO], the UN system, 
and Germany).
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4.
Integration of Human 
Rights Into Donor 
Policies, Programs, 
and Strategic Plans

This chapter is concerned with how overarching approaches are oper-
ationalized in donor policies, programs, and strategic plans. It drills 
down on how donors operationalize human right. It also considers 
entry points for human rights in broader public statements, particu-
larly in the absence of human rights policies. The chapter starts with 
multilateral policies including those of international financial institu-
tions (IFIs), then describes the current European Union legal and pol-
icy content. It then analyses the policies and programs of the UN and 
its funds and agencies and concludes with examples of bilateral donor 
policies and trends among emerging donors.
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Multilateral actors, including IFIs, exhibit a wide range of approaches. The 
differences discernible in polices, statements, and approaches are often attrib-
utable to the differing legal mandates under which multilateral actors are cre-
ated and empowered as well as the distinct policy frameworks that each has 
developed. Some are more openly normative and grounded in human rights 
with explicit and strategic policy commitments to human rights (e.g., EU), 
while others have mandates more squarely anchored in economic develop-
ment, such that their policies may be less explicit about rights and rely more 
on principles and concepts like governance and sustainability. Other differ-
ences can be discerned based on functional and operational considerations: 
that is “what” these actors are supposed to do. That is, there will be differences 
in policies based on whether the actor has a political function in the develop-
ment sphere; fulfills a policy, convening, or technical role in development; or 
provides financing and technical assistance for development.

This section surveys policies and legal provisions as well as broader, non-bind-
ing statements on human rights issued by multilateral development actors.

Environmental and Social Policies of International 
Financial Institutions

i. African Development Bank

The African Development Bank (AfDB), in accordance with its mandate and set 
out in Article 1 of the Bank Agreement and Article 2 of the Fund Agreement, 
“affirms that it respects the principles and values of human rights as set out in 
the UN Charter and the African Charter of Human and Peoples’ Rights.” The 
AfDB “encourages member countries to observe international human rights 
norms, standards, and best practices on the basis of their commitments made 
under the International Human Rights Covenants and the African Charter of 
Human and Peoples’ Rights” (AfDB 2013, 1).

These were among the principles that guided the development of the Integrated 
Safeguards System (ISS) that the bank adopted in 2013 to better address emerg-
ing environmental and social development challenges. The 2013 ISS put 
economic, social, and cultural rights on an equal footing with civil and polit-
ical rights (OHCHR 2022a). The ISS is a cornerstone of the AfDB’s vision for 

https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Policy-Documents/December_2013_-_AfDB%E2%80%99S_Integrated_Safeguards_System__-_Policy_Statement_and_Operational_Safeguards.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/AfDB-ISS_OHCHR-submission_17May2022.pdf
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sustainable development and promotes best practices and encourages greater 
transparency and accountability to the bank’s stakeholders, including project 
host communities. To update its content to the emerging challenges of today, 
the AfDB adopted an updated ISS on April 12, 2023. The updated ISS states, 
“the AfDB’s activities support the realization of human rights expressed in 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the UN Charter and the African 
Charter of Human and People’s Rights. Through the projects, activities and 
initiatives it finances, an in a manner consistent with the Agreement estab-
lishing the African Development Bank, the AfDB seeks to avoid adverse 
impacts and will continue to support its member countries as they strive to 
progressively achieve their human rights commitments” (AfDB 2023). The 
updated ISS addresses human rights in the context of contextual risk assess-
ment and project risk management, and gives greater attention to issues such 
as transparency, accountability, discrimination, gender-based violence, sex-
ual exploitation, abuse and harassment, and modern slavery (OHCHR 2022a). 
Operational Safeguard 2 (labor and working conditions) and 7 (vulnerable 
groups) are also informed by human rights instruments (AfDB 2023).

ii. Asian Development Bank

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) does not have a policy on human rights 
per se; however, a number of its policies and procedures (including environ-
mental and social safeguards) relate to human rights and are applied when 
considering ADB investments to “avoid, minimize, mitigate, or compensate 
for adverse impacts on affected persons”.8

Many aspects of the ADB’s Indigenous people’s safeguards, principles, and 
requirements reflect international standards for ensuring full respect for the 
identity, dignity, human rights, livelihood systems, and cultural uniqueness 
of Indigenous peoples, in accordance with the way that these are defined by 
Indigenous peoples themselves. The Safeguard Policy Statement (SPS) of 2009 
contains requirements to safeguard Indigenous peoples’ rights. Currently, the 
ADB is conducting a comprehensive review and update of its 2009 SPS due 
to the changing development context in the Asia and Pacific region; harmo-
nization opportunities with safeguards policies of other multilateral financial 

8 ADB 2020, Sustainability Report 2020, 65.

https://consultations.afdb.org/en/page/news
https://consultations.afdb.org/en/page/news
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/AfDB-ISS_OHCHR-submission_17May2022.pdf
https://consultations.afdb.org/en/page/news
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-document/674541/adb-sr2020-part2-gri.pdf
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institutions; opportunities to streamline procedures and address special needs 
of fragile and conflict-affected situations, small developing states, and the pri-
vate sector; and the recommendations from ADB’s Independent Evaluation 
Department. As part of the review and consultation process, the ADB con-
ducted a desk review of how sexual orientation, gender identity, gender 
expression, and sex characteristics are addressed in the 2009 SPS and other 
ADB non-safeguard policies and strategies.9

iii. Inter-American Development Bank

In October 2021, the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) transitioned from 
its Safeguards Policies to a new Environmental and Social Policy Framework 
(ESPF), setting ambitious standards in several areas and providing clients with 
advanced provisions to manage environmental and social issues. The ESPF 
includes a separate standard on gender equality. It also has a new standard on 
labor and working conditions that is aligned with core international conven-
tions. Through this policy framework, the IDB can assess human rights risks in 
its projects and support borrowers in carrying out due diligence. In addition to 
the ESPF, other IDB policies and standards relating to human rights include the 
Access to Information Policy and its Implementation Guidelines and the Policy 
of the Independent Consultation and Investigation Mechanism.

iv. Inter-American Development Bank Invest

In 2020, IDB Invest, the private sector arm of the IDB, strengthened its 
Environmental and Social Sustainability Policy by focusing on a single set of stan-
dards, providing more clarity regarding roles and responsibilities, and outlining 
new priority areas. Among the featured changes is an increased focus on human 
rights and stakeholder engagement, including implementation of an Engagement 
and Grievance Mechanism. IDB Invest promotes the responsibility of business to 
respect human rights. To that end, in accordance with the Sustainability Policy 
and the Performance Standards it incorporates, it requires clients to have in place 
an approach to assess potential human rights risks and impacts, respect human 
rights, avoid infringement on the human rights of others, and address adverse 
human rights risks and impacts in IDB Invest–supported projects.

9 The final policy paper is expected to be sent for board consideration by March 2024.

https://www.adb.org/documents/spru-analytical-study-summary-sogiesc-draft
https://www.adb.org/documents/spru-analytical-study-summary-sogiesc-draft
https://www.iadb.org/en/mpas
https://www.iadb.org/en/mpas
https://publications.iadb.org/en/managing-human-rights-risks-idb-projects-requirements-idbs-environmental-and-social-policy
https://idbdocs.iadb.org/wsdocs/getdocument.aspx?docnum=35167427
https://idbdocs.iadb.org/wsdocs/getdocument.aspx?docnum=EZSHARE-525549286-365
https://idbinvest.org/en/publications/idb-invest-environmental-and-social-sustainability-policy?_ga=2.37285926.749602102.1672916294-758389347.1672916294&_gl=1*1mx4q6f*_ga*NzU4Mzg5MzQ3LjE2NzI5MTYyOTQ.*_ga_T7MXBVEPG7*MTY3MjkxNjI5NC4xLjEuMTY3MjkxNjMxMi40Mi4wLjA.
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For the purposes of this policy, IDB Invest will be guided by the International 
Bill of Human Rights and the eight core conventions of the International 
Labour Organization. IDB Invest is also committed to fostering full respect for 
the human rights of Indigenous peoples, Afro-descendants, and other vulner-
able groups, as well as for persons with disabilities.

v. European Bank for Reconstruction and Development

The EBRD is owned by 71 countries, the EU and the EIB. The EBRD supports 
the rights-based approach of the United Nations Economic Commission for 
Europe Aarhus Convention, which affirms the public’s rights to information, 
meaningful consultation, and redress of complaints on environmental matters 
(OHCHR 2023). The EBRD’s 2019 Environmental and Social Policy states that 
the EBRD commits to respect human rights and “will not knowingly finance 
projects that would contravene national laws or country obligations under rel-
evant international treaties” (p.5). The EBRD requires clients to respect human 
rights, avoid infringement of the human rights of others, and address impacts 
caused by the business activities of clients. Furthermore, the EBRD seeks to 
improve the projects it finances by strengthening processes to identify human 
rights risks during the appraisal and monitoring of projects and by following 
good international practice.

To align its internal processes with the 2019 Environmental and Social Policy, 
the EBRD has revised its risk assessment methodology and environmental and 
social due diligence and monitoring tools. It has also established a Human 
Rights Working Group, which serves as a forum for bank experts across 
departments to discuss challenges and solutions and address stakeholders’ 
concerns and expectations on human rights issues. Additionally, the EBRD has 
developed internal human rights guidance to ensure human rights are firmly 
embedded in project environmental and social appraisals and monitoring 
(EBRD 2021).

vi. European Investment Bank

The EIB Group is the lending arm of the EU. EIB’s Environmental and Social 
Policy, updated in 2022, is guided by the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 
European Convention on Human Rights, the fundamental rights and freedoms 
recognized by the European Convention on Human Rights, the principles of 

https://worldbankgroup.sharepoint.com/teams/humanrightsanddevelopmenttrustfund-wbgroup/Shared%20Documents/General/Research%20and%20Evaluation%20Program/OECD-WB%20report/Draft%20Documents/14Feb2023_Integrating%20human%20rights%20into%20development.docx
https://www.ebrd.com/news/publications/policies/environmental-and-social-policy-esp.html
https://www.ebrd.com/documents/environment/sustainability-report-2020-social-impact.pdf?blobnocache=true
https://www.eib.org/attachments/publications/eib_group_environmental_and_social_policy_en.pdf
https://www.eib.org/attachments/publications/eib_group_environmental_and_social_policy_en.pdf
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the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the EU Global Human Rights 
Sanctions Regime. The policy states that “recognising that the advancement 
of human rights is central to sustainable finance, the Group is committed to 
address climate, environment and social challenges by applying a human 
rights-based approach to its activities, with the aim of promoting social inclu-
sion, reducing inequalities and risks to human health and well-being” (EIB 
Group 2022, 3). Accordingly, the EIB Group will only support operations that 
respect human rights and do not harm the environment. Other human rights–
relevant policies and procedures are the Environmental and Social Standards 
and the Transparency Policy. The latter underscores that the EIB Group upholds 
human rights, including the rights to access to information, to participation, 
and to remedy (EIB Group 2021).

In February 2023, the EIB published an information note on its Approach to 
Human Rights, which outlines policies, procedures, practices, and actions 
taken by the EIB to promote human rights (EIB 2023). The EIB will also pre-
pare a good practice note on human rights to support its clients in identify-
ing, preventing, and addressing human rights risks and impacts under its 
Environmental and Social Sustainability Framework.

vii. Islamic Development Bank

The Islamic Development Bank (IsDB) released its new Environmental and 
Social Safeguards Policy in February 2020. Even though the policy does not 
mention the term “human rights,” through that policy the IsDB seeks to ensure, 
based on Islamic principles, that the projects it finances are environmentally 
and socially sustainable, thereby assisting its Member States in “managing 
their physical and human resources for the universal common good of all 
creation.”

viii. World Bank (International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development and International Development Association)

The 2016 World Bank Environmental and Social Framework (ESF) replaced a 
set of individual safeguard policies that had incrementally emerged since the 
1980s to respond to development demands and challenges that had arisen 
over time. The newer framework aims to boost protections for people and the 
environment and drive sustainable development through building capacity, 

https://www.eib.org/publications/eib-environmental-and-social-standards
https://www.eib.org/en/publications/20220268-the-eibs-approach-to-human-rights
https://www.eib.org/en/publications/20220268-the-eibs-approach-to-human-rights
https://www.eib.org/en/press/all/2023-040-eib-publishes-its-approach-to-human-rights
https://www.isdb.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/2020-10/IsDB%20Environmental%20and%20Social%20Safeguards%20Policy%20%28Feb%202020%29.pdf
https://www.isdb.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/2020-10/IsDB%20Environmental%20and%20Social%20Safeguards%20Policy%20%28Feb%202020%29.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/837721522762050108-0290022018/original/ESFFramework.pdf
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institutions, and country ownership. It also aims to enhance efficiency for 
both the borrower and the bank. The framework is one of several initiatives, 
including procurement reform and climate and gender strategies, the bank 
has undertaken to improve development outcomes. Though the World Bank 
does not have a policy statement specific to human rights, it has other points 
of entry to address the issue.

With respect to human rights, the non-binding ESF Vision Statement says: “The 
World Bank’s activities support the realization of human rights expressed in 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Through the projects it finances, 
and in a manner consistent with its Articles of Agreement, the World Bank 
seeks to avoid adverse impacts and will continue to support its member coun-
tries as they strive to progressively achieve their human rights commitments.”

The World Bank’s ESF incorporates transparency, accountability, consulta-
tion, participation, non-discrimination, and social inclusion that are also key 
human rights principles. 

The ESF brings the World Bank’s environmental and social protections into 
closer harmony with those of other development institutions and makes 
important advances in areas such as transparency, non-discrimination, social 
inclusion, public participation, and accountability – including expanded roles 
for grievance redress mechanisms. It covers new substantive areas of direct 
relevance to human rights, including labor, sexual exploitation and abuse, 
disabilities, and sexual orientation and gender identity. It retains the former 
safeguard policies anchoring in human rights with respect to Indigenous 
peoples. Among the objectives of Environmental and Social Standard (ESS) 7 
is “to ensure that the development process fosters full respect for the human 
rights, dignity, aspirations, identity, culture, and natural resource–based live-
lihoods of Indigenous Peoples/Sub-Saharan African Historically Underserved 
Traditional Local Communities.”

To support this framework – and meet additional oversight demands – the 
World Bank is on a trajectory to increase substantially its funding for envi-
ronmental and social standards. The World Bank and most of its sharehold-
ers recognize strengthening national systems in borrowing countries as a core 
development goal. In line with this goal, the framework emphasizes the use 
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of borrower frameworks and capacity building, with the aim of constructing 
sustainable borrower institutions and increasing efficiency.

The expanded protections in the framework include comprehensive labor 
and working condition protections and community health and safety mea-
sures that address road safety, emergency response, and disaster mitigation. It 
includes a responsibility to engage stakeholders throughout the project cycle 
and a non-discrimination principle augmented by a new mandatory World 
Bank Directive that lists examples of vulnerable and disadvantaged groups 
and requires staff to assist borrowers as they consider, mitigate, and manage 
related issues.

The World Bank’s 2021 policy update on Development Cooperation and 
Fragility, Conflict, and Violence (FCV) includes a Vision Statement that sets 
out the bank’s aspirations in addressing the challenges of FCV. The statement 
provides: “The World Bank recognizes the complexity and diversity of FCV 
settings and aspires to improve its understanding of FCV contexts, including 
the drivers of FCV […]. Drivers of fragility are highly context-specific and may 
include range of risks related to the distinction of power and broader gover-
nance concerns, political settlements [and] the human rights situation. […]” 
(World Bank 2021b).

ix. International Finance Corporation

The International Finance Corporation (IFC) is the private sector arm of the 
World Bank Group. IFC’s Sustainability Framework (most recent version 
effective as of 2012) includes both an IFC Sustainability Policy and eight 
Environmental and Social Performance Standards, which define IFC clients’ 
responsibilities. The Sustainability Framework also includes an Access to 
Information Policy, through which IFC seeks to provide its clients, partners, 
and stakeholders accurate and timely information regarding its investment 
and advisory services activities.

The Sustainability Policy and Performance Standards recognize the private 
sector’s responsibility to respect human rights. Specifically, paragraph 12 of the 
policy states: “IFC recognizes the responsibility of business to respect human 
rights, independently of the state duties to respect, protect, and fulfil human 

https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/498771628797344998/updated-bank-policy-development-cooperation-and-fragility-conflict-and-violence
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/498771628797344998/updated-bank-policy-development-cooperation-and-fragility-conflict-and-violence
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/topics_ext_content/ifc_external_corporate_site/sustainability-at-ifc/policies-standards/sustainability+framework
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/Topics_Ext_Content/IFC_External_Corporate_Site/Sustainability-At-IFC/Policies-Standards/Performance-Standards
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rights;” and paragraph 3 of Performance Standard 1 (PS1), Assessment and 
Management of Environmental and Social Risks and Impacts, provides that:

Business should respect human rights, which means to avoid infringing 
on the human rights of others and address adverse human rights impacts 
business may cause or contribute to. Each of the Performance Standards 
has elements related to human rights dimensions that a project may face 
during its operations. Due diligence against these Performance Standards 
will enable the client to address many relevant human rights issues in its 
project.

PS1 also states: “In limited high-risk circumstances, it may be appropriate for 
the client to complement its environmental and social risks and impacts iden-
tification process with specific human rights due diligence as relevant to the 
particular business” (PS1, Footnote 12). Each of the Performance Standards has 
elements related to human rights dimensions that businesses may face during 
their operations.

European Union

As the largest development donor in the world, the European Union is com-
mitted to ensuring that “human rights are at the forefront of EU Development 
Cooperation,” with similar commitments to humanitarian aid and common 
foreign and security policy. The policies flow from the legal obligations of EU 
Member States, as well as from the Lisbon Treaty provisions that recognize 
human rights as common values underpinning EU partnership and dialogue 
with third countries. The 2017 European Consensus on Development “Our 
World, Our Dignity, Our Future” calls upon the EU and its Member States to 
consistently implement the human rights–based, encompassing all human 
rights, to development cooperation.10

On March 25, 2020, the European Commission and the High Representative 
of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy (HR/VP) presented their 

10 The new European consensus on development “Our World, Our Dignity, Our Future” 
joint statement by the Council and the representatives of the governments of the 
Member States meeting within the Council, the European Parliament, and the European 
Commission, Publications Office, 2018. 
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plans for EU policy on strengthening human rights and democracy in the EU’s 
external actions. A renewed focus on human rights and democracy is sug-
gested to strengthen state and societal resilience, and the EU wishes to lead in 
promoting and protecting human rights and democracy worldwide.

The EU Action Plan 2020–2024 defines more concretely the priorities of the 
EU and its Member States in their relationship with third countries. It aims to 
promote human rights and democracy consistently and coherently in all areas 
of EU external action (e.g., trade, environment, development). The Action Plan 
takes also takes into account the 2012 EU Strategic Framework on Human 
Rights and Democracy. 

Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development

The mandate of the OECD DAC Governance Network (GovNet) references 
human rights and provides members with a forum to exchange experiences 
and lessons regarding issues such as accountability and respect for human 
rights. The OECD Human Rights Task Team, which operated under GovNet, 
aimed at enhancing understanding and achieving consensus on why and how 
donors should work more strategically and coherently on the integration of 
human rights and development. The network helps deliver evidence-based 
research and policy recommendations to support donor policies and programs 
that promote respect for human rights. In 2007, OECD DAC articulated 10 
human rights principles specifically related to areas where harmonized donor 
action was particularly important (Box 4.1). In 2020, the OECD published a 
report on inclusive governance, including a chapter on the human rights–
based approach to development.

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/131181.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/131181.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/accountable-effective-institutions/humanrightsanddevelopment.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/accountable-effective-institutions/humanrightsanddevelopment.htm
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/960f5a97-en.pdf?expires=1667316674&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=74A0454ADA942A76FB4A17938CB2922C
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1.  Build a shared understanding of the links between human rights obligations and 
development priorities through dialogue.

2.  Identify areas of support to partner governments on human rights.

3.  Safeguard human rights in processes of state building. 

4.  Support the demand side of human rights.

5.  Promote non-discrimination as a basis for more inclusive and stable societies.

6.  Consider human rights in decisions on alignment and aid instruments.

7.  Consider mutual reinforcement between human rights and aid effectiveness 
principles.

8.  Do no harm.

9.  Take a harmonised and graduated approach to deteriorating human rights 
situations.

10.  Ensure that the scaling-up of aid is conducive to human rights. 

Source: OECD 2007 Action-Oriented Polity Paper, 3.

Box 4.2 summarizes the types of policies deployed by development entities.

Type Examples

These organizations 
occasionally refer to 
human rights in sector 
policies, but they do 
not have overall human 
rights policies; human 
rights may be captured 
in more general, aspi-
rational terms rather 
than as a strict policy 
requirement

African Development Bank (AfDB) (2013)

Asian Development Bank (ADB) (1998, 2003, 2005)

Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) (2016)

Black Sea Trade and Development Bank (BSTDB)

Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) (2006a, 2006b, 
2010, 2021)

International Finance Corporation (IFC) (2006, 2012)

Islamic Development Bank (IsDB)

World Bank Environmental and Social Policy (2016)

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)

UN-Habitat

United Nations Industrial Development Organization 
(UNIDO) (2013) (2015)

BOX 4.1. 

OECD Human 
Rights Principles 

for Harmonized 
Donor Action

BOX 4.2. 

Summary of 
Policies and 

Provisions 
Relating to Human 

Rights
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Type Examples

These organizations 
occasionally refer to 
human rights in sector 
policies, but they do 
not have overall human 
rights policies; human 
rights may be captured 
in more general, aspi-
rational terms rather 
than as a strict policy 
requirement (cont.)

United Nations Office for Project Services

International Finance Corporation/Multilateral Investment 
Guarantee Agency Independent Accountability Mechanism 
(CAO) Policy, 2021

Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, Environmental and 
Social Framework (ESF), 2016

Asian Development Bank, Sustainability Report 2020

Inter-American Development Bank, Environmental and 
Social Sustainability Policy 2021

European Bank for Reconstruction and Development

European Investment Bank Policy

United Nations Development Programme SES (2016, 2021) 

World Food Programme (WFP)

World Health Organization (WHO) 

Human rights as part 
of the overall agency 
or the legal and insti-
tutional mandate

United Nations 
European Investment Bank 
UN Chief Executives Board for Coordination  
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development

Interagency or multi-
lateral agreements on 
or referencing human 
rights and develop-
ment (cont.)

UN Vienna Human Rights Declaration and Programme of 
Action (UN 1993)

UN Millennium Declaration (2000)

Development Assistance Committee (DAC) Guidelines on 
Poverty Reduction (OECD 2001)

UN Interagency Common Understanding of an HRBA (2003)

UN World Summit outcome document (2005)

OECD DAC Action-Oriented Paper on Human Rights and 
Development (OECD 2007a)

Accra Agenda for Action (2008)

UN Millennium Development Goals 2010 Summit Outcome 
Document (UN 2010)

Busan Partnership Agreement (2011)

The 25th Anniversary of the Declaration on the Right to 
Development, Joint Statement of Chairpersons of the UN 
Treaty Bodies (UN 2011a)

Joint Statement on the occasion of the 25th Anniversary of 
the UN Declaration on the Right to Development (UN 2011b)

BOX 4.2.

(cont.)
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Interagency or mul-
tilateral agreements 
on or referencing 
human rights and 
development

UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UN 
2011)

UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio + 20) 
outcome document (UN 2012)

UN Conference on 20th Anniversary of the Vienna 
Declaration and Programme of Action (Vienna + 20) (UN 
2013)

Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development (UN 2015)

UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
Paris Agreement (UN 2015)

UN Global Compact for Refugees (2018) 

Note: The term “policy” is employed broadly here to include a range of policy types, from those 
establishing binding requirements to those embodying general principles that serve as guidance, 
as well as policies containing both.

Policies of the United Nations and its Specialized 
Agencies, Funds, and Programs

In 2016, the UN Chief Executives Board for Coordination (CEB), adopted a 
shared UN System Framework for Action on Equality. The CEB called on 
all UNSDG member entities, among others, to put the leave no one behind 
imperative at the center of their strategic frameworks, policy guidance, and 
global plans of action in support of implementing the 2030 Agenda. To this 
end, the CEB noted the importance of human rights–based approaches to 
programming, as endorsed by UNDG in 2005 and set out in United Nations 
Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF) guidance.

The UN General Assembly’s Quadrennial Comprehensive Policy Review 
(QCPR) resolutions, which outlines operational activities for development for 
the UN system, has increasingly referenced human rights. The last QCPR 2020 
had the strongest references yet when it stated (para. 28) that supporting states 
to uphold their human rights obligations to support leaving no one behind is 
an operational activity for development.11 It called upon the UN Development 

11 https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/233

BOX 4.2.

(cont.)

https://unsceb.org/board-members
https://unsceb.org/un-system-framework-action-equality
https://unsceb.org/sites/default/files/imported_files/CEB%20equality%20framework-A4-web-rev3_0.pdf
https://unsceb.org/sites/default/files/imported_files/CEB%20equality%20framework-A4-web-rev3_0.pdf
https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/233
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FIGURE 4.1. 

Seven 
Thematic 
Areas for 
Action

System to assist governments, upon their request and in consultation with 
them, in their efforts to respect and fulfill their human rights obligations and 
commitments under international law, as a critical tool to operationalize the 
pledge to leave no one behind (A/RES/75/233).

The Secretary-General’s Call to Action for Human Rights, launched in 2020, 
places human rights at the core of the work of the entire UN system and makes 
human rights the responsibility of each and every United Nations actor in 
the field, at regional level, and at headquarters. Focusing on seven thematic 
areas (Figure 4.1), the Call to Action recognizes human rights as central to the 
world’s most pressing issues: the urgent achievement of sustainable devel-
opment; the protection of all people regardless of their circumstances; tack-
ling gender inequality; ensuring robust civic space for everybody; creating a 

Rights at core
of sustainable 
development

Rights in times
of crisis

Gender equality
and equal rights

for women

Public
participation and

civic space

Rights of future
generations

Human rights at
heart of collective

action

New frontiers of
human rights

2021
CALL TO ACTION

Source: UN MPTF Office n.d.

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/233
https://www.un.org/sg/sites/www.un.org.sg/files/atoms/files/The_Highest_Asperation_A_Call_To_Action_For_Human_Right_English.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/content/action-for-human-rights/index.shtml
https://mptf.undp.org/sites/default/files/documents/55950%20-%20HRM%20Fund%20Annual%20Report%202021%20-%20WEB%20final%2028may.pdf
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healthy environment for future generations; ensuring a safe digital world; and 
collective action. The Call to Action argues that taking a human rights–based 
approach to development ensures that outcomes are more sustainable, pow-
erful, and effective. To bridge the critical gap between policy and implementa-
tion, the Call to Action focuses on four actions:

1. “Advocacy: The UN system will have a common UN voice on the cen-
trality of human rights in development and humanitarian contexts.

2. Analysis and Programming: Human Rights, gender equality and leave 
no one behind, will be integrated systematically into the UN’s country 
analysis and programming response, and the Covid-19 response and 
recovery, including by strengthening capacities and training.

3. Human Rights Mechanisms: The work of human rights mechanisms is 
used more strategically, including in programming, national devel-
opment planning, and in follow-up and reporting.

4. Strengthening capacity: Expand deployment of Human Rights 
Advisers at country level” (UN n.d.).

In 2021, Secretary-General Guterres released Our Common Agenda with rec-
ommendations to advance a common agenda and respond to current and 
future challenges (Figure 4.2). Our Common Agenda is designed to accelerate 
the implementation of existing agreements, including the SDGs. It reflects 
the seven domains of the Call to Action for Human Rights and proposes a 
renewed social contract anchored in human rights. To support the renewed 
social contract, the UN system will review its implementation of the Call to 
Action, “including through a UN system-wide agenda for protection, and mak-
ing human rights commitments a reference point in the design and delivery 
of United Nations programmes, development assistance and crisis prevention 
initiatives” (UN 2021, 73).

The report of the Secretary-General to the 49th session of the Human Rights 
Council on April 2022 provided an overview of the continuing impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on economic, social, and cultural rights and outlined key 
elements of an HRBA toward building and financing inclusive public policies 
and services. The report presents recommendations for establishing human 
rights–based social protection systems to operationalize his call for a renewed 
social contract.

https://www.un.org/en/content/action-for-human-rights/assets/pdf/info%20sheet%20-%20sustainable%20development.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/common-agenda
https://www.un.org/en/common-agenda
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/reports/ahrc4928-report-secretary-general-question-realization-all-countries-economic
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/reports/ahrc4928-report-secretary-general-question-realization-all-countries-economic
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THE CENTRALITY OF HUMAN RIGHTS
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“Human rights are universal and indivisible. 
We must see human rights with a vision 
that speaks to each and every human being 
and encompasses all rights: economic; 
social; cultural; civil and political.”

- Secretary-General’s Call to Action for Human Rights

Human rights are vital problem-solving tools 
that safeguard lives and livelihoods and can 
prevent grievances from arising.

Human rights serve the whole of society
– not only the individual – and are central to the 
social contract.

of all the 
Sustainable Development Goals 
are linked to human rights 
and labour standards.

CIVIL

92%

THE CENTRALITY OF HUMAN RIGHTS FIGURE 4.2.

Human Rights 
in Our Common 
Agenda

Source: United Nations 2021, 32

https://www.un.org/en/content/common-agenda-report/assets/pdf/Common_Agenda_Report_English.pdf
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In 2018, the UN General Assembly mandated a reform of the UN Development 
System to best position the UN to deliver on Agenda 2030 and the SDGs. The 
reform included the rollout of the reinvigorated Resident Coordinators (RC) 
system at the global, regional, and country levels; enhancements of the UN 
country teams (UNCTs); and revamping the UN Sustainable Development 
Group (UNSDG). The UNSDG is the highest-level interagency forum for joint 
policy formation, decision-making, and accountability of the UN development 
system. It brings together the entities of the UN system that contribute to the 
achievement of the 2030 Agenda.

Key policies, guidance, and other tools of the UNSDG elaborate how human 
rights and leave no one behind are to be operationalized through development 
operations. For example, the Management and Accountability Framework 
(MAF) highlights the shared responsibility of RCs and UNCTs to ensure that 
the delivery of the 2030 Agenda leads to results that advance human rights as a 
core purpose set out in the Charter, and as reflected in RC job descriptions. RCs 
have a role as “promoters and advocates for the fundamental values, standards 
and principles of the UN Charter, including respect for and protection of human 
rights, gender equality and the SDG commitment to leave no one behind in 
achieving the sustainable development goals and reaching the furthest behind 
first” (A/HRC/49/73, 46). The reinvigorated RC system has helped UNCTs assist 
governments better in their efforts to respect and fulfill their human rights 
obligations and commitments. The UN Sustainable Development Cooperation 
Framework Internal Guidance includes key criteria to ensure human rights 
principles are integrated into Common Country Analyses (CCAs) and inform 
country programming. 

The HRBA is integrated into the principal guidance, processes, and tools of the 
UN development system. For example, both the HRBA and the leave no one 
behind are guiding principles of the UN Sustainable Development Cooperation 
Framework, the most important instrument for country level planning and 
implementation of the UN development activities in support of Agenda 2030 
(Figure 4.3).

https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2021-09/MAF%20-%20Final%20-%2015%20September%202021.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2021-09/MAF%20-%20Final%20-%2015%20September%202021.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-03/A_HRC_49_73_Advance_unedited_version.docx
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-06/UN%20Cooperation%20Framework%20Internal%20Guidance%20--%201%20June%202022.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-06/UN%20Cooperation%20Framework%20Internal%20Guidance%20--%201%20June%202022.pdf
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FIGURE 4.3. 

Leave No One 
Behind and the 
Human Rights–
Based Approach

Note: LNOB = Leave no one behind; HRBA = human rights–based approach
Source: UN Sustainable Development Group, 2022, Operationalizing Leaving No One Behind: 
Good Practice Note for Country Teams, 10

Since 2010, the Human Rights Mainstreaming Fund has been operating as 
the only dedicated funding mechanism to enhance the capacities of RCs and 
UNCTs in their efforts to integrate human rights into their work, in line with 
governments’ requests. The fund’s investments have been recognized for 

TABLE 1  LNOB AND HRBA: COMPLIMENTARY AND MUTUALLY REINFORCING

The human rights-based approach (HRBA), as a programming tool anchored in international norms and standards, provides the  
SDG principle of leaving no one behind with a valubale metholodoly to translate its vision into action

COMPLEMENTARITIES

HRBA

HRBA is a programming tool intended to strengthen the 
quality and focus of UN responses to national priorities. It is 
normatively based on international human rights standards 
and principles and operationally directed to promoting 
human rights.

HRBA is based on human rights obligations that countries 
have committed to and have a legal obligation to fulfill. 
Under a human rights-based approach, the plans, policies 
and processes of development are anchored in a system 
of rights and corresponding obligations established by 
international law, including all civil, cultural, economic, 
political and social rights, labour rights and the right to 
development. 

 
HRBA has a clear three-step process for the analysis and 
assessment stage of programming that identifies who is 
left behind and why: casuality analysis, role analysis, and 
capacity gap analysis.

HRBA focuses on empowerment of “right holders” to 
claim their rights and empower them as active partners 
in development, ensure their voice in the process; and 
mobilize, etc

HRBA also focuses on capacity development of “duty-
bearers” to meet their obligations.

Methodology of HRBA brings to LNOB a focus on rights, 
empowerment, meaningful participation and capacity 
development.

LNOB

Addressing inequalities is central to the 2030 Agenda. 
LNOB is a guiding principle of the 2030 Agenda, which is 
itself explicilty grounded in international law, including 
human rights.

LNOB is a political commitment that States committed to 
when they signed on to the SDG Agenda.

 
LNOB deepens focus on the inequalities, including multiple 
forms of deprivation, disadvantage and discrimination, 
and “reaching the furthers behind first”. HRBA brings to the 
LNOB a rigorous methodology for identifying who is left 
behind and why, looking at root causes.

Both require a dissaggregated data to identify who is “left behind” and why, and to determine whether development 
interventions are reaching these groups and addressing the gaps.

The human rights principles of Non-Discrimination and Equality are key elements of a HRBA and LNOB approach. Both 
require proactive measures to address inequalities, reaching the furthers behind first.

In both, addressing gender inequalities is a priority.

Under both, free active and meaningful participation is promoted throughout the entire planning and programming 
process.

Under HRBA, the international human rights mechanisms can provide a valuable opportunity for strengthening the 
accountability of Government to address marginalization and inequality.

https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-04/Operationalizing%20LNOB%20-%20final%20with%20Annexes%20090422.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-04/Operationalizing%20LNOB%20-%20final%20with%20Annexes%20090422.pdf
https://mptf.undp.org/fund/hrm00
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contributing to prevention and resilience efforts, and the Secretary-General’s 
Call to Action for Human Rights – including human rights in sustainable devel-
opment, rights in times of crisis, gender equality and the rights of women, pub-
lic participation, and civic space. In 2021, the fund’s foundational documents 
were updated using a consultative process. The revitalized mission of the fund 
is to support the UNDS, particularly the country level, to fully integrate human 
rights in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda, putting people at the center 
of development and systematically applying a human rights–based approach, 
including through the implementation of the Secretary-General’s Call to 
Action for Human Rights.

To implement the types of approaches outlined in chapter 3, UN agencies have 
adopted diverse strategies, policies, and frameworks, some of which are sum-
marized in this chapter. The full spectrum of human rights is at the heart of 
every society’s capacity to recover from the pandemic emergency – and at the 
core of the work of all UN bodies and teams.

i. Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR) is the UN entity responsible for promoting and protecting human 
rights for all. OHCHR has contributed to the integration of human rights 
throughout the process to define the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs and seeks to 
ensure that strategies and policies to implement the 2030 Agenda are human 
rights–based and leave no one behind. In light of the call for accelerated actions 
to deliver on the 2030 Agenda in Our Common Agenda, contributing to the 
SDGs is a central thrust of the High Commissioner’s extended Management 
Plan for 2022–2023. To advance sustainable development, OHCHR takes a 
comprehensive approach that highlights inequality and the role of leveraging 
data to protect human rights, placing the most marginalized and disenfran-
chised population groups at the center of the UN’s policy guidance. As such, 
the spotlight populations, defined by the Management Plan for 2022–2023, are 
persons with disabilities, women, young people, and people of African descent 
(OHCHR 2022b).

To bring human rights into sustainable development, OHCHR is:

https://mptf.undp.org/sites/default/files/documents/55950%20-%20HRM%20Fund%20Annual%20Report%202021%20-%20WEB%20final%2028may.pdf
https://mptf.undp.org/sites/default/files/documents/55950%20-%20HRM%20Fund%20Annual%20Report%202021%20-%20WEB%20final%2028may.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/about-us/what-we-do
https://www.ohchr.org/en/sdgs
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/OMP-2022-2023.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/OMP-2022-2023.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/OMP-2022-2023.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/un-system-sdg-implementation/office-high-commissioner-human-rights-ohchr-24516
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 » “Supporting Member States to ensure that human rights principles 
inform implementation of the 2030 Agenda, including empowering 
people and creating avenues for civil society participation, as well as 
taking human rights sensitive, non-discriminatory approaches to 
data collection, monitoring and reporting. OHCHR is committed to 
this approach as it is the surest way to bring the benefits of the ambi-
tious and far-reaching agenda to all, leaving no one behind.

 » Encouraging stakeholders to make full use of human rights mecha-
nism, including the Universal Periodic Review outcomes, the human 
rights treaty bodies and the special procedures, as well as national 
human rights institutions to contribute to SDG implementation, par-
ticularly at the national and local level.

 » Continuing efforts to help design policies that support the most vul-
nerable and/or excluded groups, recognizing and responding to mul-
tiple and intersecting deprivations and sources of discrimination that 
limit opportunities and make it harder to escape poverty, live with 
dignity and enjoy human rights on a healthy planet.” (OHCHR 2020)

OHCHR established the Surge Initiative (SI) in late 2019. The SI is regarded as 
an essential tool to realize the Secretary-General’s Common Agenda vision of 
a renewed social contract and integrating human rights in COVID-19 recovery 
plans and actions:

The SI aims to fill a long-standing gap in the UN system on linking human 
rights with economics. This is done by translating human rights standards 
and recommendations of UN Human Rights Mechanisms on ESCR [eco-
nomic, social, and cultural rights] into country-specialized advice and pol-
icy options for building back better and accelerating delivery on the 2030 
Agenda. Within this optic, the SI contributes to strengthening human rights 
integration in joint UN advocacy, planning and programming processes, 
including to Common Country Analyses and UN Sustainable Development 
Country Frameworks. In addition to engaging with the UNSDCF [United 
Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework]/CCA pro-
cesses, SI provides specialized and contextual research, advice, and anal-
ysis so that macroeconomics policies operationalize economic and social 
rights, thereby furthering the goals of the 2030 Agenda. SI also advises 
on medium to long-term economic policies by focusing on fiscal space for 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/sdgs/seeding-change-economy-enhances-human-rights-surge-initiative
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social spending and human rights–based budgeting, taxation and inequal-
ities, human rights impact of economic reforms, International Financial 
Institutions’ conditionalities and austerity policies. For instance, in the 
first 9 months of 2022, the Surge Team supported UN field presences in 
44 CCA and/or UNSDCF processes, 1 National Development Plan, and pro-
vided seeding funds for projects within scope of its mandate of 12 countries 
(OHCHR 2022c).

ii. United Nations Children’s Fund

All UNICEF activities are undergirded by a set of guiding principles: human 
rights, humanitarian principles, gender equality, anti-racism and non-dis-
crimination, equity and inclusion, accountability, and access. UNICEF, like 
other UN agencies, has adopted a human rights–based approach to its devel-
opment cooperation work.

UNICEF’s Strategic Plan, 2022–2025 builds on the evaluation of the Strategic 
Plan, 2018–2021. It represents UNICEF’s contribution to child-focused SDGs. In 
the implementation of the Strategic Plan, the Executive Board of UNICEF has 
requested that UNICEF guide its work by international human rights treaties. 
The Strategic Plan incorporates the concerns and expectations of more than 
200,000 children and young people around the world, drawn from an unprec-
edented process of wide-ranging consultation, including through U-Report 
and Voices of Youth. In striving to promote child rights and well-being, the 
Strategic Plan is driven by the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which 
anchors all the work of UNICEF, as well as the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination against Women, the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities, the International Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Racial Discrimination and other human rights instruments.

The Strategic Plan will guide coherent and synchronized action toward an 
inclusive recovery from COVID-19, acceleration toward the achievement of the 
SDGs, and the attainment of a society in which every child would have their 
rights fulfilled. UNICEF is elevating programming on disability rights within 
this Strategic Plan, to promote and protect the rights of children with disabil-
ities – guided by the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities – 
across all Goal Areas and in support of the leave no one behind agenda and 
national priorities.

https://sdgs.un.org/un-system-sdg-implementation/office-united-nations-high-commissioner-human-rights-ohchr-49248
https://www.unicef.org/reports/unicef-strategic-plan-2022-2025
https://www.unicef.org/reports/unicef-strategic-plan-2022-2025
https://www.unicef.org/sdgs
https://www.unicef.org/executiveboard/media/6251/file/2021-Decision_monitoring_table-2022.06.14.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/executiveboard/media/6251/file/2021-Decision_monitoring_table-2022.06.14.pdf
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iii. United Nations Development Programme

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) website states:

UNDP recognizes the centrality of human rights to sustainable develop-
ment, poverty alleviation, sustaining peace and ensuring fair distribution 
of development opportunities and benefits and is committed to supporting 
universal respect for, and observance of, human rights and funda-
mental freedoms for all.

UNDP adheres to the UNDG Statement of Common Understanding of 
the Human Rights–Based Approach to Development Cooperation and 
Programming (UN Common Understanding), which outlines that develop-
ment programs and policies should further the realization of human rights 
as laid down in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other human 
rights instruments. UNDP’s Strategic Plan 2022–25 reasserts the leave no one 
behind principle central to addressing key development challenges. Its 2021 
Social and Environmental Standards (SES) includes a principle on human 
rights, stating that

UNDP recognizes the centrality of human rights to sustainable develop-
ment, poverty alleviation, sustaining peace and ensuring fair distribution 
of development opportunities and benefits and is committed to supporting 
universal respect for, and observance of, human rights and fundamental 
freedoms for all.

In addition to furthering the realization of rights, UNDP refrains from provid-
ing support for activities that may contribute to violations of a state’s human 
rights obligations and the core international human rights treaties,12 and seeks 
to support the protection and fulfillment of human rights. UNDP programs 
and projects are required to be informed by human rights analysis, including 
from the UN human rights mechanisms (the relevant human rights treaty bod-
ies, the Universal Periodic Review process, and Special Procedures).

UNDP’s revised Social and Environmental Standards (SES) came into effect on 
January 1, 2021. The SES underpins UNDP’s commitment to mainstream social 
and environmental sustainability in its programs and projects to support 

12 https://info.undp.org/sites/bpps/SES_Toolkit/SitePages/Human%20Rights.aspx

https://strategicplan.undp.org/
https://www.undp.org/publications/undp-social-and-environmental-standards
https://www.undp.org/publications/undp-social-and-environmental-standards
https://info.undp.org/sites/bpps/SES_Toolkit/SitePages/Human%20Rights.aspx
https://info.undp.org/sites/bpps/SES_Toolkit/SitePages/Human%20Rights.aspx
https://www.undp.org/publications/undp-social-and-environmental-standards
https://info.undp.org/sites/bpps/SES_Toolkit/SitePages/Human%20Rights.aspx
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sustainable development. The programming principles under UNDPs SES 
include: leave no one behind, human rights, gender equality and women’s 
empowerment, sustainability and resilience, and accountability.

iv. United Nations Industrial Development Organization

The United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) is the spe-
cialized agency of the United Nations that promotes industrial development 
for poverty reduction, inclusive globalization, and environmental sustain-
ability. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is the overarching 
framework for its work, especially in relation to SDG 9. Human security and a 
human rights–based approach to industrialization have a special prominence 
in UNIDO’s programming activities in light of its inclusive and sustainable 
industrial development mandate, with a special focus on economic recovery 
in post-crisis situations, which relates to SDG 16. This includes the economic 
empowerment of communities in areas emerging from crisis and conflict 
situations, via productive rehabilitation, reconstruction, and sustainable 
livelihoods.

UNIDO works to advance the conceptual understanding of how inclusive 
and sustainable industrial development can aid the achievement of human 
rights. For example, UNIDO developed a working paper on the development of 
human rights, including the right to development, within industrial develop-
ment. UNIDO collaborated with the Regional Academy of the United Nations 
on a concept paper outlining a human rights–based approach to industrial-
ization in the post-2015 era. UNIDO has deepened its engagement with UN 
systemic initiatives on human rights and it participated in the United Nations 
Development Group Human Rights Working Group (UNDG-HRWH) for sev-
eral years, aiding in the elaboration of a human rights–based approach to 
development.

v. United Nations Human Settlements Programme 

The UN General Assembly has mandated the United Nations Human 
Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) to promote socially and environmen-
tally sustainable towns and cities. Since 2002, UN-Habitat has been cooper-
ating with the OHCHR for the comprehensive realization of housing rights 
under the auspices of the joint UN Housing Rights Programme. In 2013, the 

https://www.unido.org/our-focus-creating-shared-prosperity/human-security-post-crisis-rehabilitation-and-migration-issues
https://www.unido.org/about-us/unido-brief
https://www.unido.org/unido-sdgs
https://unhabitat.org/topic/human-rights
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UN-Habitat Governing Council approved the mainstreaming of human rights 
as a priority issue through its inclusion in the 2014–2019 Strategic Plan. The 
2020–2023 Strategic Plan contributes to the realization of the right to an ade-
quate standard of living – including the right to adequate housing and the 
right to water and sanitation – and the realization of interrelated rights. The 
Strategic Plan underlines the UN-Habitat will adhere to the Guiding Principles 
on Business and Human Rights when engaging with the private sector 
(UN-Habitat 2019).

The UN New Urban Agenda is grounded in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, international human rights treaties, and several UN-Habitat 
Governing Council resolutions (UN-Habitat 2019). Furthermore, the New 
Urban Agenda promotes human rights through strengthening and system-
atizing UN-Habitat’s engagement vis-á-vis global policy developments such as 
the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda and the Human Rights up Front 
initiative. UN-Habitat’s human rights mainstreaming objectives are designed 
to improve the capacity of UN-Habitat staff and partners to apply human rights 
considerations in project implementation, to strengthen the effective integra-
tion of the HRBA into the UN-Habitat project cycle, and to spur the develop-
ment of tools that guide a human rights–based implementation of UN-Habitat 
projects.

vi. United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment 
of Women 

The UN Women Strategic Plan 2022–25 renews the agency’s aspirations to 
achieve gender equality, the empowerment of all women and girls, and the 
full enjoyment of their human rights. The Strategic Plan is anchored in the 
Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW), the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, UN Security Council 
resolutions on women, peace, and security, the Programme of Action of the 
international Conference on Population and Development, and other relevant 
intergovernmental outcomes, such as resolutions of the General Assembly and 
agreed conclusions of the Commission of the Status of Women. It contributes 
to the gender-responsive implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, as well as commitments to gender equality and women’s 
empowerment made in other relevant UN instruments and resolutions.

https://unhabitat.org/the-strategic-plan-2020-2023
https://habitat3.org/the-new-urban-agenda/
https://unhabitat.org/the-strategic-plan-2020-2023
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In line with international norms and standards, UN Women applies a human 
rights–based approach and is guided by the principle of leaving no one behind. 
The agency responds to discrimination and inequalities by identifying and 
addressing structural barriers and unequal power relations that reproduce 
inequalities over generations, as well as discriminatory laws, policies, and 
practices. This approach is based on full respect for all human rights, includ-
ing the right to development, and the recognition that all human rights are 
universal, indivisible, interdependent, and interrelated.

vii. United Nations Population Fund

The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) seeks to  realize reproductive 
rights for all by focusing on three areas: population and development, repro-
ductive health and rights, and gender equality. Its strategic plan 2022–2025 is 
geared toward achieving universal access to sexual and reproductive health and 
ensuring the implementation of the Programme of Action of the International 
Conference on Population and Development. The agency also calls attention to 
the need to transform unequal gender power structures in societies to ensure 
its goal as well as eliminating gender-based violence and practices such as 
genital mutilation and child marriage. Since 2003, the UNFPA has applied 
the human right–based approach in its programming and has a development 
approach rooted in respect for fundamental human rights. It has found that 
applying a human rights–based approach on its three core areas of work facil-
itates more effective and equitable responses to address barriers that perpet-
uate gender inequality. By applying the approach, UNFPA seeks to empower 
vulnerable members of the community to claim their rights.

viii. Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations

Human rights (primarily the right to adequate food and women’s rights) 
have featured in several normative instruments adopted under Food and 
Agricultural Organization (FAO) auspices. The right to adequate food is iden-
tified as an expected outcome in the FAO Strategic Framework 2022–2031. 
FAO’s Voluntary Guidelines to support the progressive realization of the right 
to adequate food in the context of national food security and the Voluntary 
Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries, 
and Forests in the Context of National Food Security (VGGT) have a goal to 

https://www.fao.org/3/y7937e/y7937e00.htm
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progressively realize the right to adequate food and spell out human rights as 
part of their guiding and implementation principles. Various technical guides 
issued by FAO to support the implementation of the VGGT highlight the strong 
linkages between human rights and tenure rights (see chapter 5).

ix. Committee on World Food Security

The Committee on World Food Security (CFS) serves as a forum in the United 
Nations System for review and follow-up of policies concerning world food 
security. The CFS Responsible Investment in Agriculture and Food Systems 
promotes responsible investment in agriculture and food systems that contrib-
ute to the progressive realization of the right to adequate food. The CFS Global 
Strategic Framework for Food Security and Nutrition (GSF) recommends that 
national monitoring and accountability systems should (a) be human rights–
based, with particular reference to the progressive realization of the right to 
adequate food; (b) make it possible for decision-makers to be accountable; and 
(c) be participatory and include assessments that involve all stakeholders and 
beneficiaries, including the most vulnerable.

x. World Health Organization

The World Health Organization (WHO) was established with a mandate 
to ensure that all people attain the highest possible level of health. The 
Constitution of WHO states: “The enjoyment of the highest attainable stan-
dard of health is one of the fundamental rights of every human being without 
distinction of race, religion, political belief, economic or social condition.”

As a specialized agency of the UN, WHO is responsible for realizing the right to 
health at the international, regional, and country levels (see General Comment 
No. 14, on the right to the highest attainable standard of health, under Article 
12 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights). 
WHO and its partners work with WHO Member States to build on existing 
approaches in gender, equity, and human rights to generate effective and robust 
solutions to addressing health inequities and advancing the right to health for 
all. To deliver on its mandate, WHO provides country support, technical guid-
ance, and leadership in advancing a human rights–based approach to realiz-
ing health for all. WHO’s Thirteenth General Programme of Work (GPW13) 
aspires to ensure that more people benefit from universal health coverage, are 

https://www.fao.org/3/mr182e/mr182e.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_System
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_System
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_security
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_security
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better protected from health emergencies, and enjoy better health and well-be-
ing. The GPW13 makes it clear that adopting a human rights–based approach 
throughout the organization’s work at all levels (headquarters, regions, and 
countries), in all areas of health, is key to driving impact and improving health 
and well-being for all people, everywhere. At the policy level, WHO’s flagship 
health priority of universal health coverage, an integral element of the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, is built on the universal rights–based 
commitment of “health for all.” Human rights standards and principles are 
reflected and referenced within WHO global strategic action plans and the-
matic resolutions, such as the Global Action Plan on Non-communicable 
Disease; the Global Strategy on Women’s, Children’s and Adolescents’ Health 
(2016–2030); and the HIV Strategy, as well as draft strategies on aging and 
health, the health workforce 2030, and a framework for people-centered and 
integrated care.

xi. Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS 

Established in 1996, the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS 
(UNAIDS) is the leading advocate for global action against HIV/AIDS. The work 
and mission of UNAIDS are grounded in human rights, and its vision and 
strategy include a focus on eliminating discrimination and advancing human 
rights as a precondition for ending AIDS. The Global AIDS Strategy 2021–2026 
recalls that all aspects of UNAIDS work are based on human rights, gender 
equality, and non-discrimination. It outlines a comprehensive framework for 
transformative actions to confront inequalities and respect, protect, and fulfill 
human rights in the HIV response.

xii. International Labour Organization

The International Labour Organization (ILO) is the first UN specialized agency 
mandated to advance social justice through the promotion of decent work, 
encompassing job creation, income security through social protection, partici-
pation through social dialogue, and realization of fundamental principles and 
rights at work. Since 1919, the ILO has benchmarked these objectives by set-
ting, promoting, and supervising the application of international labor stan-
dards (ILS). These consist of Conventions and Recommendations adopted by 
the ILO’s constituents – governments, employers, and workers. They provide 

https://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/media_asset/global-AIDS-strategy-2021-2026_en.pdf
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the basis for a level playing field harnessing the transformative forces of an 
open world economy in the interest of poverty eradication, reduced inequality, 
and reinforced social cohesion and resilience. The standards are an essential 
component of an international framework ensuring that everybody can claim 
a fair share of the economic benefits of globalization and enjoy equal oppor-
tunities to obtain productive employment and decent work, in conditions of 
freedom, equity, security, and dignity without discrimination.

By virtue of the rights they embody and help to promote, ILS are part of inter-
national human rights norms, giving substance to a wide range of civil and 
political as well as economic, social, and cultural rights rooted in UN human 
rights instruments (2022 CEACR report). ILS provide key support for the pro-
tection of freedom of association and collective bargaining; the elimination of 
child labor and forced labor including trafficking of persons for labor or sexual 
exploitation; the elimination of discrimination on the basis of race, colour, sex, 
religion, or political opinion; the protection of life, safety, and health at work; 
and the elimination of violence and harassment at work, among others. All 
these are rights equally guaranteed in the two International Covenants and 
other core human rights treaties. The latter were developed in some cases by 
drawing on the historical example of the ILS which were their precursors.

Similarly, the ILO supervisory bodies have a long history of collaboration with 
UN treaty bodies over the rights embodied in ILS and human rights treaties. 
In a joint statement released on February 24, 2023 to mark the third anniver-
sary of the UN Secretary-General’s Call to Action for Human Rights, the inde-
pendent Committee of Experts on the Application of ILO Conventions and 
Recommendations (CEACR) and the chairpersons of eight Human Rights 
Treaty Bodies reaffirm their responsibility “to promote within their respective 
mandates the effective fulfilment of human rights, including labour rights, 
especially for those at risk of being left behind, and to continue ensuring the 
full realization of civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights to all 
without discrimination;” “[c]all upon all stakeholders without exception to 
maximize efforts for the effective implementation of the recommendations 
from the Human Rights Treaty Bodies and the ILO Committee of Experts”; and 
undertake to join “efforts to fully respect, defend, fulfil and promote all human 
rights, including international labour standards, through joint analyses, 

https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/110/reports/reports-to-the-conference/WCMS_836653/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_869666.pdf
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concerted action, and thematic periodic meetings.” (2023 CEACR Report, ILC, 
111th Session, 2023, Report III/Addendum [Part A], 4).

Numerous UN resolutions have highlighted the relevance of ILS to human 
rights and the United Nations system, including the repositioned UN devel-
opment system, such as the UNGA resolution endorsing the ILO Centenary 
Declaration for the Future of Work and a recent interagency analysis of the 
integration of human rights (including ILS) in new-generation CCAs and 
Cooperation Frameworks carried out by the interagency UNSDG human rights 
focal points network, which supports the UN Secretary-General’s Call to Action 
for Human Rights strategic interventions on sustainable development. All key 
governance documents of ILO, including the ILO Strategic Plan for 2022–25, 
are solidly focused on ILS as an integral part of international human rights 
norms and standards.

ILO’s International Programme for the Elimination of Child Labour is based on 
two fundamental ILO conventions on child labor in its worst forms, with nearly 
universal ratification. These conventions are echoed in the Global Partnership 
for the elimination of forced labour, modern slavery, human trafficking and 
child labour (Alliance 8.7).

Finally, human rights and ILS are also a corporate responsibility. In this area, the 
ILO collaborates closely with the UN working group on business and human 
rights as well as OECD and UNDP on the basis of the ILO Tripartite Declaration 
of Principles concerning Multinational Enterprises and Social Policy (MNE 
Declaration) and other instruments.

xiii. United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has developed 
its own Human Rights Engagement Strategy, the current iteration of which 
covers 2020–23. It establishes the Human Rights Liaison Unit to support 
UNHCR in making the best use of human rights mechanisms to effectively 
advance the protection of persons of concern, including by enabling the inte-
gration of human rights approaches into UNHCR’s protection and solutions 
strategies and other operational engagements; and to promote the strategic 
use of international human rights law and the UN human rights system to 
ensure the inclusion and protection of persons of concern to UNHCR. Building 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_869666.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_869666.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/newyork/news/WCMS_719183/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/newyork/news/WCMS_719183/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.alliance87.org/
https://www.alliance87.org/
https://www.alliance87.org/
https://www.ilo.org/empent/areas/mne-declaration/WCMS_845906/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/areas/mne-declaration/WCMS_845906/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/empent/areas/mne-declaration/WCMS_845906/lang--en/index.htm
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strong partnerships dedicated to human rights is at the heart of UNHCR’s 
human rights engagement strategy.

The UNHCR works with the International Organization for Migration (IOM). 
The IOM is a specialized agency of the United Nations and, since 2018, has been 
the coordinator and secretariat of the UN Network on Migration. On December 
17, 2018, the General Assembly affirmed the Global Compact on Refugees after 
two years of extensive consultations led by UNHCR with Member States, inter-
national organizations, refugees, civil society, the private sector, and experts. 
The Global Compact on Refugees is a framework for more predictable and 
equitable responsibility-sharing, recognizing that a sustainable solution to ref-
ugee situations cannot be achieved without international cooperation.

Bilateral Donors

The policies of bilateral donors display a broad range of approaches to inte-
grating human rights into operations. Some have long-established HRBAs, 
sometimes into third and fourth generation policies with explicit and averred 
commitments to human rights – often based on legislative mandates and 
human rights obligations. These donors may have HRBA sector policies and 
HRBA strategic plans and may also undertake human rights mainstreaming. 
Other bilateral donors acknowledge the importance of human rights in their 
foreign development policies but may not make them the central frame of 
projects and programming and may only reference them more selectively or 
adopt a mainstreaming approach. Still others have policies that are broadly 
consistent with human rights but adopt a more implicit approach. Table 4.1 
surveys some bilateral policies, mainstreaming frameworks, and sector plans.

https://www.unhcr.org/5c658aed4
https://www.unhcr.org/5c658aed4
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Country Bilateral donor policies, mainstreaming frameworks, or sector plans

Austria The Austrian Development Cooperation Act defines the promotion 
of human rights as a fundamental objective of Austrian Development 
Cooperation (ADC). In alignment with international standards and the 
Development Cooperation Act, the ADC and its operational unit, the 
Austrian Development Agency (ADA), has integrated the HRBA into its 
own projects and programs. The HRBA to development cooperation 
has been specified in two key documents: the ADC policy document on 
human rights (2006a) and the ADA’s Human Rights Manual (2009). ADC 
anchors an HRBA at three levels of intervention:

• Human rights as an ADC principle: as a normative principle, as 
a programming principle, and as an instrument for evaluating 
interventions.

• Promotion and protection of human rights in intervention areas: to 
support programs and projects focusing on human rights that aim 
to promote one or more human rights or disadvantaged groups. ADA 
projects and programs promote human rights of children, young 
people, persons with disabilities, elderly people, religious and ethnic 
minorities, Indigenous peoples, and other marginalized groups.

• Human rights as a component of political dialogue: as part of the pro-
gram process and in a multilateral context.

Australia The Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID) was 
merged into the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) in 
2014. Following a government request, the DFAT will design a new pol-
icy to lay down the long-term direction for the country’s international 
development engagement. The Terms of Reference note that the new 
policy will be underpinned by the government’s commitment to ambi-
tious climate action; poverty reduction; human rights; and gender, 
equality, disability, and inclusion. The policy will be finalized in the first 
half of 2023. 

TABLE 4.1. 

Bilateral Donor 
Policies, 

Mainstreaming 
Frameworks, or 
Sector Plans by 

Country

https://www.entwicklung.at/fileadmin/user_upload/Manual_Human_Rights.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/350496238_Strategic_Evaluation_of_the_Human_Rights-Based_Approach_HRBA_Within_Austrian_Development_Cooperation_ADC
https://www.dfat.gov.au/international-relations/themes/human-rights
https://www.dfat.gov.au/development/new-international-development-policy/terms-reference


CHAPTER 4. Integration of Human Rights Into Donor Policies, Programs, and Strategic Plans 97

Country Bilateral donor policies, mainstreaming frameworks, or sector plans

Belgium Belgium is committed to promote and integrate an HRBA to devel-
opment cooperation with respect to the SDG framework and at both 
the international and European levels. The “MEET principles” guide 
its development cooperation policy in a comprehensive way across 
its different channels – at bilateral, multilateral, and indirect levels – 
and at the different key phases of cooperation programming (design, 
planning, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation). MEET stands 
for  Meaningful participation; Equality, non-discrimination, and inclu-
sion of marginalized groups; Empowerment and capacity building; and 
Transparency and accountability.

Enabel, the country’s development agency, is tasked with the imple-
mentation of its international development policy. Enabel’s Strategy 
Position 2030 for the next decade states that the objectives of Belgian 
Development Cooperation are sustainable development, the consoli-
dation of democracy and the rule of law, and the respect of human dig-
nity and all dimensions of human rights and fundamental freedoms. For 
interventions in and on fragility, Enabel applies an HRBA.

Canada The Official Development Assistance Accountability Act (ODAAA) (2008) 
requires that the country’s international development assistance be 
consistent with international human rights standards. This has been 
interpreted as a “do no harm” standard requiring the exercise of due 
diligence to avoid undermining human rights in the country receiving 
assistance.

Canada’s HRBA is guided by three principles, which inform international 
assistance policy, programs, and advocacy: equality and non-discrim-
ination; participation and inclusion; and transparency and account-
ability. Additionally, under its Feminist International Assistance Policy 
(FIAP 2017), Canada has committed to providing feminist international 
assistance that is human rights–based and inclusive. In contrast to 
ODAAA, the FIAP goes beyond “doing no harm” and aims to empower 
the poorest and most marginalized individuals to know and claim their 
rights, and to work with states to increase their capacity to respect, 
protect, and fulfill the human rights of their rights-holders. The FIAP 
establishes that all international assistance projects take an HRBA, 
which is especially evident in its accompanying Guidance Note, but 
also proposes to fund human rights–related projects specifically as 
part of its Inclusive Governance Action Area. 
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https://www.ngo-federatie.be/system/files/2021-02/HRBADIntroductoryNote_WithAnnexGuidingQuestions.pdf
https://www.enabel.be/who-we-are/our-identity/
https://www.enabel.be/app/uploads/2022/10/strategie_enabel_2030_en.pdf
https://www.enabel.be/app/uploads/2022/10/strategie_enabel_2030_en.pdf
https://www.international.gc.ca/gac-amc/publications/odaaa-lrmado/odaaa_hr-lrmado_dp.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/issues_development-enjeux_developpement/priorities-priorites/human_rights-droits_personne.aspx?lang=eng
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.international.gc.ca%2Fworld-monde%2Fissues_development-enjeux_developpement%2Fpriorities-priorites%2Fpolicy-politique.aspx%3Flang%3Deng&data=05%7C01%7Csmcinerney%40worldbank.org%7C9903f232fa7e441db78708dab3a4518b%7C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%7C0%7C0%7C638019815583804867%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=xg1gDd6HnGe2NSyxbalj3v9JLGzM%2F3a%2F4C0oLBlN0EA%3D&reserved=0
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.international.gc.ca%2Fworld-monde%2Fissues_development-enjeux_developpement%2Fpriorities-priorites%2Fpolicy-politique.aspx%3Flang%3Deng&data=05%7C01%7Csmcinerney%40worldbank.org%7C9903f232fa7e441db78708dab3a4518b%7C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%7C0%7C0%7C638019815583804867%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=xg1gDd6HnGe2NSyxbalj3v9JLGzM%2F3a%2F4C0oLBlN0EA%3D&reserved=0
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.international.gc.ca%2Fworld-monde%2Fissues_development-enjeux_developpement%2Fpriorities-priorites%2Ffiap_ie-paif_ie.aspx%3Flang%3Deng&data=05%7C01%7Csmcinerney%40worldbank.org%7C9903f232fa7e441db78708dab3a4518b%7C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%7C0%7C0%7C638019815583804867%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=OkFt468X3olOUl1Bi8DVgpvvYlv2dRUmK8ybGL6vu%2Bg%3D&reserved=0
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Denmark Human rights and poverty reduction are primary objectives of the 
International Development Act (2012). The government of Denmark 
launched a development strategy in 2012, “A Right to a Better Life.” In 
2013, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs released a guidance on an HRBA 
to development. Following the adoption of the SDGs in 2015, the 2016 
Danish development cooperation strategy focused on the SDGs. The 
commitment to the HRBA was retained but had a narrower scope com-
pared to the 2012 strategy (Piron and Otto-Sano 2016). In 2021, Denmark 
launched a new strategy for development cooperation. Democratic 
values and human rights are the foundation of “The World We Share”, 
which is valid from 2021 to 2025. The strategy states that human 
rights are placed at the heart of all activities of the country’s develop-
ment cooperation, including climate and environment interventions. 
Denmark adopts an HRBA in the following areas:

• Democracy, human rights, and free societies in the era of 
digitalization

• Rights and dignity of marginalized groups
• Gender equality, girls, and women’s rights
• Meaningful participation of young people
• Effective, democratic, and responsible states.

Finland The Constitution of Finland identifies advancing human rights as one 
of the objectives of Finland’s participation in international cooperation.

Finland’s Development Policy 2016 states that human rights is a prin-
ciple that guides the planning and implementation of development 
policy and development cooperation. Although the Development Policy 
mentions HRBA, it does not refer to duty-bearers and right-holders 
(Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland 2018). In 2015, the ministry issued 
a guidance note on the Human Rights Based Approach in Finland’s 
Development Cooperation to provide guidance on the operationaliza-
tion of the HRBA in multilateral cooperation, bilateral cooperation, and 
cooperation with civil society and the private sectors.

There is a commitment to strengthen: 

1. The realization of human rights as a development objective, 
2. Inclusive, participatory, and nondiscriminatory development pro-

cesses, that are transparent and enhance accountability, 
3. Enhanced capacities of rights-holders and duty-bearers and 

other responsible actors (MFA Guidance note, 2015).

All funded activities are expected to be at least human rights-sensitive, 
meaning that the human rights situation in the operating environment 
has been assessed, and the project activities do no harm.
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https://um.dk/en/danida/results/eval/eval_reports/lessons-learned-on-the-danish-human-rights-based-approach-20170127t134630
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/right-better-life-strategy-denmark%E2%80%99s-development-cooperation-june-2012
https://um.dk/en/danida/strategies-and-priorities
https://um.dk/en/-/media/websites/umen/danida/strategies-and-priorities/udviklingsstrategi_uk_web.ashx
https://finlandabroad.fi/web/mda/goals-and-principles-of-development-policy
https://finlandabroad.fi/web/mda/goals-and-principles-of-development-policy
https://um.fi/documents/35732/48132/human_rights_based_approach_in_finlands_development_cooperation___guidance
https://um.fi/documents/35732/48132/human_rights_based_approach_in_finlands_development_cooperation___guidance
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Finland 
(cont.)

The Government of Finland Report on Human Rights Policy (2022) 
states that Finland pursues a human rights–based foreign and secu-
rity policy. Consistent with its foreign and security policy, Finland has a 
human rights–based development policy. Moreover, the report empha-
sizes that Finland promotes the HRBA to achieving the SDGs interna-
tionally. Development cooperation must not have a negative impact on 
human rights. On the contrary, it must support the realization of the 
rights of all individuals and population groups, including the most vul-
nerable, as well as their participation and benefit from development. 
According to a 2023 evaluation, Finland has succeeded in establishing 
human rights as one of the central principles in its development policy 
and cooperation. The project plans reflect an intention to promote this 
approach. Progress has been made, especially in the realization of the 
rights of persons in vulnerable situations, and their ability to demand 
action from duty-bearers to ensure the realization of human rights. 
This approach has also played a significant role in shifting away from a 
charity-oriented way of thinking and has provided a solid legal frame-
work for development policy and cooperation.

France France’s vision of a human rights-based approach to development 
cooperation is based on the European approach as defined in the 
toolbox created by the European Commission in association with the 
European External Action Service:

“A human rights-based approach considers human rights princi-
ples and standards both as a means and a goal of development 
cooperation. It changes the analytical approach and integrates 
the achievement and fulfilment of human rights into the design, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of all development 
policies and programmes.” 

The French approach underlines the interdependence and the indivis-
ibility of human rights, thus encompassing civil political, economic, 
social, and cultural rights. The rights-based approach not only applies 
to development programs focusing on democratic governance and the 
rule of law, but to all development sectors as a whole. As such, particu-
lar attention is paid to poor and vulnerable populations or those subject 
to discrimination, for whom the obstacles to fulfilling their rights are 
greater.

France’ Human Rights and Development strategy (2019) aims at inte-
grating an HRBA to development cooperation across all sectors. The 
strategy reaffirms the inseparable link between the SDGs and human 
rights and sets the framework for support to the promotion, respect, 
and realization of human rights through development cooperation, 
which relies on four strategic priorities:
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https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/163838/VN_2022_10.pdf?sequence=4&isAllowed=y
https://um.fi/development-cooperation-evaluation-reports-comprehensive-evaluations/-/asset_publisher/nBPgGHSLrA13/content/evaluointiraportti-ihmisoikeusperustaisuus-suomen-kehityspolitiikassa-ja-yhteistyossa/384998
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/droits_humains_ang_cle896bc8.pdf
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/droits_humains_ang_cle896bc8.pdf
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France
(cont.)

• Education on human rights and the rights-based approach
• Assist development stakeholders to implement the rights-based 

approach
• Support human rights defenders in a context of shrinking space for 

civil society
• Support the effective implementation of international mechanisms 

to promote and protect human rights.

The action plan (2020–2024) of this strategy seeks to operationalize the 
HRBA across all sectors of French development cooperation and cov-
ers all countries eligible for official development assistance. Through 
this new strategy and the adoption of the Programming Act on inclu-
sive development and combatting global inequalities (2021), the HRBA 
became an explicit mandate of Agence Française de Développement 
(AFD) Group (AFD 2022).

Germany For Germany, human rights are not only a cornerstone of its foreign 
policy. Development policy is human rights policy (BMZ 2018). In 2020, 
the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development intro-
duced the BMZ 2030 reform strategy. As part of this comprehensive 
overhaul of development cooperation, German development policy will 
be thematically and geographically refocused. Human rights, together 
with gender equality and disability inclusion, will be made one of the 
six quality criteria of German development policy. It is expected that 
the decade-old 2011 Human Rights strategy will be updated in 2022. 
The German Institute for Development Evaluation (Deval) conducted 
the first evaluation of the 2011 Human Rights strategy in 2021. The main 
finding was that the strategy remains relevant, although there are sev-
eral constraining factors that affect its implementation.

Other German human rights–based strategies include the BMZ Cross-
Sectoral Strategy: Gender Equality in German Development Policy 
(2014), BMZ Action Plan: agents of Change – Children and Youth 
Rights in German Development Cooperation Activities (2017), BMZ 
Strategy: Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in German Development 
Cooperation (2019), Federal Government LGBTI Inclusion Strategy for 
Foreign and Development Cooperation (2021), and the Third Action Plan 
of the Federal Government on the Implementation of the United Nations 
Security Council’s Agenda on Women, Peace and Security 2021 to 2024 
(2021).

The German government also committed to pursuing a feminist devel-
opment policy in 2021, including a feminist approach to climate policy. 
The government believes that a feminist development policy is a “pow-
erful approach to take sustainable development forward and assert 
human rights – worldwide and regardless of gender and any other per-
sonal traits.”
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https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/en_a5_loi-developpement_v1-8.-valide_cle423118.pdf
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/en_a5_loi-developpement_v1-8.-valide_cle423118.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/en/issues/reform-strategy-bmz-2030
https://mf.gov.md/sites/default/files/BMZ%202030%20reform%20strategy.pdf
https://mf.gov.md/sites/default/files/BMZ%202030%20reform%20strategy.pdf
https://snrd-asia.org/download/news_and_events/BMZ-Strategy-Human-Rights_04_2011.pdf
https://www.deval.org/fileadmin/Redaktion/PDF/05-Publikationen/Berichte/2021_Menschenrechte/Report_DEval_2021_Human_Rights_web.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/gender-development/BMZ%202014%20Gender%20Equality%20in%20German%20Development%20Policy.%20Cross-Sectoral%20Strategy%20EN.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/gender-development/BMZ%202014%20Gender%20Equality%20in%20German%20Development%20Policy.%20Cross-Sectoral%20Strategy%20EN.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/23780/08b9a323a79e8806a83923c40078fb24/strategiepapier470-mid-term-report-agents-of-change-data.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/23780/08b9a323a79e8806a83923c40078fb24/strategiepapier470-mid-term-report-agents-of-change-data.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/49018/2cbeb5342f7fe59edf70a9f0d713cddc/strategiepapier501-inclusion-data.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/49018/2cbeb5342f7fe59edf70a9f0d713cddc/strategiepapier501-inclusion-data.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/49018/2cbeb5342f7fe59edf70a9f0d713cddc/strategiepapier501-inclusion-data.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/86808/85d349a058fd16148eb66266f0c78271/lsbti-inklusionskonzept-en-data.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/86808/85d349a058fd16148eb66266f0c78271/lsbti-inklusionskonzept-en-data.pdf
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/blob/610626/d7d78947490f454a5342c1dff737a474/aktionsplan1325-engl-data.pdf
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/blob/610626/d7d78947490f454a5342c1dff737a474/aktionsplan1325-engl-data.pdf
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/blob/610626/d7d78947490f454a5342c1dff737a474/aktionsplan1325-engl-data.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/en/issues/feminist-development-policy
https://www.bmz.de/en/issues/feminist-development-policy
https://www.bmz.de/en/issues/feminist-development-policy
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Iceland The overall goal of the development cooperation of Iceland is to reduce 
poverty and hunger and promote improved livelihoods, underpinned 
by human rights, gender equality, and the SDGs. The 2022 Bilateral 
Development Cooperation Strategy states that “gender equality, human 
rights and climate and the environment are cross-cutting and overar-
ching priorities in all of Iceland’s development cooperation. Three stra-
tegic areas for human rights are at the core of the country’s bilateral 
cooperation:

1. The rights of the most marginalized and vulnerable populations, 
including marginalized and underserved communities, including 
LGBTIQ+, people with disability, and persons affected by conflict 
and disaster.

2. The rights of the child, including the rights to education, nutrition, 
water, and health services.

3. Democracy building and governance including a strong civil soci-
ety, freedom of speech, access to justice and the right to vote.” 
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Iceland 2022)

Bilateral efforts are focused on low-income countries in Africa, work-
ing with national governments, district authorities, and other develop-
ment partners, using and HRBA and working with both duty-bearers 
and right-holders. Iceland applies a HRBA in its dialogue and program-
ming with partners.

Ireland The promotion and protection of universal human rights are at the 
heart of foreign policy and the work of the Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade in Ireland. Irish Aid, the government’s official interna-
tional development aid program recognizes that stronger governance, 
the protection of human rights, and effective institutions are central to 
poverty reduction. Governance is one of Irish Aid’s priority areas. Irish 
Aid supports good governance interventions by:

• Strengthening legislative frameworks for human rights, as well as 
national and international governmental and non-governmental 
human rights institutions

• Supporting human rights education and awareness-raising programs
• Promoting initiatives to monitor, document, and publicize human 

rights abuses
• Identifying measures to protect human rights defenders in confor-

mity with the relevant EU Guidelines adopted in 2004
• Providing legal aid programs for victims of human rights abuses
• Engaging in dialogue with partner governments, especially where 

they fail to uphold human rights norms and values.

Ireland directs its development cooperation toward reaching those left 
furthest behind. A Better World, the national policy for international 
development, underscores that the full realization of human rights is 
key to the “whole of society” agenda of the SDGs. 
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https://www.government.is/topics/foreign-affairs/international-development-cooperation/bilateral-cooperation/
https://www.stjornarradid.is/library/03-Verkefni/Utanrikismal/Throunarsamvinna/Tvihlida/2022%20EN%20-%20Bilateral%20strategy.pdf
https://www.stjornarradid.is/library/03-Verkefni/Utanrikismal/Throunarsamvinna/Tvihlida/2022%20EN%20-%20Bilateral%20strategy.pdf
https://www.irishaid.ie/media/irishaid/allwebsitemedia/20newsandpublications/publicationpdfsenglish/good-governance-through-development-cooperation.pdf
https://www.irishaid.ie/media/irishaid/allwebsitemedia/20newsandpublications/publicationpdfsenglish/good-governance-through-development-cooperation.pdf
https://www.irishaid.ie/media/irishaid/aboutus/abetterworldirelandspolicyforinternationaldevelopment/A-Better-World-Irelands-Policy-for-International-Development.pdf
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New 
Zealand 

The Policy Statement of Aotearoa New Zealand on International 
Cooperation for Sustainable and Effective Development outlines the 
country’s objectives to promote and protect equity, inclusivity, and 
human rights in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s aid and 
development programming. The Human Rights Strategic Action Plan 
for International Development Cooperation, the Gender Action Plan, 
and the Child and Youth Well-being Strategic Action Plan provide a 
strategic road map to translate these objectives into action, and set 
priorities for targeting and mainstreaming human rights, gender, 
and child and youth well-being across the International Development 
Cooperation (IDC) program through, respectively:

• Targeting and mainstreaming human rights within Aotearoa New 
Zealand international development cooperation programming, par-
ticularly focusing on people and groups most at risk of being left 
behind, and establishing the framework for an HRBA to development

• Achieving transformative change of those formal and informal cus-
toms, norms, practices, and laws in society that create or perpetu-
ate gender inequality and social exclusion based on gender identity

• Delivering greater impact and equity across programming by 
advancing human rights for children and youth and through taking 
a targeted approach across the lifecycle, promoting multisectoral 
holistic development for child and youth well-being.

Aotearoa New Zealand is working to integrate the HRBA into estab-
lished business processes and systems to promote consideration of 
human rights implications from the onset of developing an initiative. In 
line with the principles set out under the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, Aotearoa New Zealand seeks to follow the values of 
understanding, friendship, mutual benefit, and collective ambition in 
how it designs and deliver its aid program. Its Partnering for Resilience 
approach recognizes that countries lead their own development, 
meaning that support is aligned to the partners’ priorities, and making 
good use of their systems for planning, implementation, financial man-
agement, monitoring, and reporting.
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https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mfat.govt.nz%2Fassets%2FAid-Prog-docs%2FPolicy%2FPolicy-Statement-New-Zealands-International-Cooperation-for-Effective-Sustainable-Development-ICESD.pdf&data=05%7C01%7Ccconcha%40worldbank.org%7C17d1606af8654ef51a3e08dadd6e9df5%7C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%7C0%7C0%7C638065764632634644%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=nBZi0pT7WPxXjtnfMuo1HlicwIkkyCBKZDLcjBCI0AQ%3D&reserved=0
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mfat.govt.nz%2Fassets%2FAid-Prog-docs%2FPolicy%2FPolicy-Statement-New-Zealands-International-Cooperation-for-Effective-Sustainable-Development-ICESD.pdf&data=05%7C01%7Ccconcha%40worldbank.org%7C17d1606af8654ef51a3e08dadd6e9df5%7C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%7C0%7C0%7C638065764632634644%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=nBZi0pT7WPxXjtnfMuo1HlicwIkkyCBKZDLcjBCI0AQ%3D&reserved=0
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mfat.govt.nz%2Fassets%2FAid%2FAid-General%2FAotearoa-New-Zealands-Human-Rights-Strategic-Action-Plan-for-International-Development-Cooperation-2021-2025-FINAL.pdf&data=05%7C01%7Ccconcha%40worldbank.org%7C17d1606af8654ef51a3e08dadd6e9df5%7C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%7C0%7C0%7C638065764632634644%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=OqAgt27Ebd65Y5ry6nm0G0c52o%2BSwINr5gcEWnVeTn4%3D&reserved=0
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mfat.govt.nz%2Fassets%2FAid%2FAid-General%2FAotearoa-New-Zealands-Human-Rights-Strategic-Action-Plan-for-International-Development-Cooperation-2021-2025-FINAL.pdf&data=05%7C01%7Ccconcha%40worldbank.org%7C17d1606af8654ef51a3e08dadd6e9df5%7C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%7C0%7C0%7C638065764632634644%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=OqAgt27Ebd65Y5ry6nm0G0c52o%2BSwINr5gcEWnVeTn4%3D&reserved=0
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mfat.govt.nz%2Fassets%2FPeace-Rights-and-Security%2FInternational-security%2FGender-Action-Plan-2021-2025.pdf&data=05%7C01%7Ccconcha%40worldbank.org%7C17d1606af8654ef51a3e08dadd6e9df5%7C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%7C0%7C0%7C638065764632634644%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=voZ3iwMeO%2B1t4cWglWIRyZzw97MLByFU%2FEyv7gnFhnQ%3D&reserved=0
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mfat.govt.nz%2Fassets%2FAid-Prog-docs%2FChild_Youth-Well-being-Strategic-Action-Plan.pdf&data=05%7C01%7Ccconcha%40worldbank.org%7C17d1606af8654ef51a3e08dadd6e9df5%7C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%7C0%7C0%7C638065764632634644%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Z0p1ICX4BMxcWvxLDiB71RlUhoaEeETQK3eYaQuZkT0%3D&reserved=0
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mfat.govt.nz%2Fassets%2FAid-Prog-docs%2FPolicy%2FNew-Zealands-International-Development-Cooperation-2020-21.pdf&data=05%7C01%7Ccconcha%40worldbank.org%7C17d1606af8654ef51a3e08dadd6e9df5%7C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%7C0%7C0%7C638065764632634644%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=4YDdaGYCQcmMVIpiU7h21AsWlb5s9s3z2tO%2BZKyEkMk%3D&reserved=0
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mfat.govt.nz%2Fassets%2FAid-Prog-docs%2FPolicy%2FNew-Zealands-International-Development-Cooperation-2020-21.pdf&data=05%7C01%7Ccconcha%40worldbank.org%7C17d1606af8654ef51a3e08dadd6e9df5%7C31a2fec0266b4c67b56e2796d8f59c36%7C0%7C0%7C638065764632634644%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=4YDdaGYCQcmMVIpiU7h21AsWlb5s9s3z2tO%2BZKyEkMk%3D&reserved=0
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Norway Norwegian human rights policy is outlined in White Paper No. 10 (2014–
2015), Opportunities for All: Human Rights in Norway’s Foreign Policy 
and Development Cooperation, which has the support of all parties in 
the Norwegian Parliament. The white paper expresses political will 
to strengthen and systematize efforts to promote and protect human 
rights at the global, regional, and bilateral levels. The realization of 
human rights is recognized as an important stand-alone goal in the for-
eign and development policy of Norway. In addition, the realization of 
human rights is recognized as a means of achieving other goals, such 
as poverty reduction, sustainable development, and lasting peace. 
Human rights are one of four obligatory cross-cutting issues, together 
with women’s rights and gender equality, climate and the environment, 
and anticorruption.

The white paper emphases two points: the vital importance of 
improved compliance, on the part of all states, with international 
human rights obligations and commitments; and the importance, for 
Norway, of ensuring that efforts to promote such compliance are inte-
grated into all aspects of the country’s foreign and development policy 
(that is, coherence).

The white paper on Norway’s role and interests in multilateral coop-
eration guides Norwegian multilateral policy for a period of five years. 
Defending and strengthening international rule of law, including human 
rights, and multilateral cooperation is a core priority for Norway. The 
white paper states that the “Government will contribute to combatting 
violence and oppression and prioritise efforts in the field of civil and 
political rights, including freedom of expression, freedom of religion 
or belief, and the abolition of the death penalty. Particular attention is 
also paid to women and vulnerable groups such as children, religious 
minorities, indigenous peoples, persons with disabilities and sexual 
minorities.” (Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2019).

TABLE 4.1. 
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https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/261f255d028b42cab91ad099ee3f99fc/en-gb/pdfs/stm201420150010000engpdfs.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/261f255d028b42cab91ad099ee3f99fc/en-gb/pdfs/stm201420150010000engpdfs.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/5673dadc917448148b491635289ac690/en-gb/pdfs/stm201820190027000engpdfs.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/5673dadc917448148b491635289ac690/en-gb/pdfs/stm201820190027000engpdfs.pdf
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Spain The Statute of the Spanish Agency for International Development 
Cooperation (AECID) was created to promote the full exercise of devel-
opment, which was conceived as a fundamental human right. The 
fight against poverty is understood as part of the process of building 
this right. To achieve its mission, AECID follows the guidelines of the 
V Master Plan for Spanish Cooperation 2018–2021, which reaffirms an 
HRBA and special attention to people in vulnerable situations and who 
belong to minority groups, including children, the elderly, migrants, ref-
ugees, Indigenous peoples, and Afro-descendants. The cross-cutting 
elements of Spanish cooperation are an approach based on human 
rights and fundamental freedoms, gender equality, the respect for cul-
tural diversity, and environmental sustainability. The AECID has pub-
lished guidelines for the application of an HRBA. Since 2021, Spain has 
had a feminist foreign policy.

Sweden Sweden is committed to the HRBA through the:

• Swedish Policy for Global Development (2003) and Policy framework 
for Swedish development cooperation and humanitarian assistance

• European Consensus on Development which commits the EU 
and its Member States to implementing an HRBA to development 
cooperation

• UN Common Understanding on HRBA.

The Government Communication on Swedish development coop-
eration and humanitarian assistance (2016) describes the thematic 
direction of development cooperation and notes that Swedish devel-
opment cooperation takes a multidimensional approach to poverty 
and a rights-based perspective that considers the perspective of 
poor people on development. Moreover, the document states that the 
promotion of democracy, respect for human rights, and gender equal-
ity are particular areas of concern where the government aims to do 
more than agreed at a global level, including the 2030 Agenda. Sweden 
has eight thematic areas of development cooperation. Human rights, 
democracy, and the rule of law is one of them and is interlinked with all 
the other thematic areas.

In 2018 the Swedish government adopted a new strategy for human 
rights, democracy and the rule of law. The strategy covers the period 
2018–2022 and aims to contribute to secure, just, and inclusive dem-
ocratic societies that protect and respect the equal rights of all. 
Moreover, this document states, “development cooperation shall take 
as a point of departure and be characterized by a rights-based per-
spective of poor people and development. The rights perspective 
means that human rights and democracy are regarded as fundamental 
to development.”

Sida has a toolbox on how to incorporate human rights in its develop-
ment cooperation, including thematic guidance notes.  

TABLE 4.1. 
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https://www.aecid.es/EN/aecid
https://www.aecid.es/EN/aecid
https://www.aecid.es/Centro-Documentacion/Documentos/Planificaci%C3%B3n/PD%202018-2021.pdf
https://www.aecid.es/Centro-Documentacion/Documentos/Publicaciones%20AECID/Guia%20EDBH%20v4.pdf
https://www.exteriores.gob.es/es/PoliticaExterior/Paginas/PoliticaExteriorFeminista.aspx
https://www.sida.se/en/for-partners/methods-materials/human-rights-based-approach
https://www.government.se/legal-documents/2003/05/200203122/
https://www.government.se/legal-documents/2017/05/policy-framework-for-swedish-development-cooperation-and-humanitarian-assistance/
https://www.government.se/legal-documents/2017/05/policy-framework-for-swedish-development-cooperation-and-humanitarian-assistance/
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/european-consensus-development_en
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/human-rights-based-approach-development-cooperation-towards-common-understanding-among-un
https://www.government.se/49a184/contentassets/43972c7f81c34d51a82e6a7502860895/skr-60-engelsk-version_web.pdf
https://www.government.se/49a184/contentassets/43972c7f81c34d51a82e6a7502860895/skr-60-engelsk-version_web.pdf
https://www.government.se/49b9d3/contentassets/9f1870ad998f4b53a79989b90bd85f3f/rk_strategi-for-sveriges-utvecklingssamarbete_eng_webb22.pdf
https://www.government.se/49b9d3/contentassets/9f1870ad998f4b53a79989b90bd85f3f/rk_strategi-for-sveriges-utvecklingssamarbete_eng_webb22.pdf
https://www.sida.se/en/for-partners/methods-materials/human-rights-based-approach
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Switzerland Swiss human rights engagement, including the human rights engage-
ment of the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC), is 
based on a strong legal and policy framework. Under Article 54 of the 
Swiss Constitution, the foreign policy (which includes its development 
cooperation) mandate of Switzerland is to promote human rights, 
democratization, peaceful coexistence, and the reduction of poverty. 
SDC is part of the Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs (FDFA). 
Swiss human rights foreign policy, and consequently SDC, has three 
priorities:

• The protection and promotion of civil and political rights
• The protection and promotion of economic, social, and cultural 

rights
• The protection of the rights of especially vulnerable groups.

SDC’s programs tackling poverty actively promote human rights. In 
2006, SDC adopted its second human rights policy, replacing its orig-
inal policy from 1997. The second human rights policy “Towards Life 
with Dignity” made a strong commitment to implement interventions 
in line with human rights principles and institutionalize the HRBA in 
Swiss development cooperation programs. The SDC Guidance on 
Human Rights in Development Cooperation (SDC 2019), which builds 
on the 2006 human rights policy and the FDFA Human Rights Strategy, 
elaborates on the SDC’s human rights commitment and the three core 
dimensions of its HRBA model. Furthermore, this guidance document 
states that one of the goals of the SDC is to apply an HRBA to all its 
interventions as part of project cycle management and strategic ori-
entation in order to contribute to the direct realization of one or more 
human rights.

The FDFA Human Rights Guidelines 2021–2024, which help to imple-
ment the Foreign Policy Strategy 2020-2023, describe four human 
rights priorities: freedom of expression, death penalty, torture, and 
minorities. The guidelines note that human rights are an important 
topic in follow-up strategies such as the International Cooperation 
Strategy 2021–2024 and the Digital Foreign Policy Strategy 2021–2024.

The 
Netherlands

The guiding principles for Dutch development cooperation policy are the 
SDGs. The 2018 policy document Investing in Global Prospects states 
that the “SDGs promote human rights and the rights of women and girls 
and seek to improve the lives of the most disadvantaged (under the 
motto ‘Leave no one behind’). The SDGs also constitute an agenda for 
innovation and provide businesses with an opportunity to tap into new 
markets by developing innovative solutions for achieving them. Finally, 
for the first time, the SDGs offer a universal agenda for international 
cooperation.” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands 2018).

TABLE 4.1. 
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https://www.eda.admin.ch/deza/en/home/themes-sdc/state-economic-reforms/development-human-rights.html
https://www.humanrights.ch/cms/upload/pdf/090424_resource_en_25225.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Development/SR/visit-to-switzerland/sdc_2019_ghrdc.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Development/SR/visit-to-switzerland/sdc_2019_ghrdc.pdf
https://www.eda.admin.ch/content/dam/eda/en/documents/aktuell/news/2021/20210603-leitlinien-menschenrechte_EN.pdf
https://www.eda.admin.ch/eda/en/fdfa/foreign-policy/implementing-foreign-policy/aussenpolitischestrategie.html
https://www.eda.admin.ch/eda/en/fdfa/fdfa/publikationen.html/content/publikationen/en/deza/diverse-publikationen/broschuere-iza-2021-24
https://www.eda.admin.ch/eda/en/fdfa/fdfa/publikationen.html/content/publikationen/en/deza/diverse-publikationen/broschuere-iza-2021-24
https://www.eda.admin.ch/missions/mission-onu-geneve/en/home/news/publications.html/content/publikationen/en/eda/schweizer-aussenpolitik/Digitalaussenpolitik_2021-2024
https://www.government.nl/topics/development-cooperation/the-development-policy-of-the-netherlands
https://www.government.nl/topics/development-cooperation/documents/policy-notes/2018/05/18/investing-in-global-prospects
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The 
Netherlands

• The Dutch policy for human rights has five priorities:
• Freedom of expression, internet freedom and independent 

journalism
• Freedom of religion and belief
• Equal rights for LGBTIQ+’s
• Equal rights for women and girls
• Supporting human rights defenders.

The main changes to development cooperation policy in 2018 include 
a stronger focus on equal opportunities for women and girls and pro-
viding aid mainly to unstable regions near Europe such as the Sahel, 
the Horn of Africa, North Africa, and the Middle East. The Netherlands 
seeks to use this aid to reduce conflicts and terrorism and prevent 
migration to Europe.

The Netherlands uses its position to draw attention to the HRBA at mul-
tilateral development banks and in UN development programs (Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands 2021).

The United 
Kingdom

Human rights explicitly feature in one of the three FCDO priority out-
comes for 2021–2022. Priority outcome 1 is to “shape the international 
order and ensure the UK is a force for good in the world by: supporting 
sustainable development and humanitarian needs; promoting human 
rights and democracy; and establishing common international stan-
dards.” This priority will contribute to SDGs 1–13, 15, and 16.

In May 2022, the FCDO published the UK government’s strategy for inter-
national development, which lays out the UK’s aid strategy for the next 
10 years. The FCDO will deliver more aid directly to countries rather than 
channeling it through multilateral institutions. The World Bank is the 
only organization that will receive funding, but it will be significantly 
reduced. Although this policy paper does not include human rights 
among its four new priorities, one of the priorities purports to “provide 
women and girls with the freedom they need to succeed, unlocking their 
future potential, supporting their empowerment and protecting them 
against violence.” This includes supporting comprehensive sexual and 
reproductive health and rights; women’s voice at all social, political, and 
economic levels; and economic security. A separate women and girl’s 
strategy will be published but the date is not yet confirmed.
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https://www.government.nl/topics/human-rights/human-rights-worldwide
https://www.government.nl/topics/development-cooperation/the-development-policy-of-the-netherlands
https://www.government.nl/documents/reports/2021/10/27/dutch-human-rights-report-2020
https://www.government.nl/documents/reports/2021/10/27/dutch-human-rights-report-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/foreign-commonwealth-development-office-outcome-delivery-plan/fcdo-outcome-delivery-plan-2021-to-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/foreign-commonwealth-development-office-outcome-delivery-plan/fcdo-outcome-delivery-plan-2021-to-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-governments-strategy-for-international-development
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-governments-strategy-for-international-development
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9567/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9567/
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The United 
States of 
America

“On the basis of national security, commercial and humanitarian ratio-
nales, U.S. assistance flows through many federal agencies and sup-
ports myriad objectives. These objectives include promoting economic 
growth, reducing poverty, improving governance, expanding access 
to health care and education, promoting stability in conflict regions, 
countering terrorism, promoting human rights, strengthening allies, 
and curbing illicit drug production and trafficking. Since the terrorist 
attack of September 11, 2001, foreign aid has increasingly been asso-
ciated with national security policy.” (Congressional Research Service 
2022). USAID and the State Department administer together most of 
the bilateral development assistance, which is intended to improve the 
economic development and welfare of poor countries. However, USAID 
has implemented for the last 60 years the bulk of the US bilateral devel-
opment and humanitarian assistance.

In 2013, the USAID Strategy on Democracy, Human Rights and 
Governance elevated human rights, including economic, social, and 
cultural rights, as a key USAID development objective. USAID gives 
particular attention to inclusive development, expanding the rights and 
opportunities for women, persons with disabilities, displaced persons, 
LGBT persons, Indigenous peoples, and other historically marginalized 
populations, including ethnic and religious minorities. Also, although 
it is not a formal policy, in 2014, USAID’s LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
trans) Vision for Action provided guidance on advancing LGBT rights 
throughout field programming. In 2018, Pact and USAID’s Center of 
Excellence on Democracy, Human Rights, and Governance published 
a guidance document titled Applying Rights-Based Approaches: A 
practical how-to note on integrating principles of empowerment into 
almost any development activity. The purpose of this document is to 
help USAID staff understand, adopt, and implement a rights-based 
approach in USAID’s program cycle and across different sectors.

The Department of State and USAID Joint Strategic Plan for Fiscal 
Years 2022 to 2026 lays out the vision and direction of both agencies. 
Objective 3.2 of the plan integrates the protection of human rights and 
the promotion of equality. The 2023 USAID Policy Framework states 
that conflict-sensitivity, human rights, environmental- and social-im-
pact assessment, and other risk reduction considerations will be incor-
porated across program areas. This document also notes that there is a 
forthcoming USAID Democracy, Human Rights and Governance Policy. 
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https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R40213
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R40213
https://2017-2020.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1866/USAID-DRG_fina-_6-24-31.pdf
https://2017-2020.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1866/USAID-DRG_fina-_6-24-31.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1861/LGBT_Vision_For_Action_May2014.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1861/LGBT_Vision_For_Action_May2014.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/hrsm_rights_based_approach_guide_final_jan_2019.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/hrsm_rights_based_approach_guide_final_jan_2019.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/hrsm_rights_based_approach_guide_final_jan_2019.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-05/Final_State-USAID_FY_2022-2026_Joint_Strategic_Plan_29MAR2022.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-05/Final_State-USAID_FY_2022-2026_Joint_Strategic_Plan_29MAR2022.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/policyframework
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Emerging Donors

The trend among emerging donors is not to adopt an explicit position on 
human rights, although in some cases their policies mention human rights.

The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), a multilateral development 
bank (MDB) established in Beijing in 2015,  is based on the lessons learned from 
existing MDBs and the private sector. Its Articles of Agreement contain politi-
cal prohibitions similar to those found in MDBs such as the AfDB, IDB, and the 
World Bank. Article 31(2) states:

The Bank, its President, officers, and staff shall not interfere in the politi-
cal affairs of any member, nor shall they be influenced in their decisions 
by the political character of the member concerned. Only economic con-
siderations shall be relevant to their decisions. Such considerations shall 
be weighed impartially in order to achieve and carry out the purpose and 
functions of the Bank.

Established in 2015, the New Development Bank (NDB, sometimes referred to 
as the “BRICS Bank”) is headquartered in Johannesburg. Its articles contain 
political prohibitions like those of the World Bank. Article 13 (e) of the BRICS 
Bank Charter states:

The Bank, its officers and employees shall not interfere in the political 
affairs of any member, nor shall they be influenced in their decisions by the 
political character of the member or members concerned. Only economic 
considerations shall be relevant to their decisions, and these considerations 
shall be weighed impartially in order to achieve the purpose and functions 
stated in Articles 2 and 3.

In alignment with the development objectives of its members and their 
commitments under the SDGs and the Paris Agreement, NDB prioritizes 
high-impact operations that are climate-smart, disaster-resilient, technolo-
gy-integrated, and socially inclusive. With respect to NDB’s 2016 ESF, human 
rights are only mentioned in relation to Indigenous peoples. The objectives of 
ESS 3 are almost identical to AIIB’s ESS 3. However, NDB’s ESF does not con-
sider Indigenous peoples in voluntary isolation.

https://www.aiib.org/en/index.html
https://www.ndb.int/
https://www.ndb.int/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/ndb-environment-social-framework-20160330.pdf
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The U.S. International Development Finance Corporation (DFC), established 
in 2019, advances US foreign policy and complements the work of US govern-
ment aid programs. Its investments respect the environment, human rights, 
and worker rights. DFC works in consultation with the US Department of State 
as part of the DFC’s consideration for human rights risk. According to the 
2020 Environmental and Social Policy and Procedures (ESPP), human rights 
are those expressed in the International Bill of Rights and the principles con-
cerning fundamental rights set out in the ILO’s Declaration on Fundamental 
Principles and Rights at Work. DFC is in the process of reviewing and updating 
its ESPP. The final policy version will be posted to its website. 

https://www.dfc.gov/who-we-are/overview
https://www.dfc.gov/sites/default/files/media/documents/DFC_ESPP_012020.pdf
https://www.dfc.gov/what-we-offer/work-with-us/investment-policies
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5.
Donor Modalities: 
Processes, Guidance, 
Assessment, and Tools

This chapter delves into how donors implement their distinct 
approaches to human rights and how they implement their policies 
through programming. Programming needs vary by donor, sector, 
and country context. Moreover, the challenges presented by each will 
require a different operational response.

In addition, the various actors engaged in development policy and 
activities play distinct but complementary roles based on their man-
dates and comparative advantages. As such, partnerships have always 
been an appropriate way to frame collaboration and maximize impact. 
Current global challenges, from climate change to growing inequal-
ity and entrenched poverty, require global and integrated responses, 
which no single agency can fully and unilaterally provide, thereby 
reinforcing the case for collaboration and partnerships across agen-
cies and disciplines. The nature of the 2030 Agenda and its urgency 
are driving the case for cooperation. Many agencies have development 
tools, processes, and guidance for staff to secure the effective and con-
sistent implementation of policies and approaches and some of these 
have been revised or reformed in light of the 2030 Agenda: these are 
instrumental to implementing the 2030 Agenda and conducting effec-
tive partnerships to meet the SDGs.
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Donor Operational and Programming Approaches

Agencies have adopted differing approaches to implementing policies, reflect-
ing their mandates, policy frameworks, and principal modes of engagement. 
The most common modality has been human rights projects, usually linked to 
the promotion and protection of civil and political rights. Some agencies have 
committed to human rights mainstreaming, which can lead agencies to work 
on human rights issues in non-governance sectors. Many bilateral aid agen-
cies also undertake some form of human rights dialogue, often linked to their 
foreign policies. Where political or legal barriers to these approaches exist, 
donors engage with areas, issues, or groups also covered by human rights 
treaty protection but without explicitly referring to human rights or without 
adopting an HRBA or human rights objective. This chapter offers a framework 
for further examination of these approaches. Furthermore, this chapter pres-
ents case studies of country projects and programs to illustrate how aid agen-
cies are working on human rights issues at a programming level, as opposed to 
a policy or institutional level.

Five basic approaches to human rights in development programming can be 
identified: a human rights-based approach; human rights mainstreaming; 
human rights dialogue; projects and programs on specific human rights; and 
implicit human rights work (Table 5.1).

Human 
rights–based 
approaches

Human rights considered constitutive of the goal of development, 
leading to a new approach to aid and requiring institutional change.

Human rights 
mainstreaming

Efforts to ensure that human rights are integrated into all sectors of 
existing aid interventions (e.g., water, education). This may include 
both “do no harm” and “do good” approaches. 

Human rights 
dialogue

Foreign policy and aid dialogue includes human rights issues, 
sometimes linked to conditionality. Aid modalities and volumes may 
be affected in cases of significant human rights violations.

Projects on 
specific human 
rights

Programs or projects directly targeted at the realization of specific 
rights (e.g., freedom of expression), specific groups (e.g., children), 
or in support of human rights organizations (e.g., in civil society).

Implicit human 
rights work

Agencies may not explicitly work on human rights issues and prefer 
to use other descriptors (“protection,” “empowerment,” or “good gov-
ernance”). The goal, content, and approach can be related to other 
explicit forms of human rights integration, rather than repackaging.

TABLE 5.1.

 Approaches to 
Human Rights 
in Development 
Programming
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Donor Guidance and Tools

i. European Union Tools to Implement Human Rights–Based 
Approach

The European Commission uses a human rights toolbox called A Rights-Based 
Approach, Encompassing All Human Rights for EU Development Cooperation to 
approach its development cooperation. The toolbox describes a human rights–
based approach to development, highlighting the core concepts and their 
rationales, clarifying common misunderstandings, and introducing relevant 
legal references and other donors’ commitments. It then describes how to sys-
tematically apply an HRBA in EU development cooperation, which objectives 
to pursue, which working principles to apply, and how to integrate an HRBA in 
the implementation of programming and in each phase of project cycle man-
agement. Finally, the toolbox provides a checklist and offers support measures 
for EU staff in headquarters and delegations to support the implementation of 
this new approach. The toolbox refers to examples of good practice provided 
by stakeholders that have officially adopted an HRBA in their development 
cooperation. It is intended to provide pragmatic support and guidance to EU 
staff and partners involved in the implementation of day-to-day EU develop-
ment cooperation. It deals exclusively with EU development cooperation and 
does not apply, for instance, to EU humanitarian assistance.13

In 2021, the toolbox was updated in line with the European Commission’s com-
mitments to the SDGs and to reducing all forms of inequality, including gen-
der inequality. The renewed HRBA aims to make interventions more inclusive 
and sustainable. It applies to the programming, design, and implementation 
of all sectors of EU external action, as also called for by NDICI–Global Europe, 
the new financing instrument for 2021–2027. The updated toolbox, offers five 
working principles, each equally relevant to both the processes and aims of EU 
external action:

 » Applying all human rights for all
 » Meaningful and inclusive participation and access to decision-making
 » Non-discrimination and equality

13 The toolbox and all supporting documents can be found at www.eidhr.eu.

file:///C:/Users/kshields/Downloads/www.eidhr.eu
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 » Accountability and rule of law for all
 » Transparency and access to information supported by disaggregated 

data.

The toolbox builds upon lessons learned over the intervening seven years, 
draws on EU Member States’ practices and methodologies, and can be 
used by Member States and partners. It is part of the implementation of the 
Commission’s Union of Equality ambitions.

The EIB Statement of Environmental and Social Principles and Standards 2022 
confirms that the EIB is bound to a rights-based approach. A revision of the 
EIB’s environmental and social standards was undertaken in 2012 and 2013, 
resulting in the adoption of its Environmental and Social Handbook, effective 
January 1, 2014. The revision was informed by the EIB’s human rights commit-
ments under the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, as well as by the United 
Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) and other 
international best practices.

ii. Council of Europe Development Bank

The CEB endorses the human rights values and principles enshrined in the 
Council of Europe Conventions. The bank’s approach to social safeguard 
review and management draws upon the principles enshrined in the Council 
of Europe Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental 
Freedoms and the European Social Charter.14 The CEB requires that all proj-
ects be designed and implemented in line with the relevant principles in both 
documents.

The approach of the toolkit is like that adopted during the gender mainstream-
ing process: it provides the user with a checklist of questions used to raise 
awareness of the links between decent work and the varying themes and policy 
domains of the respective agencies. It contains a list of key questions organized 
according to the four pillars of the Decent Work Agenda to guide agencies in:

 » Determining whether policies, strategies, programs, and activities 
may affect employment

14 https://coebank.org/media/documents/Environmental_and_Social_Safeguards_Policy.
pdf
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 » Determining if decent work outcomes exist in their different dimen-
sions at the global, regional, country, sectoral, and local levels

 » Exploring how the effects of these policies, strategies, programs, and 
activities are or could be considered or assessed in a more systematic 
way

 » Promoting concrete ways to optimize employment and decent work 
outcomes in policies and operations, ideally at the design stage.

The CEB Handbook for the Preparation and Implementation of Projects (April 
2022) is an operational manual intended for CEB services and accessible to the 
bank’s borrowers. It provides, from an operational perspective, the necessary 
information regarding preparation, financing, implementation, and monitor-
ing of CEB loans. With respect to human rights, it provides the following direc-
tives. Chapter 4.9 Financial Means of Actions – Grants: “The Bank may demand 
recovery of disbursed grants in case of breach of contractual requirements, in 
particular in the case of corruption, fraud, money-laundering, mis-procure-
ment or when the implementation of the project leads to a violation of the 
CEB’s Environmental and Social Safeguards Policy, the ‘Convention of the 
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms’ or the ‘European 
Social Charter.’” Chapter 6.2 ESS1 Environmental and Social Assessment and 
Management Scope of Social Coverage: “Provide in the assessment an over-
view of the full range of social risks and impacts, as described below and 
identify measures for their avoidance or mitigation. The assessment should 
consider the relevant principles of the Council of Europe Convention for the 
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms and the European 
Social Charter where they can be applied to the project and as they relate to the 
following social safeguard issues:

 » Conditions and rights of workers;
 » Protection of vulnerable groups;
 » Forced labor and child labor;
 » Gender equality and non-discrimination;
 » Protection of livelihoods and housing.”

iii. Inter-American Development Bank Technical Note

In 2022, the IDB issued a technical note on Managing Human Rights Risks 
in IDB Projects: Requirements of the IDB’s Environmental and Social Policy 
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Framework. The note provides support to IDB borrowers in identifying and 
addressing human rights risks and impacts on IDB-financed projects under 
the new ESPF.

It outlines how ESPF’s 10 Environmental and Social Performance Standards 
and various other IDB policies address human rights and provides informa-
tion on key human rights issues in the Latin America and Caribbean region. 
With a particular focus on ESPF requirements, the Technical Note focuses on 
how borrowers can apply a human rights approach to the design and imple-
mentation of IDB-financed projects. It also provides guidance on stakeholder 
engagement and effective grievance management, as these are key parts of the 
HRBA under the ESPF. Finally, the Technical Note looks at the importance of 
working on human rights issues when using collaborative approaches, partic-
ularly when addressing complex contextual challenges.

Human Rights Due Diligence

Demand has been increasing for various actors to conduct human rights due 
diligence (HRDD) before adopting and implementing policies, projects, or 
programs, or before entering into certain types of agreements or contracts. 
According to the UNGPs, HRDD is “an ongoing risk management process used 
to identify, prevent, mitigate, and account for how [a company] addresses its 
adverse human rights impacts.” It includes four key steps: assessing actual 
and potential human rights impacts; integrating and acting on the findings; 
tracking responses; and communicating about how impacts are addressed. 
A human rights impact assessment (HRIA) is an instrument for implement-
ing HRDD. Broadly speaking, HRDD is conducted for the purpose of examin-
ing policies, legislation, programs, and projects to identify and measure their 
impact on human rights. HRIAs provide a reasoned, supported, and compre-
hensive answer to the question “How does the project, policy, or intervention 
affect human rights?” The purpose is to help prevent negative effects and to 
maximize positive effects. As such, HRIAs are an indispensable part of making 
human rights considerations operational in a range of legal and policy con-
texts. The UNDS applies the UN Human Rights Due Diligence Policy on United 
Nations Support to Non-UN Security Forces.
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The development of this tool is part of a growing effort by the human rights 
community to operationalize the relevance of human rights in various fields, 
including development and business (Box 5.1), and thus to advance an under-
standing of the ways in which public policies and development projects affect 
the enjoyment of people’s rights (World Bank 2013).

The United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) 
2011 were developed by the Special Representative of the Secretary-General John 
Ruggie, and endorsed unanimously by the United Nations Human Rights Council. 
They constitute the first global standard for human rights duties of business enti-
ties and have been widely supported by states, civil society organizations, and the 
private sector. The UNGPs had been incorporated into the work of several actors: 
regional organizations such as the European Union and the Organization of American 
States use the UNGP to frame their work to advance responsible business conduct. 
International organizations have also aligned their work with the UNGP: the ILO’s 
Tripartite Declaration of Principles concerning Multinational Enterprises and Social 
Policies and the OECD’s Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises are documents 
that advance the UNGPs. Similarly, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
emphasized the need for business to consider human rights to achieve the SDGs as 
articulated by the UNGPs. Since 2011, the UN Working Group has strongly encour-
aged all states to develop, enact, and periodically update a national action plan 
on business and human rights. Such plans are part of the responsibility of states 
to disseminate and implement the UNGPs. According to the UN Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, as of 2021, 26 countries have produced at least 
one such plan. Private financial actors have increasingly recognized their responsi-
bility for ensuring human rights as described in the UNGPs. One example of this type 
of initiative is the Investors Alliance in Human Rights, which was created in 2018 and 
focuses on investors’ responsibilities to respect human rights and encourages the 
formulation of policies for business and human rights.

Source: OHCHR Frequently Asked Questions About the Guiding Principles on Business and 
Human Rights    

In 2022, the European Commission adopted a Proposal for a Directive on 
Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence. The draft regulation requires large EU 
companies, and some non-European companies doing significant business in 
Europe, to assess their actual and potential human rights and environmental 
impacts throughout their operations and down their supply chains and to take 
action to prevent, mitigate, and remedy identified human rights and environ-
mental harms. This proposal applies to the company’s own operations, their 

BOX 5.1. 

United Nations 
Guiding 

Principles on 
Business and 

Human Rights

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special_Representative_of_the_Secretary-General
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Ruggie
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Ruggie
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_Human_Rights_Council
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_rights
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Publications/FAQ_PrinciplesBussinessHR.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Publications/FAQ_PrinciplesBussinessHR.pdf


CHAPTER 5. Donor Modalities: Processes, Guidance, Assessment, and Tools 117

subsidiaries, and their value chains (direct and indirect established business 
relationships).

Human Rights Indicators

Human rights indicators are central to the application of human rights stan-
dards in context and relate to measuring the qualitative and quantitative 
realization of human rights. They offer an empirical or evidence-based dimen-
sion to the normative content of human rights legal obligations and provide 
a means of connecting those obligations with data and evidence; in this way, 
they contribute to human rights accountability and the enforcement of human 
rights obligations. Human rights indicators fulfill both assessment and diag-
nostic purposes: the assessment function of human rights indicators relates to 
their use in monitoring accountability, effectiveness, and impact; the diagnos-
tic purpose relates to measuring the current state of human rights implemen-
tation and enjoyment in a given context, whether regional, country-specific, 
or local (World Bank 2013). As such, human rights indicators are an indispens-
able element of any approach adopted for the integration of human rights into 
development.15 Some examples of indicators are in Table 5.2.

15 See OHCHR Human Rights Indicators, A Guide to Measurement and Implementation 
Measurement (2010); World Bank Report Human Rights Indicators in Development: An 
Introduction (2011) and DIHR The Human Rights Guide to the Sustainable Development Goals 
(2015). 
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Indicators Source

Structural indicators

South Africa: Signature and rati-
fication dates of ten human rights 
treaties.

Ratification status by country or by treaty, 
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/
TreatyBodyExternal/ 
Treaty,aspx?CountryID=162&Lang=EN

United Kingdom: Equality Act. The 
Equality Act came into force in 
October 2010 providing a modern, 
single streamlined legal framework 
to more effectively tackle disadvan-
tage and discrimination.

Home page of British Equality and Human 
Rights Commission https://www.equalityhu-
manrights.com/en/ 
equality-act.

Kenya County Governments Act 
No. 17: (1) Provides for the promo-
tion, evaluation and reporting on 
the compliance by county public 
officers with the values and prin-
ciples in Articles 10 and 232 of the 
Constitution.

Article 10, 2 of the Constitution states: (b) 
human dignity, equity, social justice, inclu-
siveness, equality, human rights, non-discrim-
ination and protection of the marginalized.

Kenya County Governments Act published by 
the National Council for Law Reporting with 
the Authority of the Attorney-General http://
kenyalaw.org/kl/.

Process indicators

Can a woman sign a legal contract 
in the same way as a man? (Process 
indicators relating to cultural and 
legal practices at the country level)

World Bank. Women, Business, and the Law 
2019. Indicator on Running a Business https://
openknowledge.worldbank.org/ 
bitstream/handle/10986/31327/WBL2019.pdf? 
sequence=4&isAllowed=y.

Accountability, transparency 
and corruption in rural areas. 
Normalized scale 0–100 based on 
expert assessment (Process indica-
tor, country level).

Ibrahim Index of African Governance, IIAG, 
http://mo.ibrahim.foundation/iiag/.

Number of community-based proj-
ects assisting children (Process 
indicators, programme level)

Save the Children, Child Protection Outcome 
Indicators (International Save the Children 
Alliance, 2015) 47.

Outcome indicators

Incidence and prevalence of death, 
physical injury and communicable 
and non-communicable diseases 
in custody (Compliance at country 
level).

Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights, Outcome indicator on the right not to 
be subjected to torture or cruel, inhuman or 
degrading treatment or punishment. OHCHR, 
2012, 91 (n 2).

Source: McInerney-Lankford & Sano, “Human rights indicators in development: definitions, 
relevance and current trends” in Marks, & Rajagopal, B. (2021). Critical issues in human rights and 
development / edited by Stephen P. Marks & Balakrishnan Rajagopal. Edward Elgar Publishing.

TABLE 5.2. 

Examples of 
Human Rights 

Indicators

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/TreatyBodyExternal/Treaty,aspx?CountryID=162&Lang=EN
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/TreatyBodyExternal/Treaty,aspx?CountryID=162&Lang=EN
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/TreatyBodyExternal/Treaty,aspx?CountryID=162&Lang=EN
http://kenyalaw.org/kl/
http://kenyalaw.org/kl/
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/
http://mo.ibrahim.foundation/iiag/
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Indicators for human rights are a key tool to measure states’ progress toward 
the implementation of human rights norms. The UN Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights and the Danish Institute for Human Rights 
(DIHR) have developed comprehensive toolkits to support states and other 
stakeholders in the application of methodologies to assess states’ human 
rights practices. Similarly, the DIHR developed the Human Rights Guide to 
Sustainable Development Goals, which lists several United Nations recom-
mendations regarding human rights linked to SDGs. This tool allows stake-
holders to apply an HRBA to monitoring and evaluation efforts by helping to 
clarify the connection between human rights and specific indicators.

The global SDG indicators framework adopted by the UN General Assembly 
in July 2017 (A/RES/71/313) is a key milestone on progress toward achieving 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The framework consists of 
232 indicators, including four human rights indicators (see Human Rights 
Indicators: A Guide to Measurement and Implementation) for which OHCHR 
is responsible in terms of methodological development, data compilation, and 
dissemination in the SDG progress report. Furthermore, the Danish Institute 
of Human Rights, Human Rights Guide to the Sustainable Development Goals  
makes concrete links between the SDGs and international and regional human 
rights instruments, as well as international labor standards and key environ-
mental instruments. Another noteworthy development is the UN Secretary-
General’s annual report on the QCPR implementation, which highlights key 
human rights indicators.

At UN-Habitat, “markers” are social safeguard mainstreaming tools that 
serve two main purposes: quality assurance and capacity building. Projects 
rated 0 (that is, a blind or negative rating by the cross-cutting teams) will not 
be allowed to access funding. The markers became effective on September 1, 
2015 (UN-Habitat 2015). Two indicators measure UN-Habitat’s human rights 
objectives:

 » Number (and percentage) of UN-Habitat project documents submit-
ted to the Project Advisory Group (PAG) reflecting the HRBA; by the 
end of the 2014–2019 Strategic Plan, 70 percent of new project docu-
ments submitted to the PAG must reflect the HRBA.

 » Number of UN-Habitat project documents, policies, strategies, con-
cept papers, and guidelines reviewed and implemented based on the 

https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Publications/Human_rights_indicators_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Publications/Human_rights_indicators_en.pdf
https://sdg.humanrights.dk/
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HRBA; for each biennial cycle, 100 substantive advisory services must 
be delivered as measured by the number of UN-Habitat project docu-
ments, policies, strategies, concept papers, and guidelines reviewed.

UNCTs also apply a UNSDG human rights marker to activities (sub-outputs) 
under joint workplans, intended to help build understanding and visibility of 
the extent to which the HRBA is applied across development work at the coun-

try level.

Human Rights Training and Learning Programs

The French, Swiss, Swedish, and German aid agencies, the World Bank, and the 
ADB have all undertaken initiatives that offer training and learning programs 
on integrating human rights into development.

Since 2008, the World Bank Group has had a trust fund focused on human 
rights and development. The Human Rights, Inclusion and Empowerment 
Umbrella Trust Fund (HRIE) aims to enhance the understanding and appli-
cation of human rights principles across the World Bank Group’s operational 
and analytical work. Hence, human rights training and learning programs are 
important elements of that work. It increases and strengthens the understand-
ing of human rights through (a) funding human rights–focused, World Bank–
executed grants; (b) providing technical and analytical support to World Bank 
teams; and (c) building the understanding and capacity of World Bank man-
agement and staff via human rights training, knowledge-sharing events, and 
guidance materials. HRIE is supported by Canada, Finland, France, Germany, 
Iceland, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, and the United Kingdom and has a 
targeted budget of USD 60 million over a ten-year period.

A similar trust fund in the UN, the UN Human Rights Mainstreaming Fund, 
has supported numerous capacity-building initiatives on the HRBA, leave 
no one behind, and gender equality and women’s empowerment for UNCTs, 
developed through interagency processes. Most recently, in 2022, the UN Staff 
System College launched a foundational online course for UN staff on these 
three guiding principles of the UN Sustainable Development Cooperation 
framework.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/humanrights
https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/humanrights
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Universal Periodic Review

The Universal Periodic Review (UPR) is a unique process that operates under 
the aegis of the UN Human Rights Council and gathers political support 
from all UN Member States. It involves a periodic review (every 4.5 years) of 
the human rights records of all UN Member States. It was established by the 
UN General Assembly via Resolution 60/25,16 at the same time as the Human 
Rights Council was created.

The UPR provides an opportunity for all UN Member States to declare what 
actions they have taken to improve the human rights situations in their coun-
tries and to overcome challenges to the enjoyment of human rights. The UPR 
also allows Member States to provide recommendations to other Member 
States and share best practices on human rights. It is designed to prompt, sup-
port, and expand the promotion and protection of human rights. To achieve 
this goal, the UPR assesses states’ human rights records and addresses human 
rights violations wherever they occur. The UPR aims to provide technical assis-
tance to states and to enhance their capacity to deal effectively with human 
rights challenges and to share best practices in the field of human rights 
among states and other stakeholders.

The main objective of the UPR is to improve the human rights situation at the 
country level through:

 » An assessment of positive developments and challenges faced by the 
state

 » Enhancement of the state’s capacity and of technical assistance 
needed, in consultation with, and with the consent of, the state

 » Sharing best practices among states and other stakeholders
 » Support for cooperation among national stakeholders in the promo-

tion and protection of human rights
 » Encouragement of cooperation with the Human Rights Committee 

(HRC), human rights bodies (treaty bodies and special procedures), 
and the OHCHR.

16 The United Nations General Assembly Resolution 60/251 (March 15, 2006), which estab-
lished the Human Rights Council in 2006, also established the Universal Periodic Review 
as a peer review mechanism for the assessment and advancement of human rights in all 
193 UN Member States.
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The review is conducted through an interactive dialogue between the state 
under review and the Human Rights Council, in a working group composed 
of the 47 members of the HRC and facilitated by three of them (acting as rap-
porteurs, known as the “troika”). The working group is an intergovernmental 
meeting that UN entities and stakeholders (national human rights institu-
tions, non-governmental organizations, members of civil society, and other 
stakeholders) can attend but during which they cannot intervene.

The UPR is assisted by and relevant to the work of development actors, par-
ticularly those within the UN system. The UPR also benefits from the active 
involvement of the whole UN system, in particular of UN country presences. 
The Resident Coordinators (RCs), UN country teams (UNCTs), and other 
UN agencies are important in ensuring that the state has the information 
and capacity to produce a solid and representative report; that there is wide 
national ownership and engagement in the UPR process; and that the state fol-
lows up on the recommendations. Examples of UN country team support to 
strategic engagement with the UPR were recently compiled and curated with 
support from the Human Rights Mainstreaming Fund under an interagency 
initiative led by UNDP, OHCHR, and the UN Development Coordination Office. 
This is illustrated in the UNCT experience in Ecuador. That UNCT is develop-
ing its new Common Country Assessment and United Nations Development 
Assistance Framework (UNDAF), to which it is applying an HRBA. Other stake-
holders, including civil society, also contribute by providing an alternative 
perspective on the countries’ human rights situation and by helping to hold 
Member States accountable for their human rights obligations.

The UPR can be useful for development programming and the implementa-
tion of a HRBA by promoting the views of Member States as duty-bearers and 
by encouraging the implementation of human rights recommendations in 
development cooperation. Recommendations accepted by UN Member States 
constitute an important lever for development cooperation in countries eligi-
ble for ODA.

Certain UN agencies link UPR and development programming and policy. UN 
Women supports the UPR, including supporting the preparation of Member 
State reports, contributing to UNCT reports, and supporting the implemen-
tation of recommendations. UN Women also collaborates with other mech-
anisms of the Human Rights Council, including the Working Group on 

https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-02/UPR_good_practices_2022.pdf
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Discrimination Against Women in Law and in Practice; the Special Rapporteur 
on Indigenous Issues; and the Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women, 
Its Causes and Consequences.

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) also supports the UPR. 
UNDP’s human rights work includes strengthening the work of NHRIs (with 
more than 100 NHRIs, and through a Tripartite Partnership to support NHRIs 
and with the Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions [GANHRI] 
and the OHCHR, as well as with regional networks of NHRIs), supporting 
human rights and SDG systems integration, and supporting engagement with 
the international human rights machinery, including implementation of UPR 
recommendations. UNDP and OHCHR have jointly developed guidance for 
Member States on the UPR, Human Rights and Voluntary National Reviews: 
Operational Common Approach Guidance Note, July 2022 (also see Box 5.2). 
This provides a business case but also practical checklists for stakeholders 
(governments, civil society, and the UN) on how to mainstream human rights 
into SDG Voluntary National Reviews and follow-up. This was completed as a 
priority under the UN Call to Action for Human Rights initiative.

Among bilateral donors, the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation 
(SDC) has sought to engage its country offices in the UPR process. For example, it 
encourages country offices to create strategic synergies between recommenda-
tions issued by Switzerland and programs implemented by the SDC at the national 
level. The SDC also encourages country offices to consider recommendations 
accepted by countries as part of the UPR as possible entry points for programmatic 
engagement. 

BOX 5.2. 
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for Development 
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https://www.undp.org/publications/tripartite-partnership-support-national-human-rights-institutions
https://www.undp.org/publications/human-rights-and-voluntary-national-reviews-operational-common-approach-guidance-note
https://www.undp.org/publications/un-good-practices-how-universal-periodic-review-process-supports-sustainable-development
https://www.undp.org/publications/un-good-practices-how-universal-periodic-review-process-supports-sustainable-development
C://Users/billb/AppData/Local/Temp/MicrosoftEdgeDownloads/ac7c636f-b578-404d-a8c2-6e598e87233c/Human%20Rights%20and%20VNRs%20Guidance%20Note%20FINAL.pdf
C://Users/billb/AppData/Local/Temp/MicrosoftEdgeDownloads/ac7c636f-b578-404d-a8c2-6e598e87233c/Human%20Rights%20and%20VNRs%20Guidance%20Note%20FINAL.pdf
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6.
Case Studies, 
Country Projects, and 
Thematic Programs

This chapter considers the shift from policies to programming human 
rights. Policy and guidance documents alone are not sufficient to 
ground human rights in development cooperation. Policies need to be 
put into practice. This chapter illustrates how aid agencies are working 
on programming for human rights issues. Following a review of the 
most common levels and types of programming (projects, country pro-
grams, and global initiatives), it examines experiences with three forms 
of human rights integration: application of a human rights perspective 
to governance areas, human rights mainstreaming across non-gover-
nance sectors, and human rights dialogue and conditionality.
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Country Projects and Programs

Several donors provide direct support in this area by focusing on country 
projects for the advancement of human rights. In Kinshasa, human rights 
policy helped the Dutch embassy in the run-up to elections in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo. The funds support local organizations that protect human 
rights defenders associated with the opposition and are threatened or intimi-
dated by security services.

New Zealand has provided funding for OHCHR itself, the Office of the Provider 
for Human Rights and Justice, which is the National Human Rights Institution 
of the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste, as well as bulk funding for schools 
in Samoa that enable them to remove attendance fees that act as barriers for 
children to enjoy their right to education. New Zealand funding has also sup-
ported a community-based rehabilitation and provided support to persons 
with disabilities associated with visual impairment and leprosy.

In cooperation with UNIDO, the government of Hungary funds a project 
that aims to foster social and economic inclusion of disadvantaged and mar-
ginalized population groups, including ethnic minorities in Central, South, 
Southeast, and Eastern Europe. Social exclusion has appeared in the policy 
agenda in many countries in response to growing inequalities, unemployment, 
poverty, exclusion, and environmental degradation, arising as negative exter-
nalities from the ongoing processes of globalization and interdependences, 
EU enlargement, and economic crisis. The project plans to establish a regional 
knowledge-sourcing platform drawing on the expertise and experiences of a 
diverse group of stakeholders working to address social exclusion, including 
representatives from government, the private sector, academia, civil society, 
social enterprises, and international organizations.

Sector-Specific and Thematic Programs

In addition to country-based partnerships and programs, donors have sup-
ported a wide range of sector and thematic programs across developing coun-
tries to advance key human rights principles and implement priorities. These 
programs cover gender equality; the right to education; the rights of persons 
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with disabilities; civil society organization (CSO) engagement; labor and the 
right to work; torture and the death penalty; the right to food; the rights of 
Indigenous peoples; situations of conflict and fragility; lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender/transsexual, intersex, queer, and persons of another gender and 
sexual orientation (LGBTIQ+) rights; civil participation in decision-making 
and access to justice; basic services; and environmental rights.

i. Women’s Rights

Several donors and programs are aimed at tackling one or more of the factors 
that reproduce gender inequality. One of the five priorities of Finland’s devel-
opment cooperation is strengthening the status and rights of women and girls, 
with an emphasis on sexual and reproductive health rights. In fact, gender 
equality, non-discrimination, and disability inclusion are cross-cutting objec-
tives in all priority areas of development. A water resource management proj-
ect in Nepal succeeded in improving the rights and livelihoods of women, girls, 
and minorities. An evaluation of this project, the Rural Village Water Resource 
Management Project 2006–22, concluded that it contributed to a reduction in 
discriminatory practices against women and Dalits, a discriminated population 
group. The objective and outcomes were designed to further the fulfillment of 
human rights and participation of disadvantaged groups in decision-making, 
Furthermore, the human rights aspects were analyzed, the disadvantaged 
groups identified, and the key challenges and opportunities for equal partici-
pation and benefits assessed. The project’s main achievements were improved 
access of communities to water and sanitation facilities, improved livelihoods, 
and strengthened local government capacity in water, sanitation, and hygiene 
(WASH). The integration of an HRBA was also assessed using the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs’ four-level scale of human rights: blind, sensitive, progressive, 
and transformative. 

The evaluation found that the project was human rights progressive or human 
rights transformative with some limitations, except for the first phase, which 
was assessed as human rights sensitive. The project’s main achievements were 
improved access of communities to water and sanitation facilities, improved 
livelihoods, and local government’s strengthened capacity in WASH. The 
objective and outcomes were designed to further the fulfillment of human 
rights and a proportionate participation of disadvantaged groups was aimed 

https://finlandabroad.fi/web/zmb/goals-and-principles-of-finland-s-development-policy
https://finlandabroad.fi/web/zmb/goals-and-principles-of-finland-s-development-policy
https://um.fi/development-policy-rights-and-status-of-women-and-girls
https://um.fi/ajankohtaista/-/asset_publisher/gc654PySnjTX/content/vesihanke-nepalissa-paransi-naisten-tyttojen-ja-syrjittyjen-dalitien-asemaa/35732
https://um.fi/ajankohtaista/-/asset_publisher/gc654PySnjTX/content/vesihanke-nepalissa-paransi-naisten-tyttojen-ja-syrjittyjen-dalitien-asemaa/35732
https://um.fi/documents/384998/0/Nepalin+vesievaluaatioraportti.pdf/446b550a-7bed-df83-6608-82eec1b97ed9?t=1654679954579
https://um.fi/documents/384998/0/Nepalin+vesievaluaatioraportti.pdf/446b550a-7bed-df83-6608-82eec1b97ed9?t=1654679954579
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for in decision-making, Furthermore, the human rights aspects were analyzed, 
the disadvantaged groups identified, and the key challenges and opportunities 
for equal participation and benefits assessed.

FAO provides policy and legal support for the implementation of the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) and the gender aspects of the Voluntary Guidelines on 
the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries, and Forests in the 
Context of National Food Security, the Principles for Responsible Investment 
in Agriculture and Food Systems, and other instruments. It contributed to 
the elaboration of the General Comment on Rural Women, adopted in March 
2016 by CEDAW. In the SDG process, FAO is the custodian of indicator 5.a.2, 
“Proportion of countries where the legal framework (including customary law) 
guarantees women’s equal rights to land ownership and/or control.”

Canada’s Feminist International Assistance Policy commits it to international 
assistance that is human rights–based and inclusive, recognizing that all peo-
ple must enjoy the same human rights, regardless of any aspect of identity. 
This approach supports the economic, political, and social empowerment of 
women and girls in all their diversity and makes gender equality a priority for 
the benefit of all people. Inclusive development for all marginalized groups, 
such as persons with disabilities, children, Indigenous persons, migrants, 
racialized persons, members of the LGBTIQ+ community, as well as linguis-
tic, ethnic, and religious minorities, is also an important part of this policy. 
Additionally, the promotion and protection of human rights is a central com-
ponent of the Feminist International Assistance Policy’s Inclusive Governance 
Action area and supports specific interventions that seek to advance human 
rights.

The Islamic Development Bank supports Empowering Women in Livelihood 
Skills and Human Rights in Bangladesh. The Women Empowerment 
Program through Livelihood Skills Training and Human Rights Awareness 
in Bangladesh provides skills training to disadvantaged and poor women in 
rural areas on fashion garments and computer education. In addition, 11,000 
community members were educated in human rights issues to raise awareness 
about women’s rights and to eliminate gender-based violence (IsDB 2020).

https://www.fao.org/publications/card/fr/c/269f7eeb-ba73-445e-80d5-10b5c928a394/
https://www.fao.org/publications/card/fr/c/269f7eeb-ba73-445e-80d5-10b5c928a394/
https://www.fao.org/publications/card/fr/c/269f7eeb-ba73-445e-80d5-10b5c928a394/
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ii. The Right to Education

Donor policies often refer to the right to education, which is often operation-
alized as educational availability, accessibility, affordability, acceptability, and 
quality. There is also an increasing range of experiences in adopting an HRBA 
to education. In addition to putting into practice human rights principles such 
as participation, non-discrimination, and accountability, an HRBA can encom-
pass not only the right to education (access), but also rights in and through 
education (quality and relevance; SDC 2006b).

Sida, for example, works to ensure universal access to education from primary 
school to higher education by supporting well-functioning national educa-
tion systems and free and equal primary and secondary education. In 2021, 
Sida’s support to education was almost SEK 1.2 billion, which corresponds to 4 
percent of Sida’s total disbursements. An evaluation of Sida’s application and 
effects of an HRBA found evidence of a positive impact on improving access to 
education in Cambodia.

A World Bank grant by HRIE’s predecessor the Nordic Trust Fund aimed to 
enhance the right to education for children from ethnic minority communities 
(mainly Roma, Ashkali, and Egyptian). The project promoted the rights of the 
child (as per the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child) by providing chil-
dren with tools to “speak” about their perception and experience of education 
using verbal and non-verbal means.

iii. Rights of Persons with Disabilities

Disabilities are relevant to development because of their “bidirectional link 
to poverty”: they can increase the likelihood of poverty just as poverty can 
increase the likelihood of disability The Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (CRPD), adopted in December 2006, emphasizes non-dis-
crimination (Articles 3, 4(1), and 5) as well as equal access (Articles 3 and 9) 
to opportunities for fulfilling one’s potential, including through development 
programs (UN 2006).

The Global Action on Disability Network (GLAD) is a mechanism for inter-
national cooperation. It is a network of bilateral and multilateral donors and 
organizations, foundations, philanthropic organizations, and private sector 
entities actively contributing resources internationally to disability-inclusive 

https://cdn.sida.se/publications/files/sida62334en-evaluation-of-the-application-and-effects-of-a-human-rights-based-approach-hrba-lessons-learnt-from-swedish-development-cooperation-what-works-well-less-well-why.pdf
https://cdn.sida.se/publications/files/sida62334en-evaluation-of-the-application-and-effects-of-a-human-rights-based-approach-hrba-lessons-learnt-from-swedish-development-cooperation-what-works-well-less-well-why.pdf
https://www.undp.org/publications/disability-inclusive-development-undp
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development and humanitarian action. GLAD was launched in London in 
December 2015 by a group of like-minded partners who recognized that to real-
ize the promise of the SDGs to leave no one behind, and to further the principles 
reflected in the CRPD, the international community needs to work together to 
share expertise, coordinate actions, and raise the profile of disability across 
a broad range of organizations contributing to international development 
efforts. Consistent with Article 32 of the CRPD, GLAD promotes international 
cooperation on disability-inclusive development. As a collaborative network, 
GLAD supports its members to coordinate their contribution of resources 
internationally to disability-inclusive development and humanitarian action. 
It also facilitates the expansion and diversification of the community of part-
ners making such contributions, and through collaborative advocacy ampli-
fies their voice for maximum global influence. 

Several bilateral and multilateral agencies have made substantial strides 
regarding disability rights (Box 6.1).

The World Bank Environmental and Social Framework (ESF) refers to disabil-
ity, as does the accompanying directive. The ESF Good Practice Note on Non-
Discrimination and Disability underscores that “the relationship of disability with 
other and multiple factors that can increase vulnerability, such as poverty, gender, 
age, and disability (intersectionality), should also be addressed to the extent pos-
sible.” In 2018, The World Bank Group announced ten commitments to accelerate 
global action for disability-inclusive development. Those commitments influenced 
following IDA policy commitments. With funding from the Human Rights, Inclusion, 
and Empowerment Umbrella Trust Fund (HRIE), the World Bank has also published 
the Disability Inclusion and Accountability Framework to promote and guide the 
mainstreaming of disability across the World Bank’s operations and analytical work, 
applying human rights principles derived from the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). The framework is aimed at ensuring that persons 
with disabilities can participate in and benefit from the World Bank’s activities.

Source: World Bank Disability Inclusion  

For Finland, the commitment to leave no one behind is an inherent part of 
the implementation of its development policy program. Finland also ratified 
the CRPD in 2016, which specifically obliges the state parties to ensure that 
international development is inclusive of and accessible to persons with dis-
abilities. Finland is also active in political dialogue to advance the attention 

BOX 6.1. 

The World Bank 
and Disability 
Inclusion

https://www.undp.org/publications/disability-inclusive-development-undp
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/573841530208492785/Environment-and-Social-Framework-ESF-Good-Practice-Note-on-Disability-English.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/573841530208492785/Environment-and-Social-Framework-ESF-Good-Practice-Note-on-Disability-English.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2018/07/24/world-bank-group-announces-new-commitments-on-disability-inclusion
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/437451528442789278/disability-inclusion-and-accountability-framework
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/disability


INTEGRATING HUMAN RIGHTS INTO DEVELOPMENT130

to and urgency of disability rights globally. Finland supports and cooperates 
with several organizations to strengthen the capacity to respect and protect 
human rights, one of them being the United Nations Partnership to Promote 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

The Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) and 
its implementing organizations in Germany take the inclusion of persons 
with disabilities into consideration in development activities. As of April 2022, 
there are 133 projects in 58 partner countries of German cooperation contribut-
ing to the inclusion of persons with disabilities worldwide.

The Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (Norad) has played 
an important role in bringing disability inclusion into the international spot-
light, and it has taken important steps to strengthen drivers of inclusion in its 
own programs. For instance, Norad’s grant application process requires grant-
ees to say how they plan to include persons with disabilities. Also, the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs’ white paper on the SDGs (2017), the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs’ humanitarian strategy (2018), and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ 
white paper on multilateral cooperation (2019), contain brief references to 
disability, covering the need to include persons with disabilities in planning 
and implementing humanitarian action; and to pay particular attention to 
the civil and political rights of persons with disabilities. Finally, the Minister 
of International Development announced USD 11.6 million additional funding 
for disability-related work in March 2019.

Canada is committed to supporting the rights of persons with disabilities 
through its international assistance and humanitarian action policies and 
programming. Global Affairs Canada works to ensure that persons with dis-
abilities around the world are empowered to become self-reliant and fully 
integrated members of their communities. Global Affairs Canada also works 
through advocacy in multilateral forums, and through international develop-
ment assistance programming, to provide assistance to persons with disabili-
ties. Canada also works to strengthen the ability of civil society organizations, 
including organizations of persons with disabilities, to advocate for the rights 
of the poorest and most vulnerable, including persons with disabilities.

In May 2022, the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) of 
the UK launched its 2022–2030 strategy Building an Inclusive Future for All: 

https://www.norad.no/en/front/
https://www.norad.no/en/front/
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/217f38f99edf45c498befc04b7ef1f7e/en-gb/pdfs/stm201620170024000engpdfs.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/departementene/ud/dokumenter/hum/hum_strategy.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/5673dadc917448148b491635289ac690/en-gb/pdfs/stm201820190027000engpdfs.pdf
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A Sustainable Rights-Based Approach. Within this strategy, FCDO commits 
to shape multilateral architecture and international rules to embed disability 
rights, support governments to increase the political participation and lead-
ership of people with disabilities at all levels, and encourage governments to 
establish and strengthen monitoring and accountability frameworks, includ-
ing resourced, independent national human rights institutions with capacity 
to work on disability.

In March 2022, the GLAD Network and International Development Association, 
supported by the FCDO, held a two-day workshop in Dhaka, Bangladesh, 
to address the barriers faced by organizations of persons with disabilities in 
accessing funding opportunities to enable their meaningful participation in 
development efforts.

In 2015, the EU was reviewed by the CRPD committee, which noted the lack 
of a systematic approach to including persons with disabilities in its external 
policies and programs. Since the review, positive progress has been made. For 
instance, in June 2017, the New European Consensus on Development “Our 
World, Our Dignity, Our Future” was adopted. In addition, the Strategy for the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021–2030 guides the EU’s implementation 
of the CRPD with the aim to ensure the rights of persons with disabilities, in 
Europe and beyond, are respected, protected, and fulfilled. The strategy has 
a specific section on “sustainable and equal access to healthcare” as well as a 
section on promoting the rights of persons with disabilities globally and sup-
porting their social inclusion “in all international relations, and as part of all 
external action, policy planning, funding programmes and activities.”

The HRIE grant “Accelerating Disability Inclusion in the World Bank Group” 
supports client governments as well as World Bank staff to better ensure that 
persons with disabilities meaningfully benefit from their investments toward 
implementing the SDGs and the CRPD. During 2021, the focus was on support-
ing country office staff in developing briefs that provide key information on the 
rights of persons with disabilities, the enabling environment, and the develop-
ment engagement or gaps regarding their rights in a given country. One of the 
new briefs focused on Uzbekistan and the need to ratify the CRPD as a lever 
for advancing disability rights. As a result, this driver was included as a prior 
action in the project, Accelerating Uzbekistan’s Transition Development Policy 
Operation (P176353), approved in December 2021. To support implementing 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8376&furtherPubs=yes
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8376&furtherPubs=yes
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the rights of persons with disabilities at the operational level, two core thematic 
guidelines were developed – the Cross-Sectoral Technical Note on Accessibility 
for World Bank teams and an updated Disability Inclusion and Accountability 
Framework to reflect advancement on disability-inclusive development within 
the bank. The internal rollout for the technical note began in 2021, with six 
training sessions and thematic deep dives on digital development and trans-
port. The team is also designing an e-course on disability-inclusive develop-
ment and developing roster of consultants to assist staff in finding resource 
people to support their work on the rights of persons with disabilities.

The work under the grant “Embedding the Rights of Women with Disabilities 
in World Bank Operations” aims to bridge the knowledge gap about the spe-
cific needs and rights of women with disabilities by informing World Bank 
Group operational projects and increasing awareness of the importance of 
strong legal frameworks to guarantee those rights. The generated knowledge 
will be a key resource for task team leaders and Global Practices in their oper-
ational work toward creating more resilient, inclusive, and accountable soci-
eties. It will bolster socioeconomic development for women with disabilities 
with an eye to creating a gender and disability-inclusive recovery from the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Through primary data collection and related analysis, 
as well as country-specific deep dives, the project aims to build a data set of 
190 economies and create an operational diagnostic toolkit including human 
rights-based indicators. The knowledge and materials will be disseminated 
to target audiences through capacity-building workshops and other learning 
events. The resulting framework can be used to shape World Bank Group oper-
ations and inform social assessments. These outputs will increase knowledge 
and awareness about the importance of reforming laws and policies for the 
inclusion of women with disabilities (World Bank 2021a, 33). 

Human rights considerations influence Australian development policy and 
strategy. In May 2015, the country launched Development for All 2015–2020: 
Strategy for Strengthening Disability-Inclusive Development in Australia’s 
Aid Programme. It builds on the successes of the previous 2009–2014 devel-
opment strategy. The approach of the Australian Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade (DFAT) was guided by the CRPD. In July 2015, DFAT devel-
oped a Displacement and Resettlement of People in Development Activities 
policy, which considers the possible negative impacts of displacement and 
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resettlement on people adversely affected by aid program activities. In partic-
ular, the focus is on vulnerable groups, which may include women; children; 
the elderly; people with disabilities; minority ethnic, religious, and linguistic 
groups; and Indigenous peoples. Attention to resettlement is important to 
help affected people, especially vulnerable groups, improve or at least restore 
their livelihoods and, in the case of vulnerable people, improve their living 
standards after displacement.

Australia partnered with UNICEF to support the second phase of the Rights, 
Education and Protection project (REAP 2). This partnership builds on the 
success of a first phase that piloted education and child protection activities 
in Vietnam and Bhutan; REAP 2 includes additional focus countries in the 
Indo-Pacific. Australia also has partnered with the United Nations Washington 
Group on Disability Statistics to complete a survey that countries can insert 
into their existing national data collection processes (such as a census) to pro-
vide internationally comparable data on children with disabilities. Funding 
will support the development of a second survey to understand the barriers 
and facilitators to children with disabilities in accessing quality education.

The 2014, New Zealand Aid Programme introduced a policy that requires staff 
to consider access for people with disabilities to all built structures. Activity 
design documents must explain how accessibility for disabled people has been 
considered and addressed through the design of public buildings and struc-
tures. If design proposals do not show evidence of consideration of access for 
people with disabilities, appraisers are required to seek an explanation before 
decision-making. Accessibility is not mandatory, but it is expected unless a 
clear and acceptable justification is provided.

The first Global Disability Summit (GDS 18), held in 2018 in London, was a 
historical moment for disability inclusion and the rights of persons with dis-
abilities. GDS18 generated unprecedented focus on and commitment to dis-
ability-inclusive development.

The second, GDS 2022, was hosted by the International Disability Alliance 
and the governments of Norway and Ghana and held virtually due to the pan-
demic. It built on the results achieved at the first summit, to further acceler-
ate much-needed progress toward the fulfillment of the rights of persons with 

https://www.globaldisabilitysummit.org/pages/global-disability-summit-2018-london-uk
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disabilities worldwide. More than 7,000 people participated and 1,420 new 
commitments were made by over 190 stakeholders.17

iv. Support to Civil Society

The World Bank’s Human Rights, Inclusion, and Empowerment Trust 
Fund (HRIE) supports a grant to strengthen participation of marginalized 
groups in municipal governance in Jordan through a human rights–based 
approach. This grant constitutes a second phase of the 2018 pilot project, 
“Addressing the Spillover Effects of the Syrian Crisis by Strengthening Resilience 
of Host Communities in Jordan,” developed under the Municipal Services and 
Social Resilience Project (MSSRP) by the World Bank’s Global Partnership for 
Social Accountability (GPSA). It supported three municipalities in partner-
ship with local CSOs and community-based organizations to cocreate and 
pilot collaborative social accountability processes based on an HRBA check-
list, a community score card, and grievance redress mechanism (GRM) guide-
lines to develop support for inclusion and citizen engagement. The HRIE trust 
fund grant supports the application of human rights–based participatory tools 
within 26 municipalities, the capture in practice of how knowledge and learn-
ing on human rights support the MSSRP implementation, and the building of 
municipalities’ capacity to implement HRBA to achieve positive impacts. In par-
ticular, the grant aims to (a) increase the capacity of municipal actors to inte-
grate HRBA in a practical manner; and (b) enhance the ability of marginalized 
groups to engage in planning and decision-making, claim their rights, and hold 
municipal institutions accountable through GRM and participatory processes. 
In November 2021, Motivators for Training (MOTIVE), in collaboration with the 
MSSRP and the GPSA, launched consultations with targeted municipalities and 
central ministries. Several meetings have taken place between MOTIVE, GPSA, 
and the World Bank’s country office in Jordan to establish a common under-
standing of project goals and to discuss engagement with marginalized groups 
in the municipalities that will benefit from developing a GRM that is easily 
accessible, equitable, democratic, and user-friendly (World Bank 2021a).

17 An example of heightened donor and government attention to disability rights is the 
Charter on Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in Humanitarian Action. Work on inclu-
sive urban development around Habitat III seeks to further articulate the CRPD and the 
SDGs.

https://www.globaldisabilitysummit.org/commitments
https://www.globaldisabilitysummit.org/commitments
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USAID has become more explicit about the human rights focus of its work, 
making the case for both the intrinsic and the instrumental value of this work 
to its overall mission. The practice is increasingly evolving to emphasize main-
streaming human rights throughout the democracy, human rights, and gover-
nance sector, in particular. Examples include USAID’s support for civil society 
actors in authoritarian spaces (e.g., related to the President’s Stand with Civil 
Society Agenda), activities related to election assistance (e.g., programs that 
protect citizens’ rights to participate in free elections and be elected), and even 
traditional governance activities that emphasize the right to remedy or free-
dom from discrimination. USAID support has contributed to expanded politi-
cal participation by training more than 9,800 domestic election observers and 
officials and providing voter and civic education reaching more than 6.5 mil-
lion people across the world. In Tunisia, USAID funding enabled the first-ever 
meeting of Tunisian civil society leaders and legislators to work toward a new 
non-governmental organizations (NGO) law for activists. USAID programs 
have also helped Tunisian civil society actors share their experience with new 
voices in Libya, working toward the same goal.

The Swiss Agency for Development Cooperation (SDC) supports a pro-
gram on strengthening governance and human rights in Central America. The 
program strengthens the capacities and the presence of the Inter-American 
Human Rights System in Central America to ensure the follow-up on court 
judgments and recommendations, to educate employees of the justice sector, 
to report on the human rights situation and to strengthen the protection of 
human rights defenders. The program further promotes dialogue on natural 
resource management among governments, the private sector, Indigenous 
peoples, and Afro-descendants.

Norwegian NGOs supported civil society organizations in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo to reinforce women’s rights and combat sexual violence, 
mother and child health, and education.

v. Labor and the Right to Work

The right to safe and healthy work is recognized as conducive to higher lev-
els of development and prosperity. Several donors provide support to enhance 
work standards and capacity to monitor labor conditions. In relation to the 
right to work, FAO provides support to the formulation and implementation 
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of policies, strategies, and programs that generate decent rural employment, 
especially for rural youth and women, and that extend the application of inter-
national labor standards (ILS), such as child labor prevention and occupa-
tional safety and health, to rural areas. FAO has provided support for increased 
awareness and strengthened institutional capacities to prevent child labor in 
agriculture in Cambodia, Malawi, Niger, and Tanzania, and it has supported 
the development of youth employment policies in countries such as Nigeria 
and Senegal. FAO developed youth-friendly methodologies for technical and 
vocational education and training (e.g., Junior Farmer Field and Life Schools) 
that have been implemented in a number of countries using an HRBA. FAO 
promotes access to social protection in rural areas by producing evidence to 
inform policymaking and by providing policy and technical support with the 
HRBA.

FAO has increased the visibility of decent work in global dialogue on effective 
fisheries management and responsible aquaculture. In addition to promoting 
the implementation of ILS in the seafood value chain in various international 
forums, in collaboration with the ILO, the organization has supported policy 
and legislative processes on the protection of human and labor rights in fisher-
ies in countries such as Indonesia. It undertook legal assessment on labor law 
in agriculture, forestry, and fisheries and aquaculture in Guatemala, Senegal, 
and Uganda with a view to providing future legal support. Work on the imple-
mentation of its Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale 
Fisheries using an HRBA has been initiated in Cambodia, Costa Rica, Côte 
d’Ivoire, and South Africa.

Finnfund has been piloting a novel way of accessing job quality information 
and impact data by collecting perspectives directly from employees and other 
stakeholders, such as local communities and smallholder farmers in the sup-
ply chain (Box 6.2). Finnfund has been using a mobile application developed 
by Work Ahead, a Finnish tech company that enables data collection anony-
mously from people in their own language, focusing on decent working condi-
tions and information on poverty, even in areas without network connectivity. 
Going forward, the conducted pilots will help Finnfund design a more diverse 
set of data collection methods. This approach has proved useful, especially in 
circumstances where Finnfund’s visibility to the different stakeholder groups 
is limited.
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Finnfund and the Netherlands Development Finance Company (FMO) are providing 
USD 18 million of funding for the expansion of Yalelo Limited, which is the largest 
fully integrated aquaculture company in Sub-Saharan Africa. As the leading fish-
eries business in Zambia, Yalelo employs about 850 permanent and casual work-
ers and provides vital formal employment opportunities, including in rural areas. 
In early to mid-2021, Yalelo, together with Finnfund, conducted a survey to gather 
direct and anonymous feedback from Yalelo’s employees. The survey was part of a 
pilot project to support Finnfund’s investees to better collect and analyze data that 
could feed into their operations, policies, and processes. This was possible due to 
the technology developed by Work Ahead, which allowed people to take the video 
survey anonymously in four languages without the need to be able to read and write. 
The survey consisted of 39 questions covering quality of life at work and at home. 
Over 20 percent of Yalelo’s staff participated in the survey. In general, the employ-
ees appreciated the opportunity to be heard. As part of the targeted response to 
the question of whether employees feel they have an opportunity to grow within 
the organization, Yalelo has intensified its efforts on internal career development 
and advancement, cross-departmental secondments, and job swaps. Additionally, 
Yalelo has provided the staff with opportunities to ask questions about additional 
compensation, such as overtime and shift differential payments

Source: Finnfund 2022a

vi. Torture, Inhumane Treatment or Punishment, and the Death 
Penalty

A number of donors link their development priorities and programs to issues 
more closely associated with civil and political rights, such as the abolition of 
the death penalty or human rights defenders. Australia supports the univer-
sal abolition of the death penalty, which is considered an inhumane form of 
punishment. The government urges all countries that maintain capital pun-
ishment as part of their laws to cease executions and establish a moratorium 
on the use of the death penalty, including through bilateral representations, 
the UPR process, and the UN General Assembly (UNGA).

In 2014, the governments of Chile, Denmark, Ghana, Indonesia, and Morocco 
launched a 10-year cross-regional initiative, the Convention against Torture 
Initiative (CTI), with the aim to achieve universal ratification and better imple-
mentation of the CTI. The CTI is an initiative by and for governments that 
mobilizes positive, mutual support to overcome the obstacles for ratification 

BOX 6.2.

Yalelo: Voices of 
the Employees 
– Piloting a 
Video Survey in 
Zambia

https://www.finnfund.fi/en/investing/investments/case-yalelo/
https://www.finnfund.fi/en/investing/investments/case-yalelo/
https://www.finnfund.fi/en/investing/investments/case-yalelo/
https://www.finnfund.fi/en/investing/investments/case-yalelo/
https://www.finnfund.fi/en/investing/investments/case-yalelo/
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and implementation that countries face. The Group of Friends of the CTI 
includes governments, experts, and NGOs (www.cti2024.org).

USAID has provided medical treatment, psychological and social support, 
legal assistance, and economic strengthening support to 43,000 survivors of 
torture and victims of gender-based violence in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo. USAID’s efforts have resulted in more 1,450 separated or abandoned 
children – many of whom are survivors of sexual abuse – being reunited with 
their families.

In the intersection between right to life and youth, the French development 
agency AFD has co-financed an international project aimed at strengthening 
young people’s understanding of issues related to the death penalty, such as 
forgiveness, revenge, justice, minority rights, maltreatment, the functioning 
of institutions, and citizenship.

vii. The Right to Food and Nutrition

The right to adequate food is a universal human right. Despite progress in 
reducing chronic hunger, nearly 670 million people (8 percent of the world 
population) will still be facing hunger in 2030 (FAO 2022). Achieving food 
security is a goal of several organizations. FAO has been working on the issue 
by supporting the development of global governance capacity; enhancing dia-
logue and participation in multi-stakeholder platforms; fostering knowledge, 
capacity, awareness, and commitment toward the implementation of the Right 
to Food Guidelines; and strengthening the accountability and commitment of 
national governments for the promotion of better legal and policy tools for the 
realization of the right to food. These activities have led to the development 
of food security and nutrition policies, strategies and plans of action, school 
feeding laws, food security legislation, and relevant institutional structures 
that clearly articulate the right to adequate food in countries such as Bolivia, 
Cabo Verde, El Salvador, and Nepal. Similar processes are under way in coun-
tries such as Kyrgyz Republic and Togo. FAO furthered the participation of par-
liamentarians in the Latin America and Caribbean region and the Community 
of Portuguese Language (CPLP) countries in dialogue on food security and 
nutrition with right to food perspectives. National parliamentary fronts have 
been instrumental in the adoption of national policies and laws related to food 
security and nutrition.



CHAPTER 6. Case Studies, Country Projects, and Thematic Programs 139

Similarly, the SDC supported a project between 2015 and 2021 on strengthening 
the right to adequate food by promoting effective participation of rights-holders 
in food security, nutrition policies, and governance mechanisms. The project 
was implemented by Food First International Action Network and contributed 
to the enhancement and further coherence of the international normative and 
policy framework on the Right to Food and Nutrition, such as the inclusion of 
rural women constituencies in the drafting process of the Convention on the 
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)’s General 
Recommendation No. 34. It further contributed to increased knowledge and 
ownership on human rights instruments, such as the Voluntary Guidelines on 
the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries, and Forests (VGGT) 
among local communities, national actors, and members of the Global Network 
for the Right to Food and Nutrition. The VGGT is an international standard that 
promotes secure tenure rights and equitable access to land, fisheries, and for-
ests as a means of eradicating poverty. SDC supported a multi-donor program 
of the FAO until 2021 that assists a number of countries in West Africa and East 
Asia in the implementation and the integration of the VGGT into their legisla-
tion by providing technical and institutional support.

Since the publication of the Irish government–commissioned Hunger Task 
Force Report in 2008, the fight against hunger has been a cornerstone of Irish 
international development policy and aid program. This was reinforced in the 
goals set out in the One World, One Future policy issued in May 2013. Within 
Irish Aid, 20 percent of the budget is dedicated to the fight against hunger. In 
addition to financial support, Irish Aid is using its experience to influence others 
to take their commitment to tackling hunger seriously. Through the member-
ship of a number of international committees, such as the Committee on World 
Food Security, and through bilateral policy engagement with its partner agen-
cies in the UN development system and elsewhere, Ireland advocates for more, 
and better, aid to improve global food and nutrition security. Ireland works 
within the European Union to ensure that EU external aid and EU positions at 
international meetings give priority to combating food and nutrition insecurity.

viii. The Rights of Indigenous Peoples

While several countries have started to address the negative legacies of past 
discrimination, Indigenous peoples continue to be left behind and suffer 
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disproportionately from climate change, environmental degradation, high 
levels of poverty, poor access to education, health, and broader human rights 
violations. Several donors and their agencies have embraced a goal to work on 
these gaps.

Australia plays an active international role in focusing on Indigenous issues, 
which continue to be a priority both domestically and internationally. The 
government cosponsors resolutions on the rights of Indigenous peoples and 
makes statements supporting the advancement of these rights in both the 
Human Rights Council and the UNGA Third Committee. In August 2015, DFAT 
launched its Indigenous Peoples Strategy, which prioritizes Indigenous issues 
and participation across diplomatic, trade, development, and corporate areas 
to harmonize international and domestic policy approaches on Indigenous 
rights. The government engages in international discussions on best practice 
approaches consistent with the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
People (UNDRIP) and the Outcome Document from the World Conference on 
Indigenous Peoples.

The rights of Indigenous peoples are a cross-cutting theme in Finnish devel-
opment policy, and achieving these rights is accomplished by taking account 
of such rights at the planning stage of development policy principles and proj-
ects. Finland aims to reinforce the status of Indigenous peoples by working 
toward the realization of the goals enshrined in UNDRIP. Finland also contin-
ues to support the activities of UN Indigenous peoples’ organizations.

In 2014, UN Member States and representatives of Indigenous peoples and civil 
society, who had gathered at the first-ever high-level UN World Conference on 
Indigenous Peoples, adopted an outcome document on the promotion and 
protection of the rights of Indigenous peoples. This document gives impetus 
to the earlier commitment of states to uphold the position of Indigenous peo-
ples and respect their rights, and it serves as a plan for the implementation 
of Indigenous peoples’ rights. Finland considers it particularly important to 
encourage the involvement of Indigenous peoples in the UN system.

FAO has been working toward systematically mainstreaming Indigenous 
rights in its various areas of work. It has developed a capacity-building strat-
egy and a manual on free, prior, and informed consent to ensure that its 
activities duly consider the rights of Indigenous peoples. FAO works with the 
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International Indigenous Women’s Forum to organize the Leadership School 
for Indigenous women on human rights, food security and nutrition, and 
advocacy skills, with the objective of strengthening the capacity of Indigenous 
women in the use of national and international instruments on human rights.

ix. Conflict and Fragility

Poverty and conflict are inextricably linked to authoritarianism and poor 
governance, with consequences for citizens worsening during times of crisis. 
For that reason, USAID works to promote peaceful political transitions by 
strengthening civil society and respect for human rights, facilitating reconcil-
iation, supporting effective democratic governance, and fostering the resump-
tion of basic economic activity.

For example, USAID has provided emergency assistance to tens of millions of 
people in 45 countries in response to 49 disasters; provided food assistance in 
the form of food, value transfers, and vouchers to more than 53 million people 
in 47 countries; and helped prevent conflict and mitigate the impact of unan-
ticipated complex crises with targeted programs in five countries.

The World Bank’s HRIE has human rights in contexts of fragility, conflict, 
and violence as one of its pillars. By bringing a human rights dimension to the 
World Bank’s engagement in FCV contexts, HRIE works in human rights and 
disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration; interpersonal violence; and 
human rights at the nexus of security and development. Grant work under this 
strategic area also financed work on forced displacement, youth participation, 
and the prevention and countering of violent extremism.

One of the grants addresses human rights and post-conflict in Colombia. The 
general objectives of the grant are to capture and make available knowledge 
about how a human rights–based approach can add value to post-conflict sus-
tainable development strategies directed at coca growers in former FARC-EP 
controlled areas in accordance with Colombia’s peace-building and post-con-
flict stabilization priorities. It also aims to strengthen the participatory mech-
anisms and advocacy capacity of coca growers in three departments (Caquetá, 
Cauca, and Nariño) to engage in dialogue with local and national authorities 
and inform drug policymaking.
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x. Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender/Transsexual, Intersex, and 
Queer Rights

Sexual and reproductive health and rights are an essential component of human 
rights, and the agenda for gender equality and development and their imple-
mentation is very important for everyone’s body, sexuality, and reproductive 
health. Sexual and gender minorities commonly experience discrimination all 
over the world. Homosexuality is still criminalized in more than 80 countries.

Finland advocates for the elimination of all forms of criminalization as well as 
other discriminatory legislation and official measures based on sexual orien-
tation, gender identity, or gender expression. Finland supports every person’s 
right to define his or her gender and sexuality on his or her own terms. Young 
people, in particular, must have the right to be informed without discrimina-
tion based on sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, or family 
structure. Finland supports the rights of LGBTIQ+ persons through economic 
and political means.

Finland seeks to ensure that the Yogyakarta Principles are adopted as a 
foundation for international human rights policy and as international rec-
ommendations for guiding action in the field. The Yogyakarta Principles 
complement UN-defined human rights by covering the rights of sexual and 
gender minorities. Finland fosters rights related to sexual orientation and gen-
der identity by supporting initiatives to promote this theme in such forums 
as the UNGA and the Human Rights Council. Finland actively implements 
the LGBTIQ+ guidelines of the European Union. These guidelines establish a 
framework for EU action on issues concerning sexual and gender minorities. 
Furthermore, Finland supports the work of the EU Agency for Fundamental 
Rights and is engaged in cooperation with such entities as the Council of 
Europe Commissioner for Human Rights. The Ministry for Foreign Affairs par-
ticipates, frequently with other EU countries, in Pride events all over the world.

In 2019, the Government of Canada announced the LGBTQ2I International 
Assistance Program – USD 30 million in dedicated international assistance 
funding over five years, followed by USD 10 million per year thereafter, to 
support Canadian and local partners working with LGBTQ2I communities 
in developing countries. These funds promote human rights and improve 
socioeconomic outcomes for LGBTQ2I people in developing countries. A core 

https://yogyakartaprinciples.org/
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element of Canada’s LGBTQ2I International Assistance Program is that it is 
being designed and implemented in keeping with the principles of an HRBA. 
This approach emphasizes a participatory process, whereby the meaningful 
and ongoing engagement of Canadian civil society organizations and local, 
regional, and international partners ensures that programming is informed 
by the perspectives and realities of LGBTQ2I persons and their representative 
organizations in developing countries.

France has seen the potential of young people being compromised by gaps and 
inequities in health services, including mental health and sexual and repro-
ductive health care. The French Ministry of Foreign Affairs is currently elab-
orating a new strategy on sexual and reproductive health rights (2023–2027) 
that fully integrates an HRBA.

To address those issues, France launched the Support Fund for Feminist 
Organizations in 2019, aimed at supporting feminist CSOs promoting women’s 
rights in partner countries. The fund is co-managed by AFD and the French 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and falls within the framework of the country’s fem-
inist diplomacy and its International Strategy for Gender Equality 2018–2022. 
It had a budget of EUR 120 million in 2020–2022, and the funding was renewed 
for 2023–2025. “Feminists in Action,” with a budget of EUR 15 million, is the 
first project financed by the fund. This project, led by CARE France and imple-
mented by a consortium of six associations, aims to support the fight against 
gender inequality from a multisectoral perspective to support the actions of 
feminist CSOs defending the rights of women.

xi. Access to Information, Civic Participation, and Access to Justice

Providing individuals with the necessary knowledge and tools to claim their 
rights contributes to enhanced citizen participation, good governance, and 
accountability.

France has launched several initiatives to increase access to information. 
Recognizing “youths” as individuals transitioning between childhood and adult-
hood, and encouraging their full empowerment, the French Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs adopted a youth strategy in 2015, one of the areas of intervention of which 
is to give young girls and boys the means to become actors of change in the civic 
space. The French programming law on solidarity development and the fight 
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against global inequalities (2021) recognizes the importance of civic and youth 
engagement at the international level, particularly through volunteering. At the 
level of AFD, “the 100 percent Social Link” strategy has a clear ambition toward 
this, aiming to make young people actors in half of the projects supported by 2025.

Since 2019, the project “connexion citoyenne” (currently in its second phase), 
financed by AFD and implemented by Canal France–International (CFI), has 
worked to strengthen the civic participation of committed young people, 
through targeted and long-term support, and by developing their knowledge 
of civic technology. The project includes free online training for all on digital 
projects for citizen engagement in French-speaking Africa. During the project, 
selected participants benefit from eight months of support to develop a new 
civic technology initiative. At the end of the incubation process, five projects 
are selected for each promotion to benefit from a seed grant.

In October 2022, USAID’s Center for Democracy, Human Rights, and 
Governance announced a USD 20 million award of the Justice, Rights, 
and Security Rapid Response Assistance (JURIS) activity to Democracy 
International, a global coalition of expert partners bringing together new 
voices, tactics, and approaches as well as experienced international and 
regional USAID implementers. Through JURIS, USAID builds on its long legacy 
of providing rapid assistance to justice, human rights, and security advocates 
and defenders worldwide.

xii. Environmental and Climate Rights

On July 28, 2022, the UNGA adopted a resolution (A/76/L.75) recognizing the 
human right to a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment. The resolution 
calls on states, international organizations, business enterprises, and other 
relevant stakeholders to “adopt policies, to enhance international cooperation, 
strengthen capacity-building and continue to share good practices in order 
to scale up efforts to ensure a clean, healthy and sustainable environment for 
all.”18 Although the UN resolution is not legally binding, it sends a strong mes-
sage that there is global support for the right to a healthy environment and is 
expected to be a catalyst for more ambitious climate action and progress toward 
environmental justice. The recognition of the right to a healthy environment 

18 UNGA, A/76/L.75, paragraph 4

https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/oct-07-2022-usaid-announces-20-million-for-new-justice-rights-and-security-rapid-response-assistance
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/oct-07-2022-usaid-announces-20-million-for-new-justice-rights-and-security-rapid-response-assistance
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3982508?ln=en
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by the General Assembly follows the adoption of similar resolutions by the UN 
Human Rights Council in October 2021 (resolution 48/13) and various other 
developments over recent decades (UNEP, OHCHR, and UNDP 2023).

The environmental and climate crises have triggered requests for advisory opin-
ions before international courts, which are expected to clarify the legal obligations 
of states on climate action. In March 2023, UNGA adopted a resolution requesting 
the International Court of Justice (ICJ) for an advisory opinion on the obligations 
of states in respect of climate change. This request adds to two pending requests at 
the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS) and the Inter-American 
Court of Human Rights (IACtHR). The ICJ will assess the advisory opinion request 
within the meaning of the Statue of the Court and the UN Charter (Tigre and 
Carrillo Bañuelos 2023), and ITLOS with respect to the Convention on the Law of 
the Sea. In contrast, the IACtHR will mainly assess the American Convention on 
Human Rights (Auz and Viveros-Uehara 2023). Despite the diverse focus of these 
courts and tribunals, these requests are expected to have a significant impact on 
sustainable development policies and climate action (Ostřanský 2023).

At COP 26 in Glasgow, Germany, the Netherlands Norway, the US, and the 
UK, in partnership with 17 private funders, pledged to invest USD 1.7 billion 
from 2021 to 2025 to support the advancement of Indigenous peoples’ and local 
communities’ forest tenure rights and rewards as the custodian of forests and 
nature. Donors have also committed to directly channel funding to commu-
nities and opportunities for their participation in the decision-making and 
design of climate programs and finance instruments (Ford Foundation 2021).

The French AFD has a Justice Group that offers to support its partner coun-
tries to strengthen their environmental laws and ensure access for all to justice 
in environmental and climate matters. In addition, to meet worldwide energy 
transition challenges and the requests from its partner countries, AFD adopted 
a strategy that positions its action on accelerating the energy transition, in line 
with the AFD Group’s 2018–2022 Strategy approved in August 2018.

Accountability, Democracy, and Legitimacy

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3945636?ln=en
https://www.afd.fr/en/ressources/afd-and-environmental-and-climate-justice
https://www.afd.fr/en/afd-group-2018-2022-strategy
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Accountability, Democracy, and Legitimacy 

Strengthening state legitimacy is fundamental to a governance agenda and 
respect for human rights standards offers a source of legitimacy. Institutional 
channels for domestic accountability are an important development concern, 
not only for improved aid effectiveness (e.g., in relation to general budget 
support and financial management), but also as a spur to pro-poor domestic 
reform (e.g., encouragement of parliamentary involvement in poverty reduc-
tion strategies). Human rights provides an accountability framework at the 
international, regional, and national (constitutional) levels, emphasizing the 
need to document and monitor practices and progress regularly and providing 
recommendations and opportunities for compensation or redress. This chan-
nel of accountability can be used to hold not just states but also aid agencies 
accountable for their performance (see chapter 4).

A variety of initiatives can foster accountability processes and institutions, 
for example, around the rule of law, democracy, and political participation. 
Denmark supports domestic accountability through several development 
cooperation programs. Other examples are programs aimed at strengthening 
democratic institutions and their accountability and facilitating the devel-
opment of pluralist political systems based on accountable and legitimate 
political parties (e.g., Nepal and Uganda). Sometimes providing support to 
parliamentary development is a key domestic mechanism of democracy (e.g., 
Bangladesh, Mali, and Mozambique); so it might be promoting a democratic 
culture in which institutions, civil society, and political actors interact; sup-
porting free and fair elections; supporting a free and diverse media as a watch-
dog and platform for democratic debate (e.g., Burkina Faso and Tanzania); 
promoting the equal participation and voice of women and men (e.g., Niger); 
strengthening justice institutions (e.g., Mali, Mozambique, and Vietnam); 
promoting autonomous and independent national human rights institutions 
(e.g., Bangladesh); and supporting CSOs to assist people in formulating their 
demands, carrying out advocacy, or providing legal assistance to poor and dis-
advantaged groups (in partner countries).

As the Arab Spring reminded the world in 2011, democratic governance and 
human rights are critical components of sustainable development and last-
ing peace. Countries that have ineffective government institutions, rampant 
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corruption, and weak rule of law have a 30 to 45 percent higher risk of civil 
war and higher risk of extreme criminal violence than other countries. In 
fact, no poor fragile or conflict-ridden state achieved a single Millennium 
Development Goal.

In the 2020 General Assembly resolution under the Quadrennial 
Comprehensive Policy Review of operational activities for development of the 
United Nations system (a/RES/75/233), Member States noted the importance 
of the contribution of the UNDS with the aim of supporting government efforts 
to achieve the SDGs, leaving no one behind, based on full respect for human 
rights, including the right to development, and stressed that all human rights 
are universal, indivisible, interdependent, and interrelated. Progress in imple-
menting the mandates contained in that resolution, including on human 
rights for sustainable development, are tracked through an agreed framework 
and reported annually to Member States. 

Democracy programming continues to be integrated throughout USAID’s core 
development work; USAID focuses on strengthening and promoting human 
rights, ensuring accountable and transparent governance, and fostering 
an independent and politically active civil society. At the same time, USAID 
remains committed to fundamental democratic empowerment activities, 
including supporting free and fair elections, up-to-date technology for new 
and traditional media, and the rule of law. By helping societies protect the 
basic rights of citizens, USAID prevents conflict, spurs economic growth, and 
advances human dignity. Countries with democratic freedoms are more just, 
peaceful, and stable than those without – and their citizens can fulfill their 
potential.

USAID is focused on:

 » Supporting more legitimate, inclusive, and effective governments so 
that they are responsive to the needs of their people

 » Helping countries transition to democracy and strengthening dem-
ocratic institutions, capitalizing on critical moments to expand free-
dom and opportunity

 » Promoting inclusive development so that women, minorities, and 
vulnerable populations benefit from growth, opportunity, and the 
expansion of rights.

https://www.un.org/ecosoc/sites/www.un.org.ecosoc/files/files/en/qcpr/2022/QCPR-Structure-MF-Footnotes-22Apr2022.pdf
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To advance these goals, USAID launched the Center of Excellence on 
Democracy, Human Rights, and Governance in 2012. Designed to be a global 
resource for evidence-based research, the center closely measures and evalu-
ates what works best in democracy, human rights, and governance and shares 
best practices with the international development community.

While human rights do not feature explicitly in USAID’s strategic plan 
2022–26, USAID acknowledged the significance of human rights in Covid-
19: Democracy, Human Rights, and Governance Issues and Potential USAID 
Response 2020. USAID has also created the Democracy, Human Rights and 
Strategic Assessment Framework in 2014 which provides a structure for con-
ducting a political analysis of a country; develops a strategy to advance democ-
racy, human rights, and governance; and helps inform integrated development 
approaches.

“Do No Harm” and Risk Mitigation

“Do no harm” is one of the 10 principles identified in the 2007 OECD DAC 
“Action-Oriented Policy Paper on Human Rights and Development” (AOPP). 
The AOPP states that donors can “inadvertently reinforce societal divisions, 
worsen corruption, exacerbate violent conflict, and damage fragile political 
coalitions if issues of faith, ethnicity and gender are not taken fully into consid-
eration” (OECD 2007a). Related to this, the human rights framework can pro-
vide a normative baseline mandating non-retrogression and a legal grounding 
for the “do no harm” principle. The AOPP encourages donors to respect human 
rights principles in their policies and programming, to identify practices that 
are potentially harmful, and to develop strategies for mitigating potential 
harm. Some agencies have development policy frameworks that embody “do no 
harm” without explicitly relying on the international human rights framework, 
which is the case for a number of IFIs that have developed environmental and 
social policies and frameworks to prevent and mitigate undue harm to people 
and the environment in the development process. Many of these policies pro-
vide guidelines for the institutions and their clients in the identification, prepa-
ration, and implementation of projects and programs (see chapter 4).
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Poverty Reduction

i. Identifying the Root Causes of Poverty

Lessons learned relating to governance issues can also be relevant for poverty 
reduction, especially with respect to participation, empowerment, and the 
transformation of state-society relations. Studies have highlighted the ana-
lytical value of human rights for identifying the structural and root causes of 
poverty. Unlike a needs-based framework, programming based on a human 
rights analysis looks at the ability of states to meet their obligations as well as 
at capacity and political constraints.

Global Affairs Canada’s human rights–based approach to international assis-
tance is founded on human rights analysis that identifies capacity gaps in the 
ability of state duty-bearers to respect, protect, and fulfill their human rights 
obligations. This analysis also examines capacity gaps in citizens’ ability to 
claim their rights and any cultural and social barriers that may impede the full 
realization of these rights.

ii. Exposing Power Relations and the Inertia of Social Norms

Identifying the root causes of poverty requires understanding the structural 
factors that perpetuate it, such as the role of elites, abuse of state power, and 
gender discrimination. Donors are not always comfortable examining such 
issues, or they may not have the social or political skills to do so; a human 
rights analysis can facilitate such an approach.

Some studies point to the limitations of an approach that aims to respond only 
through legal or institutional change: social norms and values (or informal 
power networks) are among the most challenging issues faced in promoting 
human rights (and pro-poor development outcomes more generally), as illus-
trated by difficulties in achieving gender equality objectives.

iii. Paying Attention to the Excluded and Marginalized

Agencies have found human rights programming more effective when dispar-
ities are tackled directly. The human rights principles of universality, equality, 
and non-discrimination require that aid programs pay attention to individuals 
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and groups who are hard to reach through normal channels. These programs 
must consider the institutional, political, economic, and social factors that 
lead to exclusion and discrimination. Not least, this approach calls for greater 
use of disaggregated data (Box 7.1).

Although not rights-based, the World Bank’s ESF includes non-discrimina-
tion provisions to protect disadvantaged or vulnerable individuals or groups, 
and to enable them to access the benefits of World Bank–financed projects. In 
addition, the bank has adopted a separate Directive for Addressing Risks and 
Impacts on Disadvantaged or Vulnerable Individuals or Groups. It establishes 
directions for World Bank staff regarding due diligence obligations relating to 
the identification and mitigation of risks and their impacts on individuals or 
groups who, because of their particular circumstances, may be disadvantaged 
or vulnerable, as described in paragraph 4 (b) of the World Bank Environmental 
and Social Policy For Investment Project Financing (E&S Policy) and para-
graph 28 (b) of the Environmental and Social Standard 1: Assessment and 
Management of Environmental and Social Risks and Impacts (ESS1).

UNICEF’s review of the implementation of a human rights–based approach provides 
many examples of efforts to reduce disparities and reach the most excluded. The 
review highlights the use of disaggregated data to analyze the situation of women 
and children to reduce discrimination (Bangladesh); the use of school dropout rates, 
rather than enrollment, to shift policies and budgets toward adolescents excluded 
from the education system (Chile); and a polio eradication campaign targeting poor 
Muslim children under the age of two to reach the 5–15 percent who had not yet 
been vaccinated. This outreach required specially adapted strategies, including a 
new communication strategy to reach the most marginalized families (India).

The OECD reported that the Nepal Ministry of Health and Population piloted a sys-
tem to collect disaggregated data from hospitals and other health facilities based 
on sex, age, caste, ethnicity, and regional identity on which groups and regions 
were benefiting from the abolition of fees for basic health services and other health 
policies. In so doing, the ministry helped ensure that resources were addressing 
underlying inequalities and were being used effectively to improve overall health 
outcomes.

Sources: Noh 2021 and OECD 2008b.

BOX 7.1. 

The Use of Data
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iv. Aid Effectiveness

The OECD-UNDP Making Development Co-operation More Effective 2019 
Progress report provides a recent statement on effective development coop-
eration at the OECD. The principles of the Global Partnership for Effective 
Development Co-operation – country ownership, focus on results, inclusive 
partnerships, and transparency and mutual accountability – have been guid-
ing relationships between development partners for close to a decade, helping 
them to strengthen and improve the way they cooperate and ensuring that all 
citizens are invested in the process. The OECD and the UNDP work together 
to monitor progress in using these principles. In 2018, 86 partner countries 
and territories, in collaboration with more than 100 development partners, to 
serve as the basis for this work and provide evidence. By highlighting where 
progress has been made and where challenges remain, the work helps govern-
ments, and their partners strengthen collective action toward achieving the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

v. Alignment and Harmonization

Alignment refers to a donor’s commitment to base support on partner coun-
tries’ national development strategies, institutions, and procedures. The 
concept requires strengthening of partner countries’ sustainable capacity, par-
ticularly in public financial management and procurement, as well as in the 
increased use of partner country systems on the part of donors. Harmonization 
requires donor actions to adopt common arrangements, simplified proce-
dures, a more effective division of labor, more collaborative behavior, and 
greater transparency.

In recent years, a greater focus has been placed on alignment and harmoni-
zation in reference to integrating human rights into development. The 2007 
AOPP elaborates 10 principles to guide donors in areas where harmonization 
is critical (OECD 2007a; see also chapter 4). Both the Paris Declaration and the 
Accra Agenda for Action encourage donors to harmonize their approaches to 
cross-cutting issues; and the Accra Agenda for Action and Busan Partnership 
explicitly mention human rights, illustrating their importance to harmo-
nization efforts by donors. With respect to alignment, the central place of 
human rights in states’ domestic legal and policy frameworks, means that 
they have an important role in setting national development priorities, the 
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implementation of which donors can support. In addition, there is a strong 
congruence between building partners’ capacity and ensuring that aid does 
not undermine national capacities and the fundamental principle that states 
are the main duty-bearers and that aid can be used to assist them in meeting 
their human rights obligations.

The DAC conducts in-depth, periodic peer reviews of all 24 Member States to 
examine the effectiveness of their development systems and strategies and to 
share good practices in light of their commitments under the Paris Declaration 
and the Accra Agenda for Action. Every four years, each member country sub-
mits to a six-month review by two other Member States. The DAC also pub-
lishes lessons learned about aid management challenges from across collected 
peer reviews. The peer reviews focus on members’ development programs 
overall and do not necessarily address how human rights issues are being inte-
grated. For instance, reviews of the US and Portuguese programs included only 
three brief references to the term “human rights” (OECD 2010, 2011a).

A more recent example of a policy that signals a commitment to enhancing 
harmonization can be found in the World Bank’s Environmental and Social 
Framework. ESS1, paragraph 9 provides that when the World Bank is jointly 
financing a project with other multilateral or bilateral funding agencies, it 
will cooperate with such agencies and the borrower “to agree on” a “common 
approach” for the assessment and management of environmental and social 
risks and impacts of the project. A common approach is acceptable only if it 
enables objectives materially consistent with the ESSs. Similarly, the IDB’s 2020 
ESPF paragraph 6.1 provides that in cases where the IDB is financing an oper-
ation with other multilateral or bilateral financial institutions, it will collabo-
rate with the borrower and other lenders to assess the feasibility of adopting a 
common environmental and social risk and impact assessment and manage-
ment process, as well as unified documentation (a “common approach”).

vi. From Direct Service Delivery to Capacity Development

Human rights considerations can highlight the importance of states and cit-
izens’ respective capacity to deliver and claim their rights. All too often, aid 
agencies and international NGOs attempt to fill in capacity gaps and deliver 
services directly or to advocate for policy change in the place of domestic 
actors. Various case studies of HRBAs, especially those commissioned by 
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UNICEF, have consistently shown that an HRBA helps donors and NGOs under-
stand the need to move away from direct delivery and work at the level of the 
overall legal and policy framework, institutions, and programs. This approach 
is more sustainable than others because it requires capacity to be developed 
beyond donor or NGO interventions and to build an enabling environment in 
partner countries.

vii. Holistic and Integrated Approaches

Linking the principles of interdependence, indivisibility, and the interrelated-
ness of all human rights with development programming, several studies have 
found that an HRBA produces operational benefits. It encourages more inte-
grated programming (as opposed to a “silo” approach) by examining the range 
of factors that constrain the realization of specific human rights. Integration 
may include, for example, linking the lack of security at school with girls’ school 
attendance, rather than the availability or quality of education. An HRBA often 
calls for collaboration with other agencies within a sector, between different 
sectors, or across state and civil society actors (Box 7.2). In a UNICEF survey, 36 
percent of country offices said they had engaged in multisector programming 
as a result of applying an HRBA (Raphael 2005).

UNDP’s access to justice policy focuses on the various stages and capacities 
needed for citizens to move from grievance to remedy, going through recognition 
of a grievance, awareness of rights, claiming, adjudication, and enforcement. This 
process allows the justice system to be analyzed from the perspective not just of 
institutions but also of citizens and the barriers they need to overcome. Responses 
may require collaboration across justice institutions; in the Asia-Pacific region, this 
includes working with traditional justice.

Source: UNDP The Global Programme for Strengthening the Rule of Law, Human Rights, 
Justice and Security for Sustainable Peace and Development  

Why do agencies prefer to maintain references to human rights? These agen-
cies argue that a foundation in a coherent, normative framework helps make 
good programming approaches non-negotiable, consistent, and legitimate; 
an emphasis is often placed on economic and social rights. Such references to 
human rights may create the potential to transform some of the more tradi-
tional, technical, and beneficiary-oriented or needs-based approaches to aid.

BOX 7.2. 

The “Justice 
Chain”

https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-11/UNDP%20GP_%20Justice.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-11/UNDP%20GP_%20Justice.pdf
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Aid agencies and their partners are sometimes concerned that human rights 
programming is simply too difficult, for example, because of conflicts between 
human rights and local religion or culture or because of certain political 
contexts. Yet some agencies have been able to use human rights as a tool to 
influence harmful and discriminatory practices that might otherwise remain 
unchallenged. In health and reproductive rights, the United Nations Population 
Fund identified culturally sensitive ways of promoting human rights drawing 
on Islamic sources in Muslim countries and distinguishing between culture at 
large and harmful practices that violate women’s rights. Other agencies have 
adopted approaches tailored to individual country situations.
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Findings and Issues for Further Consideration

Conceptually, it is useful to disaggregate the ways in which development and 
human rights interact. Due to the extensive practical and subject matter over-
lap between development activities and areas governed by human rights trea-
ties, development activities can be seen to possess significant human rights 
dimensions. At a different level, due to the evolution of development polices 
and programming, various human rights principles can be identified in devel-
opment policy frameworks and approaches. Finally, several international 
conferences and outcome documents, as well as some development agencies, 
explicitly ground development objectives in international human rights law. 
Thus, the overlaps are significant and multitiered, and they vary across agen-
cies and actors.

Development agencies view the overlaps in different ways, and as a result inte-
grate human rights in the international human rights framework to varying 
degrees. Some “embrace it,” and agencies such as the German Federal Ministry 
for Economic Cooperation and Development, Sida, and the UN are explicit 
about the foundation of their work in international human rights agreements 
and obligations; others, such as USAID, adopt a much more implicit use, usu-
ally at an operational level.

Just as development cooperation has evolved, so too has the international 
human rights framework, so it will be important for development agencies, 
partner countries, and civil society groups to continue to interact with human 
rights actors such as UN human rights bodies, human rights lawyers, academ-
ics, and NGOs. At the same time, human rights organizations should become 
more familiar with development concepts and approaches so they can partici-
pate effectively in mainstream development debates and be better positioned to 
operationalize human rights in the development context, whether this involves 
development financing, economic analysis, or budgets. Promoting greater inter-
national policy coherence depends at least in part on a more informed engage-
ment and dialogue between human rights and development communities.

In practical terms, states should ensure that human rights standards and 
the general comments of the treaty-monitoring bodies are well known and 
used. They also should try to enhance the usefulness and relevance of the 
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recommendations of these bodies (Alston 2004, O’Neill 2004). More work is 
needed on developing tools and guidance and on establishing an empirical 
base for human rights recommendations. Conversely, development agencies 
should build their knowledge of human rights law and principles, step up their 
capacity to interact with human rights bodies, and consolidate their under-
standing of the scope and significance of international human rights law obli-
gations for development.

Beyond the legal or policy commitments of donors to human rights, a range of 
practical issues may affect the degree to which they are able to integrate human 
rights effectively into their development programming. These include institu-
tional and budgetary considerations, as well as staff and organizational factors 
such as decentralization. There are important factors related to partner coun-
try capacity and in some cases political resistance to human rights. Questions 
related to aid modalities and policy coherence present both challenges and 
opportunities for the integration of human rights into development.

Policy Challenges

Donor agencies do not endorse the rationales put forward for working on 
human rights and development to the same degree for a variety of reasons 
(Table 8.1). Some agencies point to legal constraints. For example, some are 
concerned that there may be conflicts with their mandate if they work explic-
itly on human rights and cite states’ legal obligations. This is the case for the 
World Bank, where human rights have traditionally been seen as political.

Legal constraints are often related to political ones. Domestic political environ-
ments in donor countries may be more or less conducive to grounding aid in 
an international human rights framework. For example, the new global policy 
of Sweden, requiring that a “rights perspective” be integrated into all aspects of 
foreign policy (including aid), contrasts with that of the United States, where 
there is a more selective endorsement of the international human rights 
framework, illustrated by the non-ratification of the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child; and other international instruments. This means that the poverty 
reduction efforts of USAID cannot be conceptualized from the perspective of 
economic and social rights and state obligations. Even in such circumstances, 
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aid agencies have been working either on aspects of the human rights agenda 
(either narrowly on civil or political rights, or without using an explicit human 
rights language), or are currently considering how to adapt their policy 
frameworks.

Processes of stocktaking or mainstreaming of human rights work (without an 
overarching policy) are some of the entry points. Some agencies that have not 
adopted human rights policies have done so for pragmatic reasons. For exam-
ple, Australia engages in human rights dialogue and funds human rights proj-
ects, such as support to national and regional human rights institutions, but 
does not have a separate policy for AusAID. It considers that the language of 
human rights adds limited value to the current governance agenda (AusAID 
2001).

Institutionalization The operationalization of the HRBA is an institutional learn-
ing process. Challenges relate to delays in implementing more 
detailed policy guidance (the levels of HRBA consideration) 
because of the differing periods for programs and projects (e.g., 
some have been going on for years, so integration into new ini-
tiatives is easier). There are challenges related to resources: 
human rights experts are not always involved in all teams imple-
menting development cooperation. As human rights experts 
participate in the implementation or planning of development 
interventions upon invitation by regional departments and 
embassies, there has occasionally been a lack of practical guid-
ance for the HRBA. To meet the challenges, the Finnish Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs developed an internal action plan for the 
operationalization of the HRBA in 2014. The workplan includes 
programming processes, development of guidance and instruc-
tions, HRBA training, and strengthened internal coordination. 

Budgetary 
considerations

Considering that many human rights require a progressive, 
long-term commitment aimed at increasing technical capacity, 
raising awareness and advocacy, and making use of concrete 
opportunities created by political and economic processes, 
decreasing financial resources hampers effectiveness and effi-
ciency in the pertinent work of many donor agencies.

TABLE 8.1.

Policy 
Considerations
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State fragility 
and capacity 
limitations

Weak capacity to realize human rights can result from a range 
of factors, such as limited resources to meet minimum stan-
dards or ignorance of human rights duties and claims. The 
approaches examined in chapter 3 and the key role given to 
capacity development of rights-holders and duty-bearers in 
the UN Interagency Common Understanding of an HRBA are the 
strategies most commonly adopted to overcome weak capacity. 
Danish support of human rights is centered on the strengthen-
ing of the capacity of relevant national institutions to promote 
the rule of law and human rights, such as support to ministries 
of human rights (e.g., Burkina Faso), national human rights com-
missions (e.g., Uganda and Bangladesh), and ministries of jus-
tice (e.g., Mozambique). International Finance Corporation (IFC), 
the private sector arm of the World Bank Group, focuses on the 
role of private sector actors in developing countries, includ-
ing fragile and conflict-affected states. With support from the 
HRIE trust fund the International Committee of the Red Cross, 
extractive industry trade associations, and others, IFC launched 
an Implementation Guidance Tool for its Voluntary Principles of 
Security and Human Rights in September 2011.

In weak or fragile states, state capacity may be so limited that 
the realization of some human rights obligations may not be 
realistic, for example, holding states accountable for meeting 
even the most basic obligations, such as maintaining secu-
rity or providing access to services. Focusing on human rights 
may help identify what is required for effective nation- or 
state-building; an HRBA can highlight how to move progres-
sively to a situation where states meet their basic obligations, 
reconstructing the social contract between rulers and those 
ruled. The DAC’s approach to fragile states prioritizes state 
core functions such as basic security, justice, economic and 
service delivery functions, legitimacy and accountability, and 
an enabling environment (OECD 2005b, 2007c). Likewise, the 
World Bank’s 2011 World Development Report emphasized that 
institutional legitimacy is key to breaking the cycle of violence, 
conflict, and poverty (World Bank 2011b).

Adopting a holistic 
approach to eco-
nomic, social, and 
cultural rights and 
civil and political 
rights

Many donors focus interventions on particular rights or empha-
size certain groups of rights. An emerging challenge in devel-
opment policy is how to promote a holistic and integrated 
approach to economic, social, and cultural rights, on the one 
hand, and civil and political rights, on the other. Such an inte-
grated and comprehensive approach is important for legal and 
conceptual reasons, including the interdependence, indivisi-
bility, and interrelatedness of all rights, but also to secure the 
sustainability and effectiveness of development interventions.

TABLE 8.1.

 (cont.)
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TABLE 8.1.

(cont.)
Policy coherence The integration of human rights within development assistance 

is consistent with the need for donors to improve the coherence 
of their aid with their other policies, including human rights, 
an issue firmly on the DAC agenda. Indeed, human rights have 
traditionally been part of foreign policy; in a number of coun-
tries, ministries of foreign affairs take the lead on human rights. 
Human rights often lack leverage on other ministries that may 
implement policies of immediate relevance for overseas coun-
tries (e.g., defense or external trade). Initiatives to use aid to 
pursue human rights objectives and to ensure that aid does not 
contribute to human rights violations overseas may promote 
policy coherence.

The coherence challenge has been easier to overcome for 
agencies already working closely with (or integrated into) min-
istries of foreign affairs. Other agencies have developed closer 
relationships or worked more strategically with ministries 
of defense, trade, or the interior. The Austrian Development 
Agency, for example, organized a training workshop on the pro-
tection of children’s rights in emergency situations with the 
Austrian ministries of defense and foreign affairs.

Policy coherence has a role to play at the national level as well as 
at the international level.

Enduring political 
sensitivities sur-
rounding human 
rights 

Despite progress with the awareness and understanding, 
human rights, remains a sensitive issue because of its inherent 
political content and because of how deeply it implicates the 
relationships between a sovereign government and its citizens 
and political power dynamics within countries. Most partner 
countries resist human rights conditionality and some confuse 
an HRBA with “naming and shaming” or with human rights moni-
toring and enforcement.

Limitations on the 
mandates of devel-
opment agencies 
and international 
financial insti-
tutions (political 
prohibitions in 
certain charters) 

Despite advances in policies and the emergency of comprehen-
sive environmental and social policies that share extensive sub-
ject matter overlap with human rights, a number of international 
actors remain constrained by the legal limits of their charters, 
particularly those that contain “political prohibitions” that have 
traditionally been interpreted as barring the explicit consider-
ation of human rights.
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Opportunities and Recommendations

The SDGs continue to provide a strong, clear framework for integrating human 
rights into development, even if this relies more on the subject matter over-
lap than the explicit or systematic integration of rights in the goals them-
selves. In important ways, the SDGs converge with an HRBA: they prioritize 
discrimination, participation, inclusion, institutions, and partnerships and 
they highlight the plight of vulnerable groups. Another clear advance and 
window of opportunity is the re-emergence of the HRBA after a period of 
abeyance, and the renewed emphasis on operationalizing the HRBA through 
tools, training, and guidance. This is evident in the policies and guidance of 
the EU, but also through newly reinvigorated efforts in the UN, which has also 
retained an emphasis on human rights at the center of sustainability in the 
SDGs and related tools and indicators as well as in sustainability policies such 
as the UNDP’s Social and Environmental Standards. It is also clear in the emer-
gence of new bilateral HRBAs, such as that of the French Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and Belgium, and in second, third, and fourth generation HRBAs of 
bilaterals with historical records of anchoring development cooperation in 
human rights. Another important set of developments is related to the 2011 
UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) and the policy 
momentum these have generated across the private sector, UN Member States, 
and non-state actors. A notable recent development is the 2022 EU proposal for 
a Directive on Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence requiring companies to 
meet due diligence obligations with respect to human rights and environmen-
tal standards and providing for an enforcement mechanism with sanctions 
and civil liabilities for noncompliance. The UNGPs have given new prom-
inence to the importance of human rights accountability and human rights 
due diligence in ways that are consistent with the objectives of environmental 
and social policies of several development actors. These share common goals 
around effective environmental and social risk mitigation, policy coherence, 
and the “do no harm” principle.

Regarding the institutionalization of human rights policies, donors could more 
regularly share tools and guidance documents and undertake joint training, 
rather than investing in them separately. Efforts might include the following:
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 » A knowledge management (and possibly advisory) center or virtual 
platform for interested agencies could be a helpful mechanism to 
enable agencies to learn systematically from one another.

 » The UNSDG maintains an internal knowledge portal for UN develop-
ment entities on human rights and leave no one behind, but it has 
been unable to invest significantly in this due to the resource gap 
in the Human Rights Mainstreaming Fund. Various interagency 
human rights coordination mechanisms conduct analysis of coun-
try-level efforts and host knowledge-sharing events, including with 
UN Member States and civil society in some cases. Wider and more 
systematic integration of human rights discussions in multilateral 
development forums, including on funding needs, would strengthen 
identification of strategic priorities as well as joint initiatives and 
results.

 » Greater investment in the UNSDG Human Rights Mainstreaming 
Fund for human rights capacities of the development agencies by 
leveraging the existing UN–World Bank partnership framework. For 
example, human rights advisers have been shown to have a signifi-
cant impact on the integration of human rights in the work of UNCTs 
and their support to national partners. Other institutional-strength-
ening initiatives addressing policies, tools, and partnerships also 
supported by the Human Rights Mainstreaming Fund enhance the 
sustainability of efforts.

 » More systematic undertaking of HRDD including through HRIA; the 
identification and documentation of examples of “do no harm” pol-
icies, possibly including past negative impacts and how they can be 
overcome, would demonstrate the value of the HRBA.

 » Human rights–related monitoring and evaluation requires more 
in-depth review. It would be helpful to see work providing more evi-
dence of the impact of human rights on the achievement of devel-
opment objectives (UNDG-HRM 2011) such as poverty reduction. 
This process might include the application of human rights indica-
tors linked to the MDGs developed by organizations such as OHCHR 
(2008b), UNDP (2006b), and UNFPA (UNFPA and Harvard 2010) to 
help document experiences, to measure the impact of human rights 
projects and mainstreaming initiatives, and to inform aid allocation 
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and aid modality decisions (UNDG-HRM 2011 – noting that the UNDG 
has been succeeded by the UNSDG).

 » Given the continued emphasis on instrumental rationales and calls 
for evidenced-based policymaking, including with respect to human 
rights, human rights measurement, indicators, and data are areas 
worth exploring. These are areas where joint training activities and 
knowledge-sharing are needed to further the operationalization 
of human rights in development. The work of the UN OHCHR on 
human rights measurement, as well as recent developments such as 
the global SDG indicator framework, together with the DIHR Guide 
to Human Rights Measurement are examples of initiatives that could 
both be used by communities and be the subject of future collabora-
tion, particularly for the benefit of field-based staff and partners in 
the context of projects and programs.

To further promote human rights as part of nationally owned strategies, wider 
consultative processes are needed. Parliamentarians (e.g., parliamentary 
human rights committees), national human rights institution, national and 
subnational civil society organizations, and international NGOs should be 
included to build wide ownership and draw on considerable country-based 
experiences.

With respect to the manner of delivering and managing aid, donors could doc-
ument existing approaches to using human rights to inform decisions on aid 
allocations and modalities. This documentation should not be reduced to the 
use of selectivity and conditionality and should go beyond project-based aid. 
There is much potential cross-fertilization with the fragile states agenda here.

Responding to Paragraph 42 of the Paris Declaration and Paragraph 13(c) of 
the Accra Agenda for Action, donors should continue to harmonize their 
approaches with human rights. DAC members could consider examining the 
implementation of human rights policies in peer reviews to encourage the 
application of existing commitments and share good experiences.

The application and impact of human rights conditionality have not been 
well researched; new approaches to aid effectiveness and aid modalities cre-
ate opportunities to revisit this area. Agreement on a set of principles for the 
design and application of conditionality, along with improved understanding 
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of partner countries’ political trajectories and how internal forces may respond 
to external pressures, would enhance donor rationality when dealing with 
governance crises. Clear aims and objectives make it easier to be consistent 
with predictability and partnership commitments. Conditions found in exist-
ing donor and partner governments’ human rights obligations should be used 
as much as possible, as well as constitutions, poverty reduction strategies, and 
other national frameworks, and through reliance on relevant international and 
regional human rights instruments and processes. Maintenance of minimum 
bottom lines, based on public commitments set in overall aid agreements, is a 
prerequisite for principled actions by donors if all else fails. Experience sug-
gests that, for consistency of messaging and likelihood of impact, coordinated 
donor action and the use of multilateral channels are essential.

Increasingly, donors recognize the need to better explore ways in which human 
rights can be more explicitly anchored in FCV agendas. Various entry points 
exist, including the new World Bank Policy on Development Cooperation in 
FCV. Moreover, the Principles for Good International Engagement in Fragile 
States (OECD 2007c) demonstrate where and how human rights could be made 
explicit and relevant. One promising approach is to use human rights analy-
sis as part of “understanding the context” (see World Bank FCV Policy Vision 
Statement) and to adopt a “prevention mode” by focusing on the root causes of 
state fragility. Use of the “do no harm” principle could be extended to both state 
capacity and the fundamental rights of the population.

“Civilian protection” offers a way of responding to humanitarian crises or vio-
lent conflict. A new entry point is the “responsibility to protect” as agreed to 
by UN Member States at the 2005 World Summit (UN 2005a). Another fruitful 
option could be to consider the concept of human security (Commission on 
Human Security 2003) in relation to fragile states and security agendas because 
it integrates a focus on human dimensions and therefore human rights.

To promote more harmonized approaches, donors could expand support to 
the UNSDG Human Rights Mainstreaming Fund to scale up its successful pilot 
initiatives on strengthening human rights integration in development pro-
gramming and policy dialogue, in a selected number of countries, for example, 
where the UN and bilateral agencies have made most progress. This program-
ming could range from collaborating more closely on ongoing initiatives and 
documenting joint work to a more ambitious approach, where new work is 

https://mptf.undp.org/fund/hrm00
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undertaken in the context of the enhanced harmonization of work toward 
human rights at the country level.

More generally, donors and partners alike should aim to pursue international 
policy coherence and ensure that development policies and programs are con-
sistent with their international human rights obligations. This will help reduce 
fragmentation and siloing of human rights and development considerations 
and promote respect for minimum substantive and procedural human rights 
standards in the context of development, thereby aiming to uphold a “do no 
harm” standard across all development activities.
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