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Introduction

Like slavery and apartheid, poverty is not natural.
It is man-made and it can be overcome and
eradicated by the actions of human beings. And

overcoming poverty is not a gesture of charity. It is an
act of justice. It is the protection of a fundamental
human right, the right to dignity and a decent life.

—Nelson Mandela

Consider the following, seemingly disparate, activities of interna-
tional nongovernmental organizations (NGOs):

Oxfam International, known for its development, emergency,
and global campaigning work, has adopted a rights-based
approach as central to its organizational mission. Its “five aims”
draw directly on internationally recognized human rights
standards to advance the organization’s development agenda.

Save the Children has made the internationally recognized
human rights of children the philosophical foundation for its
work and the basis for operational decisions about
programming and advocacy. Since its adoption in 1989 the
Convention on the Rights of the Child has underpinned the
work of the International Save the Children Alliance.

Amnesty International voted in 2001 to transform the historic
focus of the worldwide membership network’s advocacy from
largely a civil and political rights agenda to a new mission that
encompasses economic, social, and cultural rights as well.

In South Africa, Ghana, Bolivia, India, and dozens of other
countries, human rights and constitutional guarantees are
being invoked by opponents of privatization of drinking water
systems, and international development and human rights
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NGOs have joined in support of the human right to water
movement.

The Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE)
expanded its housing rights agenda to include training and
education on all economic, social, and cultural (ESC) rights
and active work on the human right to water.

Human Rights Watch has begun to apply its investigative and
reporting methods to documenting legal and institutional
barriers to women’s property rights in African countries along
with a wider focus on discrimination in economic and social
policies.

The Brazil-based Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem
Terra (MST, Landless Rural Workers’ Movement) has built an
international network of peasant organizations, rural unions,
development organizations, and international human rights
NGOs, such as the Food Information and Action Network
(FIAN), to advocate for agrarian reform as essential to the
human right to adequate food.

The Center for Economic and Social Rights, formed in New
York in 1993, advocates for ESC rights in Ecuador, the United
States, and the Middle East, and it helped launch a global
network of NGOs on ESC rights. In 2003, NGOs from Africa,
Latin America, and Asia met in Bangkok to form this new ESC
rights network, uniting smaller organizations in the poor
countries with a shared commitment to advancing ESC rights.

This book probes the extent, the significance, the limitations, and
the interactions among initiatives such as these. These and the other
organizations and movements profiled in this book share two cen-
tral features: a concern for poverty and inequality and their worst
symptoms; and a strategic interest in uniting human rights princi-
ples, standards, and methods with social and economic develop-
ment. These examples embody three critical trends in NGO advocacy
that are profoundly changing human rights advocacy and offering
an alternative approach to economic and social development: (a) the
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embrace, sometimes tentative, of human rights–based approaches by
influential development NGOs and donor agencies, (b) the adoption
of active ESC rights agendas by major international human rights
NGOs, and (c) the surge of work on economic and social policy
through a human rights lens by specialized human rights NGOs and
by NGO alliances and social movement campaigns. Taken together,
these make up what we refer to as the “new rights advocacy.” These
new advocacy trends are also advancing “new rights”—new interna-
tionally recognized and increasingly codified human rights. This
dual notion of new rights advocacy frames the following analysis.

Where did the human rights–development convergence come
from, what drives it, and why did it emerge so rapidly in the late
1990s? What is the nature of change within and across the fields, and
what are their implications for human rights and development the-
ory and practice, for social movements, and for our understanding
of NGOs and of the state?

To understand this convergence of activity in the development
and human rights fields, we draw on perspectives from human rights,
international relations, the sociology of social movements and of
complex organizations, and development theory. We argue that
changes in international systems have altered international NGOs’
operating environment, forcing international NGOs to make strate-
gic choices significant and widespread enough to change and reori-
ent not only individual organizations but the fields themselves.

The systemic changes that drive the growing intersection of human
rights and development are many and diverse, but at the core is
poverty. Poverty and inequality are more acute and widespread in the
mid-2000s than they were a generation ago, and they are more
widely and prominently discussed. Reducing global poverty is the
central goal of the Millennium Development Goals (MDG), en-
dorsed at the turn of the millennium by 182 heads of state. Econo-
mist Jeffrey Sachs’s (2005) bestselling book argues that the “end of
poverty” is possible in our lifetimes, and even leaders of the global
war on terror see extreme poverty and inequality as a key target in
promoting security.
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International agencies and scholars spin the numbers and debate
methodologies (Wade 2004; Milanovic 2005; World Bank 2007), but
there is general agreement that inequality among nations has grown
over the past forty years, as has inequality within most countries, in-
cluding fast-growing economies such as China and India. Inequality
of income and wealth among individuals across the planet is enor-
mous and growing; the incomes of the richest 5 percent of humanity
equal those of the poorest 80 percent (Milanovic 2005). The number
of people living on the equivalent of US$2 a day or less has stabilized
and perhaps diminished in the first years of this century (World Bank
2007), but almost all the reduction is accounted for by employment
and income gains in China’s rapidly industrializing economy.

Women have fared disproportionately poorly under economic
globalization’s advance. Neoliberal development policies, advocated
by many aid donors and often implemented by governments as a
condition for assistance, have had a more severe impact on women
and have undervalued women’s work, disrupted their access to sub-
sistence resources, privatized basic services, and reduced access to
health and education essential for women’s empowerment. These
changes have decreased the number of women paid for work, in-
creased inequalities in income and property ownership, decreased
women’s access to decision making, and increased the number of
women living beneath poverty levels worldwide (AWID 2006).

For development agencies, the challenge and frustration are obvi-
ous: decades of concerted work have produced flashes of local success
but a worsening global pattern of poverty, deepening inequalities,
marginalization, and indignity. For many human rights activists, the
failure to directly and meaningfully address the human rights dimen-
sions of poverty became unjustifiable in the face of such suffering. In-
creasingly, the human rights field has challenged the human rights
violations that fuel conditions of poverty: lack of access to adequate
housing, water, and sanitation; poor health, discrimination, and mar-
ginalization in society; and patterns of labor, land ownership, and
debt that trap individuals and societies alike in extreme inequality.

International NGOs and the national and local organizations and
movements with which they work share a commitment to respond-
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ing to deep and persistent poverty and inequality, to discrimination
and marginalization of women and of disenfranchised populations,
and to widespread disregard for existing legal protections in some
societies. In the effort to become more effective and to assert greater
power in national and international institutions, they are embracing
human rights standards, methods, and rhetoric and expanding their
human rights commitments to integrate economic and social with
civil and political human rights.

Like many of the professionals in human rights and development
whose work is the subject of this book, the authors have arrived
at this perspective through their own work as scholars and practi-
tioners. Approaching this subject from the perspectives of the two
fields—steeped in the human rights movement and in development
policy—we have ourselves experienced the movement in the two
fields toward an approach to economic and social policy that draws
on human rights standards and principles. We are also researchers
trained in the social sciences and engaged in research on interna-
tional development and international affairs, and contemporary the-
ory on international relations, development, human rights, NGOs,
and social movements appears unable to capture the changes we
have participated in and studied.

Our research and teaching have also led us to explore how the two
fields are challenging and changing each other. Over the years, our
students in separate courses on human rights and on development
and NGO management have pushed us up against the boundaries
of the fields, asking why poverty is not a human rights issue or why
the human rights to adequate food, to health, or to housing are not
taken seriously in setting development priorities.

For the past five years, we have examined and documented changes
in key organizations in the fields, scrutinized new programs and
campaigns, and sought out the assessments of professionals in the
fields. We have weighed the changes against models and theories in
the research fields that try to capture and understand the significance
of trends in development and human rights.

The changes we analyze here are occurring in diverse organizational
settings and are typically studied separately by human rights scholars,
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organizational theorists, and international relations and development
scholars. We draw on all these perspectives in an effort to account for
the trends cutting across the fields. Why frame an inquiry into human
rights in this way? We have become convinced that conventional ap-
proaches to human rights, NGOs, and development—their visions
shaped by disciplinary and professional boundaries—are missing im-
portant changes that are most evident at the disciplinary boundaries
and the organizational interstices, where human rights organizations,
development funders, and social movements are increasingly in con-
tact with each other. Among the significant theoretical and applied is-
sues raised by this study, we highlight and introduce four here: the
quest for power by NGOs reflected in their strategic choices, the ori-
gins and significance of new rights claims, the changing relationship
between international NGOs and states, and the challenge to ortho-
dox development theory and practice.

Power
How do we study power in the NGO sector? NGOs, we argue, rely
on effective strategies, with clearly defined visions, to make maxi-
mum use of the sources of power they hold and to capture institu-
tional power to advance their objectives. We want to understand
more fully how NGOs respond to their environments by making
strategic choices and how and where they mobilize sources of power
in their efforts to influence larger, more powerful institutions. Schol-
arship on NGOs has tended to treat them either as principled, inde-
pendent political agents advancing values-based agendas, or as
organizations acting rationally to protect and perpetuate their own
organizational lives. We start from the premise that international
NGOs are, or can be, both political actors and rational organizations,
and that to understand any NGO’s behavior requires an integrated
perspective that brings together complex efforts to exercise political
power with equally complex organizational dynamics.

To understand these strategic choices and their collective effects re-
quires understanding both the quest for power on the part of some
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international NGOs and the changes in their operating environ-
ments that necessitate new strategies. Especially in alliances and cam-
paigns with social movements and activist NGOs from the poor
countries, international NGOs’ strategies are often designed to assert
power in an effort to restrain corporate behavior or to support the
demands of local or national movements in opposition to or sup-
port of state policy. At the same time, strategic choices have to be un-
derstood from the perspective of the organization and of its
imperatives to survive, grow, and manage risk and uncertainty.

New Human Rights
Second, we know far too little about where new rights claims come
from, how they arise and gain legitimacy and authority, and how the
social and political dynamics of human rights claims really interact
with the formal, legal life of human rights standards and principles.
Our research focuses on the political and organizational life of in-
ternational NGOs—major development and human rights actors
based in the wealthy industrial countries—that influence the two
fields at the global level. But we study international NGOs not only
because of their own influence and significance, but because of what
they can reveal about the exercise of power and the assertion of rights
claims by social movements and by NGOs based in the poor coun-
tries. This idea that “new rights” are being created engages the sec-
ond meaning of our title: fundamentally new rights are being
advanced by human rights advocacy, arising out of struggles over so-
cial and economic conditions and policies.

Beyond the Violating State
Third, relationships between NGOs and the state in poor countries
are changing in ways that scholarship on international relations and
on NGOs has not yet captured. “Nongovernmental” has often been
perceived as “antigovernmental,” not only by suspicious government
leaders and functionaries, but also by scholars and strategists who
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observe the effectiveness of NGOs’ invoking the authority of power-
ful states and international organizations to win compliance with
human rights standards. As international NGOs involved in policy
campaigns draw on economic and social human rights more sys-
tematically, they often find themselves in more complex and varied
relationships with governments, often supporting governments’ pre-
rogatives in setting social policy while working to limit the authority
of international financial institutions and transnational corporations.
Yet they simultaneously maintain an oversight, monitoring, and dis-
senting role with governments.

These questions are of theoretical, conceptual, and applied signif-
icance. Theoretically, the complexity of these interactions presents a
challenge to existing models of NGO-state relations. For human
rights professionals, they raise challenges as well. Can an interna-
tional standard of accountability for ESC rights be operationalized,
holding both rich countries and nonstate economic actors account-
able for violations in specific third countries? Can NGOs simultane-
ously work in tandem with and in opposition to states without
undermining their own moral legitimacy? We argue that the ESC
rights experience compels us to create a more complex paradigm of
state-NGO relations that moves “beyond the violating state.”

Challenging Neoliberal Development
Finally, the rise of human rights–based development approaches ap-
pears to challenge current and longstanding orthodoxy in develop-
ment, and our study of development NGOs explores the nature and
significance of this challenge. Market forces’ central role in develop-
ment and the importance of limiting government interference with
the market have been features of development orthodoxy since the
early 1980s. Promoted by the World Bank, International Monetary
Fund, and some bilateral aid agencies, market-driven approaches
have been challenged by advocates of environmentally sustainable
development and human development, but these critics’ concerns
have been integrated into a development orthodoxy that remains
market-driven.
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A human rights–based approach to development, on the face of
it, is more difficult to integrate with market-driven development.
Unlike other countercurrents and slogans by development dissenters
through the decades, rights-based development is grounded in a set
of internationally accepted standards and principles that are in turn
encoded in treaties, covenants, and international law. We want to un-
derstand how this countercurrent is being articulated among devel-
opment professionals and how and whether it is shifting prevailing
norms and practices to augment the influence of human rights. Con-
versely, we have investigated how the development industry is re-
sponding to rights-based initiatives and the risk that these initiatives
could weaken the rigor and integrity with which human rights stan-
dards have been developed and promoted.

Adopting a broad, crosscutting, integrated perspective on human
rights and development, the state, social movements, and interna-
tional NGOs means embracing a subject that may seem hopelessly
broad. Moreover, we are studying trends that are very much in
process and the results of which are unpredictable and not yet de-
termined. As a result, we cannot capture all the important evidence
of trends among human rights and development NGOs and the
social movements, international organizations, and government
agencies with which they interact. We will instead highlight key de-
velopments that shed new light on the theory and practice of NGOs
as political actors and as organizations, on the theory and practice
of human rights, and on the theory and sometimes embattled prac-
tice of promoting economic and social development.

We have also narrowed the inquiry by focusing primarily on inter-
national NGOs, headquartered in the wealthy industrial countries
and operating in three or more countries. (We refer to these as “inter-
national NGOs” and use other modifiers at times, including “south-
ern NGOs” or “NGOs based in the poor countries,” in an effort to be
explicit about the kind of organization being discussed in a particu-
lar context.) Some scholars, particularly in development, have singled
out international NGOs as innovators and have focused on them
strategically because of their trend-setting roles (Lindenberg and
Bryant 2001; Fowler 1997). We do find instances of such innovation,
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but in the movement toward an integrated approach to human rights
and development, the lead has more often come from social move-
ments and smaller NGOs based in the global South, where the pro-
motion of human rights and social and economic development has
for decades been more conceptually and organizationally integrated.
International NGOs are important not as innovators but as globaliz-
ers, sources of support and legitimacy that adopt and convey new
rights strategies among larger-scale transnational actors. Moreover, in-
ternational NGOs have direct access to significant public constituen-
cies in the wealthy industrial countries whose governments’ activities
in the global South are enormously influential.

The remainder of the book consists of four chapters and a conclu-
sion. Chapter 1 lays out the theoretical significance of the new rights
advocacy and traces its origins. Beginning with an analysis of orga-
nizational fields, which establishes the professional, social, and or-
ganizational dimensions of the historic separation of human rights
practice and development practice, we trace some of the movements
and interactions in the 1980s and 1990s that led human rights NGOs
and development NGOs toward closer cooperation. With the prehis-
tory of the new rights advocacy in place, the remainder of the chap-
ters explain the theoretical and practical significance of the three
trends that constitute the new rights advocacy and the four central
questions these trends raise.

Chapters 2 and 3 trace the changes and trends of new rights
advocacy through the human rights and development fields, re-
spectively. Some of the most familiar names in development and hu-
man rights—CARE, Oxfam, Amnesty International, Human Rights
Watch—are among the principals in the changes that are the focus of
these chapters. There are important parallels between the trends ana-
lyzed in the two chapters, and each seeks to break down the elements
of strategic and organizational change among international NGOs in
the fields. But the differences between the patterns of change are
equally important. NGOs in the two fields work in strikingly different
organizational and professional cultures, display contrasting attitudes
toward power, and build relationships with states that are based on
sharply divergent working and political arrangements.
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Chapter 4 turns to the political and organizational work occurring
at the nexus of the human rights and development fields, where in-
ternational NGOs interact with social movements and the state. It
traces the interactions among international human rights, develop-
ment, and environmental NGOs, community-based organizations,
social movements, and grassroots campaigns on social and economic
policy issues, beginning in the 1980s. We find that the number and
intensity of exchanges and of changes in agenda and methodology
grew as NGOs deepened their interaction across the human
rights–development boundary. The implications of these changes
are traced through the creation of new organizations, launching of
new interorganizational initiatives across traditional divides, forma-
tion of alliances that involve leading NGOs in cooperation and di-
alogue, and the development of new rights campaigns in the late
1990s, in which human rights and development activists freely
adopted and modified each other’s methods and tactics.

We conclude in chapter 5 by revisiting the themes posed in this
introduction: power and the strategies of NGOs, the rise of new
rights claims, the changing relationship of international NGOs and
the state, and the challenge to orthodox development theory and
practice. To the longer-term questions of durability of the changes
and their impact on the success of human rights and development
strategies, we are able to provide partial answers. Durability is a sub-
ject we will return to in the conclusion.

The trends analyzed here are new, and they require rigorous con-
ceptual treatments to categorize seemingly disparate activities in or-
ganizational fields with very different traditions. They also demand
careful empirical research that creates baseline data to allow for
tracking of impact over time. Our efforts here are first steps, char-
acterizing the new trends themselves, identifying new theoretical
frameworks for analyzing these trends, and analyzing their poten-
tial benefits and risks, while raising key questions for future re-
search. But the fact that this early effort to clarify the human
rights–development interaction is necessarily modest in scope does
not diminish the profound significance of what has been happen-
ing in the two fields. The obvious significance lies in the changes



adopted by the NGOs themselves, often requiring fundamentally
new approaches and understanding for staff members, volunteers,
and donors. But its greatest significance lies in the potential for
success and risk of failure. The global challenge of meeting social
and economic needs has grown in unprecedented ways. Changing
strategies is risky business but perhaps essential.

12
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NEW RIGHTS ADVOCACY

Despite our growing global base of financial and
human capital, increasingly sophisticated
technology, and the experience of decades in

international cooperation, poverty, inequality, and
repression continue to fuel security threats both within
societies and across borders. Globalization, although
making good on certain of its promises to generate
higher rates of economic growth, confers the vast
majority of its benefits on a chosen few.

—Louise Arbour, United Nations High Commissioner for
Human Rights

The curious separation of human rights and development began im-
mediately after the drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, when cold war politics thwarted efforts to forge one treaty
legally binding upon government signatories. Civil and political
rights and economic, social, and cultural rights were bifurcated along
the political fault lines of the period, and different treaties and mech-
anisms were created to promote them through the United Nations
system.

In the 1960s, with the founding of new international human rights
NGOs, advocacy on behalf of civil and political rights worldwide be-
gan in earnest. Development emerged as a field during the same pe-
riod. The World Bank began lending in 1948, and the field grew
slowly in the 1950s but more rapidly in the 1960s, accelerating in the
1970s and 1980s until by 2000 development assistance was a $64 bil-
lion annual enterprise. Except in rarefied debates in the United Na-
tions, official development was devoid of references to economic and

13
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social human rights, and the two fields proceeded on separate con-
ceptual tracks through parallel sets of intergovernmental institutions.

But by the 1990s development was in crisis and human rights
NGOs were facing dramatically changed conditions. Trends and
forces created powerful incentives for development and human
rights, separated almost at birth, to begin to reunite. The dynamic
interaction that ensued between human rights and development is
the story of this book. Since the mid-1990s the human rights move-
ment has begun to take seriously the economic and social rights
guaranteed in the international human rights covenants; develop-
ment and human rights NGOs have joined in human rights–driven
social movements for food, health, education, water, and other rights,
often challenging development orthodoxy; and development orga-
nizations have adopted “rights-based” approaches to their work. Col-
lectively, these three trends signal a concerted effort to bring the
norms of economic and social human rights into the mainstream of
world politics, as human rights advocacy in the 1960s and 1970s le-
gitimated political and civil human rights.

We begin our analysis of these trends by introducing the idea of
organizational fields and providing an account and analysis of the
historically separate development and human rights sectors. Next we
turn to the impact of international system change on strategies of in-
ternational NGOs. We argue that these changes alter the operating
environment for international NGOs and compel them to adopt
new strategies and methods of operating. Our account of these
changes in strategy is the basis of the rest of the book, in which we
analyze the trends that are breaking down some of the sector divi-
sions and demonstrate how sectors and prominent international
NGOs are opting for new and broader mandates and agendas.

The remainder of this chapter introduces four key theoretical de-
bates addressed in our analysis. First, we analyze the dual identity of
international NGOs. It is essential to recognize that they are inter-
national political actors, but they are also organizations, driven by
organizational imperatives to survive, protect themselves from un-
certainty, and conform to social myths and expectations. Second, we
offer an interpretation of the debate over the nature of human rights,
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on one side the legal positivist approaches that give priority to in-
ternational treaties and the juridical mechanisms created to imple-
ment them, and on the other side approaches that see rights claims
as arising out of social movements’ efforts to assert power or limit
the powers of states and other actors. We argue that while new hu-
man rights claims have arisen out of social movement mobilization,
legal codification of the standards is critical to achieving sufficient
power to influence national and international policy decisions.

Third, we argue that the relationship between NGOs, human
rights, and states requires rethinking in light of the new rights advo-
cacy. NGOs’ frequent adoption of strategies that go beyond identi-
fying the violating state alone, and that in some instances seek to
shore up, rather than limit, states’ policy options, leads us to offer a
new model for international NGOs as political actors. Fourth, we
consider the implications for development theory, which has histor-
ically been a theory of economics, markets, and institutions, but not
one of economic or social rights and entitlements.

At the conclusion of the chapter we return to the diversity of the
organizational fields to observe the divergent ways international de-
velopment and human rights NGOs confront trends in the interna-
tional political economy and embrace human rights themselves.

Organizational Fields and the Division of Human
Rights and Development
The two new organizational fields grew along separate tracks, and
the clear division of institutions, professional skills, and organiza-
tional cultures runs through the UN system, foreign affairs and in-
ternational development agencies of most of the bilateral aid donors,
and profoundly through the world of NGOs. From the end of
World War II to the mid-1990s, “human rights,” “development,”
and “environmental” operated in distinct organizational fields, dis-
tinguishable by their organizational missions and agendas, patterns
of association, funding, disciplinary affiliation, and organizational
cultures and myths. They share certain strategic priorities, but they
have largely operated in parallel, strategizing around related but



seldom overlapping agendas, drawing financial support from distinct
sources, and maintaining primary relationships with distinct sets of
government offices and grant makers.

To grasp the differences between their methods and cultures, one
need only reflect on the two most visible and memorable symbols of
major international NGOs during the period: Amnesty International’s
barbed wire and candle and the “CARE package.” One logo symbol-
izes citizen action to light the flame of hope and redress human rights
violations, and the other a humanitarian response to alleviate acute
human misery. But the symbols are more than contrasting logos. They
also imply different methods and objectives, with human rights
groups building an international community of trained investigators
and activists to pressure for change, and development organizations
soliciting financial support for community development projects or
emergency relief, and mobilizing advocacy campaigns targeting pri-
marily aid donors.

These organizational fields are most clearly demarcated at the in-
ternational level. Their influence makes international NGOs interest-
ing, but it is important to note that the division between sectors is
not universal. While international NGOs have historically operated
in distinct sectors, human rights and development activists in the
poor countries have worked together to develop strategies to respond
to the changing world political economy. This is a theme we will re-
turn to in each chapter: as NGOs begin to grow rapidly in the coun-
tries of the global South in the late 1980s and early 1990s, they have
an impact on the methods and outlooks of international NGOs in
both development and human rights.

Organizational fields are recognized by their intensive interaction,
shared recognition of a common identity and common purpose, and
practice of cooperation as well as competition as evidence of their in-
volvement in a “shared endeavor” (Dimaggio and Powell 1983). Con-
sider three of the core characteristics for development and human
rights NGOs summarized in table 1.1: their allegiances, professional
ties, and core methodologies. Human rights NGOs articulate their
agendas and missions in terms of strengthening international human
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rights norms and protecting and implementing recognized human
rights. Most human rights NGOs have focused on civil and political
rights, and largely on the conduct of governments. They associate with
UN and governmental human rights agencies and offices and with
other human rights NGOs, and they receive much of their funding
from private donors and foundations. Although their methodologies
vary, the core activities of human rights advocacy are promotion of
standards, investigation and documentation of violations, advocacy,
and litigation (Welch 2001). Taken together, these are the core of the
“mobilization of shame” methodology (Drinan 2001).

Development NGOs have a different normative base and method-
ology. Their agendas seldom make reference to any fixed standards,
but refer to meeting human needs and promoting self-sufficiency,
community development, or justice. Their dominant activity has
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Table 1.1 International NGO Fields and Their Core Characteristics 

HUMAN RIGHTS DEVELOPMENT

Mission Promote and protect Advance well-being and dignity 
internationally recognized of vulnerable groups; respond 
human rights; document and to emergency needs
encourage action to redress 
violations

Allegiances, Internationally recognized Meeting basic human needs, 
standards standards: civil and political, promoting human 

economic, social and cultural development; cost-effectiveness;
human rights popular participation

Methods “Mobilizing shame”; Mobilizing compassion; 
investigation and programs and projects with 
documentation; HR education; time horizons; advocacy 
advocacy as core activity; complements services; 
litigation;  partnerships as partnerships as capacity 
solidarity building; emergency relief 

Resources Foundations; individual Donor governments; individual
memberships  members; foundations

Professions Legal profession and social Economics, social disciplines, 
disciplines, especially political area studies, agronomy, public 
science, area studies health, engineering 



been the delivery of material goods or services (roads, immuniza-
tions, organizational capacity building) in poor societies, although
policy advocacy is now increasingly important to their agendas. They
interact with development aid donors and organizations involved in
community development and are funded largely by private donors
and governmental aid agencies (Lindenberg and Bryant 2001).

International NGOs in the two fields rely on different means of
social legitimation. Development organizations’ legitimacy is de-
rived either from (a) a methodology that assures agencies and their
publics of “impact,” cost-benefit analysis, or another measure of eco-
nomic impact, or (b) from relationships, as in the case of NGOs that
support cooperatives, trade unions, chambers of commerce, or in-
digenous peoples’ organizations. Human rights NGOs’ legitimacy,
however, rests on internationally recognized standards and princi-
ples, anchored in respect for human dignity and codified in interna-
tional law, that they promote and defend. Technical expertise,
rigorous impartiality, and other attributes are important but second-
ary sources of legitimacy.

The two fields have remained largely separate and parallel through-
out their history. The International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), along with declarations of the Right
to Food and Right to Development, have been debated in interna-
tional conferences and UN committees, but aid agencies have rarely
seen rights as a source of guidance when allocating funds or design-
ing projects and programs (Gauri 2004). Civil and political human
rights sometimes influence governments’ aid allocation (Forsythe
2000), but broadly speaking, across the decades in which “develop-
ment” and “human rights” have come of age, they have been sepa-
rate and largely uncoordinated.

But development and human rights international NGOs are chang-
ing their methods and approaches to respond to the effects of eco-
nomic globalization. They are collaborating in advocacy campaigns,
adopting and adapting each others’ strategies, and adopting new
methods that cross historic dividing lines: human rights advocacy for
development and environmental NGOs and an expanded spectrum
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of human rights advocacy for traditional human rights groups. Col-
lectively, we refer to these changes as the new rights advocacy.

The New Rights Advocacy
We define the new rights advocacy as advocacy on social, economic,
or development policy, at local, national, or international levels,
which makes explicit reference to internationally recognized human
rights standards. It features explicit appeals to these standards, it pro-
motes both civil and political human rights and economic and so-
cial human rights, and it targets a broad range of actors.

We use the term “rights” advisedly. Human rights scholars and ac-
tivists traditionally insist that the full term, “human rights,” be used,
and have sometimes been disturbed by development practitioners’
reference to “rights-based” approaches, implying or asserting that
they select from among the recognized human rights as fits their pro-
grammatic needs. Oxfam International (2002a), for example, has
distilled five “aims,” expressed in terms of rights, which govern its
agenda setting and define its rights-based mission. These adapta-
tions of rights to fit organizational agendas are discussed in more de-
tail in chapter 3. We adopt the term “new rights advocacy” not to take
sides in this discussion—indeed, we would side with the protectors
of the “human rights” usage—but because it best captures the
breadth of new, politically significant activity that is tied to the power
of these human rights.

New rights advocacy is a dual concept, and both of its levels of
meaning are important to our argument. New rights advocacy refers
first to concrete activity among actors in the two fields: the embrace
of ESC rights among human rights activists; the adoption of human
rights–based approaches in the development field; and the formation
of new advocacy campaigns, networks, and movements that involve
organizations from both fields as well as social movements. These
three trends are the focus of chapters 2, 3, and 4. But a second level
of meaning is intended as well, one that is more literally about “new
rights” and new claims of human rights. In the late 1990s and the first
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years of the new millennium, new substantive rights (e.g., to water)
have been claimed and recognized, and advocates have asserted new,
specific implications of broader human rights in ways that strengthen
advocacy claims (e.g., right to agrarian reform, right to access to es-
sential medicines), claims that have arisen in the context of the
changing patterns of human rights advocacy.

In its first sense, new rights advocacy refers to three interrelated
trends. The first trend is the move by traditional civil and political
rights NGOs to cover ESC rights, exemplified by Amnesty Interna-
tional’s adoption of a new mission that goes beyond its historic civil
and political mandate, Human Rights Watch’s work on discrimina-
tion patterns in economic and social policy, and Human Rights First’s
efforts to integrate ESC work in its cooperation with southern coun-
terpart NGOs.

The second trend is the adoption of rights-based approaches to de-
velopment by existing development, environment, and labor groups.
International development NGOs such as CARE, Oxfam, ActionAid,
and Rädda Barnen (Save the Children Sweden) are implementing
“rights-based” approaches that parallel the move by official develop-
ment agencies, from UNDP and the UN Food and Agriculture Orga-
nization (FAO) to the Swedish and British bilateral aid agencies, to
implement rights-based methods in their own programming.

The growth of new movements and organizations that explicitly
link human needs issues to social and economic rights standards—
as in campaigns for essential medicines, right to water, and women’s
reproductive health rights—is the third component of the new rights
advocacy. Among the leading international NGOs advancing eco-
nomic and social rights as their core mission are the Center for Eco-
nomic and Social Rights, Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions,
Food Information and Action Center, and the International Women’s
Health Coalition.

As such organizations have proliferated at the global, regional,
and national levels, they have often been led and even challenged
by national NGOs in the poor countries, with agendas already ded-
icated to ESC rights. The Nigerian Social and Economic Rights Ac-
tion Centre (SERAC), the Indian Tamil Nadu Network for Economic,
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Social, and Cultural Rights, and the Brazilian Institute of Social and
Economic Analysis (IBASE) are prominent examples of this move-
ment among NGOs in the poor countries. Many such NGOs are
now linked in an International Network for ESC rights, founded in
Bangkok in 2003 (see www.escr-net.org).

Aspects of these three trends have appeared earlier within individ-
ual NGOs, sometimes for decades. Save the Children, for example,
was founded in England in 1919 with an explicit commitment to the
rights of the child, and it has worked throughout its history to se-
cure international agreements on these rights, even as it delivered
services directly to children and their families. The Food Information
and Action Network (FIAN), the Hamburg-based NGO for the right
to adequate food, has existed since 1984, the IWHC since 1983.
What is new is the scope of the embrace and the scale of change oc-
curring in each sector, the adoption or serious discussion in the UN
system and in many important international NGOs in the late 1990s,
and the effect their simultaneous adoption is having on interactions
between the sectors. This new surge of interest has been triggered,
we argue below, by four major changes in NGOs’ external operating
environment that force NGOs to reconsider how they carry out their
stated principled mission and how they survive and flourish in an
increasingly competitive sector.

For individual international NGOs, the experience is often new in
other ways, bringing new policy issues, new advocacy strategies and
tactics, new alliances, and often new organizational methodologies,
which compel fundamental changes in how work is accomplished.
Although the changes in method and networking are new for inter-
national NGO participants, it is important to note that some south-
ern NGOs have quietly practiced these integrated strategies for more
than a decade.

But new rights advocacy also refers to the fact that new claims to hu-
man rights are being made, and new forms of advocacy are being used
to advance them. New claims include claims to specific economic and
social goods, such as the human right to water, the right of access to
essential medicines, the right to agrarian reform as a prerequisite to
achieving the right to adequate food. The emergence of these claims
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from the demands of social movements is documented in subsequent
chapters. For the present, we turn next to the systemic changes that are
driving this reorientation of human rights and development.

International System Change and the NGO Sectors
In the past twenty years, there has been an explosion of research and
analysis of NGOs and transnational social movements. The surge of
organizing and activity has been attributed to failures of traditional
channels of political participation, to discredited ideologies of lib-
eralism and Marxism, to new technologies, and to the logic of global
governance, by which transnational networking is required to put in
place solutions to inherently global problems.

Much of the NGO literature examines the functions and methods
of NGO activity and (less thoroughly) their impact on policy out-
comes, and a rich body of literature on NGO influence with interna-
tional organizations, national and local governments, and global
economic actors has been accumulated (Florini 2000; Edwards and
Gaventa 2001; Fox and Brown 1998; Wapner 1996). Scholars and prac-
titioners increasingly probe NGOs’ limitations, raising questions of
duplication of resources and mandates, competitive agendas, resource
dependence, cooptation to government and corporate agendas, and is-
sues of legitimacy and accountability to their constituent bases (Weiss
and Gordenker 1996; Rieff 1999; Slim 1997; Ebrahim 2005).

Several recent studies have focused on North-South relationships
among NGOs involved in advocacy campaigns. Weaknesses in the
accountability of international NGOs to the national and commu-
nity organizations in the poor countries have been the subject of
studies of advocacy of the World Bank (Nelson 1996; Fox and Brown
1998), the environmental movement (Roe 1995), in human rights
(Guilhot 2005), in movements such as the debt relief/debt cancel-
lation movement (Keet 1999), and in decision making about devel-
opment assistance (Fowler 2000a) and advocacy (Jordan and van
Tuijl 2000, 2006; Bob 2005).

Development theorists monitor the interactions of NGOs with
multilateral and bilateral aid programs and policies, and the human
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rights field has produced a wealth of studies of NGOs and their role
in norm setting at the United Nations (Gordenker and Weiss 1996)
and other intergovernmental organizations, and in shaping corpo-
rate conduct and governments’ human rights practices (Newell 2000;
Wapner 1996; Risse-Kappen 1995; Risse, Ropp, and Sikkink 1999;
Clark 2001; Welch 2001).

Analysis of transnational social movement campaigns has also
proliferated, focusing on the anti-apartheid movement, the nonpro-
liferation treaty campaign, the global women’s movement, and the
international campaign to ban land mines, to name a few (Dorsey
1992, 2002; Edwards and Gaventa 2001; Mekata 2000; Tarrow 2005;
Della Porta and Tarrow 2005). These studies document the role of
specific NGOs operating in a web of coordinated action to achieve
predetermined and specific goals.

International relations theory has taken an interest in NGOs as po-
litical actors and independent variables in accounting for policy
change. Keck and Sikkink’s (1998) widely discussed account of trans-
national advocacy networks, and numerous variants on that model,
all focus on the roles that NGOs and other principled, values-driven
actors can play, often organized in networks, to induce changes in
state policy or in influential international rules and norms. Our ar-
gument in this book does engage these ongoing debates from the
NGO and social movement literature. But first and more fundamen-
tally, we are posing a new question: Have changes in the international
systems—the rules, institutions, and relationships that order power
relations among states and other actors—produced recognizable
changes in NGO sectors’ methods, missions, and strategies?

Research in development, human rights, and international rela-
tions has examined NGOs’ efforts to change state policy, and although
the findings have not produced a consensus about the importance
and independence of NGOs’ impact, the evidence is mounting for
some influence, at least under certain conditions (Price 2003). It is
also nearly axiomatic in international relations that change in inter-
national systems—physical, financial, economic, geopolitical—in
turn changes state policy (Buzan and Little 1994). Whether this causal
link is mediated by states’ calculation of their own interests alone, by
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the need to alter the institutions of interstate cooperation, or by a chal-
lenge to states’ construction of their interests, opportunities, and
threats, international system change is a fundamental force driving
changes in state policy.

The 1990s brought significant shifts in power from the classic
state-centric model of an international system toward one with mul-
tiple economic and social movement actors interacting with states
and influencing international system dynamics (Held 2004). What
remains to be systematically explored is how international systems
change affects NGO sectors’ strategies. The strategy of NGOs acting
in a field such as human rights or development is, in a loose sense,
analogous to state policy in that it involves calculated responses to
systems changes that can pose threats and opportunities. We hypoth-
esize that international systems change is causing fundamental
changes in the development and human rights international NGO
sectors. Note that we refer to entire fields of NGO action. What is at
issue is not the easy question of whether individual NGOs make new
strategic choices in the face of systems change; they surely do. The
question is whether there is evidence that the entire field is being re-
oriented, undergoing what could be called a paradigmatic change.

The question requires us to think systemically about the NGO or-
ganizational fields—human rights, environment, development—
their policy objectives and methods, and the international conditions
that affect them. Few will dispute that international systems have
changed dramatically over the past twenty years. The end of the cold
war, creation of new international trade and finance regimes and
rules, increased capital mobility and influence for international cor-
porations, growth of new and diffuse threats to human security, and
the growing transnational organization of social movements and
NGO campaigns are among the most significant changes and trends.
We anticipate that these changes will produce not merely adjust-
ments in tactics, programs, and priorities for individual NGOs, but
a broader reorientation of NGO fields.

International NGOs struggle to maintain the independence, cred-
ibility, and stability that are essential preconditions to the exercise
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of power and influence, and NGOs in both fields also search for ways
to gain greater leverage in their relations with states and interna-
tional organizations. Changes in international systems with corre-
sponding changes in power relations, we hypothesize, affect NGOs’
operating environment decisively enough to shake up these strate-
gies and force NGOs to consider new strategies. The influence on in-
ternational NGO strategies is felt in two ways: through changes that
affect the success or failure of NGO programs, and through changes
that create changed expectations or new pressures on NGOs’ surviv-
ing and flourishing as organizations. The relationship is represented
graphically in figure 1.1.

Figure 1.1 International Systems, Operating Environments, and International NGOs
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Trade regimes, foreign assistance
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expectations, donor 
governments’ aid 
priorities



Organizations, Their Environments, and Power
What changes in the global environment are driving the convergence
of human rights and development organizations? Although the fac-
tors vary somewhat for the two sectors, as we will see below, the move
is motivated by changes at both the global and local levels that cre-
ate incentives for development NGOs to move toward human
rights–based strategies and methods, and incentives for human rights
organizations to embrace ESC rights advocacy.

We will first briefly outline the major changes in the international
system, in the 1990s and continuing to today, that have made hu-
man rights and cross-sector cooperation more attractive to both hu-
man rights and development NGOs. These include the four outlined
here: trends in trade and globalization, social movement organizing,
official aid policy, and conflict and humanitarian crises. With this
framework established, we will then turn to the global and local
events through which international NGOs experience these systemic
changes. These events are many and varied, but here we introduce
the two sets of events that are analyzed in chapter 4: controversial
large-scale development projects and the UN-sponsored global con-
ferences of the 1990s.

Four changes in the global environment have challenged develop-
ment and human rights NGOs in every major dimension of their
work. Two of these, globalization and the growth of new social move-
ment solidarity, are among the most fundamental changes facing
NGOs. The rapid globalization of trade and finance and the expand-
ing powers of transnational corporations now raise the possibility
that corporations may be as likely to be the direct agents in violat-
ing human rights standards as governments and that decisions made
in major corporate boardrooms are often more significant for the
course of development than policy decisions made by national de-
velopment planners.

Alongside the growing integration of global capital have come
new forms of international mobilization among social movements
and organizations of students, consumers, women, indigenous peo-
ple, and others concerned with the growing power of corporations.
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These movements sometimes directly challenge NGOs in both sec-
tors, as in protests at the World Trade Organization (WTO) or G-8
meetings, or when movements for agrarian reform or for the right
to water compel international NGOs to decide whether and how to
follow the lead of more radical poor people’s organizations. Pressure
from NGOs operating in the poor countries or from radical social
movements has also created conditions for new alliances or cooper-
ative campaigns involving international NGOs. At other times social
movement mobilization poses an indirect challenge by compelling
international NGOs to consider shifting strategies to compete for the
membership and loyalty of young activists and donors. The popu-
larity of the antisweatshop movement on U.S. college and university
campuses, for example, was an important environmental change for
Amnesty International USA and Oxfam America, both of which em-
phasize campus organizing and recruitment as an important source
of activist supporters and members.

The reductions in official development assistance and shifts in its
allocation toward geopolitical hot spots have confronted interna-
tional development NGOs with fundamental questions about their
resources and their place in the global aid system, questions that are
discussed in chapter 3. These pressures are compounded by the ex-
plosion of conflict and complex humanitarian situations worldwide
since 1980. Despite donor commitments to expanded aid, the World
Bank’s Global Development Finance report acknowledges that net of-
ficial flows from donor countries declined from 1990 to 2004 from
just over $50 billion to just over $25 billion (World Bank 2005). For
international development NGOs, aid allocations are both a critical
part of their own organizational operating environment and an im-
portant subject of their advocacy agenda.

Conflict-related humanitarian crises have heightened the pressure
on NGOs in both sectors. Since the early 1990s, human rights NGOs
have raised questions and forced humanitarian practitioners to con-
front more directly the possibility that humanitarian assistance may
prolong conflicts, fall into the hands of combatants and flagrant hu-
man rights abusers, and in some circumstances contribute more to
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human suffering than it relieves. These discussions, together with sev-
eral insightful but sometimes unflattering portraits of humanitarian
relief agencies during the period (Sogge 1996; Barrow and Jennings
2001; Middleton and O’Keefe 1998), have stimulated discussion
about how humanitarian law and human rights standards may help
guide the management of relief operations (Terry 2002). The expe-
rience of humanitarian assistance is discussed further in chapter 4;
for the present, the important effects of conflict-related crises are to
push humanitarian (and development) NGOs toward international
human rights rules and international humanitarian law and to draw
international human rights NGOs into closer contact with the messy
business of humanitarian response and relief.

These shifts in global systems produce new trends within the NGO
operating environment, yet they affect development and human
rights NGOs differently as fields and provoke a variety of strategic
responses from individual actors. Although there are common expe-
riences and factors in the global political economy that affect orga-
nizations in the two sectors, the defining events for the sectors are
to some extent different. In the development sector, the trend that
shapes the current human rights challenge is the rise to dominance
of neoliberal economic principles and policies in the 1980s. If struc-
tural adjustment, with its inconsistent and often painful impacts in
the poor countries, was the turning point in the recent history of de-
velopment, the end of the cold war played a similar role in the hu-
man rights sector. Cold war divisions were the political and historical
origins of the split between the civil and political rights covenant and
the ICESCR. Much of this book’s three central chapters—on devel-
opment, human rights, and the alliances and hybrid organizations
that bridge the sectors—analyzes changes in the organizations in
these sectors.

NGOs experience these changes in the operating environment
through changing relations among actors and the surfacing of new
constraints and opportunities, both political and organizational. But
global systems are abstractions, and to observe the link between sys-
tems change and the strategic orientation of international NGO fields
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we must identify the observable events through which international
NGOs encounter and respond to change.

The Emergence of NGO Cooperation in the 1980s
and 1990s
Economic globalization, social movement pressure, changes in official
aid, and conflict-related humanitarian crises provide the framework
for understanding why the development–human rights convergence
began to grow in the 1990s. The early stages of the contact, beginning
in the 1980s and first half of the 1990s, form a prelude to the new
rights advocacy and lay the foundation for the emergence of new
strategies that are the story of chapters 2 through 4.

Locally based battles over large-scale development projects in the
1980s and 1990s, and the series of global conferences and negotia-
tions of the 1990s, have been well documented. But they are signif-
icant for the human rights and development fields in a way that has
not been much discussed: they brought together practitioners and
activists in the local and international arenas, from the development,
human rights, labor, and environment sectors, and from the global
women’s movement and indigenous peoples’ movement, and they
laid the foundations for the human rights and development conver-
gence described in the remaining chapters.

Whether and how these movements, meetings, and protests af-
fected policies and institutions is an important and separate ques-
tion, but it is not our primary concern. What interests us is how
individuals and organizations in human rights and development
were repeatedly brought into contact with each other.

Contact between the fields deepened in a variety of ways. Individ-
uals moved between the sectors, starting new programs in existing
NGOs, establishing new organizations, and transforming skills,
methods, and outlooks. Deeper and sometimes contentious contact
between NGOs in the poor countries and those based in the rich,
industrial countries exposed international NGOs from both fields to
the often seamless multiple identities and strategies of the social
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movements and local NGOs. International NGOs, particularly in
human rights, felt pressure from southern NGOs and movements to
take up the long-neglected ESC rights agenda. Mutual contact with
organizations in the indigenous peoples’, labor, environmental, and
especially global women’s movements was often a key factor in es-
tablishing relationships.

By tracing the involvement of activists in international human
rights, development, and other fields in local and global episodes,
we demonstrate an increasing intensity of engagement between the
methods and cultures of human rights and those of development.
Human rights–based rhetoric, analysis, and demands grew more fre-
quent and influential in formal settings such as the position docu-
ments and shadow statements of NGOs at global conferences, as well
as in the less formal statements and demands of participants in lo-
cal conflicts over projects. These experiences of the 1980s and early
1990s formed the social, political, and organizational bases for the
current convergence of human rights, development, and environ-
mental advocacy and new rights strategies they have employed.

At local debates and conflicts over large-scale infrastructure proj-
ects, community organizations, NGOs, and social movements ad-
vanced strategies that combined human rights, development, and
environmental themes. Intense conflicts, such as those around the
World Bank–financed Narmada dam projects in western India,
brought environmental and indigenous rights advocates together
and united development, environmental, and human rights NGOs
(Khagram 2004). Many of these volatile cases involved the World
Bank, its private sector lending arm the International Finance Cor-
poration (IFC), and multinational corporations, compelling human
rights advocates to seek out and learn from the experience of devel-
opment and environment advocates in lobbying the World Bank.

These high-profile episodes had immediate results for the interna-
tional NGOs that became involved. They participated in new net-
works, encountered cross-sector analysis of issues, developed
common goals, and shared strategies, especially for the challenges of
influencing the multinational corporations. As we demonstrate in
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chapter 4, over the course of the 1990s these networks’ goals con-
verged around agendas that crossed sector lines: (a) the right to infor-
mation about planned projects, (b) the right of affected communities
to consultation, (c) protection of the rights and safety of community
leaders and activists, and (d) the defense of housing and water rights
of communities relocated by projects.

In the global arena UN-sponsored global conferences brought di-
verse NGOs and social movement organizations together at a series
of United Nations Conferences on the Environment and Develop-
ment (Rio de Janeiro 1992), Human Rights (Vienna 1992), the
World Summit on Social Development (Copenhagen 1995), and the
Fourth World Conference on Women (Beijing 1995). These global
conferences directly contributed to the development of new rights ad-
vocacy for NGOs, as they formed alliances, developed common
strategies, shared information, and learned new methods for liti-
gation and policy advocacy. The fora also deepened northern NGOs’
exposure to southern NGOs, some of which had worked more seam-
lessly at the nexus of human rights and development for a decade or
more.

In these local and global interactions, crosscutting social move-
ments demonstrated the potential of integrating human rights stan-
dards, human rights advocacy methods, and an agenda for social
change. The global women’s movement, indigenous rights move-
ment, and other social movement organizations and networks pro-
vided a foundation for integration of development, environmental,
and human rights approaches, and gave evidence of the potential in-
fluence of global movements.

Through these developments activists, practitioners, and organiza-
tions operating at the international level came into sustained con-
tact with each other across sector lines. Demands and incentives
grew for individual NGOs to innovate, form alliances, and even cre-
ate new organizational hybrids. Individuals moved among the orga-
nizations and across sector lines, further deepening the exchange.
Together, these experiences impelled some individuals and organi-
zations into work at the nexus of development and human rights and
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forced them to accommodate to new trends and new constituencies,
shift the focus of their advocacy and research agendas, and ultimately
expand their missions and active agendas.

Implications of the New Rights Advocacy
These trends in human rights and development are significant in
themselves, but they have broader implications for larger theoreti-
cal and policy issues regarding NGOs as political and strategic ac-
tors; power, social movements, and the nature of human rights; and
the changing nature of accountability for human rights. We will re-
visit these four issues in the chapters that follow, as they spell out
some of the larger implications of the trends in human rights and
development.

IMPLICATIONS FOR NGOs MANAGING CHANGE
Two disciplinary approaches to NGOs, grounded in international re-
lations and in organizational management, seldom address each
other directly. But they offer contrasting views of international NGOs,
on the one hand as political actors driven by principle, or on the
other hand as organizations seeking strategic advantage in compet-
itive environments. Power is a central feature in our analysis of each
of the sectors, but power and the political agendas of the NGO ac-
tors are not the only dimensions of NGOs’ strategic choices. NGOs
and their fields cannot be fully understood if they are treated only
as political actors.

The heroic view of international NGOs is represented by Keck and
Sikkink’s (1998) argument that transnational issue networks are prin-
cipled and values-driven networks of individuals and organizations. A
dozen titles from the past ten years—such as The Conscience of the UN,
Making a Better World, Will Civil Society Save the World?, Restructuring
World Politics, Diplomacy of Conscience, Global Citizen Action—have also
advanced this view. We discuss the strategies and models they employ
below; for the present, international relations theorists have tended to
see NGOs, usually sympathetically, as political actors.
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NGO management scholars and practitioners have taken a variety
of approaches to the problems that arise for a voluntary organiza-
tion operating transnationally: resource constraints (Fowler 2000b),
interorganizational partnerships (Fowler 2000a), transnational NGO
“families” (Lindenberg and Bryant 2001). All these emphasize the
adoption of solutions that permit NGOs to accomplish program-
matic and sometimes policy agendas. Institutionalist approaches
(Ostrom 1990) similarly emphasize the fit of organizational forms
to the social and development needs of a society or community.

Sociological theories of organizations suggest a variety of ways to
understand organizations, change, and resistance to change. Since the
1960s, organizational theories have emphasized organizations’ ten-
dency to protect themselves from uncertainties in their working en-
vironment (Thompson 1967; Pfeffer and Salancik 1978), the role of
cultural expectations about organizations in forming the standards,
myths, and rituals to which organizations tend to conform (Dimag-
gio and Powell 1983), population ecology approaches (Hannan and
Freedman 1989), and others.

Our approach treats NGOs both as political actors and as orga-
nizations in a competitive environment with demanding constituen-
cies, influenced by changes in international power relations both
through those changes’ effects on NGOs’ principled political agen-
das and through the pressures these changes place on NGOs as or-
ganizations. Principled organizations are organizations nonetheless,
and they are affected by the demands of competitive sectors as well
as by the demands of growing inequality and need. But the fact that
these organizational imperatives exist does not render NGOs’ prin-
ciples inauthentic or ephemeral. What is important is to examine the
organizational change process closely and understand how princi-
pled considerations and organizational factors interact to produce
the decisions that emerge.

Implementing changes in NGO programs requires organizational
change, and implementing deep changes in methodology or mission
may require fundamental organizational transformation. We trace
internal processes of organizational change in detail (chapters 2 and
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3) and observe the roles of key organizations and of key individuals
in fomenting sector-wide change, forging intersector alliances, and
creating new hybrid organizational forms (chapter 4).

Changes among NGOs manifest themselves in organizational
strategies that affect allocation of resources among different existing
aspects of their operational work, at a rhetorical or tactical level (in
particular campaigns or programs) and through methodological
change, which challenges core operating principles and can lead to
an organizational transformation. All these levels of change are sig-
nificant to practitioners in the field, but change in methodology is
the most complex and most in need of explanation.

We use “methodology” to refer to organizations’ standard operat-
ing procedures, their principal means of implementing their mis-
sions. Methodologies are not easily or quickly changed, because
unlike political tactics or choices of priorities among several strate-
gies, methodologies depend upon NGOs’ structure, skill base, image,
and capacities. Profound shifts of this kind occur only under unusual
pressure or in response to powerful incentives, because they involve
changes in the basic method of operation that are often at the core
of an organization’s identity.

Among the principal NGO actors in the chapters that follow, Hu-
man Rights Watch, Amnesty International, CARE, and Oxfam have
identifiable methodologies that strongly shape their response to pres-
sures and policy changes.

Human Rights Watch forms its agenda around its strong capacity
for investigating and reporting on human rights violations. A choice
to adopt a new program area, such as women’s human rights or hu-
man rights and HIV/AIDS, is a strategic choice, a response to changes
in the environment, and it is conditioned by Human Rights Watch’s
methodology, which rests heavily on investigation and reporting.
This is a strategic choice that limits change in the agenda by hold-
ing the methodology constant. More specific choices regarding tac-
tics (e.g., which country to investigate) are shaped as well by the fit
with Human Rights Watch’s investigative and reporting apparatus.

Oxfam outlines a two-pronged organizational methodology. Part-
nerships with local and national progressive organizations—to fi-
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nance projects and programs, build organizational capacity, and carry
out advocacy—are coupled with international advocacy on global-
level issues such as World Bank reform, WTO and trade agreements,
debt relief, and HIV/AIDS. Oxfam’s redefinition of its mission in
terms of five central rights—adoption of a “rights-based” approach—
reshapes the methodology by insisting that priority issues be iden-
tified by reference to unfulfilled rights, by refocusing partnerships on
organizations that promote human rights, and by giving attention
to specific corporate actors, but it does not fundamentally change the
methodology of a development NGO already working through part-
nerships and emphasizing advocacy.

CARE is likely to experience a more fundamental change in method-
ology. It has operated with a methodology that involves directly oper-
ated CARE-managed development projects and relief operations, with
minimal advocacy work. Its adoption of a rights-based approach is a
strategic choice that the senior staff is interpreting as requiring a reori-
entation of organizational priorities, an increase in public advocacy
work, and a shift toward partnerships in its projects. How a rights-
based approach is to be integrated with CARE’s Household Livelihood
Survey and other core parts of its antipoverty analysis and planning is
central to the NGO’s debates in chapter 3.

Amnesty International’s approach to implementing its ESC rights
agenda contrasts with that of Human Rights Watch. Amnesty Interna-
tional is prepared to open the question of methodology as it begins
to act on the full spectrum of human rights. Amnesty International’s
distinctive methodology, mobilizing its volunteer membership to
write letters and take other actions in response to individual cases of
human rights abuse (torture, arbitrary detention), may require some
adaptation to be applied to the health rights of people infected with
the HIV virus or the land rights of Zimbabweans expelled from their
farms, while it retains it historical approach of mobilizing its grass-
roots membership.

For both sectors, we need a means of analyzing and comparing ob-
served organizational changes to make reliable judgments about
whether deep organizational changes are under way or an NGO is
taking less significant steps to appear to conform to sector norms.



We draw on theories of organizational change and an analysis of the
significance of human rights guarantees for NGO methods and
agenda to identify organizational changes that constitute “discontin-
uous” or “strategic” change in organizational direction and method-
ology, as opposed to “incremental” (Nadler and Tushman 1995).
Two sets of organizational theory provide a workable and consistent
answer. Structural contingency theory focuses on the organization’s
need to minimize uncertainty in its environment and protect stan-
dard operations that are the core of its work. Sociologist James
Thompson (1967) showed that every organization copes with a “task
environment,” which is the principal source of uncertainty and prin-
cipal threat to its organizational performance and control.

Pfeffer and Salancik (1978, 24, 34) argue that perturbations from
the environment are central for understanding organizations’ behav-
ior. Organizations weigh and balance competing demands and bids
for influence and control, and coping with these demands drives
much of any organization’s behavior. The key to coping with uncer-
tainty is protecting the organization’s “core technology,” its ma-
chines, skills, knowledge, training, strategies, procedures, and special
characteristics of inputs and outputs (Scott 1985).

The payoffs for research—the analytical benefits of integrating or-
ganizational and political approaches—are threefold. They allow for
a fuller understanding of NGOs themselves, they permit human
rights advocates to make a realistic assessment of the difficulties of
bringing ESC rights into the mainstream of human rights advocacy,
and they provide a basis for a skeptical interpretation of the devel-
opment NGOs’ embrace of rights-based approaches, an interpreta-
tion that neither naively accepts their claims nor lapses into cynicism
about the potential for any independent principled choices by de-
velopment agencies.

IMPLICATIONS FOR UNDERSTANDING THE POWER 
OF NGOs AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS
Power is central to this analysis. Understanding the different ways de-
velopment and human rights practitioners talk and think about power,
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and the relationships between social movements’ power claims and
economic and social rights, requires a conceptual framework that rec-
ognizes the various forms power takes. The forms of power that are of
interest in contemporary NGO practice include NGOs’ capacity to in-
fluence state policy and behavior, but they also extend to their ability
to influence corporate behavior, the activities of international finan-
cial institutions and the trade regime (drawing on environmental
NGOs’ work), and their success in expanding the popular understand-
ing and embrace of the full range of human rights standards (drawing
on development and social movement thinking.)

Power, then, is broader than the realist notion of contesting inter-
ests among states. Barnett and Duvall’s (2005) definition, following
Scott (2001), encompasses relations among nonstate actors and fo-
cuses attention on certain effects of social relations. Power is “the pro-
duction, in and through social relations, of effects that shape the
capacities of actors to determine their circumstances and fate.”
“Actors” here is deliberately broad; power may be exercised through
legislation that restricts a government agency’s power, through gov-
ernments’ actions that set the direction of an international orga-
nization, through an organized consumer campaign that makes a
marketplace strategy untenable for a corporation or industry, or
through the decision of a landlord to evict tenant farmers. Barnett
and Duvall’s approach allows for the variety of forms that power can
take. In addition to the direct exercise of compulsory power by one
actor over the behavior of another, power may be exercised through
institutions and their rules and by shaping or even defining the in-
terests and capabilities of other actors.

NGOs have adopted a variety of postures toward power. Social
movements and advocacy campaigns on economic policy issues of-
ten directly challenge power holders in corporations and major gov-
ernments, and international human rights NGOs have continuously
worked to increase the power and legitimacy of international stan-
dards, while also empowering those who wield rights claims against
the duty holders. But development organizations are less explicit in
their posture toward power and have largely embraced a discourse
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and practice that emphasizes capacity building, public participation,
and often vague language about empowerment of communities.
Thus power and its misuse by state or nonstate actors has not gen-
erally been the direct target of development work, nor has this work
directly focused on increasing the power of communities to challenge
powerful institutions.

James Ferguson’s (1990) argument, that “development” is an “anti-
politics machine” that renders the politics of social development
into a matter of allegedly apolitical expertise and bureaucratic power,
portrays a development unconcerned with democratic institutions
and accomplished at covering over the power relations that pervade
development. Development in general became more able to enter
into the discourse of political institutions in the 1990s, but there re-
mains a strong tendency to shy away from discussing power relations.
While some NGOs acknowledge the conflictive politics of develop-
ment and embrace a struggle for power over economic resources and
social policy, the sector as a whole has been more concerned with
building the legitimacy of its central project of cooperative develop-
ment. Indeed, development NGOs and humanitarian agencies have
unwittingly been caught up in the exercise of power by the United
States and other governments when they practice neutral humani-
tarianism in their emergency relief and community development
work. We take up this subject in chapter 3.

Human rights organizations themselves also address power indi-
rectly. Power is not prominent in the lexicon of the major interna-
tional human rights NGOs, but it surfaces with reference to
increasing the power, legitimacy, or authority of the human rights
standards, legitimacy that is linked, in turn, to checking the unre-
stricted power of human rights–violating governments (Risse, Ropp,
and Sikkink 1999). International NGOs seldom directly assert power
for themselves as an organization or sector, at least explicitly, yet
they often target powerful governments as leverage to impact third-
party governments directly responsible for violating human rights.

But there is an important tradition of human rights thought that
argues that human rights are much more deeply steeped in power
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and in conflicts over power. Stammers, for example, sees human
rights claims as arising out of social movements and their efforts to
increase their own power or circumscribe the powers of others. These
assertions of power, he argues, are the keys to understanding human
rights, not any pre-existent right inherent in the order of nature, nor
their standing in international treaties, covenants, and conventions
(Stammers 1999). This understanding of power is closely tied to our
understanding of new rights advocacy.

Social movements and community organizations, with whom the
international NGOs increasingly work in the context of new rights
advocacy, are usually not hesitant to assert—or defy—power, and an
important point of comparison among development NGOs, human
rights NGOs, and the networks and alliances they associate with is
their sharply differing postures with respect to power. Social move-
ments’ direct and forthright challenges to state power and to power-
ful social institutions have contributed to the uneasy relations
between international NGOs—especially in development—and so-
cial movements. The 1999 Seattle WTO protests laid bare the chasm
that divided “antiglobalization” movements, as they were then called,
from even the most progressive among the mainstream international
development NGOs, Oxfam (Nelson 2002; Bendana 2004; Scholte
2004).

The difficulty for international NGOs lies in part in their ambigu-
ous position, sometimes able to win a place at the table for dialogue
with the World Bank or the G-8 governments, yet eager to retain the
legitimacy that comes with being affiliated with mass movements. We
review several cases that suggest that the language of human rights
can serve as the political and conceptual bridge between some move-
ments and activist NGOs, in both human rights and development.

Finally, the new rights advocacy is shaping social movement ap-
proaches to globalization. Popular movements against globalization
are increasingly attempting to apply the full range of human rights
standards to economic, trade, and financial policy issues and to the
regulation of corporate behavior. Underlying an array of popular
movements since the 1990s is a growing embrace by activists of
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human rights concepts and strategies as standards for policy and be-
havior of economic actors and standards for some form of effective
international regulation. This process of building the authority of hu-
man rights standards in economic and social issues parallels the as-
sertion of civil and political rights as standards for governments by
earlier movements against torture, disappearances, and denial of civil
rights. New rights advocacy incorporates civil and political rights
guarantees for those demanding a right to participate in critical eco-
nomic policy forums and development decisions.

New rights advocacy calls more serious attention to ESC rights in
national and international policymaking. These rights, which are
legally and theoretically coequal with civil and political guarantees
such as freedom of speech and protections against arbitrary deten-
tion and torture, have not developed the same support among pow-
erful industrial countries, nor among NGO advocates, that civil and
political human rights now enjoy. The new rights advocacy chal-
lenges the relative obscurity of ESC rights and calls for reintegration
with civil and political rights.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HUMAN RIGHTS BEYOND 
THE VIOLATING STATE
What now attracts NGOs to the new rights advocacy is the potential
of human rights standards and methodologies to transform interna-
tional policy advocacy. Development grounded in internationally
recognized rights and obligations—not simply in needs and generos-
ity—places explicit obligations on governments in both the poor
and wealthy countries, and on international agencies. Human rights
standards create bases for accountability of NGOs themselves and of
corporations and governments. The development field has gone
through many fashions in doctrine and practice, but none repre-
sents such a profound shift in orientation as the new human
rights–based approaches to development practice.

Likewise, the new economic and social rights advocacy of tradi-
tional human rights NGOs allows them to address the root causes
of civil and political rights violations while targeting economic ac-
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tors and the dramatic economic changes of the past decade. This
broadening of mission is also fundamentally transforming the his-
toric human rights sector. The new rights advocacy includes multi-
ple trends with diverse historical roots and implications.

The new rights advocacy entails a fundamentally new under-
standing of accountability for the failure to meet human rights stan-
dards. In traditional civil and political rights advocacy, governments
are accused of practicing arbitrary detention, torture, or discrimina-
tory access to legal remedies, and international actors are persuaded
to exert leverage, pressing the offending governments to amend
policies and practices. New rights advocacy is not constrained by the
sole focus on the state as duty bearer and violator of human rights.
It targets many institutions, including international financial in-
stitutions, transnational corporations, trade regimes, rich-country
governments and poor-country governments themselves, whose
policies and behavior have an impact on economic and social rights
and/or civil and political rights in poor countries. Advocates ques-
tion the authority of international agencies and rules that weaken
states’ capacity to meet their obligations associated with social and
economic rights. They also call on rich countries to provide more
generous and effective development assistance, invoking the provi-
sion in Article 2 of the ICESCR that establishes international core-
sponsibility and cooperation to meet ESC rights (Jochnick 1999).
The effects of broadening its advocacy “targets” vary from case to
case, as we will see.

These changes in NGOs’ practice across the sectors challenge cur-
rent models of how NGOs influence policy. Scholars have tended to
assess NGOs’ efficacy as political actors in terms of their ability to
influence state behavior, a focus that grew out of scholarship influ-
enced by civil and political rights advocacy and the disciplinary sub-
field in which the debate has taken place, international relations. The
study of NGOs and of networks in which they participate gained le-
gitimacy in international relations (particularly in Keck and Sikkink’s
influential work) by demonstrating NGOs’ relevance to state conduct.
But the realities of NGO work at the human rights–development
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nexus call for a less state-centric approach, drawing on social move-
ment theory and broader conceptions of power, and taking into ac-
count the growing understanding of corporate influence in the
international political economy.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE DEVELOPMENT PARADIGM
The new rights advocacy is the first fundamental challenge to a mar-
ket-dominated development framework that reshaped national
economies and international trade and finance during the 1980s and
1990s. New movements are drawing on human rights standards to
challenge the application of market logic to the delivery of water and
basic services, to argue for the right to agrarian reform and education,
and to assert the primacy of human health considerations in setting
national and international policy regarding HIV/AIDS. Resistance to
privatization and liberalization plans has been a feature of national
politics in developing countries at least since the 1970s. New rights ad-
vocacy movements are challenging market-driven orthodoxy at the in-
ternational institutions with greater political force and legitimacy than
critics of structural adjustment policies have previously mustered.

Tracking the Origins
As we turn in chapters 2 and 3 to the two fields—first human rights,
then development—we investigate whether and how international
NGOs are adopting new strategic postures and methods for advanc-
ing human rights and development, and what effects these changes
have on the organizations and the broader fields.

We will observe important parallels and symmetries in the
changes, limitations, and resistance to change across the sectors. But
there are also important differences among major international
NGOs in the fields and between the two fields. International NGOs
in the two fields were affected differently by major political trends
in the 1980s and 1990s, their embrace of ESC rights has a different
organizational significance, and they are affected differently by some
of the factors that have long led to the secondary status of ESC rights
in the human rights field.
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They begin in very different positions with respect to ESC rights.
For international development NGOs, the turn to human rights, and
to ESC rights in particular, constitutes a potential paradigm shift, a
reorientation that embraces the international legal and moral frame-
work of human rights as a new kind of ethical and operational guide
for development practice. For human rights NGOs, the shift has a dif-
ferent meaning. Mainstream international human rights NGOs find
themselves in the position of turning toward the second of the twin
covenants that codify human rights principles, reintegrating through
their active agendas the two halves of the human rights legal corpus
after de-emphasizing and largely neglecting economic and social
rights throughout a generation of promotion of civil and political hu-
man rights.

This effort to reintegrate and reorient the fields will not be easy.
Fulfilling social rights is costly, and although countries and major
subnational regions such as the Indian state of Kerala have achieved
remarkable health and education outcomes on modest budgets, in
general budget constraints present barriers that are much less trou-
blesome for civil and political rights. The principle articulated in
Article 2 of the ICESCR, that international actors share the respon-
sibility in some measure through a variety of means including “pro-
viding assistance,” is yet to be fully operationalized, and any extensive
obligations are sure to encounter resistance. International NGO ac-
tivists in both fields also recognize that the international obligations
articulated in Article 2 will extend beyond providing development
assistance to shaping the rules of the global economy in ways that
make it possible for governments to meet the full range of their hu-
man rights obligations.

The partial and sometimes tentative embrace of new rights advo-
cacy by the leading international NGOs in the two fields, then, offers
a study in the differences and adaptations driven by both political and
organizational factors. But it is also the story of a kind of convergence
between two historic fields that is reshaping both while also reshap-
ing the relations among NGOs in the global North and South, social
movements, and rich- and poor-country governments.
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TRANSFORMING 
THE HUMAN RIGHTS MOVEMENT

Human Rights NGOs Embrace 
ESC Rights

In recent years Amnesty International has broadened
its mission in recognition that there are many more
prisoners of poverty than prisoners of conscience,

and that millions endure the torture of hunger and 
slow death from preventable disease. Given the
interconnected nature of all human rights violations,
engaging with economic, social, and cultural rights has
enabled Amnesty International to address complex
human rights problems in a more holistic and
comprehensive manner.

—Human Rights and Human Dignity: A Primer on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights, Amnesty International, 2005

The Emerging Movement for ESC Rights
Over the past decade, advocacy for economic and social rights has
grown more widespread, more often internationally sanctioned, and
at times more effective. This advocacy, wrapped within the interna-
tionally recognized standards of human rights, is expanding as or-
ganizations promoting economic and social policies through the
international human rights framework grow, attract support from
grassroots and international NGOs, and help to shape and expand
national and transnational NGO networks.

United Nations agencies and other international agencies have
taken steps to assist in developing more rigorous definition, monitor-
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ing, and implementation of ESC rights. The UN Commission on Hu-
man Rights appointed special rapporteurs on education, food, hous-
ing, and highest attainable standard of health. At key UN bodies from
the UNDP to the World Health Organization and Food and Agricul-
tural Organization, rights-based approaches proliferated, reinforcing
the move by UN human rights bodies to focus on economic and so-
cial rights and lending legitimacy and support to similar steps among
NGOs.

The growth in ESC rights advocacy, and with it the transformation
of the human rights movement, encompasses two processes: the de-
velopment of new movements and organizations that explicitly link
critical human needs issues to social and economic rights standards;
and the expansion of mandates by traditional civil and political
rights groups to cover ESC rights.

While new organizations and networks are forming to promote
ESC rights, traditional international human rights groups are grap-
pling with adoption of a “full spectrum” approach to human rights
advocacy, promoting the entire range of human rights principles and
standards embodied in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR) and the two binding international treaties that were devel-
oped to legally codify the UDHR. As examples, Human Rights Watch
(HRW) and others have adopted some ESC rights analysis and ad-
vocacy, while Amnesty International’s international policymaking
body took a decisive step in 2001 toward full engagement with ESC
rights.

This chapter first examines the international conditions that have
changed over the last two decades and how traditional civil and po-
litical human rights organizations have altered their strategies in re-
sponse, leading to the eventual embrace of economic and social
rights advocacy. Second, three case studies of traditional interna-
tional human rights organizations, and of the new organizations
that have emerged that focus explicitly on ESC rights, allow us to ob-
serve the variety of patterns of adoption and organizational change.

Third, we turn to debates within the human rights community
about the efficacy of traditional human rights organizations adopt-
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ing ESC agendas, including questions of ideology, methods, capac-
ity, and organizational priorities and identity. We conclude with
some observations about the future challenges of ESC rights advo-
cacy and the growing convergence of human rights groups with de-
velopment and environmental agencies embracing a rights-based
approach to development.

Traditional International Human Rights NGOs 
and ESC Rights
The cold war dichotomy of civil and political versus social, eco-
nomic, and cultural rights set the framework for future advocacy on
human rights. Most recognized international human rights groups
emerged in the West and reflected a bias toward civil and political
rights. The early human rights NGOs took on the most egregious
forms of human rights violations recognized by Western govern-
ments. Thus torture, mistreatment, execution, and denial of due
process for political beliefs became the central set of human rights
embraced by newly emergent human rights groups. Human rights
NGOs also understood that they would be most influential if they
focused on issues readily embraced by Western constituencies, allow-
ing activists to build a power base for international advocacy. With
the expansion of repressive regimes associated with the Eastern bloc,
and the tendency of the United States and other Western countries
to treat human rights abuses by allied regimes as tolerable tradeoffs
to achieve short-term political stability, the constituency began to
grow in the West for civil and political rights protection.

Amnesty International, for example, was founded in 1961 and
evolved its methodology for protecting individual civil and political
human rights in this cold war environment. Addressing individuals’
rights to political freedoms and bodily integrity, Amnesty Interna-
tional garnered international support that transcended ideological
differences by targeting human rights violations by totalitarian So-
viet bloc governments and abusive regimes in the southern hemi-
sphere while challenging the Western rationale for tacitly or directly
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supporting repression by anticommunist regimes. Coupling solid
research and letter-writing tactics, Amnesty International was quickly
recognized for its successes in securing human rights protection and
for building an international grassroots movement (Korey 1998).
While its mandate evolved over time, its focus remained relatively cir-
cumscribed within the larger system of human rights, responding to
the many cases of civil and political rights abuses.

Other international human rights NGOs replicated Amnesty’s fo-
cus on a subset of civil and political rights monitoring and advocacy.
While each had a different methodology or constituency, the growth
of international NGOs formed in the United States alone, such as In-
ternational Human Rights Law Group (now Global Rights), Human
Rights Watch, and the Lawyers Committee for Human Rights (now
Human Rights First), effectively (if unintentionally) reinforced and
popularized the idea that human rights were civil and political rights.

But dramatic international system changes forced human rights
NGOs to alter strategies. As the cold war system began to unravel and
new regimes led by human rights activists or shaped by human rights
principles came to power, the optimistic view flourished that a new
era for global human rights advocacy had opened. As the world wit-
nessed a decade of democratization in the 1990s and the cold war
rationale that had legitimated international support for undemocra-
tic and repressive government was weakened, international human
rights NGOs debated how to hold newly independent and demo-
cratic regimes to international human rights standards and how to
address past rights violations.

But it was a brief period of optimism for human rights advocates.
Within a few short years, communal conflicts and carnage in Yu-
goslavia and Rwanda put the euphoria to rest. The failure of the in-
ternational community to effectively address these conflicts without
the cold war imperative or significant economic interests brought the
new era’s challenges into stark form, and human rights NGOs grap-
pled with how to respond.

As international conditions changed, human rights and humani-
tarian crises multiplied, economic globalization began to take hold,
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and national and transnational social movements in the global South
grew in size and sophistication, the operating conditions for inter-
national human rights NGOs also changed significantly. The changes
compelled a rethinking of strategies and produced patterns in NGO
activity that we characterize in the stages sketched below. Each stage
ultimately led those organizations toward a focus on ESC rights,
produced greater collaboration with the development sector, and
addressed more directly the economic “root” causes of civil and po-
litical rights violations. Ultimately, these strategic changes led to de-
bates on whether international human rights NGOs should directly
embrace research and advocacy on ESC rights, not only as root causes
of civil and political rights violations, but as legitimate human rights
in themselves.

IMPUNITY AND UNIVERSALITY
By the mid-1990s, human rights NGOs faced four critical factors in the
post–cold war international environment that challenged their tradi-
tional approaches to work in civil and political human rights. These
primary factors—the proliferation of communal conflicts and genoci-
dal conditions, the global explosion of civil society, the affront to uni-
versality posed by key governments and reactionary forces, and the
declining strength of the United Nations—stimulated the first round
of strategic changes. Reaction to these factors led to development of
two immediate strategies: the reassertion of the universality of rights
through strengthening both the United Nations machinery and the
capacity of human rights NGOs in the global South, and a focus on
developing norms and institutions of accountability for redress of
past human rights violations. These challenges, and some strategic re-
sponses by human rights NGOs, are described briefly below.

Communal Conflict and Accountability

The growing number of communal or ethnic conflicts appeared to
accelerate with the dismantling of cold war alliance systems. Human
rights NGOs, faced with the carnage of Rwanda and the former
Yugoslavia, grappled with how to respond to such crises before they
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reached genocidal proportions and how to ensure that the post-con-
flict era would not spiral back into patterns of violence.

The response of human rights groups in the early 1990s was mul-
tifaceted. They stepped up advocacy for mechanisms of accountabil-
ity for mass violations of human rights and genocide, from truth
commissions to internationalized war crimes tribunals to ultimately
an International Criminal Court; began efforts to hold nonstate ac-
tors (insurgent groups in civil conflicts) accountable to international
human rights standards in conflict situations; and focused on devel-
oping early warning and crises response systems to enable rapid, ef-
fective action in the face of genocidal conditions. Human rights
advocates called for greater attention to “root causes” of communal
conflicts and developed initiatives to pursue diverse strategies to
track patterns of identity-based discrimination by governments, to
counter the public incitement to mass hatred through media and ed-
ucation, and to control the instruments of war, such as the small arms
trade and the use of child soldiers.

Global Civil Society

By the early 1990s the growth of local, national, and regional NGOs
throughout the world meant that international human rights NGOs
now had new partners at the local and national levels to document
human rights abuses, partners who challenged what were often forty-
year-old methods and operating procedures of the international
groups. Globalization was not limited to the rapid advance of capi-
tal mobility and near-universal embrace of neoliberal economic poli-
cies, it also meant the globalization of communication systems and
sharing of strategies between geographically dispersed social move-
ments and NGOs. Globalization played a critical role in changing re-
lations between international NGOs and their counterparts in the
poor countries.

In response to these changes in global civil society, the interna-
tional groups began to focus on institution and capacity building at
the local level, training and assisting southern or eastern NGOs to
conduct investigations of human rights, litigate cases, and develop
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campaigning tools. They worked to protect the rights of local human
rights defenders, a strategy (described below) that took on more sig-
nificance as international NGOs grappled with economic globaliza-
tion later in the decade.

Universality and the Erosion of the UN Human Rights Machinery

The 1993 World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna was ex-
pected by some to be a celebration of the post–cold war era, the new
freedom of the United Nations to operate in a less politicized inter-
national environment, and NGO human rights successes. Instead it
marked a watershed moment for the integrity of the human rights
system, as NGOs battled a coalition of governments determined
to undermine the principle of the universality of human rights
standards and weaken the UN human rights system. Led in part by
women’s human rights groups, the conference ended with a weak but
successful renewal of support for the concepts of universality, indi-
visibility, and interdependence of rights with some key, specific com-
mitments to strengthening the UN machinery (Dorsey 1996).

The challenge to shore up the fundamental concept of universal-
ity of rights was compounded by shifts in the foreign policy priori-
ties of Western governments. A new Democratic administration in
the United States made promoting free-market democracies, rather
than human rights, its top priority, resulting in human rights regres-
sions, including the delinking of trade and aid from human rights
guarantees (Mann 1999). Human rights advocates battled through-
out the early to mid-1990s for attention to human rights in the
post–cold war economic policies of the most powerful governments
on the international stage.

CONFRONTING ECONOMIC GLOBALIZATION
The focus on root causes and early warning for large-scale human
rights violations and the reassertion of the universality of rights co-
incided with a period of rapid economic globalization, which
marked a new stage in strategic adaptation for traditional human
rights groups. This is not the place for a sustained analysis of the
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impact of economic globalization on human rights; instead we turn
to a brief overview of the stages of strategic response international
human rights groups adopted to address those conditions.

For human rights groups, the immediate challenges posed by eco-
nomic globalization were threefold: how to measure the impact of
economic globalization through human rights standards, how to
apply international human rights standards to economic actors, and
how to remain relevant in the eyes of the emerging NGO and social
movement mobilizations opposing corporate globalization.

Most large international human rights organizations, historically
state-focused, had limited experience in monitoring corporations or
international financial institutions or targeting them for grassroots
campaigns. There was growing attention to corporate accountability
issues, and international human rights NGOs intervened in select is-
sues with the International Monetary Fund or the World Bank, call-
ing for policies that conformed to human rights standards and for
human rights impact assessments of loans. But international NGOs’
grassroots campaigning remained largely targeted on governments,
a focus that only began to change by the mid 1990s, as the case stud-
ies that follow demonstrate.

Additionally, the “decade of despair” (UNDP 2000) left traditional
international human rights NGOs vulnerable to the challenge that
their work was not relevant to the 1.2 billion people living in abject
poverty, heightened inequality, and social marginalization. With the
explosion of southern NGOs and ESC rights–oriented groups and
their focus on economic actors and on the impact of development
policies, traditional human rights groups increasingly came under fire
for (at best) adopting an inadequate approach to human rights ad-
vocacy and (at worst) for blocking the full potential of the human
rights framework to promote the rights of peoples hardest hit by eco-
nomic globalization. As international exchanges of perspectives in-
tensified and began to change the power dynamics among NGOs,
international human rights activists increasingly recognized the cen-
trality of ESC rights to impoverished peoples’ lives.1 Criticisms from
smaller NGOs and southern NGOs were not new, but increasingly
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the large, traditional international human rights NGOs began to im-
plement new ways to respond to the calls for a human rights ap-
proach to social and economic conditions.

RESPONDING TO THE CALL FOR ADVOCACY 
ON ESC RIGHTS
The field of human rights was already dramatically changing. With the
advance of new strategies to react to international system changes and
the growth in new human rights actors, the changed strategic orienta-
tions of international human rights NGOs—historically focused on
targeting state violations of civil and political rights—presented pro-
found changes for organizational management and constituency ed-
ucation. Supporters of human rights such as Amnesty International
had to be educated about new human rights crises and trained in new
strategies. Media and public education would also necessarily follow.
In the period of one decade, assumptions on which the previous thirty
years of advocacy were built were undergoing radical reorientation.

The rapid development of new organizations working on human
rights, the intensified interaction with the development and environ-
ment fields, and the growing call by social movements for interna-
tional human rights groups to address economic actors and economic
and social policies created internal demands for changes in strategic
priorities and, in some cases, methods of operation.

Defending the Defenders of Human Rights

“Defending the defenders” initiatives seek to protect those trade, de-
velopment, women’s, and environmental activists who defend hu-
man rights in their own countries and whose own civil and political
rights are often violated as they protest labor conditions or the im-
pact of development projects. Focusing on civil and political rights
violations of individuals and inspiring worldwide action on cases
with a human face, campaigning on behalf of human rights defend-
ers was a high priority for many human rights organizations from the
middle to late 1990s. By creating a “safe” political space and calling
international attention to emerging movements and NGOs operating
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in the global South, the defenders approach has been a critical bridge
to building coalitions with NGOs in the development, labor, and en-
vironmental movements. It has also reflected a shift in roles and
power relations between NGOs based in the West and North and
those in the global South.

Action on ESC Rights

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, many international human rights
groups began incorporating analysis of the relationship of civil and po-
litical rights to economic and social rights. Many had a history of ba-
sic public education on all human rights, despite a more narrow focus
in their direct advocacy. But by the late 1990s, human rights NGOs be-
gan to move from talking about ESC rights and the principles of indi-
visibility and interdependence in their reports and public education
programs to linking them to their advocacy agendas. In this period, the
gradual appearance of analysis around ESC and interdependence was
converted into rapid adoption of new approaches. As we argue in
chapter 1, new advocacy on ESC rights reflected both external and in-
ternal pressures for change. International human rights NGOs per-
ceived that to be both effective in addressing a changed world and
legitimate in the eyes of their counterparts in the poor countries, they
had to lend greater credibility to economic and social rights.

How did the international human rights NGOs incorporate new
agendas on ESC rights? The answer varies by organization, depending
upon leadership, expectation, availability of funds, and pre-existing
method of operation, as the following case studies demonstrate.

ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE IN INTERNATIONAL 
HUMAN RIGHTS NGOs
By the mid-1990s, international human rights NGOs had already be-
gun to take steps toward new research and advocacy on ESC rights.
Some of the most recognized human rights groups, like Human Rights
Watch and Amnesty International, were watched carefully by other
NGOs. Advocates of ESC rights saw the legitimating potential of such
moves, but were concerned that the international NGOs would further
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bifurcate ESC rights and civil and political rights into a new type of
hierarchy. ESC rights advocates were also concerned that the interna-
tional NGOs would enter this arena not as partners but would domi-
nate, overshadowing decades of work done by smaller NGOs and
drawing resources away from those groups already struggling to gar-
ner support for the long-marginalized ESC rights agenda.

Others were concerned about the impact on the international
NGOs themselves. Would they stretch scarce resources too far to be
effective? Would they lose historic constituencies and donor sup-
port, or become indistinguishable from other human rights and de-
velopment groups? Did they have the capacity to manage the change?
And is it being sustained?

Three case studies offer insight into how staff members and sup-
porters navigated these debates, and on how organizations manage
change and develop new strategies and methods to respond to new
conditions. We will look briefly at Human Rights First (formerly
Lawyers Committee for Human Rights) and Human Rights Watch,
then examine in greater detail change at Amnesty International, given
its prominence in the international human rights movement and the
complexities of change for its international structure and member-
ship. These are by no means the only international human rights
NGOs that have adopted an ESC rights agenda, but their contrast-
ing cases provide important data for tracking changes in the sector.

These three organizations can be seen as representing three differ-
ent levels of change: (a) program level engagement, (b) limited adop-
tion, and (c) full embrace. Each of the case studies addresses three
questions: What reasons do the organizations provide for their new
and expanded focus on ESC rights? How has the change manifested
itself in research and advocacy, changes in staff or structure, meth-
ods, or programmatic focus? How is ESC work integrated into the
international NGOs’ agendas?

Program Level Engagement

Founded in 1978 in the United States, the Lawyers Committee for Hu-
man Rights evolved at a time when the U.S. government supported
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right-wing dictatorships notorious for civil and political rights abuses.
Its adoption of ESC rights was gradual.

In 2003 its stated mission was to “create a secure and humane
world by advancing justice, human dignity, and respect for the rule
of law . . . support human rights activists . . . protect refugees in flight
from persecution and repression; promote fair economic practices by
creating safeguards for workers’ rights; and help to build a strong in-
ternational system of justice and accountability for the worst human
rights crimes.” This statement reflected both the strategic priorities
of the organization and its evolution: defending human rights ac-
tivists, working toward international justice to confront impunity,
and a strong focus on labor and immigrant rights.

By 2004, although it had changed its name to “Human Rights
First” and amended its mission statement and stated priorities, its
work on ESC rights was not reflected in either. In the revised state-
ment, Human Rights First:

“believes that building respect for human rights and the rule
of law will help ensure the dignity to which every individual is
entitled and will stem tyranny, extremism, intolerance, and
violence . . .

protects people at risk: refugees who flee persecution, victims
of crimes against humanity or other mass human rights
violations, victims of discrimination, those whose rights are
eroded in the name of national security, and human rights
advocates. . . . These groups are often the first victims of
societal instability and breakdown; their treatment is a
harbinger of wider-scale repression.

works to prevent violations against these groups and to seek
justice and accountability for violations against them.”

Human Rights First (HRF) embraced ESC rights gradually and
strategically, largely out of its work with workers’ rights, corporate ac-
countability, and refugee rights. Under the longtime leadership of
Michael Posner, Human Rights First’s programs grew and changed
to reflect changes in political and economic conditions. In the 1980s,
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as Lawyers Committee for Human Rights, HRF understood that while
governments continued to be a target for human rights monitoring
and advocacy, nonstate actors were complicit in human rights vio-
lations. HRF became a leader in promoting workers’ rights as inter-
nationally sanctioned human rights and in developing an advocacy
agenda to hold corporations accountable to abuses of labor rights.
HRF helped found the Fair Labor Association and the FLA-NGO Ad-
visory Council, which outline and monitor minimum standards for
corporations working in developing countries. HRF’s Worker’s Rights
Program also works with other NGOs to monitor practices of textile
and garment companies. From its work on corporate complicity in
violations of civil and political rights, HRF began to focus on the fail-
ure of states to act on a wider array of human rights issues, includ-
ing the rights to food, water, and safe working conditions.

HRF’s program on refuges also helped propel the organization into
greater advocacy on ESC rights. According to the director of HRF’s
International Refugees Program, in emergencies involving massive
refugee movements, along with significant concern for individuals’
physical integrity, food security, the right to clean water, and access to
basic standards of health care surface as top priorities. In refugee
crises, these rights are critical to survival but frequently denied, and
historic international approaches to humanitarian relief have been
increasingly criticized as reactive.2 As refugee activists sought durable
solutions to refugee and humanitarian disasters, they began to turn
to human rights approaches, and HRF focused its refugee work on de-
vising long-term solutions with a rights-based focus.

Working with the West African Non Governmental Organizations
Refugees and Internally Displaced Network (WARIPNET), HRF devel-
oped a set of recommendations for treatment of refugees. The right to
food, health, and education became focal points in the joint HRF and
WARIPNET report, which identified a wide range of human rights vi-
olations against refugees and highlighted their complex and interde-
pendent nature. From Response to Solution—Strengthening the Protection
of Refugees in West Africa identifies recommendations for national, re-
gional, and UN bodies to protect the ESC rights of refugees. Neglect of
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the right to health is linked to the systematic denial of other ESC rights
and to civil and political human rights violations; investigations in ru-
ral Mali documented “as many as eight deaths” among ninety-four
women whose sexually transmitted infections were left untreated due
to “delays and inadequacies in the delivery of health care” (27).

To fully address the human rights violations occurring in response
to refugee crises or in refugee camps, HRF and its local partners iden-
tified a range of ESC rights recommendations for local governments.
Once its analysis is disseminated, HRF provides legal training and
educational workshops, working with local NGOs to take steps to-
ward achieving the recommendations. In 2000, WARIPNET invited
HRF to conduct a one-week ESC rights workshop for local activists.

At HRF, the decision to adopt an emphasis on ESC rights was not
controversial, but evolutionary. Work on labor rights and the sweat-
shop campaigns reflected the interdependence of rights and made
the transition for the organization a relatively easy one. And partner-
ships with local grassroots and national human rights NGOs in their
target countries allowed HRF to work collaboratively to develop an
effective set of ESC rights recommendations. Many of the ESC rights
focal points emerged out of these partnerships, providing evidence
for the changing influence of North-South partnerships on the deci-
sion and priorities set by international human rights NGOs.3

However, shortly thereafter, in a strategic-planning process that
shook up the organization's structure in 2003, HRF decided to cut
back on its range of programs in order to focus on what it identified
as key areas of civil and political human rights and an expanded at-
tention to U.S. domestic human rights, including torture; arbitrary
detention; and other abuses by the United States in the war on ter-
ror; nondiscrimination, especially antisemitism; and the organiza-
tion's long-standing attention to the right of asylum in the United
States for refugees fleeing political persecution. In an attempt to re-
cast itself with more public campaigning and less policy think-tank
and "grasstops" advocacy, HRF effectively eliminated its economic
and social rights work, which had allowed for international coalition
building and high-level policy advocacy but had proven hard to mold
into campaigns. By 2004, HRF had cut its International Refugees and



Workers Rights programs altogether, and by 2008 it returned to a
more traditional human rights agenda. While the organization never
adopted ESCR at the mission level, it is unclear whether they will
adopt ESCR advocacy in the future. If there is substantial change in
U.S. foreign policy, there might be an opening to return to the previ-
ous work on workers and refugee rights or direct ESCR advocacy.
These changes, though, suggest that the additional resources needed
to combat HR abuses in the wake of the war on terror undermined
progress towards new ESCR work.

Limited Adoption

In September 1992, Human Rights Watch published “Indivisible Hu-
man Rights: The Relationship of Political and Civil Rights to Survival,
Subsistence and Poverty.” The report’s stated objective is to demon-
strate how subsistence depends upon the existence of political and
civil rights, which takes on the Eastern bloc governments’ argument
that civil and political rights cannot be enjoyed until basics subsis-
tence has been obtained. It argues that civil and political rights allow
people to obtain food, to keep land for subsistence farming, organ-
ize for economic advancement, and to resist environmental damage.

The report is significant for three reasons. First, it was released in
the run-up to the World Conference on Human Rights, where the
concepts of universality and interdependence were being contested.
The conference helped motivate traditional international human
rights NGOs to signal that they were beginning to redefine their ap-
proaches. Although the report is a defense of the focus on civil and
political rights, it recognizes an altered operating environment and
articulates a sophisticated linkage between issues of economic devel-
opment and environment.

Second, it reflects the growing influence of southern NGOs and
their perspectives and the shift in power relations between interna-
tional NGOs and their grassroots counterparts. The report begins by
quoting the final document of the tenth conference of the Heads of
State of Non Aligned Countries, who expressed concern about se-
lectivity in promoting human rights and the tendency to “neglect
economic, social and cultural rights which relate more immediately
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to mankind’s needs for food, shelter and health care and for the
eradication of poverty and illiteracy.”

Third, it demonstrated international NGOs’ desire to respond to
the growing demands for recognition of ESC and environmental
rights by acknowledging them as the “root causes” of civil and po-
litical rights violations, demonstrating that the denial of civil and po-
litical rights can lead to famine and poverty, and showing how civil
and political rights protections create political space for economic,
social, and environmental advocacy.

Although this report did not itself represent a shift of focus in re-
search and advocacy, it did signal change. By the mid-1990s, HRW
began to argue for a particular approach to ESC rights, applying the
tried-and-true methods international human rights NGOs had used
successfully for decades in protecting civil and political rights to spe-
cific categories of ESC rights violations.

In a widely distributed and hotly debated article published in Hu-
man Rights Quarterly in 2004, HRW executive director Kenneth Roth
articulated his views of the challenges international human rights
NGOs would face in adopting ESC rights and of the appropriate
focus for organizations historically focused on civil and political
rights. Roth embraces the concept of interdependence and argues that
there is a place for ESC rights, but cautions that human rights NGOs
should confine their work to issues where the violator and remedy
can be clearly identified and where the traditional methodology of
naming and shaming can be effective. The debate over this article is
detailed later in this chapter.

Roth’s article is consistent with Human Rights Watch’s explicit ap-
proach to ESC rights, clearly articulated in its publications web site:
“[In addressing ESC rights, w]e focus particularly on situations in
which our methodology of investigation and reporting is most ef-
fective, such as when arbitrary or discriminatory governmental con-
duct lies behind an economic, social and cultural rights violation.”
ESC rights “are an integral part of the body of international human
rights law, with the same character and standing as civil and politi-
cal rights. We conduct research and advocacy on economic, social,
and cultural rights using the same methodology that we use with re-



spect to civil and political rights and subject to the same criteria,
namely, the ability to identify a rights violation, a violator, and a rem-
edy to address the violation.”

How does this approach shape the organization’s adoption of is-
sues? A review of HRW reports since 1990 reveals its precision in spec-
ifying that a pattern of discrimination is the human rights violation at
stake, identifying a clear and typically singular actor as the violator, and
delineating a remedy that often requires a change in law or policy, not
a reallocation of resources. HRW’s methodology is to conduct high-
level research on rights violations, often in partnership with allied or-
ganizations in target countries, produce reports based upon this
documentation, distribute them widely, and conduct intensive media
campaigns to promote the remedies they propose. While HRW does
some direct advocacy, it does not have a membership base or con-
stituency that may seek to directly influence its policies or strategies.

In the early 1990s there was a strong emphasis on discriminatory
policies and the economic and social rights of cultural or ethnic
minorities. The first report cited in its catalogue of ESC reports is
“Ghana: Official Attacks on Religious Freedom” (1990), which calls
on the government to rescind a law requiring all religious bodies to
register with the Ministry of the Interior. Other reports in the early
and mid-1990s also focus on religious or cultural freedoms in the
former Czechoslovakia, Indonesia, Estonia, Pakistan, and Vietnam.
With the intensification of conflicts based on religious freedom in
the late 1990s, particularly in Sudan, HRW issued a series of reports
and intensified its media and advocacy work.

By the late 1990s, government protection of workers’ rights had
become an important theme for HRW, as they protected workers
and labor rights protesters in South Korea and Indonesia and con-
ducted advocacy on free trade agreements. HRW also reported on at-
tacks against leaders of resistance to large-scale development projects
and on the forced relocation that often accompanies such projects,
as evidenced by reports on the Three Gorges and Narmada dams in
China and India.

HRW has dedicated programs for children’s and women’s rights,
and their reports have been used in advocacy efforts by other
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organizations in the global movement for women’s rights. Early re-
ports of the women’s rights program, prepared leading up to the Bei-
jing women’s conference, linked economic conditions to the abuses
of women. “Neither Jobs Nor Justice: State Discrimination against
Women in Russia” (Human Rights Watch 1995), for example, cited
the impact on women of the worsening economic conditions and
in employment discrimination and abuse in the workplace. A series
of reports focused on abuses in Mexican maquiladoras, disappear-
ances of women in Mexico and Guatemala, the rights of women and
children domestic workers, trafficking of women, and domestic vi-
olence issues. HRW has also assigned high priority to the impact of
government HIV/AIDS policies on women and children.

Human Rights Watch’s program on HIV/AIDS focuses largely on
civil and political rights and protecting against discriminatory treat-
ment of HIV/AIDS patients and activists. Applying its established re-
search and documentation strategies, HRW has made the case that
discrimination and stigmatization, and sometimes active and system-
atic violations of the civil and political rights of people living with
HIV/AIDS, contribute to their reluctance to seek testing and treat-
ment. Under these circumstances, improved protection of rights
against discrimination is a step to improving testing and treatment.

HRW’s first reports on human rights and AIDS, in 2001, focused
on violence against schoolgirls in South Africa and on HIV/AIDS and
children’s rights in Kenya. HRW sums up the links between discrim-
ination, human rights abuses, and HIV/AIDS succinctly: human
rights abuses “fuel the epidemic,” abuses also “follow infection,”
and research and reporting are needed to protect the rights of vul-
nerable groups and persons infected with HIV. In addition to reports
on this theme, HRW research has also documented limitations
placed on AIDS activists in China, intrahousehold inequality and
HIV vulnerability in Uganda, and human rights abuse of prisoners
and other groups in Russia. In 2005, HRW filed amicus briefs in two
cases against USAID, challenging the requirement that NGOs adopt
formal policies opposing prostitution as a condition of receiving
public health funding from the U.S. overseas aid agency (Human
Rights Watch 2005).



Although a review of reports clearly illustrates the consistent pat-
tern of reporting and advocacy on ESC rights employed by HRW, re-
cent reports focus on government programming and its wide impact
within the population, as in questions of food security in North Ko-
rea, and other reports begin to show creative approaches to the ques-
tion of recommended remedies for state discrimination in the
delivery of economic and social rights, such as the right to education
for Iraqi children in Jordan, cited in the box.
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IRAQI REFUGEES: THE RIGHT TO EDUCATION
On August 24, 2006, HRW staff member Bill Frelick published an
opinion piece in the Jordan Times titled “Going to School: A Right
Not to Be Ignored.” With five hundred thousand Iraqi refugees in
Jordan, HRW cited its concern that on the first day of school, tens of
thousands of Iraqi children were suffering discrimination and were
prevented from attending classes. With crowded classrooms and
strained government resources in education and health care, the
Jordanian government announced that year that foreign children
without residence permits could not attend public schools. Later it
reversed its decision, but this produced a confusion that left many
children at home, with government administrators, school
superintendents, and parents all receiving mixed messages. HRW,
acknowledging the financial burden on the government, called on
the Jordanian government to ask for international assistance to
support Iraqi children’s education. HRW also called on the
government to change its policy to allow all children to attend school
regardless of residency status and to inform their parents, or risk
being in violation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child,
which guarantees free and compulsory primary education without
any discrimination.

HRW’s advocacy fits neatly within the organization’s prescribed
ESC rights boundaries: it details discriminatory practices on the part
of a government (clear violation and clear violator), it details a
remedy—change the policy and inform parents and schools. But
most importantly it does not engage state allocation of resources
directly, but indicates that the international community may also be
part of the financial solution.



Full Embrace

Amnesty International’s (AI) worldwide decision-making body voted
in 2001 to give greater attention to ESC rights promotion and to in-
tegrate ESC rights with its traditional focus on civil and political
rights. Prior to this decision, AI had already committed in 1991 to
begin educating about ESC rights. But this step had created a con-
fusing distinction between “promotional” work (education) on ESC
rights, and active campaigning, still reserved for civil and political
rights. The 2001 decision meant that AI would begin to campaign
on some ESC rights that fit within a larger definition of patterns of
grave abuses of rights. As such, AI staff and activists would need to
rapidly build their skills and understanding of ESC standards, is-
sues, and cases to be effective in applying their methods of research
and advocacy to this wider range of human rights issues worldwide.
In 2007, AI embraced work on the “full spectrum” of human rights,
further clarifying the 2001 decision. What drove these changes and
how has AI begun to operationalize this commitment to ESC rights?

By the mid-1990s, AI was working in an integrated way to address
the international trends identified above. They were lobbying to sup-
port the establishment of the post of a UN high commissioner for
human rights, advocating the development of an International Crim-
inal Court (as the ultimate international mechanism to deal with im-
punity issues), and supporting human rights standards for armed
conflict and peacekeeping operations.

As economic change accelerated and as the calls from membership
and other human rights advocates grew louder, AI grappled with its
own mandate, methodology, and its position on ESC rights. Gov-
erned democratically by its international membership, AI has histor-
ically been slow to change. Its position on economic sanctions, for
example, has been debated for more than a decade, and some pol-
icy and mandate debates take on mythological proportion in the lore
of AI’s staff and membership. Still, two dramatic changes have oc-
curred in the past decade, as AI expanded its focus from state actors
to include corporations and other nonstate actors, and adopted a
new mission including ESC rights advocacy.
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Economic Actors and Corporate Accountability. While the Dutch,
British, and U.S. sections of AI took initiatives on economic actors, the
commitment to expand work on corporations was movement-wide,
signaled by the development of an office on business and human
rights in London. Direct corporate involvement in human rights
abuses—in cases such as Shell Oil in Nigeria, BP in Colombia, and
Freeport MacMahon in Indonesia—provoked quick responses. Strate-
gically, AI used a collaborative approach that coupled an encourage-
ment of corporate best practices with more confrontational demands
for accountability in cases where corporate complicity in abuses
had been well documented. It increasingly called for corporate codes
of conduct and launched its own set of business principles for human
rights in the areas of community consultation, security for arrange-
ments, and workplace and labor rights (Amnesty International 2001).

With research teams overburdened in their focus on traditional hu-
man rights cases, the data coming out of the research center at the
International Secretariat was inconsistent, and larger national sec-
tions that can finance their own projects have propelled the ESC
rights research forward. In February 2002, the British section of Am-
nesty International and the International Business Leaders Forum re-
leased a major report titled Business and Human Rights: A Geography
of Corporate Risk. It documents key regional areas of concern and key
industries where companies are most vulnerable to the costs and rep-
utational damage associated with human rights violations (Amnesty
International United Kingdom and The International Business Lead-
ers Forum 2002). The report reflects AI’s continued state-based fo-
cus, examining the human rights performance of countries where
corporations invest and emphasizing that companies operating in
countries with repressive and corrupt regimes risk being drawn into
conflict or having their reputations damaged by having human rights
violations associated with their operations.

In AI-USA, a new campaign launched in 1998 reflected several of
the trends in NGO activity—addressing the root causes of civil and
political rights violations, protecting the rights of defenders, monitor-
ing corporate conduct, and building coalitions with development and
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environmental organizations. The Just Earth! campaign, launched
jointly with the Sierra Club to protect the rights of environmental de-
fenders, released a report depicting a larger global pattern of govern-
ment repression against environmental activists who challenge
large-scale development projects, resource extraction, and govern-
ment development policies. The report covered a wide spectrum of en-
vironmental and development concerns while focusing on civil and
political rights violations. The campaign was designed to help recruit
new members by addressing issues of concern to the larger environ-
mental movement and to the antiglobalization groups; it has attracted
significant support from the movement’s grassroots base, particularly
among youths.

The campaign was built around three strategic goals: protecting key
individual defenders, promoting environmental and human rights
standards for corporations operating abroad, and providing protec-
tion for affected communities to engage in or resist the effects of de-
velopment policies. The campaign drew on AI’s historic focus on the
individual face of rights violations while working to extend existing
international standards to enact effective global regulations for cor-
porations. Seeking domestic mechanisms to curtail transnational
corporate abuses, the campaign also launched a collaborative ef-
fort among development, labor, human rights, and environmental
groups to pass “International Right to Know” legislation requiring
U.S. corporations operating abroad to disclose information about
their environmental impacts, labor practices, and security arrange-
ments (see chapter 4).

The Just Earth! campaign demonstrated the trend toward collab-
oration between NGOs across movements and sectors. It embraced
environmental rights advocacy that long predated the collaboration
between two mainstream NGOs, and it signaled the movement of
corporate accountability to the mainstream of NGO activity. The ini-
tiative enjoyed great popularity with the growing number of young
activists in AI-USA. But the campaign did not explicitly address ESC
rights. It would take another few years before the next level of strate-
gic change would occur.
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2001: Adopting a New Mission. In 1991, AI made the first signifi-
cant changes in its historic mandate since its founding in 1961. As
AI expanded its membership and presence in countries around the
world, it became clear that an organization of its size might no longer
need operationally to be so limited in its scope, and its historic fo-
cus might become indefensible in the face of demands from part-
nered organizations and AI membership to take on new concerns.
Controversy over whether to include sexual orientation as a basis for
defining a prisoner of conscience and over other pressing issues led
to a mandate review, which opened the door for wider consideration
of what human rights AI would work on. The mandate review ulti-
mately led to the adoption of a new mission that would allow work
on ESC rights. At the 2001 international decision-making meeting
held in Dakar, Senegal, the membership debated and endorsed a lim-
ited move toward ESC rights (Matas n.d.).

At a preliminary planning meeting before the 2001 meeting,
renowned human rights expert Philip Alston argued that “AI is a
civil and political rights organization, not a human rights organiza-
tion,” and that economic and social rights are marginalized. He said
that AI has been part of the problem in terms of these rights, and
“the [2001] meeting expressed the will that the movement escape
from that political and civil rights straitjacket. From Dakar the inten-
tion was that indivisibility and interdependence of human rights
would have real meaning, that AI would contribute not just to pro-
moting . . . ESC rights, but as well with a limited framework, to pre-
vention and ending their violations” (Matas n.d.).

The changes were immediately visible, and the limited focus iden-
tified at the 2001 meeting seems to no longer drive research and ad-
vocacy. The organization appears to be fully embracing an ESC rights
approach. The introduction of the AI 2005 Annual Report cites the
persistence of poverty as “perhaps the gravest threat to human rights
and collective security,” connecting the new focus on ESC rights to the
world’s focus on terrorism. Citing the interdependence built into the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the necessity of recogniz-
ing the rights to food, water, and access to an adequate standard of
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living as equal to civil and political rights, the report states, “The fact
that so many people live in inhuman conditions, and that the gap be-
tween rich and poor is widening between and within countries, di-
rectly contradicts the notion that all human beings are born equal in
dignity and rights” (Amnesty International 2005a, 8). Summarizing
its country reports, Amnesty cites examples of successful remedies of
ESC rights, the linkage between the UN Millennium Development
Goals and human rights, and corporate accountability for ESC rights
(Amnesty International 2005a).

In 2006, AI began preparing for its first international campaign on
ESC rights, to be launched by 2008. The staff at the international sec-
retariat in London defined the options around a wide campaign to
popularize the view that ESC rights are human rights or a focus on
a particular theme or category of ESC rights, such as the right to
health or to water. By mid-2007, the staff had determined that the
campaign would focus on human dignity, demonstrating how ESC
rights violations lead to poverty.

Focusing on the denial of human rights for those living in poverty
and the contribution those violations make to the conditions of
poverty, the campaign reinforces the messages coming from the de-
velopment sector. Poverty is not inevitable. It is a product of deci-
sions by individuals and implemented through policies of states and
nonstate actors. A human rights approach identifies the specific vi-
olations that lead to conditions of poverty and establishes account-
ability based on international standards.

The decision to focus largely on poverty for the first international
ESC rights campaign was widely debated within Amnesty Interna-
tional sections globally. Fears that it will be difficult to have attain-
able goals, that AI could be more effective by focusing on a narrower
subset of the larger poverty issues, and that donors/constituents will
not understand or accept such radical change in focus at this early
juncture have all been expressed. Others have argued that the mo-
ment is now to stand in solidarity with those fighting the intensi-
fication of poverty, and they call for the human rights violations
associated with poverty to be recognized by bringing AI’s human
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rights campaigning to strengthen those efforts. Amnesty Interna-
tional, they argue, can contribute at a historic juncture to influenc-
ing and supporting rights-based approaches to poverty emanating
from the development sector.

How did the organization begin to implement the new mission,
including ESC rights? In the past, when AI adopted new areas of
work, it built capacity and expertise through pilot projects, drawing
on expertise in one region or in one thematic area and expanding it
to the wider organization. After the Dakar meeting, AI identified five
pilot projects that would cover both diverse geographic regions and
different areas of ESC rights. Several of the projects engaged the right
to health, an area AI had already begun to move into through a fo-
cus on discrimination and protection of health workers. AI’s first re-
port reflecting its new work on ESC rights was on health rights for
the mentally ill in Bulgaria.

The pilot projects were quickly eclipsed by initiatives that infused
ESC rights into country and thematic reports and campaigns. Am-
nesty International researchers and sections began to focus on the
ESC dimensions of existing projects and campaigns, and the posi-
tive response helped fuel early support for the ESC rights agenda. The
new approach has begun to change Amnesty International’s method-
ologies and identity. The changes necessitated a more strategic ap-
proach to planning and required new training and expertise in the
staff. Incorporating ESC rights also reinforced the changing identity
of AI in relation to the global human rights movement. Historically
an NGO that acted on its own, AI increasingly worked in solidarity
with other NGOs.

In 2006 an acrimonious debate on sexual and reproductive health,
framed in right to health terms, threatened to reverse that trend. The
organization is at a crossroads for changing its methodologies and
demonstrating its relevance in a dramatically different world order
from the one in which it was born. Internally, proponents of a more
active role have pushed for the full spectrum approach to the orga-
nization’s work and have used the defenders model as a way to build
common cause with labor, environmental, and development groups.
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But the defenders approach, corporate work, and the ESC decision
are all part of a decade-long strategic adaptation.

In the preface to the 2001 annual report, secretary-general Pierre
Sane summarized the challenges AI had faced in the decade before
its fortieth anniversary.

In a world where globalization is undermining many nation-
states and bringing poverty to the forefront of the human rights
agenda, the challenge for AI is to remain relevant . . . broadening
our aim from the protection of civil and political rights to
embrace all human rights. The indivisibility of human rights is
not an abstraction: the context which gives rise to human rights
violations is invariably complex and cannot be divorced from
issues of wealth and status, injustice and impunity.

The significance of this mission change cannot be overstated.
Smaller NGOs have worked on ESC rights long before this decision,
but AI’s endorsement profoundly increases the visibility and legiti-
macy of ESC approaches to economic globalization. Coupled with
new rights-based approaches to development, a common front for
applying human rights standards to economic and social policy and
poverty issues is emerging.

New NGOs and the Global Network for ESC Rights
As the major international NGOs have moved slowly to develop
substantial ESC rights agendas, new organizations and networks have
been formed explicitly with an ESC framework. Dynamic and some-
times innovative approaches by networks of NGOs show the poten-
tial of ESC rights in fields such as corporate behavior in extractive
industries and the rights to water, food, and agrarian reform. In-
creasingly, ESC rights organizations are applying international hu-
man rights standards to national budgets, creating new methods of
analyzing and monitoring government policy and actions.4

ESC-specific organizations have emerged as national advocacy
organizations in Nigeria (SERAC, the Social and Economic Rights
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Action Center), Senegal (Association pour le Developpement Eco-
nomique), Ecuador (Centro de Derechos Economicos y Sociales),
New Zealand (The New Zealand Council of Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights), Canada (Social Rights Advocacy Center), Korea
(Korean Research and Consulting Institute on Poverty), Kenya (Kenya
Land Alliance), Brazil (Instituto Brasileiro de Análises Sociais e Eco-
nômicas), Portugal (International Centre on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights), and many others.

In the past decade, there has been a proliferation of new organi-
zations formed to promote women’s and indigenous peoples’ rights
and development. These organizations are not exclusively ESC-based
groups, and many include civil and political rights seamlessly with
their focus on poverty alleviation and sustainable development. In
addition, many of the organizations established to promote civil
and political rights in countries in the global South also began to in-
corporate ESC rights into their work, often far earlier than the inter-
national human rights NGOs.

In the United States, the Kensington Welfare Rights Union (host
to the Poor People’s Economic Rights Campaign), National Eco-
nomic and Social Rights Initiative, the National Center for Human
Rights Education, the Women’s Institute of Leadership and Develop-
ment (WILD), and the Mississippi Workers Center for Human Rights
are just a few of the organizations that have emerged in the past
decade focused on the human rights of marginalized groups in the
United States. A new U.S. Network for Human Rights has been
founded to link grassroots social justice movements and organiza-
tions to the international human rights framework.

Here we will focus on the emergence of international ESC human
rights organizations, using case studies of two NGOs and the new
international network to link local, national, and international or-
ganizations promoting ESC rights. But the real explosion of activity
is occurring at the national and community levels in countries
throughout the world. These new ESC rights–oriented organizations
in the poor countries, together with those operating internationally,
are redefining the human rights field.
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Among the major centers for developing and testing new strate-
gies are the Food Information and Action Network (FIAN), the Cen-
ter for Economic and Social Rights (CESR), and the International
Human Rights Council (IHRC). Other international NGOs that are
building their missions to self-consciously address ESC rights as part
of a larger human rights framework, such as Dignity International
or EarthRights International, will be detailed in chapter 4.

THE CENTER FOR ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL RIGHTS
A project on the human rights impact of economic sanctions against
Iraq, launched in 1993 by three law and public health students,
evolved into what is now the Center on Economic and Social Rights
(CESR). CESR’s methodology adapts traditional reporting and assess-
ment techniques using a multidisciplinary research approach to fit
the field of ESC rights. It draws together the expertise of the devel-
opment field in building indices of social and economic inequali-
ties to link to standards of rights. It strives to work with local affected
communities to monitor abuses and to disseminate reports on those
conditions to influence international and national policies. CESR
uses its reporting to gain access to key international bodies such as
UN Commissions, treaty bodies, offices of special rapporteurs, the
Inter-American Court of Human Rights, the European Union, African
Union, and others (Manteris 2003), and it has assisted domestic
NGOs in litigating cases in national courts.

In some projects, CESR has assisted local communities to orga-
nize monitoring networks to report on environmental and human
rights abuses associated with oil drilling and mining operations.
CESR cites the significance of engaging affected communities both
from ideological and operational perspectives, and its research
methodology involves direct engagement with local populations and
collaborative relationships with NGOs in the global South.

By the late 1990s, CESR’s priority projects included work on extrac-
tive industries, the right to water, and education. One project focused
on the impact of mining and oil drilling in several Latin American
countries, highlighting the growing awareness of violations of ESC
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rights by the development projects of the 1970s and 1980s. Led by
Centro de Derechos Economicos y Sociales (CDES) in Quito, Ecuador,
coordinating with regional indigenous groups, the project amplified
the concerns of local communities and movements that development
projects were creating conditions for violations and should be ac-
countable to international standards of human rights.

CESR played an important leadership role in promoting the recog-
nition of the right to water as a human right and calling attention
to the impact of industrialization, privatization, and pollution on di-
minished access to clean, affordable, and healthy water for the ma-
jority of the world’s population. CESR also has projects in the United
States, using the right to education to challenge the city of New York
under international human rights standards to guarantee that edu-
cation provided to city children meets certain minimum standards.
CESR was also a participant in and supported the development of
the Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign in the United
States.

In 2005, with the departure of its founders, CESR developed a
new strategic plan for organizational focus and expansion. It recently
announced that it would expand its offices from sole headquarters
based in New York to open new offices in Spain along with other of-
fices in fields of operation to project a global identity. It is also mov-
ing more aggressively into the area of measurement of international
economic and social rights standards, citing the need for rigorous
methods of assessment in campaigning and litigation. In another
critical role, CESR has served as the home base of the ESCR-Net proj-
ect, detailed below.

THE CENTRE ON HOUSING RIGHTS AND EVICTIONS
The Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE) was founded
in 1994 to promote and protect the full enjoyment of economic, so-
cial, and cultural rights, with a particular focus on the human right to
adequate housing and preventing forced evictions. Now operating of-
fices in Switzerland, Ghana, Brazil, Thailand, Australia, the Nether-
lands, Sri Lanka, South Africa, and the United States, COHRE has
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explicitly evolved as an international NGO, representing and collabo-
rating with grassroots movements, community-based organizations,
and domestic NGOs around the world. Managing geographically
based programs (Americas, Africa, Asia) and thematic programs
(housing property and restitution, women and housing rights, right to
water, forced evictions monitoring and advocacy, and the ESC rights
litigation), COHRE receives the majority of its funding from European
foundations and governments, but it also receives funding from foun-
dations in the United States and in countries where it works.

The geographic programs work with NGOs and community-based
organizations to conduct fact-finding missions, train local groups in
rights standards, and provide technical support for national and in-
ternational advocacy. COHRE collaborates with community groups
and national NGOS to educate them on the process of bringing
housing rights to the attention of appropriate UN agencies and treaty
bodies. The COHRE Africa Program, for example, has partnered with
the Social and Economic Rights Action Center (SERAC) in Lagos,
Nigeria.

COHRE has been at the forefront of developing litigation strategies
and promoting the argument that clear remedies to ESC rights viola-
tions exist. For instance, working with the Australian Human Rights
Center, COHRE published a series of studies on the emerging body
of case law on ESC rights and on the impact of litigation in national,
regional, and international courts. It also offers case studies on how
international institutions have been sued, establishing international
accountability for ESC rights violations in national contexts (Squires,
Langford, and Thiele 2005). COHRE also produces the Housing and
ESC Rights Law Quarterly and a frequently updated publication con-
taining leading ESC rights cases from around the world.

COHRE’s ESC rights litigation program supports and promotes lit-
igation by publishing resources, maintaining case law databases, in-
tervening before courts, tribunals and international bodies, giving
legal advice to NGOs and others, providing training, maintaining a
global network of lawyers, and advocating for better complaint mech-
anisms.5 In turn, it has developed training programs for public in-
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terest lawyers in developing countries and for justices and members
of parliament involved in legislation or adjudication of housing
rights claims.

COHRE’s Right to Water Programme emerged out of advocacy for
the recognition of a “new” right by the UN Committee on ESC rights,
adopted through General Comment No. 15 and now internationally
recognized as a human right. Subsequent litigation strategies have
focused on implementing this right through regional human rights
mechanisms and by national governments.6 In 2003, COHRE col-
laborated with the World Health Organization, the UN high com-
missioner for human rights, WaterAid, and CESR to publish The
Right to Water, an excellent review of the emergence of the “new” right
to water and the meaning of the UN General Comment (World
Health Organization 2004). The right to water is discussed further
in chapter 4.

While using traditional fact-finding and litigation methods,
COHRE has built a grassroots network of more than fifteen hundred
organizations and conducts grassroots education initiatives and
campaigns. Like CESR, COHRE explicitly builds local partnerships
around the right to adequate housing, relying on the expertise of lo-
cal organizations to conduct its research and programs.

COHRE has developed its newer, more expansive focus, building
upon its historic housing mission, out of recognition of the interde-
pendence of rights. While explicitly focused on ESC rights, COHRE’s
reports, litigation, and human rights education reinforce the in-
terdependence of the right to housing with the right to be free from
arbitrary or unlawful interference in the home (Article 17 of the In-
ternational Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 8 of the
European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fun-
damental Freedoms, and Article 11 of the American Convention on
Human Rights) and with the right to property (delineated in Article
21 of the American Convention on Human Rights, Article 1 of the
First Protocol to the European Convention for the Protection of Hu-
man Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, and Article 14 of the African
Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights).7
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ESCR-Net
In June 2003 the inaugural conference of the ESCR-Net was held in
Chiang Mai, Thailand. The conference brought together 250 activists
from fifty countries, and it culminated two years of preparation and
global consultations by launching a global network dedicated to
promoting the principle that all human rights are universal, indivis-
ible and interdependent, and to rectifying the historic inattention
to economic, social, and cultural rights. ESCR-Net’s explicit com-
mitment to promoting the participation of social movements, not
simply NGOs, demonstrates the significance that grassroots social
movements have had in promoting ESC rights, in contrast to inter-
national or national NGOs.

The network’s decentralized structure allows participants around
the world to share strategies, resources, and experiences to build
more coherent and powerful tools for ESC rights advocacy, without
the dominance of large international NGOs. Currently, two working
groups focus on corporate accountability and on social movements
and grassroots groups. Thematic discussion groups focus on women’s
economic, social, and cultural rights; trade and investment and hu-
man rights; and the right to health.

Projects undertaken by the network include budget analysis and
human rights, export credit agencies and human rights, optional
protocol for the International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights that would allow for individual complaint mecha-
nisms, and the development of a case law database. The budget
analysis project has grown rapidly, as national NGOs and move-
ments use analytic tools and human rights standards to monitor
and challenge government allocation of resources for social and eco-
nomic policies (www.ESCR-Net.org). The consultation process that
preceded the launch of the network was supported by funds from
the Ford Foundation.8

Debating ESC Rights Advocacy
As partners in the global South continue to pressure the interna-
tional human rights NGOs to expand their work on ESC rights, and



as specialized ESC rights NGOs and grassroots campaigns on eco-
nomic and social policies within a human rights framework continue
to proliferate, the debate on how, how far, and how effective inter-
national NGOs can be in promoting economic and social rights con-
tinues to rage (Yamin 2005).

The debate revolves around four central questions. First, can the
historic methods of human rights advocacy, developed to advance
civil and political rights, be effective in economic and social rights
advocacy? Second, can effective standards be established for meas-
uring government attainment of ESC rights? Third, do international
NGOs have the same legitimacy in pursuing ESC rights or is their
promotion best left to domestic constituencies? Finally, can inter-
national human rights NGOs effectively expand their activities to in-
clude a wider range of issues, or will they dilute their effectiveness,
stretch their resources, and confuse their constituencies?

Many of these debates among practitioners occur in the context
of organizational deliberations about changing mandates and across
the professional and volunteer ranks of human rights activists, but
some of these debates appear in the public record or in published
exchanges among human rights practitioners. One such exchange oc-
curred in the pages of Human Rights Quarterly, a journal that engages
academics and practitioners alike (Roth 2004; Rubenstein 2004;
Robinson 2004). The articles cited represented key arguments and
perspectives from within the traditional U.S.-based human rights
organizations and United Nations agencies that have historically
worked on civil and political rights.

DO TRADITIONAL METHODS APPLY?
Kenneth Roth, executive director of Human Rights Watch, published
a widely read article outlining concerns about the relevance of the
methods traditionally employed by international human rights NGOs
when applied to economic and social rights advocacy. While Roth and
Human Rights Watch embrace moving into ESC rights work, he argues
for a limited application of what he perceives as the human rights
methodology to economic and social rights (Roth 2004). His argu-
ments about the relevance of methodology also question whether ESC
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rights standards can be established with the same clarity as civil and
political rights, as well as whether clear remedies can be established
for ESC rights violations.

Roth first identifies the human rights methodology as primarily
“naming and shaming” targets, documenting human rights abuses,
and mobilizing international pressure to enforce those rights through
mechanisms much like the “boomerang” model identified by Keck
and Sikkink (1998).

He argues that most of the ESC rights advocacy to date has been
rhetorical, largely lacking concrete analysis of who are the duty hold-
ers for these rights, failing to identify the specific acts or policies
that constitute violations of ESC rights, and displaying only limited
analysis of what constitutes “progressive realization” of ESC rights,
the standard obligation of all state parties to the ICESCR.9 Roth ar-
gues that human rights NGOs provide little added value when their
advocacy is not grounded in investigation and research, and that
making moral claims with little substance risks dissipating their own
finite political capital.

Roth argues for an approach to ESC rights that builds on the
methodological strength of international human rights groups—the
ability to investigate, expose, and shame. That is done most effectively
when governmental or corporate conduct can be held to scrutiny and
where there is a clear, identifiable violation, violator, and remedy. As
he argues, “If any of these three elements is missing, our capacity to
shame is greatly diminished . . . who is responsible for the violations
and what is the remedy? These answers flow much less directly from
the mere documentations of ESC rights violations, than they do in
the civil and political rights realm.” Using the example of a substan-
dard public health system, he argues that the target government and
the international community likely contribute to the violation, and
that the complexity of the issue reduces the power of traditional hu-
man rights methods.

Roth further argues that given such complexity, human rights or-
ganizations focusing on ESC rights should direct their work to cases
of arbitrary or discriminatory government conduct that directly con-
tributes to ESC rights violations. International human rights groups



should not engage in ESC rights advocacy in areas of “distributive
justice,” where the main focus is how budgetary dollars are allo-
cated. If the target has a credible rebuttal, citing debt burden or terms
of trade as constraining factors, then the credibility of the NGOs will
be damaged and the work will be perceived as futile. But when re-
search can demonstrate that discriminatory or exclusionary policies
resulted in rights violations, then activists are in a position to em-
ploy the naming and shaming methodology that has been so suc-
cessful in winning international support.

Roth articulates a historic challenge posed by critics of ESC rights
advocacy. When coupled with the fact that human rights NGOs
have finite resources and face spiraling civil and political rights
emergencies worldwide, this argument wins substantial support.
But in a politically charged debate, Roth’s carefully crafted argu-
ment was immediately denounced as simplistic and regressive by
many ESC rights proponents, and it was interpreted as arguing that
if ESC rights cannot fit within the existing methodologies, then they
are not legitimate human rights. Roth’s arguments were also seen
as challenging the legitimacy of the claims by those who are suf-
fering from economic and social rights violations, and the article
unleashed an emotional debate within the human rights NGO
community.

Emotions aside, the substance of Roth’s argument on methodol-
ogy was dissected by many at the forefront of the ESC rights move-
ment. Roth’s methodological argument in effect defines the human
rights agenda as those issues on which an existing human rights
methodology can be employed effectively. If traditional human rights
methodology does not fit neatly with new human rights challenges,
the argument goes, then the new conditions do not warrant the
work. In fact, the central response to Roth’s argument has been that
the methodology may apply in some circumstances, but may need
to be altered in other, changed conditions, whether for work on civil
and political rights or on ESC rights.

Mary Robinson (2004), former UN high commissioner for human
rights, published a response calling for a more nuanced understand-
ing of the human rights methodology. “In the interest that ESC rights
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are taken more seriously as obligations,” she argues, “international
human rights organizations should not be unduly limited in iden-
tifying the targets of their naming and the means of their shaming.”
She goes on to argue that governments, corporations, and interna-
tional financial institutions can be named and shamed and can be
subjects of other methods of mobilization that advance the realiza-
tion of ESC rights (Robinson 2004, 870). Robinson denies that there
is an inevitable tradeoff among ESC rights in government spending
priorities. Rather, she argues, human rights advocates can lobby for
greater allocation of resources for progressive realization of rights
when government resources exist but are siphoned away by corrup-
tion, misspending, or unnecessary military expenditures.

Robinson’s argument is reinforced by Yamin’s (2005) call for
reconceptualization of human rights methods to advance ESC rights
in ways that account for changed international conditions and
changed power relations between the state and economic actors. It
is possible to identify multiple violators while determining both ac-
countability and remedy for the abuses. Yamin (2005, 1231) cites a
report by Public Citizen on water privatization in Ghana that exam-
ined the shared responsibility of the IMF, the World Bank, the Ghana-
ian government, and the British Department for International
Development for violations of rights to health, life, and water. NGOs
largely based in the global South have focused on subjecting inter-
national institutions and trade and commercial regimes to human
rights assessments, requiring a blending of traditional civil and po-
litical methods with development tools.

In another response, Leonard Rubenstein of Physicians for Human
Rights addresses the concern that the violation, the violator, and the
remedy are unclear in ESC rights. Rubenstein argues that interna-
tional human rights groups can monitor state compliance with in-
creasingly explicit obligations to ESC rights and generate the level of
international outrage required for effectiveness. Such international
outrage can be aroused with respect to government discrimination
in delivery of services, as well to the policies of international insti-
tutions that shape economic conditions in target countries.
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Roth’s arguments against campaigning on distributive justice issues
rest in essence on the difficulty of establishing standards for ESC
rights attainment. The argument goes back to the early days of de-
liberation on implementing treaties for the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, but Rubenstein argues that there is now clarity on
how to measure government obligations to respect, protect, and
fulfill rights, and the obligations need not devolve to questions of
distributive justice, but can focus on the level of investment by gov-
ernments and the design of policies and programs.

Developing effective recommendations, Rubenstein argues, re-
quires an expanded understanding of “the human rights methodol-
ogy” that goes beyond naming and shaming. International NGOs are
already collaborating with organizations in the global South to lobby
for policies, systems, and services that can fulfill ESC rights, and hu-
man rights organizations, which have historically worked to develop
institutions that can protect and fulfill rights, can apply their expe-
rience in this area to ESC rights.

Institution building in the civil and political field has had a do-
mestic component and an international component, as shown by the
advocacy for an international justice system to hold perpetrators of
past violations accountable. ESC rights advocacy will require similar
understanding of how stronger institutions, national and interna-
tional, can bring about greater compliance with ESC obligations. “In
many cases, instead of seeking to embarrass governments, institution-
building strategies seek to win them over.” (Rubenstein 2004, 851).
Such an approach requires a complex strategy that understands when
governments are targets and when they are partners in the achieve-
ment of rights, whether civil and political or ESC, a topic we will re-
turn to in the conclusion.

International human rights organizations are advocating for ex-
panded governmental resources essential to meet ESC rights. Again
this is not a new area. Rubenstein further argues that remedies for civil
and political rights violations have often included recommendations
for expanded government investment in judicial capacity, better train-
ing for police, more prisons, etc. Ironically, recommendations for civil
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and political redress that involved government expenditures were
often made with no attention to budgetary considerations. Human
rights groups, he shows, are also working with international donors
to design development programs with an understanding of their
human rights implications. International human rights NGOs can
support governments in designing economic and social policies that
meet both core obligations and progressive realization standards.
Naming and shaming techniques will be employed in some cases, in-
stitution and capacity building in others, and at some times both
simultaneously.

By employing a human rights approach, economic recommenda-
tions should not result in a tradeoff between categories of ESC rights.
A human rights approach focused on governments’ obligations to re-
spect, protect, and fulfill ESC rights will necessarily incorporate analy-
sis of discriminatory practices in implementation of economic and
social policies, while ensuring that policies will not inadvertently
harm others. Rubenstein cites the example of work on HIV/AIDS that
has required governments to ensure that health professionals have
not been diverted away from other populations or other acute health
needs.

International human rights NGOs are understandably at an early
stage in detailing the affirmative obligation of states to meet basic
needs, and, as Rubenstein argues, they will require new strategies and
methods to pressure governments, including more sophisticated ca-
pacities for understanding the design and impact of social programs
and the design of budgets and social service systems (Rubenstein
2004, 855). Human rights analysis of budgets has become an im-
portant new tool for ESC rights advocacy. ESCR-Net formed a work-
ing group on budget analysis and ESC rights, explicitly addressing
the interest of its member organizations in analysis of how states can
fulfill ESC rights through allocation of public resources. ESCR-Net
also developed an initiative in partnership with Dignity Interna-
tional, the International Budget Project, and International Human
Rights Internship Project to form the Linking and Learning Project
on Budget Analysis and ESCR. The project offers an annual training
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in budget analysis for human rights practitioners, and in 2004 the
three organizations produced a training document titled “Dignity
Counts: A Guide to Using Budget Analysis to Advance Human
Rights” (www.internationalbudget.org/themes/ESC).

But who is the violator? In response to Roth’s other major criti-
cism, Rubenstein argues that NGOs have already demonstrated the
applicability of their naming and shaming methodology to multi-
ple targets in reference to ESC rights violations. Rubenstein cites the
campaigns on the right to essential medicines, where naming and
shaming pressured pharmaceutical companies and governments to
remove barriers to greater availability of generic HIV/AIDS drugs (see
chapter 4). Others argue that these campaigns are beginning to im-
plement the intent of Article 2 of the ICESCR, establishing interna-
tional accountability for attainment of ESC rights in third-party
countries by targeting rich-country donors and corporate actors. Al-
ready many international human rights NGOs have called on rich-
donor countries to expand contributions to international funds with
rights and development functions, such as the United Nations Fund
to Fight Tuberculosis, Malaria and HIV/AIDS.

CAN SHAME BE MOBILIZED?
Perhaps the issue most important to whether the naming and sham-
ing method works for ESC rights was not addressed in published de-
bates on the issue. Can shame be mobilized for ESC rights in Western
countries where development is predominantly viewed as market-
driven and charity-based, rather than subject to human rights account-
ability? The rights-based approach transcends economic paradigms
because the focus is on standards of attainment, irrespective of the
characteristics of the economic system. Effective pressure for interna-
tional accountability for rights violations in third countries, and pres-
sure on nonstate economic actors to change policies that have ESC
rights impacts, will require a constituency for ESC rights. There is not
yet enough experience with efforts to mobilize shame at the global
level around ESC rights to begin to make a judgment. There is early
evidence that such mobilizations can work, as AI reports and urgent



84
Transforming the Human Rights Movement

action alerts over forced evictions have generated substantial response
by its membership. Empirical research will be essential for assessing
the power and effectiveness of the new rights approaches of traditional
human rights NGOs.

The public constituency for ESC rights in the wealthy industrial
countries varies greatly. Northern European countries have a history
of public commitment to social development and the welfare state
in their own societies, coupled with tremendous financial support
for development policies based on their interpretation of interna-
tional responsibilities. This is not the case in the United States.

DO INTERNATIONAL NGOs HAVE LEGITIMACY 
TO WORK ON ESC RIGHTS?
Due to the detailed analysis of social policy and budgetary allo-
cations inherent in ESC rights advocacy, Roth and others argue that
international human rights organizations do not have the same
moral authority in making recommendations on ESC rights issues
as on civil and political rights. International human rights NGOs, for
instance, can demand that governments stop torturing, but can they
legitimately recommend that a government spend more on health
care and, perhaps, less on education?

Rubenstein and Robinson both argue that work on ESC rights re-
quires a different type of partnership with community-based and na-
tional organizations. International human rights NGOs have been
criticized for decades for not working closely and collaboratively
with domestic social justice and human rights organizations, whether
focused on civil and political rights, economic and social rights, or
on establishing priorities. The explosion of activity in the global
South on human rights, which predated the international NGO de-
bates over ESC rights, has already fundamentally challenged the
notion of collaboration and called upon international NGOs to re-
structure their methodologies in response.

Perhaps the real argument that should take place is whether inter-
national human rights NGOs have the legitimacy to work on civil
and political rights if they don’t work on ESC rights. Human rights
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activists in the global South have put considerable pressure on in-
ternational human rights NGOs to adopt agendas and strategies that
take the interdependence of rights seriously. This pressure, together
with changes in the international system, has produced a fairly rapid
strategic adjustment by leading international NGOs.

CAN HUMAN RIGHTS INTERNATIONAL NGOs BE EFFECTIVE
WITH AN EXPANDED MANDATE?
Given the magnitude of human rights violations worldwide, can or-
ganizations have a “full spectrum” approach to human rights with fi-
nite resources and limited constituencies? Six years after Amnesty
International voted to embrace an expanded range of human rights
work to include advocacy on ESC rights, Amnesty International ac-
tivists’ fundamental critique of that move is that the movement may
not be able to cover all human rights violations. Faced with the hu-
man rights violations in the war on terror, with backsliding by West-
ern governments on civil and political rights guarantees such as the
use of torture and the rights of due process, expanding mandates to
include economic and social rights is now even more daunting and
controversial. The challenge of addressing expanded priorities is a fa-
miliar one for human rights organizations and is often articulated in
AI as a choice between the expanded mission and the forgotten pris-
oner: how can AI take on new issues while there are still prisoners of
conscience that have not been freed? Reflecting that same concern,
Human Rights First made a calculated decision to retreat from its
growing advocacy on ESC rights to accommodate an increase in cam-
paigning on human rights abuses associated with the war on terror.
It remains unclear whether this will become a permanent position.

But the debate is not merely one of priorities. It contains within
it deep differences on the validity of ESC rights advocacy. None-
theless, concern about the investment in new capacity needed to
document ESC rights is real, as is the worry that grassroots lobbying
capacity will be spread thin over an expanded agenda. There is rea-
son for concern, as expressed among Amnesty International mem-
bers, for example, that ESC rights activism will make it more difficult



to distinguish AI from the growing number of NGOs working on de-
velopment, environment, and global peace. This prospect intensifies
concerns that ESC advocacy may diminish the capacity of interna-
tional human rights NGOs to protect freedoms worldwide.

Would it be preferable to have a range of specialized human rights
organizations focused on subsets of rights issues, to build constituen-
cies, expertise, and credibility to lobby and mobilize on behalf of
those rights? Is there a place for NGOs that work broadly on a “full
spectrum” of human rights issues while risking possible diffusion
and superficial expertise? Does specialization negate the indivisibil-
ity of rights and risk establishing priorities among rights that do not
square with the daily lives of the majority of the world’s population?

The debate on relevance and efficacy will continue as organizations
work through their own approaches to an expanded or focused hu-
man rights mission. Ultimately, and perhaps paradoxically, the issue
of relevance to the lives of the majority of the world’s population has
driven support for ESC rights advocacy and fueled this new move-
ment. NGOs will continue to respond to pressure to embrace ESC
rights as a tool for addressing economic and social change worldwide.

Impact of the New Movement for ESC Rights
For the human rights field, the significance of these trends is twofold.
First, collaboration with development and environmental NGOs of-
fers a way to address economic globalization issues through human
rights campaigning, in collaboration with NGOs that have been lead-
ing current mobilizations. Second, and more significantly, the global
movement for ESC rights and the growing adoption of a “full spec-
trum” approach validates and gives concrete operational meaning to
the concepts of “interdependence” and “indivisibility” of rights. To
date, indivisibility has been an abstraction for NGOs, who prioritize
sets of rights in their activities while rhetorically upholding the con-
cept of a unified whole.

NGOs’ embrace of strategies to secure political participation, to uti-
lize accepted international standards to alleviate growing poverty,
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and to render corporations accountable to the development, envi-
ronmental, and human rights impact of their operations is a clearer
and more explicit effort to exercise power than many international
NGO initiatives in the past. International human rights NGOs’ as-
sertion of the relevance and authority of human rights standards, and
their growing collaboration with other sectors (analyzed in chapter
4), are expressions of a clear desire to multiply their influence over
governments and economic actors.

Finally, “human rights” provides a proactive and positive vision
of important social movement and NGO agendas. If NGOs are to
contribute effectively to reversing the harshest effects of economic
globalization, they must shift the characterization of their activities
as “antiglobalization.” By upholding a universal and indivisible
framework for human dignity and freedom, and making explicit its
implications for particular policy issues and areas of corporate con-
duct, human rights NGOs may be able to inspire popular support,
integrate advocacy movements, and succeed in holding economic ac-
tors to standards previously applied only to governments.

Taken together, two forces are changing the human rights field
profoundly. Unlike the development sector, where change could be
ephemeral, the move to embrace ESC rights cannot be characterized
as a fad for international human rights NGOs. Grassroots advocacy
for ESC rights globally is altering the way human rights supporters
think about human rights today. It will not easily be reversed. Such
change has already begun to alter the discourse of rights among
practitioners and increasingly, even academics in the West. If inter-
national NGOs that both have sustained partnerships in the global
South and that have embraced some level of advocacy on ESC rights
were to reverse their direction, they are vulnerable to the charge
that they are creating a new bifurcation of rights and undercutting
the very principles of indivisibility and interdependence that is at
the normative core of the international system of rights. For those
organizations that acknowledged their neglect of ESC rights, a visi-
ble move away from ESC rights advocacy would delegitimize them
in the eyes of their global counterparts and in the eyes of some
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Western supporters. Thus, the sector-wide durability of this move
seems likely, even if some organizations have a weak adoption of
ESC rights or retreat from it to respond to other crises. However, ef-
fectiveness and impact are very much still in question.

Long-term evaluation will indicate whether commonality with de-
velopment NGOs blurs human rights missions, erodes support, and
confuses constituencies. Rigorous monitoring of these trends will
assess whether NGOs can succeed in building support for the new
methodologies and translate that support into concrete and effective
programs and successful advocacy.

Notes
1. Bret Thiele, coordinator of ESC Rights Litigation Programme at Centre on

Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), interview with Ellen Dorsey.
2. Michael Posner, telephone interview by Catherine Griebel, September 2,

2003.
3. Michael Posner, telephone interview by Catherine Griebel, September 2,

2003.
4. See the Global Learning Programme on Budget Analysis and ESC Rights,

Dignity International and ESC Rights Network.
5. Bret Thiele, director of COHRE ESC Rights Litigation Programme, inter-

view.
6. Bret Thiele, interview, March 16, 2003, and August 23, 2006.
7. Bret Thiele, interview, March 16, 2003, and August 23, 2006.
8. Ford’s former senior program officer for human rights, Larry Cox, has been

instrumental in developing, supporting, and connecting ESC rights organ-
izations, activists, and movements, and in introducing other funders to
the growing ESC rights movement. Cox is now executive director of Am-
nesty International USA.

9. All state parties to ICESCR are obligated to meet minimum standards of
ESC rights attainment, while demonstrating progressive realization (or im-
provement) of those rights over time.
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3

NGOs AND 
THE DEVELOPMENT INDUSTRY
Toward a Rights-Based Approach?

What is a rights-based approach? It is a 
lens and an approach to all our work, be
that programming or within our own

organisation. A rights-based approach deliberately and
explicitly focuses on people achieving the minimum
conditions for living with dignity (i.e. achieving their
human rights). It does so by exposing the roots of
vulnerability and marginalization and expanding the
range of responses. It empowers people to claim and
exercise their rights and fulfill their responsibilities. A
rights-based approach recognises poor, displaced, and
war-affected people as having inherent rights essential
to livelihood security—rights that are (sometimes)
validated by law.

—CARE International UK, 2005

Introduction
The development field is at a pivotal juncture. As development as-
sistance became increasingly directed by post–cold war democracy
promotion, market-based free trade and investment policies, and
humanitarian crises and antiterrorist battles on several fronts, aid
practitioners have sought out initiatives and strategies to reawaken
the priority of poverty eradication. Human rights–based develop-
ment has become an attractive option and is receiving a great deal
of attention, particularly from practitioners (Alston and Robinson
2005, Alsop 2005, Gready and Ensor 2005, Oxfam America and
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CARE USA 2007). It proposes to shift the practice of development
by subjecting it to evaluation by internationally recognized stan-
dards and principles and by placing governments’ development poli-
cies, as well as donors’ development assistance, within a framework
of rights, entitlements, obligations, and accountability.

This chapter addresses three issues raised by this turn of events in
development and by the groundswell of interest in human rights–
based approaches. First, we explore the origins of interest in human
rights–based approaches, arguing that both substantive concerns
about poverty, the desire for an alternative to unregulated market so-
lutions to economic and social problems, and organizational preoc-
cupations with image and positioning are essential to understanding
the trend.

There has been a small undercurrent of human rights–based ap-
proaches throughout the history of development, but the discussion
has been largely confined to United Nations and regional bodies,
legal scholars, and a handful of specialized NGOs and institutes. The
present interest in rights-based development is broader in scope,
more concrete in its application by social movements and citizen
organizations, and more specific. Advocates not only promote the
broad rights to food, housing, health, and education, but also more
specific policy issues within those sectors, including agrarian re-
form, access to essential medicines, and the privatization of water
systems.

Second, we analyze the issues troubling development as a field—
failures of impact and accountability, the dominance of neoliberal
doctrine, and the growing corporate profile in development assis-
tance—and argue that human rights approaches offer distinctive so-
lutions to each element of development’s woes. Human rights–based
approaches have the potential, their advocates claim, to transform
development from an expression of generosity and of power by
wealthy donors to a set of clear expectations and obligations for all
governments and all actors in development to respect internation-
ally recognized rights.

The gaps between theory and contemporary practice are the third
theme of this chapter, as we trace the variety of forms of implemen-
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tation aid agencies and NGOs have followed. The current mélange
of strategies risks squandering the potential and confirming the sus-
picions of many in the aid industry that human rights standards are
of limited use for setting social policy and for making real decisions
about the use and allocation of resources. The chapter concludes with
a reflection on the durability, potential, constraints, and limits of hu-
man rights–based approaches in the development field and on the
conditions that would be required to fulfill their potential.

Organizations, Politics, and the Meaning of 
Rights-Based Approaches
Since the mid-1990s, human rights–based approaches have been
among the most discussed movements in development. Donors such
as the UNDP and UNICEF, Swedish Sida and British DFID, and NGOs
and networks of NGOs such as Save the Children, CARE, ActionAid,
and Oxfam have declared themselves as rights-based agencies. Think
tanks including the London-based Overseas Development Institute,
Norway’s Christian Michelsen Institute, the Swedish Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, Institute for Development Studies at the University of
Sussex, and NGO umbrella organizations such as InterAction in the
United States and BOND in the United Kingdom, have convened
meetings or published briefings.

Human rights strategies have an obvious appeal for activist NGOs
critical of orthodox development: international standards provide a
basis for their ongoing critique of neoliberal development practice.
But development NGOs that have historically cooperated with main-
stream governmental donor agencies have also embraced rights-
based approaches. CARE International and Save the Children have
both adopted new human rights–driven strategies, and World Vision
has cautiously and strategically embraced a human rights framework
in analyzing and addressing children’s issues.

To understand the embrace of human rights approaches, one must
understand international development NGOs both as political actors
and as organizations with their own internal needs and impera-
tives. International NGOs’ adoption of rights-based approaches is a
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strategic response to changes in the organizations’ environment. De-
velopment NGOs react to political and economic changes that affect
their work and its impact, and they also react to pressures from fund-
ers and perceived competitors and to trends in the field as manifested
in the work of leading agencies and influential thinkers and writers.

As political actors, NGOs are seeking to counter neoliberal devel-
opment models and to embrace the standards and assertion of hu-
man dignity associated with human rights. As organizations, they
also need to protect the development enterprise, under fire from
both the political left and right, and maintain their own credibility
(Dimaggio and Powell 1983) and protect access to resources (Pfef-
fer and Salancik 1978). Organizations weigh and balance compet-
ing demands and bids for influence and control, and much of any
organization’s behavior is driven by coping with these demands and
with the expectations and fashions of a society or a profession.

Given the diversity of development organizations, and of their
imperatives, it is no surprise that there is no single, coherent rights-
based approach, but a range of tentative and highly varied commit-
ments among development agencies. The UN agencies such as UNDP
and UNICEF, and NGOs such as CARE, ActionAid, Oxfam, and Save
the Children, have proceeded in highly varied and uneven manners,
as have the national, bilateral agencies such as British DFID and
Swedish Sida. Plipat’s (2005) study of development NGOs and bi-
lateral agencies demonstrates the wide range of variation among
these approaches.

Skeptics argue that the rhetoric and trappings of rights-based de-
velopment are much more in evidence than is any clarity about what
exactly the rights-based approach means for actual programs and
projects. Some argue that “rights-based development” is simply a slo-
gan to sum up a set of values, trends, and initiatives in development
practice, a metaphor that “catalyses a set of values into a phrase that
many people can adapt and adopt” (Pratt 2003, 2). But Joachim
Theis (2003) of Save the Children–Sweden offers a two-part defini-
tion of the rights-based approach, which we will adopt, that defines
the rights-based approach in terms of its objectives, and its stan-
dards and methods:
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A rights-based approach to development promotes justice,
equality and freedom and tackles the power issues that lie at the
root of poverty and exploitation. To achieve this, a rights-based
approach makes use of the standards, principles and methods of
human rights, social activism, and of development (Theis 2003).

There is, in other words, a politics of the rights-based approach as
well as a methodology. Politically, the rights-based approach involves
commitments to egalitarian strategies, to addressing causes of poverty
and exclusion, and to meaningful participation in decision making.
These commitments are wholly consistent with human rights ap-
proaches, but they are not unique to human rights–based ap-
proaches, and many development agencies embrace such values and
practices without specifically affirming human rights.

The methods of a rights-based approach, however, tie it to inter-
national human rights agreements, standards, and principles. Fully
implementing a rights-based approach means embracing the author-
itative internationally agreed standards of the major human rights in-
struments and applying these standards and principles in the agency’s
core activities: designing and implementing projects, strengthening
donors’ and governments’ accountability to them, advocating poli-
cies that protect and advance their achievement, educating about hu-
man rights standards, and promoting the capacity of rights holders
to demand their rights and duty bearers (states) to meet them. Hu-
man rights–based development initiatives are not only grounded
philosophically in internationally recognized human rights, they are
identified, designed, implemented, monitored, and evaluated with
reference to those human rights standards.

Rights-based development work, then, involves at least these four
commitments: to meaningful, influential participation for people
affected by programs; to addressing root causes of poverty and exclu-
sion; to expanding the authority of and respect for human rights stan-
dards; and to addressing the issues of discrimination and exclusion. It
pursues these commitments by explicit reference to internationally
recognized human rights standards and principles and to their expres-
sion in national constitutions and statutes. Finally, where agencies



work primarily through partnerships and grant making to local orga-
nizations, their choices of local “partner” agencies will reflect a com-
mitment to advancing human rights.

Concern for human rights requires attention to the roles of govern-
ments in fulfilling them, and therefore a re-emphasis on advocacy. De-
velopment support, which has historically meant material assistance
through projects, programs, and policy advocacy to shape the practice
of development aid, has taken on a broader meaning as the rapid ex-
pansion of international trade and reorganization of the productive
economy often leaves poor countries with dramatically diminished
opportunities. Development support increasingly means participating
in the rule-making process that governs trade and finance. This some-
times means putting pressure on aid-receiving governments to con-
form to human rights standards, mobilizing international pressure,
and mirroring the practice of civil and political human rights advo-
cacy. But advocacy on economic and social policy also involves con-
fronting international agencies and transnational corporations with
their obligations to respect, protect, and promote the fulfillment of
human rights (Brysk 2005; Nelson and Dorsey 2007).

This advocacy role is being thrust upon organizations in a devel-
opment field that has been reluctant to engage directly with con-
tentious international issues that directly challenge power relations.
In the development industry at large, the tendency to avoid politics
and power in favor of a discourse of technical expertise, correct in-
stitutions, and proper policies has been well documented (Ferguson
1990; Nelson 1995). International development NGOs, too, have
generally favored “service delivery rather than advocacy” (Lindenberg
and Bryant 2001, 173) and have focused much of their advocacy on
calling attention to particular crises or calling for more generous aid
spending, rather than on challenging structural and institutional
causes of poverty and inequality (Lindenberg and Bryant 2001).

Development as a field is undeniably subject to fashion. But the
adoption of rights-based approaches should be watched closely and
critically because human rights–based development proposes, in prin-
ciple, a significant, qualitative change in the entire outlook of develop-
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ment. Other changes in development policy have proposed new pri-
orities for governments and donors; integrated rural development, ba-
sic human needs, sustainable development and human development,
for example, all assert new priorities for development aid and policy.
But like neoliberal development doctrine of the 1980s, which called
for a fundamental change from state-directed development planning
to market-driven development and a sharply reduced regulatory role
for the state, human rights–driven development does something
more. It calls for a new set of rules for development practice, a recon-
ceptualization that involves a radical change in the authority and
power behind the development industry. By calling for governments’
policy and donors’ projects and programs to be accountable to a set of
standards and principles, and by acknowledging the authority of in-
ternationally recognized standards, rights-based development would
give poor people’s organizations and movements a source of leverage
in demanding improved services, transparent decision making, mean-
ingful participation and freedom from discriminatory treatment, and
real accountability over policy outcomes.

In short, a rights-based approach moves development from its
present framework—international goal setting and charity driven by
enlightened self-interest—to entitlement to a quality of life for all in-
dividuals, based in an internationally recognized set of standards that
governments and international institutions have specific obligations
to meet.

The Development Field and the Call for 
Rights-Based Approaches
To understand how human rights–based approaches have been re-
ceived among development agencies, one needs to recall the history
of shifting and evolving fashions in the field. Sixty years of fads and
fashions, new theories, technologies, and slogans have disappointed
observers, participants, and “beneficiaries,” and new initiatives are
now greeted with skepticism in many quarters (see e.g., Escobar 1995;
Dichter 2001; Isbister 1998). With each new fashion, aid agencies
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adopt new approaches, incorporate the new buzzwords into pro-
grams and documents, and join new interagency working groups.
Development has arrived at an impasse whose dimensions—skepti-
cism about impact, accountability, corporate globalization, and the
compromised independence of NGOs—make human rights–based
approaches particularly attractive.

Sociologist Stephen Browne (2000) traces the history of develop-
ment assistance through four eras: development as growth, as basic
human needs, as liberalization, and as NGOs and good governance.
The typology captures the movement of aid donors toward the cur-
rent environment of frustration and dissent over neoliberal policies
and the shoring up of the neoliberal model with a patchwork of strate-
gies involving governance, NGOs, targeted social investments, and
market-friendly reforms. (Browne’s book appeared at the beginning
of what might be a fifth development “era,” one decisively shaped by
human rights. Whether this turns out to be so remains to be seen.)

The theory and practice of development as economic growth in the
1950s and 1960s was driven by the belief that capital investment
could help a growing agrarian economy “take off” into rapid eco-
nomic growth and industrialization (Rostow 1960). Troubled by
slow progress in reducing global poverty and hunger, development
practitioners shifted emphasis in the 1970s toward agriculture,
health, education, and other services to improve well-being among
the poor and stimulate growth in the sectors where they worked. “Ba-
sic human needs” and “redistribution with growth” dominated de-
velopment agencies in the 1970s, but they were swept aside by the
neoliberal revolution in the early 1980s.

Neoliberal theorists in the United States, the United Kingdom, and
the World Bank believed that aid programs would continue to fail un-
til governments removed the flawed policies that distorted economies
and created disincentives to investment and exports. Two decades of
aid programs beginning in 1980 featured policy conditions to cut
government spending and employment, privatize government-owned
enterprises, and create incentives for trade and investment. The World
Bank, the most influential proponent of neoliberal strategies, used its
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financial leverage as well as personal, intellectual, and professional
networks of influence to win at least partial implementation of the
free-market agenda (Mosley 1995; Goldman 2005).

The profile of NGOs in the aid sector skyrocketed during the same
period, as donors enlisted both national and international NGOs’
services to replace government-provided social services and help
manage emergency social funds and social investment funds de-
signed to soften the human impact of rapid economic reform. Al-
though some international development NGOs were troubled by
the role voluntary agencies were playing in the dismantling of gov-
ernment enterprises and agencies, NGOs participated in nearly all of
108 such funds financed by the World Bank in fifty-seven countries
between 1987 and 1995 (World Bank 1999), and NGO roles in
managing projects funded by other major bilateral donors also grew
rapidly (Lewis 2001, 62–64).

The “new” development agenda of the 1990s—sustainable growth,
broadly based growth, and good governance—softened the single-
minded focus of the 1980s, but it was still market-driven. Good
governance, for example, in World Bank terms, promotes popular
participation, judicial reform, anticorruption strategies, transparency
and accountability, and improvements in public management, and
it justifies each of these by its hoped-for positive impact on foreign
investment and on the efficiency of transactions in the economy
(World Bank 1994; Golub 2005). The development donors’ gover-
nance agenda won widespread support and grew more explicit in the
late 1990s and 2000s as corruption came to the forefront of aid rhet-
oric, and the UN agencies and World Bank converged toward strate-
gies that often blend 1980s vintage market liberalization with poverty
and human development programs (Stern 2002; UNDP 2005).

This neat periodization, of course, is a historical typology. New ini-
tiatives in development rarely replace the old; rather the initiatives ac-
cumulate to create a mixed and confused set of strategies. The 1970s
emphasis on basic human needs was appended to the drive for eco-
nomic growth, and although the neoliberal revolution moved basic
needs from the theoretical center of development, donors continued
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to fund (and showcase) direct antipoverty and human development
programs. The result is a widely varied set of development ap-
proaches that give lip service to government initiative in the develop-
ment process but fund programs based on a diverse set of donor
agencies’ mandates, priorities, and cultures.

Moreover, coordination among donors is strong but not complete.
The so-called Washington Consensus of the 1980s and 1990s was re-
sisted by a minority of donors that favored state-led programs (Japan)
or employment and human services (Netherlands and the Scandi-
navian countries). The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
fought a rear-guard battle against orthodox structural adjustment in
the 1980s with its “Adjustment with a Human Face” theme, and
UNDP adopted a new strategy in the 1990s, publishing the annual
Human Development Reports and developing and promoting indices
of human development that challenged GDP growth as an indicator
of a society’s development status. In 2000, UNDP began to explicitly
link its human development to human rights, arguing that “human
development is essential for realizing human rights, and human rights
are essential for full human development” (UNDP 2000, 2).

UNDP has played a further role as interpreter of important theo-
retical work on the human rights–development nexus. The works of
Amartya Sen, Martha Nussbaum, and Thomas Pogge have provided
a basis in the theory of entitlements, human capabilities, and human
rights responsibilities, and UNDP has drawn on these and encour-
aged them, featuring Nussbaum’s and Sen’s writings in their Human
Development Report background papers and serving as a bridge be-
tween theory and development practice. Sen’s re-examination of the
workings of markets emphasizes the concept of entitlements and
the central roles that governments play in shaping economic insti-
tutions. Political freedoms, the flow of information, and lively “pub-
lic action” play a central role, Sen shows, in creating the conditions
under which government protects the entitlements of vulnerable
groups in society (Sen and Drèze 1989; Sen 2000). Nussbaum’s
work, particularly Women and Human Development, proposes a philo-
sophical basis for development policy that has proven attractive to
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thinkers in the UN system. By emphasizing government’s obligation
to create conditions that preserve human functioning above mini-
mum levels, Nussbaum, although preferring “capabilities” to rights,
provides an intellectual framework for an approach to development
that starts from the inalienable rights of individuals and obligations
of governments.

These intellectual challenges to conventional thinking about devel-
opment have lent support and legitimacy to efforts to link develop-
ment more closely with human rights. More important in explaining
the movement toward rights-based approaches, though, are the po-
litical, moral, and organizational challenges discussed in the section
that follows.

Crisis of Development, Promise of Human Rights
By the late 1990s, the development aid enterprise faced a crisis both
of substance and of image, felt most acutely by leading NGOs and
the donors most concerned with social welfare outcomes. Four crit-
ical issues capture the dimensions of the crisis: the continuing growth
of inequality and social exclusion in most low-income countries;
the desire by many NGOs to challenge prevailing neoliberal eco-
nomic norms in the field; the deeply compromised independence of
NGOs as participants in civil society; and the weakness of account-
ability by development programs and donors to those they purport
to serve. Collectively, these changes and the pressures they created
for international development NGOs—financial, moral, political,
and intellectual—are the motives that drive NGOs’ strategic choices
to adopt human rights–based approaches.

POVERTY AND INEQUALITY
The increasing intensity and complexity of poverty and global in-
equality is the most significant of the global factors driving some
NGOs to find ways to increase the impact of their programming and
to influence trade, finance, and other policies more decisively. The
UN-sponsored Millennium Development Goals and Campaign and
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the development NGO–led “One” campaign against global poverty
have helped bring poverty reduction back to the center of official de-
velopment discourse, emphasizing quick impact interventions in
health education, water, and sanitation. But the extent and severity
of global poverty, outside of rapidly growing China, continued to
worsen in the late 1990s and the first years of the new millennium.
Even in the measured language of the 2006 UN report on the Decade
for the Eradication of Poverty (1997–2006), the progress “has been
mixed” (United Nations Economic and Social Council 2005, 12).
“[A]t the global level” the incidence of extreme poverty declined by
118 million persons, but in one country, China, 165 million people
were, statistically speaking, lifted out of poverty. On balance, then,
except in China’s superheated new industrial economy, “all other re-
gions have experienced setbacks since 1990,” not only in Africa but
in Latin America, Europe, and Central Asia as well (United Nations
Economic and Social Council 2005, 13).

In the context of this persistent and growing poverty, both NGOs
and official agencies have searched for a magic bullet, a change in
outlook and strategy that would restore development’s luster in the
public eye and make a rapid and sustainable difference for 1.2 bil-
lion people living in extreme poverty. The Oxfam agencies, for ex-
ample, according to Oxfam America’s president, wanted a new,
dynamic approach to poverty that “defines poverty as social exclu-
sion” and identifies the “critical exclusionary mechanism,” rather
than resource deficits (Offenheiser and Holcombe 2003). DFID sim-
ilarly argues that human rights–based development recasts poverty
as a result of exclusion and discrimination, not simply a “lack of re-
sources” (2000, 13), and Sida (2001) claims that the improved abil-
ity to analyze poverty and its causes is the most important benefit of
its rights and democracy approach.

ActionAid’s 2005–2010 action plan highlights the “unacceptable
truth that poverty remains deeply entrenched around the globe” and
that the “gap between rich and poor communities and nations is . . .
widening.” Acting on “our deepening understanding of the causes
of poverty and injustice,” it adopts a “Rights to End Poverty” strat-
egy (ActionAid 2005, 2–3).
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CHALLENGING THE MARKET-DRIVEN 
DEVELOPMENT PARADIGM
If the urgency of securing global commitments to eradicate poverty is
the principal factor motivating development NGOs to embrace rights-
based approaches, resistance to the dominance of free-market ideol-
ogy is nearly as important. While many agencies seek to reconcile
rapid privatization and free-market strategies with poverty reduction,
the rights-based approach subordinates free markets to the legal and
moral claims to a standard of material well-being. The development
paradigm of the early twenty-first century has updated the so-called
Washington Consensus, assigning more importance to the open and
efficient management of state agencies and returning poverty to the
center of the rhetoric of development. The faith of 1980s free-market
proponents confronted social, political, and institutional realities in
the 1980s and 1990s, and market-driven development now includes
modifiers such as broadly based, sustainable, and “pro-poor.”

But while the discourse of human development highlights poverty,
the increasingly strong link between development assistance and pri-
vate sector investment, and the hyperspeed of global currency and fi-
nancial markets, remain the dominant factors in shaping aid strategies
for global development. The rapid growth of transnational corporate
activity and influence, and the halting efforts to create a system of
rules and governance for finance, development, and trade have dra-
matically narrowed the real policy choices available to poor-country
governments (Wade 2003). The integration of most major aid donors
with these trade and finance rules means that a development path
that does not offer free rein to transnational corporations will not
find favor or support from major donors. In productive sectors such
as agriculture, forestry, and mining—as in social and public services
such as water, sanitation, and health care—aid donors have system-
atically integrated their grants and loans with corporate investments
and contracting.

Largely as a result of this shift toward aid as a stimulus to privati-
zation and a catalyst for private investment, international NGOs in
development are giving greater weight to research, advocacy, advice,
and technical assistance related to trade and investment strategies
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and negotiations (Lindenberg and Bryant 2001). For NGOs commit-
ted to this sort of development work, a human rights framework pro-
vides a legal and normative counterweight to the powerful neoliberal
norms. In their advocacy on trade rules and HIV/AIDS, for example,
both Doctors Without Borders (MSF) and Oxfam rely heavily on the
assertion that access to care for HIV-infected patients is an essential
component of the internationally recognized human right to health
care (’t Hoen 2000; Health GAP 2006; Oxfam International 2002b).
The slogan for Oxfam’s working paper series on the pharmaceutical
industry, “The right to medicines, or the right to profit from medi-
cines?” captures the use of human rights as counterleverage.

THE COMPROMISED INDEPENDENCE OF NGOs
A third source of interest in the rights-based approach is the inde-
pendence of NGOs themselves. As international NGOs have been
drawn deeper into an aid system dominated by donors and major in-
dustrial governments, their identity as independent, “voluntary,” or
even “nongovernmental” is sometimes called into question. Depen-
dence on the aid industry is an issue for NGOs worldwide (Hulme
and Edwards 1997), but it may be most keenly felt in the United
States, particularly in politically charged conflict situations. In 2003,
USAID administrator Andrew Natsios urged NGOs working in Iraq
to recognize that they, like contractors, are “arms of the U.S. govern-
ment” and threatened that if NGOs did not demonstrate stronger ties
to U.S. foreign policy, he would find other partners (Natsios 2003).
His remarks reinforced then secretary of state Colin Powell’s charac-
terization of NGOs as “force multipliers” for the U.S. government
(Stoddard 2003).

Human rights–based approaches are in part an urgent attempt
to define and articulate credible roles and identities that reassert NGO
independence and thus shore up NGOs’ moral authority and power.
Rights-based approaches offer two sources of renewed identity and in-
dependence for international development NGOs: a commitment to
principles and standards that are enshrined in international agree-
ments, and the possibility of new forms of solidarity with social move-
ments, NGOs, and citizens’ organizations in poor countries.
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ACCOUNTABILITY
Finally, human rights offers the potential for clarity in international
NGOs’ world of complex and competing accountability claims. De-
velopment is an enterprise without a legal or moral anchor. Human-
itarian practice has a basis in soft law and treaties (Forsythe 2005), and
human rights has standards and principles that are enshrined in in-
ternational treaties, but development cooperation is governed by fash-
ion, donors’ wishes, negotiated agreements between parties, and the
hand of the market. The existence of standards of good professional
practice, or standards of conduct among international NGOs such as
those maintained by the U.S. umbrella agency InterAction, the British
association BOND, and other associations of national NGOs (Jordan
2005), does not change the fact that development as an enterprise is
pinned to high hopes and to the compassion and solidarity of dedi-
cated professionals, without binding standards to give it direction or
to establish accountability.

International development NGOs are particularly plagued by am-
biguous and confused lines of accountability. Although strong re-
lationships to local NGOs and community-based organizations are
touted as strengths of international development NGOs (Fowler
1997; Lewis 2001), donors and governments exert the most power-
ful and structured claims through reporting requirements, contracts,
and legal and regulatory powers. Demands for greater NGO ac-
countability are wide-ranging, from routine demands for financial
accountability and calls for accountability to the people and com-
munities affected by their programs (Ebrahim 2005; Jordan and
Van Tuijl 2006), to questions about international NGOs’ legitimacy
as political actors (Nelson 1997; Edwards 2000; Roe 1995; Bob
2005).

In principle, embracing human rights standards would clarify the
accountability; NGOs that accept human rights as binding standards
for their work have a clear basis for choosing program priorities and
strategies, and they make themselves accountable to those standards.
They have stronger grounds for insisting that governmental donors
do the same, respecting human rights as development’s central goal,
regardless of the individual donor’s other priorities.
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How effectively accountability to these standards and principles
can be enforced in making economic and social policy is a subject of
much debate, and the rapidly growing experience with building legal
and political accountability to ESC rights is discussed in chapters 2
and 4. But limited legal precedent and relatively weak international
institutions for enforcing ESC rights are not barriers to the adoption
of human rights standards as the basis for organizational accounta-
bility and programmatic priority setting by international develop-
ment NGOs. Legal enforcement of economic and social rights is not
central to most development agency strategies, and despite the impre-
cision of some standards bemoaned by some human rights practition-
ers, they create standards that are altogether absent from development
practice. Moreover, creating measurable targets and monitoring sys-
tems is a strength of development practice.

Development Agencies and the Tentative Embrace of
Rights-Based Development
To assess how development agencies are implementing rights-based
approaches, we have created a three-part typology of the methods be-
ing employed to implement rights-based approaches. The typology
emphasizes three characteristics of the international NGO’s imple-
mentation: how public and visible; how system-wide; and how
clearly and specifically rooted in internationally recognized human
rights standards and principles. By highlighting the varied choices
that agencies have made, the typology allows us to see how selective
and varied the rights-based approach remains in implementation.

A TYPOLOGY
To highlight the key points of difference in methods of implement-
ing rights-based approaches, consider the three dimensions of this
typology:

Public and visible: Rhetorical affirmation of human rights as the ba-
sis for programming and advocacy is significant, as mission state-
ments, fundraising appeals, and slogans can all be articulated in
terms of meeting universal obligations rather than solely respond-
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ing to human needs. Communicating rights-based programming to
donors and supporters accustomed to the discourse of needs and
poverty reduction is a critical challenge.

Each NGO’s strategic choices about standards, advocacy, service de-
livery, and the public profile of its rights-based work is also an exer-
cise in positioning with respect to donors, members, southern
partners and social movements, and other constituencies.

System-wide: Organizations have diverse styles of implementation,
especially organizations whose work is geographically dispersed and
functionally varied. Some invoke human rights principles primarily
in their work on specific issues; Christian Aid’s work on dalits or un-
touchables in India is an example, as is Irish Cortaid’s work with eth-
nic minorities (Harris-Curtis, Marleyn, and Bakewell 2005). Neither
of these organizations has embraced a human rights–based approach
more broadly, and we focus primarily on international NGOs that
have a stated commitment to a broader human rights approach. We
ask how universally the rights-based approach is implemented, across
country programs or regional lines, as well as across divides between
advocacy, service delivery, and education. Making this assessment is
complex. ActionAid, for example, has made a global commitment to
a human rights–based approach, but features a strongly decentralized
country-based planning and programming structure.

Among the features we assess in asking how systemic is implemen-
tation are:

Analysis and assessment of progress by governments toward
fulfilling rights, using international human rights standards as
the basis to analyze causes of poverty and design possible
interventions, as well as to judge the impact of aid donors and
of corporate conduct, is a second function of human rights
standards.

Advocacy becomes a higher priority for development NGOs
under a rights-based approach. When states have primary
responsibility for fulfilling human rights to food, housing,
health, and education, NGOs and donors have to take the
state’s capacities and policies seriously.



Human rights education, motivation, and empowerment is an
option in every aspect of NGOs’ work, from fundraising in the
industrial countries to service delivery, but has not been
widely embraced by development agencies.

Program design and implementation is the most ambiguous 
area, and agencies have not systematically worked out 
what a rights-based approach means for programming
priorities, for funding allocations by country, or for program
design.

Rootedness in human rights standards, principles, and methods:
How specifically and clearly does the NGO refer to human
rights standards and principles (nondiscrimination,
universality, etc.), and to what extent does it employ any
traditional human rights methods, such as documentation
and reporting, human rights education, or litigation?

Looking across these functions of the rights-based approach, it
becomes clear that what is occurring is not a transformation of de-
velopment NGOs by a human rights–based methodology, but the
shaping and adaptation of aspects of the rights-based approach to
fit individual organizations’ own images.

The rights-based approach provides principles, but not a blueprint,
and NGOs are shaping their own answers to fundamental choices be-
tween a violations, promotion, or service delivery approach; between
international or local advocacy; between explicit reference to standards
and a broader human rights ethos; and between a public and visible
embrace of human rights and a quiet, stealth approach.

The geographical and organizational breadth of international de-
velopment NGOs, and the relative decentralization of programmatic
decision making in many of them, make organizational generaliza-
tions problematic. We offer a set of illustrative programs and initia-
tives taken by four of the leading adherents of the rights-based
approach, portraying broad organizational tendencies and the pos-
sibilities and limitations of the present embrace of rights-based ap-
proaches. None of the options is exclusive of the others, but a clear
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pattern of preference for promotion approaches is taking shape
among development agencies at all levels.

PUBLIC ADVOCACY, GLOBAL VISION
Oxfam bases its rights-based approach on the agreement among all
members of the Oxfam family, outlined in a strategic plan titled To-
wards Global Equity. While all of the thirteen national Oxfams carry
out emergency relief and development assistance projects, the clear
focus of Oxfam’s implementation of a rights-based approach is in
its advocacy and campaigning work on global rules and institutions.

Oxfam’s rights framework is to some extent self-defined, consisting
of five categories of rights to which Oxfam commits itself: the right to
a sustainable livelihood, to basic social services, to life and security, to
be heard, and to equity (Oxfam International 2002a). Individual Ox-
fam affiliates identify priority areas for their work; in 2002 Oxfam GB
outlined an agenda focused on HIV/AIDS, conflict, corruption, and
migration and refugees, and its Strategic Plan for 2003–04 through
2005–06 added emphases on livelihood, education, and gender.

In operational terms, Oxfam identifies six implications of the
rights-based approach, the broadest and most concrete of standards
by any of the new rights-based approach agencies. Participants in its
international training workshops are instructed that a rights-based
approach means:

Program goals focus on people and their rights

Work with other agencies toward shared rights-based goals

Concentrate on the worst rights violations and the most
vulnerable, marginalized people

Strengthen accountability of duty bearers for human rights

Support people’s efforts to demand their rights

Fight discrimination and promote equality and inclusion of
all people in development policy and initiatives (Theis 2003).

Concretely, this has primarily meant global-level advocacy and
grant making to local partner organizations in the poor countries.
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Oxfam’s approach to rights-based development work builds on the
organization’s experience as a campaigning NGO working at the in-
ternational level. Through campaigning work in the 1990s on themes
including debt and fair trade and the creation of an Oxfam Interna-
tional office in Washington to advocate at the UN and international
financial institutions, Oxfam established itself as the preeminent ad-
vocacy organization on development policy issues.

The links between Oxfam’s international advocacy agenda and its
embrace of human rights are uneven. All issues on the agenda are
consistent with the five aims, but only occasionally is there a specific
reference to human rights standards and their implications. The
agenda has been dominated by trade issues related to WTO rules and
Oxfam’s “make trade fair” theme, access to medicines and care for
HIV/AIDS patients, education for girls, and the One Campaign,
which is in turn linked to the antipoverty theme of the Millennium
Development Goals. The series of briefing papers on major pharma-
ceutical companies is one of the most clearly human rights–focused:
the series title is “the right to medicines, or the right to profit from
medicines” (Oxfam International 2002b).

Oxfam’s grant-making and local-capacity-building programs also
experienced a shift toward explicit human rights organizations as
partners, toward organizations with an emphasis on social and eco-
nomic policy advocacy, or toward organizations with historic ties to
civil liberties and human rights work. This would all be evidence of
movement toward implementing a human rights–based approach.

Samples of grants to new organizational partners, before and af-
ter the rights-based approach, show that new partner organizations
worldwide and in the Latin American/Caribbean region were more
likely to directly address human rights issues, use human rights lan-
guage and concepts in written materials, and be active in human
rights–related partnerships and network relationships (Doperak and
Szabo 2003; Oxfam America 2002).

The Oxfam family’s embrace of human rights approaches has been
highly public. Publications discuss Oxfam’s work in terms of rights
fulfillment, often alongside the language of needs and opportunities.
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Oxfam America’s president has coauthored a paper on the issues in-
volved in implementing a rights-based approach at Oxfam (Offen-
heiser and Holcombe 2003); Oxfam International made (former)
UN high commissioner for human rights Mary Robinson honorary
chair of its board and prominently features her statements on Ox-
fam’s behalf in publications.

CARE: STEALTH IMPLEMENTATION OF LOCAL SERVICE
DELIVERY METHODS
CARE adopted a rights-based approach that “deliberately and ex-
plicitly focuses on people achieving the minimum conditions for
living with dignity (i.e., achieving their human rights). It does so by
exposing the roots of vulnerability and marginalization, and expand-
ing the range of responses” (Picard 2003, 2).

CARE International, like the Oxfam groups, is organized as an in-
ternational federation of national CARE affiliates. Unlike Oxfam,
CARE’s adoption of a rights-based approach is surprising in that pol-
icy advocacy has not been as large a part of CARE’s historic work or
image, and CARE was not known for partnerships with politicized
local and national civil society organizations. More surprising, per-
haps, is that the initiative came first from CARE-USA. CARE-USA re-
lies substantially on the U.S. Agency for International Development
for emergency and development funds, and USAID’s lack of enthu-
siasm for economic and social rights likely helps to explain the rel-
atively low profile that the rights-based initiative has had at CARE.

Yet CARE’s planning and articulation of its rights-based approach,
and its analysis of the organizational implications, are thorough and
insightful. Staff members assigned to the human rights initiative
have developed and carried out one-day introductory training ses-
sions for CARE staff and have facilitated discussions of further likely
organizational changes (CARE 2005).

CARE links implementation of its rights-based approach to its
Household Livelihood Security methodology for programs in rural
areas, tying the new initiative to a well-established methodology
with broad support among CARE workers and recognition among
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other practitioners (Ambler 2002). CARE has introduced the human
rights approach through project-specific and country pilot opera-
tions and coordinates the work of interested country programs
through a rights-based approach reference group that meets annu-
ally to discuss pilot efforts and analyze new conceptual tools such
as “power analysis” and “causal responsibility analysis” that are de-
signed to help the staff use human rights standards and principles
to discover the underlying causes of poverty (Picard 2003, 4).

CARE has also produced a thorough set of case studies probing the
effects of its rights-based approach (Rand 2002). The review of five
case studies examines projects in civil society promotion and liveli-
hood security that have employed rights-based methods, drawing
both specific conclusions for projects as well as organization-wide
lessons for management and policy.

CARE offers some of the clearest examples of how an agency can
ground situation analysis and the monitoring of development proj-
ects in human rights principles and standards. A country study of Bu-
rundi, for example, shows how CARE national staffers used analysis of
patterns of discrimination against the Batwa minority, and their “sys-
tematic marginalization,” to analyze chronic poverty and devise inter-
ventions that address its causes (CARE International 2003, 30–37).

In Africa, several CARE projects apply an analysis of nondiscrimi-
nation to situations in which legal, social, customary, and other rules
and institutions affect the opportunities of excluded groups to gain
access to important institutions or services. CARE’s “rights-based
monitoring tool” for Malawi, for example, is anchored in the analy-
sis of discrimination to understand the limited access of poor rural
households to land, credit, and agricultural inputs (Goulden and
Glyde 2004); declining livelihoods in Malawi and its impact on the
poor; and the differential impact of HIV/AIDS on poor households.

In general, rigorous attention to nondiscrimination moves devel-
opment planners from asking whether a given program or service will
“reach” intended beneficiaries to asking whether it counters existing
discriminatory tendencies, fosters institutions and policies that sys-
temically attack discriminatory practices, and creates models for ac-
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cessibility and nondiscriminatory extension of benefits, services, and
opportunities. Nondiscrimination as an analytic approach forces
agencies to focus not only on the fact of deprivation, but on its so-
cial, legal, political, and institutional causes.

CARE’s strategy for rights-based policy advocacy has focused on as-
sistance and capacity building for advocacy among its African NGO
partners. The SCAPE program (Strengthening Capacities for Trans-
forming Relationships and Exercising Rights) has trained and sup-
ported local advocates across sub-Saharan Africa (CARE 2006).

Policy advocacy has not been a high priority historically at CARE,
and its modest efforts have focused on aid policy and funding. But
CARE staff members see the rights-based strategy as requiring the or-
ganization to devote resources to advocacy that reinforces govern-
ments’ and international agencies’ obligations and capacities to fulfill
(especially) economic and social rights.

The Swedish national agency Sida—although not an NGO—shares
CARE’s emphasis on human rights as a means of better analyzing the
causes of poverty. Indeed, Sida’s “Democracy and Human Rights” ap-
proach aspires to analyze development issues including poverty and
inequality through a human rights lens (2001). Sida considers the
Country Development Strategy Process the key stage in implement-
ing this approach (Johnston 2000, 42), and a review of one early
country analysis, for Zambia, shows a concerted effort to conceptual-
ize and analyze poverty and social policy issues in terms of human
rights (Sida 2003, 1017). This is markedly different from the previous
Zambia country document, where “human rights” referred almost ex-
clusively to civil and political rights and social policy was analyzed
without reference to rights (Sida 1998b, 17–22). The 2003 country
analysis features sustained analysis of patterns of discrimination but
little discussion of power structures.

CHILDREN’S RIGHTS PROMOTION AT SAVE THE CHILDREN
Founded in London in 1919, Save the Children (STC) responded to
the plight of World War I orphans by calling for worldwide safe-
guards for children and for recognition of children’s rights. Save the
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Children now includes thirty national affiliates working in one hun-
dred countries, and its work to improve the lives of children and their
communities addresses HIV/AIDS, education, armed conflicts and
disasters, children exploitation and abuse, and other children’s rights.
The organization receives support from donor organizations and
from individual contributors, and it raised US$430 million in 2001
(International Save the Children Alliance 2001).

STC Sweden embraces the rights-based approach, working with
like-minded STC members, such as STC UK, to develop operational
tools for children’s rights programming. Save the Children argues that
adopting a rights-based approach improves its traditional program
work by emphasizing long-term goals, using internationally accepted
standards to measure progress, and embracing a legal framework that
identifies the responsibilities of governments, donors, the private sec-
tor, communities, and individuals. It incorporates principles such as
participation, nondiscrimination, and poverty eradication into a uni-
fied, rights-based approach (International Save the Children Alliance
2002).

STC Sweden bases its development work rigorously on interna-
tional human rights laws, standards, and values. It employs an ana-
lytical framework that focuses at the national level on the adequacy
of protection for the rights of children, emphasizing four human
rights principles: child participation, nondiscrimination, accounta-
bility, and the principle of “best interest of the child.”

A list of program areas such as children in armed conflict and dis-
aster and children’s right to be heard and to participate serves as a
programming framework from which regional and country offices are
to choose priorities in creating national strategies.1 Organization poli-
cies, objectives, strategies, and implementation methods are spelled
out for each program area, providing comprehensive strategy papers
and emphasizing four broad methodologies: research and analysis;
direct material support; knowledge dissemination and capacity build-
ing; advocacy and awareness raising (Save the Children Sweden 2001).

In addition to the “program area” framework, STC Sweden has
worked with other STC members to develop a programming tool,
“Child Rights Programming” (CRP). CRP is the most crucial compo-
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nent of STC’s rights-based approach, and it refers to “using the Prin-
ciples of Child Rights to Plan, Manage, Implement and Monitor Pro-
grammes with the Overall goal of strengthening the rights of the child
as defined in International Law” (International Save the Children Al-
liance 2002, 23).

It is difficult to point to dramatic changes in STC because of its
historic commitments to children’s human rights. That longstand-
ing commitment and its focus on a single rights-bearing group facil-
itate the task of implementing the rights-based approach, and it has
chosen a decentralized approach that introduces and encourages in-
novation in its country offices. The results are uneven implementa-
tion. Child Rights Programming is “marginalized” in some country
programs, particularly those that emphasize direct assistance, but in-
novation and informal pilot program experience is shared through
network-wide meetings on CRP.

STC Sweden also emphasizes advocacy work, lobbying several UN
bodies and European governments and the European Union. In
other countries, advocacy is carried out by urban-based civil society
organizations with which STC Sweden works. Like most interna-
tional development NGOs, STC does not directly lobby southern
governments, opting for advocacy–capacity building of local activist
organizations. Activism for STC Sweden involves public campaign-
ing, media work, and popular mobilization in defense of the rights
of poor and marginalized people (Theis 2003). STC Sweden has in-
vested heavily in human rights education (Theis 2003) as a means
of encouraging longer-term changes through deeper awareness in
civil societies of children’s rights and human rights mechanisms.

ACTIONAID’S LOCAL RIGHTS-BASED ADVOCACY
ActionAid’s rights-based approach, adopted as a global policy in
2006, is shaped by the agency’s highly decentralized structure and
longstanding commitment to local advocacy work. The experience of
ActionAid India (AAI) illustrates the agency’s politically engaged, lo-
cally focused approach to rights-based development. The organiza-
tion has no central definition or prescription of what a rights-based
approach means operationally. National ActionAid organizations



have considerable discretion in specifying the implications of the
rights-based approach for their programmatic work.

ActionAid India’s (2006) mission, to restore rights of poor and mar-
ginalized people by working with organizations of such people, re-
quires that rights, which “may be constitutional, moral and/or legal
entitlements,” protect all people. Targeting poor and marginalized
groups, AAI works with local organizations and social movements
“who have the knowledge and enjoy the confidence of the commu-
nities we work with.”

Under the slogan “Rights First!” AAI is committed to helping chal-
lenge government policy and win the implementation of legal and
policy protections for the full range of human rights. In 2001, the
Indian Supreme Court ordered measures taken to strengthen food
security. An AAI initiative to investigate and document “irregularity
and pilferage” in one grain distribution program uncovered local
arrangements that were systematically denying food to families be-
longing to the Sahariya tribal group and profiting from the resale of
food. Local investigations and petitions by AAI network partners led
to a government investigation and a report to the Supreme Court.
The results in 2006 included 37,492 new ration cards issued to Sa-
hariya families and the abolition of the contracting system that al-
lowed diversion schemes to function (Pattnaik and Sharma 2006).

While much of the dynamism of ActionAid’s rights-based ap-
proach originates in the organization’s national programs, it has cre-
ated an organization-wide monitoring system that is a distinctive
feature of its approach. The Accountability, Learning and Planning
System (ALPS), introduced with the rights-based approach in 2000,
aims to infuse human rights principles into its system for monitor-
ing and assessing all its program work. From the human rights per-
spective, ALPS’s distinguishing feature is the intensive involvement
of community, local partner organizations, and poor people them-
selves in the assessment of ActionAid’s work (Guijt 2004).

As with the other three NGOs reviewed in table 3.1, ActionAid’s
mandate and organizational characteristics shape the distinctive
rights-based approach it has adopted.
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Human Rights and the Millennium 
Development Goals
Launched in 2000, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
sparked an unusual show of united purpose among official donors.2

The eight goals with eighteen standards and forty-eight benchmarks
and indicators call for reductions in poverty, malnutrition, illiteracy,
child mortality, gender discrimination, and other indicators of hu-
man development from 1990 levels to new levels by 2015. They are
the centerpiece of a research, publicity, and education campaign to
build donor support for human development programs.

The MDGs aim to motivate and mobilize support from major
donor countries and their citizens by demonstrating the capacity of
“development” to accomplish some real and important tasks. They
represent much of what development cooperation does best: defin-
ing goals, objectives, and benchmarks and monitoring and measur-
ing progress toward them. Development agencies have financed
important successes in this way, advancing public health and immu-
nization coverage in the 1980s, for example, in ways that advanced
life expectancy and reduced child and infant mortality—at least un-
til the effects of the AIDS pandemic became severe in the 1990s.

But the MDGs call on the donors only to endorse and promote
another in a series of donor-announced initiatives. They include no
accountability mechanisms for the rich countries; they essentially ig-
nore access to land, employment, and credit, investing in “quick
win” strategies such as immunizations, mosquito nets, and educa-
tion subsidies.

The practices of global goal setting and pledging by donors are
firmly entrenched in development practice. Compared to human
rights–driven policy, it is hard not to see the MDGs as a watered-
down replacement in which goals replace rights and generosity re-
places obligations.

Human rights–based approaches insist on analysis of the causes of
poverty and of the deprivations, inequality, and violations of rights
that accompany it; the MDGs are output indicators that aim for
progress in some of the worst symptoms of poverty. Both in principle
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and in practice, human rights approaches to social and economic
policy have involved tracing the social, economic, political, and other
causes of rights deprivation. CARE, Sida, ActionAid, and others af-
firm that one of the principal advantages afforded by a human rights
framework is a structured means of tracing the often multiple causes
of poverty, social exclusion, and denial of any specific right.

The MDGs, on the other hand, create incentives that favor quick
impact over complex social systems. The MDGs’ “quick wins” strat-
egy, as outlined in the 2005 UN report on investing to advance the
MDGs, funds “high potential, short-term impact” initiatives that can
yield “breathtaking results within three or fewer years” and “start
countries on the path to the Goals.” These quick-impact measures
include, for example, financing mosquito bed nets for malaria pro-
tection, MDG “villages,” immunizations, school meals, and water pu-
rification devices. Investments of this kind have two kinds of payoff
in MDG terms: they begin to drive down the key indicators for the
goals, and they offer the prospect of quick impact that can mobilize
donors’ aid funds.

In pragmatic terms, this is the advantage of the MDGs: the goals
establish benchmarks with attainable levels of progress, and they
tend to rely on interventions (mosquito nets for malaria, nutrition
supplementation) that can be accomplished without even attempt-
ing to address the thorny social and political causes of inequality and
deprivation.

But embracing this strategy for a global antipoverty initiative
means de-emphasizing other strategies. Of the structural factors ac-
counting for poverty and wealth in poor countries—access to land,
labor, wages, credit, and entrepreneurial opportunity—none is
touched upon by the MDGs. The only attention given to discrimi-
nation is in the call for eliminating disparities between boys’ and
girls’ school enrollment rates.

Does it matter? How consequential is the difference between rights
and goals?

First, rights belong to individuals, while goals refer to individuals but
belong to the governments and international agencies that set them.
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Agreement among governments that poverty or maternal mortality
should be reduced by half, for example, does not give any particular
poor person or expectant mother the right of access to land, food, pre-
natal care, or other economic or social good, without discrimination,
that she needs. When government services are maldistributed or in-
adequate, or when land or credit is distributed in a discriminatory
manner, the existence of a goal does not give any citizen the legal or
political grounds on which to challenge existing policy and press for
change. Neither human rights standards nor development goals are
self-enforcing, of course, and the record of enforceability of economic
and social human rights is only now growing. But in principle, human
rights afford a legal and political leverage and a source of accounta-
bility that is absent or vastly weaker with goals.

It should not be surprising that while ESC rights have become an
important moral, legal, and political framework for social move-
ments calling for improved AIDS treatment or access to water or
land (see chapter 4), the MDGs have gained little attention from such
movements (Nelson 2007). Paradoxically, internationally recognized
human rights to economic and social goods, framed in treaties to
which states are legally bound, have become the favored vehicle for
social movement mobilization, while many states opt to frame ob-
jectives in terms of nonbinding, essentially voluntary goals.

The United Nations system, too, has become more comfortable
framing development objectives as goals rather than as human rights.
It appeared in 2001 that the UN system was moving toward a sys-
tematic embrace of human rights as the framework for social and
economic work. But by 2007, the profile of human rights in the pub-
lic materials and websites of UNICEF and UNDP had receded in fa-
vor of a united push for the MDGs. The comment from the human
rights movement has been muted. Philip Alston, advisor on the
MDGs to the high commissioner for human rights, published what
might be expected to be an authoritative comment in a 2004 Human
Rights Quarterly article, and he is careful to emphasize and encour-
age the hoped-for synergies between the MDGs and rights-based ap-
proaches to development.
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Alston may be proven correct, but if this is to come to pass it will
require a much stronger, more concerted effort than is now visible
to link the MDGs to the standards, principles, and power of human
rights and to encourage the power that human rights standards
should afford to people living in the indignity of extreme poverty.

Durability and Limits, Constraints and Resistance
Is this ambivalence within the United Nations a symptom of a gen-
eral lack of substantive change by the official and nongovernmental
agencies embracing human rights–based development? Skeptics have
argued that the rush to adopt rights-based approaches is an expres-
sion of donors’ continuing effort to win greater legitimacy for the de-
velopment enterprise. Donors may be doing little more, as Uvin
(2002, 1–2) suggests, than attempting to occupy the moral “high
ground” by “incorporating human rights terminology into develop-
ment discourse,” a rhetorical gesture that need not involve substan-
tive changes in the policies, projects, and programs they promote.

Skepticism is entirely appropriate in light of the history of devel-
opment fashions, and to reach a more definitive understanding of
what development agencies are doing with the rights-based ap-
proach, agencies and those who monitor them need to use a set of
standards and methods that would provide convincing evidence of
genuine, substantive changes driven by human rights–based ap-
proaches. What changes are apparent in organizational systems,
such as management and training, funding, and cooperative part-
nerships, to show in the longer term that fundamental change is in
process?

What course the embrace of human rights will take in the devel-
opment field is difficult to anticipate. To date it has been selective,
irregular, and sometimes frustrating to those who advocate a thor-
ough transformation. There are reasons, both inherent to human
rights and social policy themselves, and specific to the politics of the
development field, to think that impact in the development sector
will continue to be somewhat limited.
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Foremost among these is the relative reluctance to exercise power
in a forthright, direct manner. ActionAid is the most prominent ex-
ception to this aversion to power, as the agency directly affirms its
objective of increasing the power available to poor people’s organi-
zations and others with whom it works. Other agencies—Oxfam and
MSF, for example—while not engaging in a discourse of power, do
position themselves to be able to use human rights principles to
give greater force to their demands. But until development NGOs be-
come more comfortable with the highly politicized world of social
movements, their embrace of human rights principles will have less
than resounding impact.

The organizational and international politics of the development
field also seem likely to limit the impact of human rights–based ap-
proaches. Resistance from some donors constitutes the most obvi-
ous limit. CARE staff members specializing in developing and
promoting its rights-based approach acknowledge that the organi-
zation’s donors, particularly government agencies including USAID,
have some hesitations about the emphasis on rights that will have
to be overcome or dealt with (Bode et al. 2005).

How independently can international NGOs in the development
field be expected to act? Development NGOs are often lumped
in an amorphous, wide-ranging collective referred to as “global civil
society” (e.g., in Anheier, Glasius, and Kaldor 2004; Salamon, Soko-
lowski, and Associates 2004). Tvedt (2002) and others have recently
challenged the assumption that international development NGOs
should be so treated and argue that they are better understood
by grasping their place in the aid industry. Development NGOs, in
this view, behave based on their structural position in the aid sys-
tem, not the moral and independent position sometimes attributed
to them.

Few international development NGOs have managed to build
large-scale programs without bilateral and multilateral donors’ sup-
port, and the largest of these donors—the U.S. and Japanese aid
agencies and the World Bank—have little enthusiasm for a human
rights–driven strategy.
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The United Nations, which provided the principal source of ini-
tiative, has not proven to be a strong leader. Compromised and pre-
occupied by events relating to the September 11 attacks and the Iraq
war and beset by constant criticism from the United States, its ini-
tiative has been weakened by the shift of focus to the Millennium
Development Goals. However, UN agencies themselves have shone
on a small scale: UNDP country programs such as that in Bosnia-
Herzegovina, UNICEF’s targeted programs on child nutrition and
care of orphans, and the World Health Organization’s use of human
rights standards in professional standard setting work are examples.

What does the adoption and implementation of rights-based ap-
proaches by major international development NGOs imply for this
debate? The evidence from the first years of implementation is mixed.
Agencies that are relatively financially independent of the major
donors—Oxfam, ActionAid—have been leaders in crafting rights-
based approaches. But there appears to be room as well for indepen-
dent innovation by agencies with strong ties to the flow of official
aid money (CARE and Save the Children). Some NGO staff mem-
bers argue that the U.S. affiliates of both these organizations are less
advanced and less public in their embrace of human rights–based
approaches (Harris-Curtis, Marleyn, and Bakewell 2005, 39).

Finally, fashion in development means that a new approach such
as the rights-based approach can become a rigid form of orthodoxy,
at least with some donors, discouraging innovation and creating re-
sentments. Two leading movements among slum- and shack-
dwellers, SPARC and the Slum Dwellers International network, have
criticized the rights-based approach for dictating a one-strategy-fits-
all approach. Respected housing activists Mitlin and Patel (2005) ar-
gue that the fashionability of rights-based approaches with some
donors has made it difficult for SPARC and Slum Dwellers Interna-
tional to secure donor funding, because their preferred approach em-
phasizes local initiative and negotiated relationships with municipal
and national government, not the assertion of rights and obligations.

The most serious danger is that NGOs’ enthusiasm for rights-based
development follows the pattern of other recent fashions, such as
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sustainable development, popular participation, and development
“partnerships.” Each of these was introduced as a reform with po-
tential to transform the donor-driven system of development aid, but
each has instead been adopted and thoroughly domesticated by aid
donors, who have embraced the language while limiting the impli-
cations for it in practice. A similar dilution of human rights standards,
the only widely accepted legal standards and political agreements for
shaping national and global development, could be a great loss for
global governance.

On the other hand, development may have a unique contribution
to make to the advancement of economic and social rights. ESC
rights practice in the human rights field, as we saw in chapter 2, has
met with a variety of cautions and criticisms that ESC rights are not
as readily enforceable, as clear and precise, or as immediately grasped
by traditional human rights constituencies, as are civil and political
rights. But these objections carry less weight in the development
field, where NGOs are only occasionally concerned with litigating
cases or issues and are more often drawing on ESC rights standards
and principles for their political or analytic value.

Fashion plays a strong role in development, and the fashionability
of rights-based approaches makes the durability of human rights–re-
lated innovations an important question, one that is difficult to an-
swer at this early stage. It is not likely that international NGOs that
have publicly embraced human rights–based approaches will turn
away from them altogether. But, as at other times in the history of de-
velopment, it would be entirely possible for NGOs and donors to
quietly slide the rights-based approach onto the shelf that holds other
slogans and principles for display to interested publics: sustainability,
human development, gender empowerment, etc. This is not to say
that individuals’ commitments to these principles, and to the rights-
based approach, are weak or insincere, but to suggest that organiza-
tional innovations may have transformative effects that are difficult to
undo and incremental effects that are more easily eroded.

As long as rights-based methods remain one emphasis among oth-
ers for a donor or an NGO, the cost to the organization of quietly de-
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emphasizing human rights at a later date is fairly small. The features
to look for, therefore, in tracking the durability of the rights-based ap-
proach in an agency are skills, methods, staffing, and organizational
changes that are difficult or costly (politically or financially) to undo.

Oxfam’s adoption of a rights-based set of principles for its contin-
uing global advocacy, for example, could be undone with little fan-
fare and little cost. Save the Children’s long-term commitment would
be more difficult (and unlikely) to reverse, with the organizational
mission now pinned to the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
CARE’s situation is more difficult to discern. It has adopted its rights-
based approach with little public fanfare, but in some country pro-
grams there has been extensive training and innovation. ActionAid
has perhaps the most deeply entrenched rights-based approach of
any of the mainstream development NGOs, with human rights stan-
dards and principles put at the center of strategies for social change
and of planning processes with national partners.

The impetus that development NGOs see from advocacy alliances
and campaigns, and from the handful of innovative hybrid organi-
zations, are likely to be pivotal, and we will examine these alliances
and organizations in detail in chapter 4.

Notes
1. The program areas are (a) exploitation and abuse of children; (b) children

without sufficient family support; (c) children in armed conflict and dis-
aster; (d) the child’s rights to nondiscrimination; (e) the right to a good
physical environment and good health; (f) the right to education; (g) chil-
dren’s rights to be heard and to participate; (h) the human rights of the
child and child rights programming; (i) good governance in the best inter-
est of the child; (j) a civil society for the rights of the child; and (k) knowl-
edge management, capacity building, and rights-based program planning.
Save the Children Sweden, Program Areas and Strategies, Stockholm: Save
the Children Sweden n.d.

2. The section on the Millennium Development Goals draws heavily on
Nelson (2007).
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4

ALLIANCES AND HYBRIDS

Icall upon governments to recognize the role of these
social movements in building a critical mass of
responsible citizens who help maintain the checks

and balances in society. On their part, civil society
should embrace not only their rights but their
responsibilities. Further, industry and global
institutions must appreciate that ensuring economic
justice, equity, and ecological integrity are of greater
value than profits at any cost.

—Wangari Maathai, Nobel Peace Prize Lecture, 2004

In chapter 1 we introduced the local and global trends that laid the
groundwork in the 1980s and early 1990s for the present human
rights–development convergence. Conflict over major infrastructure
projects and interactions around the UN-sponsored global confer-
ences were reinforced by the facilitating roles of global social move-
ments, especially the women’s and indigenous peoples’ movements,
bringing organizations and individuals into contact with each others’
methods and cultures.

These trends blossomed in the late 1990s into an extensive and
sometimes influential set of shared campaigns, alliances, and hybrid
organizations that reshaped the politics of NGO advocacy on social
and economic policy. In the most contentious social policy debates
since 2000—generic pharmaceuticals for HIV/AIDS, privatization of
water, corporate information disclosure, women’s reproductive and
sexual rights—new alliances and new NGOs are bringing to bear
principles and methods from development and human rights and
forming alliances with social movements in an effort to assert new
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political power to respond to new dimensions of poverty and social
exclusion.

We review these trends here in four parts. Virtually every initiative
profiled here can be traced to links formed during global conferences
and during fights over major infrastructure projects in the 1980s and
1990s, so we begin by reviewing these conflicts, setting the stage for
deeper integration. Second, we turn to cooperative shared issue cam-
paigns; third, to deeper new rights campaigns on two issues, HIV/
AIDS and water privatization, that decisively mix and exchange or-
ganizations’ methodologies; and finally to the formation of hybrid
organizations that integrate aspects of human rights and develop-
ment practice in single NGOs.

These forms of shared action involve different levels and degrees of
collaboration. In what we call collaborative issue campaigns—work
on conflict diamonds, right to know, debt relief, child soldiers, and the
“publish what you pay” campaign—activists from the two sectors
work in cooperation, sometimes taking joint actions but oftentimes
not, and rarely altering their methodologies. Convergent new rights al-
liances such as the work on HIV/AIDS and water privatization involve
a crucial addition. Organizations clearly learn from each other’s meth-
ods, adopt strategies and tactics across sector lines, and take joint ini-
tiatives that go beyond coordinated advocacy. Hybrid NGOs integrate
the two sectors in an even more fundamental way, combining key fea-
tures of human rights and development work in a single organization.

Together, these collaborative campaigns, convergent alliances, and
hybrid organizations are the clearest indications of the new develop-
ments at the human rights–development nexus. First, they break
down the sector divisions by sharing methods, rhetoric, agendas,
strategies, and even individual staff members. Second, they openly ar-
ticulate their objectives in terms of power in a way that distinguishes
them from past international NGO initiatives in either sector, and that
more closely resembles the posture of social movement organizations.

Few development NGOs make reference to power at all, preferring
to emphasize opportunity, needs, and fairness even in their advocacy
work. Most human rights NGOs assert that they are advocating for
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greater power or authority for human rights principles or standards.
But these campaigns, alliances, and hybrids virtually all address power
directly and adopt methods and strategies that call for greater power
in rulemaking and greater authority over corporate and state actors.

We will see that each of these three forms of convergence—al-
liances, new rights campaigns, and hybrids—is deeply influenced by
contact with community and national organizations in the poor
countries and shaped by other changes in global systems, confirming
the hypothesis advanced in chapter 1. The direct significance of these
trends is for NGOs organized in the industrial countries. The lines that
divide development and human rights have been much less signifi-
cant among most NGOs in the poor countries, as multiple identities
such as those of Kenya’s Greenbelt Movement—development, envi-
ronmental, women’s rights, human rights NGO—are common.

Local and Global Cooperation Sets the Stage,
1980s–1990s
The local and global interactions around development projects and
UN-sponsored global conferences produced three broad sets of re-
sults for environmental, development, and human rights advocates.
Activists in each sector began to learn from the impact of the strate-
gies employed in the others; international activists in all these sec-
tors learned from their interaction with community groups and social
movements in the poor countries, who often articulated their values
and agendas in ways that crossed the northern activists’ sector lines;
and the interaction began to change expectations, especially in the
human rights and development sectors, of the kind of work each car-
ried out to advance its mission.

FIGHTING MAJOR INFRASTRUCTURE PROJECTS 
ACROSS THREE DECADES
Organized local resistance to certain major infrastructure projects
has a long history, and major projects, which nearly always have im-
plications for the distribution of land, water, energy, and wealth,



have seldom been without controversy. Beginning in 1983, the Nat-
ural Resources Defense Council, Environmental Defense Fund, Sierra
Club, and Friends of the Earth initiated a Multilateral Development
Banks (MDB) project that brought these local debates to the global
stage. Challenging World Bank financing of such projects (Rich 1994;
Schwartzman 1986), they altered or blocked projects, which led to
policy changes and new safeguards at the World Bank (Nelson 2002;
Fox and Brown 1998). As international development and human
rights NGOs engaged in these local conflicts, their objectives and
strategies often differed, and their advocacy was seldom tightly co-
ordinated.

International human rights NGO involvement has focused over-
whelmingly on violations of civil and political rights in governments’
treatment of villagers and demonstrators. A second current of human
rights activism, smaller but growing, has called attention to the vio-
lations of ESC rights that accompany the loss of land and housing
when river valleys are inundated. In early cases such as India’s Nar-
mada dams, this human rights engagement responded to allegations
of civil and political rights violations. But by the mid-1990s, human
rights, development, and environmental NGOs were monitoring dis-
puted projects in a more coordinated and proactive way.

Development NGOs involved in campaigning sometimes signed
on to statements and letters critical of notorious World Bank proj-
ects, including Narmada. But development NGOs’ involvement is
much more dependent on their physical presence and pre-existing
working relationships with local organizations near the project site.
The British NGO Christian Aid, for example, collaborated in the
early 1990s with the Highland Church Action Group in Lesotho to
monitor the massive Highland Water Project. The project, which
dammed and reversed the flow of Lesotho’s Senqu River, provoked
local opposition, but Christian Aid, like most development NGOs,
focused on ensuring adequate compensation and resettlement
arrangements for villagers whose land was inundated. The story of
international NGO involvement in the Sardar Sarovar Dam project
on the Narmada River illustrates this parallel advocacy.
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Sardar Sarovar Dam

Sardar Sarovar is the archetypal big dam project. Still a site of major
organizing and controversy in 2007, it was planned in the 1950s and
first financed with a $450 million World Bank loan in 1985. The in-
ternational debate over Sardar Sarovar rose to an unprecedented level
with the determined resistance of the Narmada Bachao Andolan
(Save the Narmada, NBA), the stubborn and sometimes brutal in-
sistence of the Indian government and Gujarat state that the project
proceed, successful challenges within the World Bank primarily by
international environmental NGOs, and the combination of social
justice, environmental, and human rights themes in the debate.

Khagram’s (2004) account focuses on the interactions among in-
ternational actors, especially international environmental NGOs,
and the community organizations in the Narmada Valley, especially
the NBA, led by Medha Patkar. The agendas of the NBA, community
organizations whose lands were to be flooded, and their interna-
tional allies were varied and not always consistent. They included de-
termined efforts to stop the dam, to reduce its height (and thus the
area inundated), to compensate and relocate communities more ad-
equately, to drive the World Bank from India, and to reform the
World Bank’s financing of infrastructure projects.

Systematic international support for Narmada Valley communities
began in 1984 as Oxfam-UK and Survival International petitioned
the British government and the World Bank for attention to the so-
cial and human impact of planned involuntary resettlements (Kha-
gram 2004, 90–92). International organizing expanded in 1987 with
the creation in Washington of the Narmada International Action
Committee. Its membership, indicative of the network’s outlook, in-
cluded the NBA, international environmental NGOs (FOE Japan,
Committee on Environment and Development, IRN, Probe Interna-
tional, Both Ends, and EDF); solidarity and cultural rights organiza-
tions [Action for World Solidarity, Rainforest Information Center, The
Ecologist, Survival International, the Swedish NGO Svalorna (Swal-
lows)]; and FIAN, the Hamburg-based network on the human right
to food.
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What began as a local campaign for land rights and against forced
relocation was taken up in the international arena by environmen-
tal NGOs as an instance of World Bank–financed environmental de-
struction. Almost immediately, however, human and social impacts
took center stage. Issues of cultural and indigenous rights were raised
at first by NGOs such as Survival International and Cultural Survival,
and the messages of the International Rivers Network, Environmen-
tal Defense Fund, Sierra Club, and Friends of the Earth rapidly took
on added social, human, and human rights dimensions.

International human rights reporting began in earnest in the early
1990s. After a 1992 report by an ad hoc Narmada International Hu-
man Rights Panel and a 1993 Human Rights Campaign on Nar-
mada, the Lawyers Committee for Human Rights (1993) released the
first major international report. Human Rights Watch (HRW) and the
Lawyers Committee remained involved, complementing intrepid hu-
man rights reporting by Indian NGOs, and environmental NGOs be-
gan routinely to report on human rights violations.

International human rights NGOs called attention to the ESC
rights issues at Narmada only much later. The issue of evictions as-
sociated with development projects had long been discussed in UN
settings, as in the Vienna Declaration of the 1993 Human Rights
meetings (Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action 1993).
COHRE, founded in 1994, monitored and reported on housing and
tenure rights in the Narmada Valley beginning in 2000. COHRE
newsletters and global updates on forced evictions prominently cite
resettlements and forced evictions in the Narmada Valley to illustrate
the global practice. Since 2000, while international human rights and
environmental monitoring has continued to provide support and
solidarity, many of the most significant incidents in the ongoing re-
sistance have taken place in Indian state and national courts and ad-
ministrative bodies (Lustig and Kingsbury 2006).

The growing integration of human rights, environmental, and de-
velopment advocacy is not unique to large dam projects, as the re-
cent history of petroleum exploration and extraction in Nigeria and
Chad shows.
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Chad-Cameroon Pipeline and Deepening Cooperation

The story of international activism in response to oil exploration and
pipelines is a tale of the collision of the lifeblood of industrialized
production and lifestyles with increasingly internationalized princi-
ples and norms of environmental and human rights practice. Oil-
based economic development is a strategy with notorious economic,
environmental, and social risks (Bannon and Collier 2003; Ross
2001), and controversy over oil, which created some of the flash-
points of international relations and development policy since 1980,
has also been critical to accelerating cooperation and integration
among the sectors of activism.

Two cases, from Nigeria and Chad, show how international advo-
cacy on pipelines and their finance was transformed over fifteen years.
In Nigeria’s Niger River Valley, international NGO involvement grew
largely in response to evidence of civil and political human rights
abuses and of extensive and severe pollution caused by Shell Oil’s
operations. As the Nigerian government tightened controls over the
activities of the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People
(MOSOP), then arrested MOSOP leader Ken Saro-Wiwa in 1993, at-
tention from environmental and human rights NGOs grew rapidly.

Saro-Wiwa’s arrest and 1995 execution became a powerful sym-
bolic link between human rights activism, environmental justice,
and corporate (mis)conduct, and international outrage over the ex-
ecution dramatically heightened international interest and support
for local protests in the Niger Valley. It helped prepare international
NGOs for prompt, concerted, and cooperative action in Chad and
Cameroon, as the closely linked work of development, environment,
and human rights NGOs on the Chad-Cameroon petroleum pipeline
demonstrates.

In June 2000, the World Bank approved a loan to finance a
pipeline by which oil extracted from Chad’s Doba oilfield would be
transported to port on the coast of Cameroon. The decision and the
project were complex; petroleum reserves under the Chadian desert
had the potential to transform the economy of one of the poorest
countries of the planet, but the project was debated in the shadow
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of oil exploration fiascos in Nigeria, Angola, and elsewhere in Africa.
The response by development, human rights, and environmental
NGOs differed from earlier cases. Organizations from all three sec-
tors were involved early, often in a coordinated way, sometimes pro-
ducing joint papers, reports, statements, and strategies.

The project was to involve an unprecedented set of safeguards to
ensure that oil revenues promoted broadly based development. It re-
quired government certification of how revenues were spent, it re-
quired a portion of the revenues be set aside for projects in areas
impacted by the oil exploration and pipeline, and it required project-
mandated national and international bodies to monitor the fulfill-
ment of these conditions. But political instability, conflict, and both
governments’ weak human rights and governance records meant that
NGOs were on the alert early, and environmental, development, and
human rights advocates were ready and, to an unprecedented degree,
united.

Catholic Relief Services (CRS) moved in 1998, during project plan-
ning, to work with the Cameroonian Center for the Environment and
Development in advancing CRS’s agenda of monitoring human
rights and livelihood impacts of the pipeline project and arguing for
just compensation of pipeline workers and of persons who were re-
located or lost assets (trees, cropland) to make way for the pipeline.
Also by September of 1998, eighty-six NGOs from twenty-eight coun-
tries had signed a letter to James Wolfensohn, president of the World
Bank, citing human rights concerns and calling for the World Bank
to halt preparations to finance the project (Horta 1998).

Mobilized by the Nigerian experience and equipped with special
programs and projects that addressed corporate behavior and human
rights/environment links, Amnesty International and Human Rights
Watch did far more than simply report violations in their annual
global human rights surveys. For Amnesty International, the vehicle
for action was its “Just Earth!” program, which argued that in the con-
text of civil war and ongoing humans rights violations, the loan to
Chad was certain to produce further abuses (Amnesty International
USA n.d.). Amnesty International’s 1997 and 1998 reporting on mas-
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sacres near the project site were widely cited in letters and reports by
development and environmental NGOs (Amnesty International
1998; see Horta 1998). Amnesty International USA also made the
pipeline a case in its corporate program beginning in 1999. Corporate
responsibility was the key theme for Human Rights Watch. Its 1999
report on Nigeria, The Price of Oil, established corporate responsibil-
ity on the HRW agenda, and the Chad-Cameroon campaign figured
prominently in the organization’s “special issues and campaigns” on
corporations and human rights (Human Rights Watch 1999).

The Chad-Cameroon campaign broke the pattern of earlier dam
and pipeline advocacy, as development and human rights NGOs en-
tered the debate immediately. In Narmada and most other prior
cases, international environmental NGOs had led the advocacy ef-
fort, with development NGOs playing a minor role and interna-
tional human rights NGOs joining when reports of civil and political
rights violations began to circulate. But in Chad-Cameroon, Catholic
Relief Services, which had worked in Cameroon since 1968 and had
strong relationships with national Catholic institutions, entered the
debate from the beginning and worked to strengthen local monitor-
ing of the project. Oxfam America was also involved at least by Sep-
tember 2000. From the early stages of the campaign, the three sectors
articulated a common message: poor countries such as Chad and
Cameroon do deserve international assistance to profit from their un-
tapped oil wealth, but only if effective safeguards can ensure that oil
extraction itself respects detailed environmental safeguards and re-
spects and compensates communities and that oil revenues will not
be used to finance armed repression of the government’s opponents
(International Finance Corporation n.d.).

Interaction among international NGO participants across human
rights–development–environment lines intensified dramatically. The
activists make frequent references to each others’ reports and de-
mands in their correspondence with the World Bank and other au-
thorities. Among the principal international NGO advocates involved,
the Bank Information Center (BIC) and Catholic Relief Services
adopted a joint strategy and produced joint publications as part of the
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monitoring process, taking advantage of CRS’s strong contacts in the
countries and BIC’s experience with World Bank–financed projects.
BIC, CRS, and the Environmental Defense Fund published a joint re-
port in April 2004; CRS and BIC followed up in July; BIC and CRS in
February 2005; BIC, Friends of the Earth, and Oxfam International in
2005.

The Chad-Cameroon pipeline may be nearly unique in its level of
international human rights–development–environment NGO coop-
eration. But the pattern it represents is clear. By engaging themselves
in the struggles over controversial large-scale infrastructure and ma-
jor extractive industry projects that provoked local resistance, inter-
national NGOs in environment, development, and human rights
became increasingly familiar and engaged with each other’s meth-
ods and objectives. While full, joint participation in shared initiatives
remained rare, the groundwork was being laid for further integration.
A series of global conferences during the 1990s further reinforced this
trend.

TOWARD SHARED AGENDAS AT THE GLOBAL 
CONFERENCES OF THE 1990s
The UN-sponsored global conferences during the 1990s became oc-
casions for NGO lobbying of the official meetings, as well as for par-
allel, simultaneous NGO events. The meetings, especially on the
environment, social policy, human rights, and women, were occa-
sions for disagreement, negotiation, and building understanding
among NGOs across North-South lines. Equally important, interac-
tions occurred across the human rights–development frontier, and
with women’s movements and indigenous rights advocates playing
pivotal, catalytic roles, the conferences deepened awareness of the
possibilities for more cooperative and united action.

The global conferences have been followed closely by scholars in-
terested in social policy issues and in the growing NGO engagement
in global governance. The more specialized, issue-focused confer-
ences on human habitat and on population and development have
been the basis for important new monitoring efforts, but it is the
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broader conferences on the environment, human rights, women and
development, and social development—where development and hu-
man rights advocates come together and engage in debates within
the NGO community as well as with governmental participants—
that are of greatest interest here.

Friedman, Hochstetler, and Clark (2005) document the growing
links among NGO sectors at the environment, human rights, and
women’s conferences in 1992, 1993, and 1995. Their research, which
unfortunately does not include the World Summit on Social Devel-
opment (WSSD), demonstrates a pattern that is replicated in the so-
cial summit: women’s organizations play a critical role in bridging
the gap between human rights agendas and the social policy issues
that are the focus of development NGOs.

At the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna,
women from around the world were at the forefront of mobilizations
for the recognition that women’s rights are human rights. While issues
of violence against women were central to the debates at the Vienna
meeting, poverty, lack of access to education, land, and resources were
also debated as barriers to meeting women’s fundamental rights.
Women’s groups’ steadfast defense of the universality and indivisibil-
ity of human rights shored up those human rights positions at the ran-
corous conference (Dorsey 1996; Friedman, Hochstetler and Clark
2005) and paved the way for stronger linkages between human rights
and development activists, for the reintegration of civil and political
rights with ESC rights, and for understanding rights-based approaches
to development.

At the WSSD in Copenhagen, the theme was further elaborated, as
the language of “women in development” or “gender and develop-
ment” intersected with the “women’s rights as human rights” frame
that had become a dominant element of women’s advocates’ ap-
proach. The Women’s Caucus, in preparation for the WSSD, agreed
on an agenda that advanced gender issues in social development by
using both human rights and development concepts. The caucus
agenda included improving gender analysis of the eradication of
poverty, improving employment opportunities, and promoting social
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integration, and it called for a new paradigm in development that
would revalue women’s contributions to national economies and so-
cieties, redistribute resources, and strengthen the legal mechanisms
that ensure women’s human rights (Friedman 2003; Moghadam
2005).

Throughout the conferences, and particularly at Copenhagen, hu-
man rights and development organizations encountered and be-
came familiar with alternative analytical frameworks and rhetorical
approaches to key economic and social policy issues, including struc-
tural adjustment, labor market participation, and social and politi-
cal participation.

Converging Agendas, New Organizations, Shared
Initiatives, Methods, and Identities
A flood of new initiatives and newly founded organizations on the
human rights–development frontier are the most visible manifesta-
tions of the convergence that accelerated in the 1990s. Less readily
observable, but equally important, are the convergence of agendas
and shifting methods and identities that occurred across the inter-
national NGO world. In this section we document these trends, then
profile the alliances, campaigns, and hybrid organizations that form
the most dynamic element of the human rights–development nexus.

COMMON AGENDAS
Working in local and global arenas during the 1980s and early 1990s,
international human rights and development NGOs, along with en-
vironmental, women’s, and indigenous people’s organizations, pur-
sued agendas that were sometimes closely related. During the debates
over dam projects and oil pipelines and in discussions related to the
UN global conferences, NGOs in the two sectors repeatedly found
they were working in parallel on common priorities, sometimes us-
ing different language and even conceptual frames.

Development NGOs, for example, were promoting guidelines and
practices to increase “popular participation” in projects funded by
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major donors, while human rights NGOs were insisting on the “right
to participation” in decisions affecting people’s lives and future
choices. Development advocacy organizations placed emphasis on
protecting “vulnerable populations” from the effects of infrastructure
projects, from other threats related to conflict, natural disaster, or eco-
nomic shocks, and from reductions in government services brought
on by budgetary constraints. Human rights NGOs pursued similar
objectives, invoking the principle of nondiscrimination. What devel-
opment advocates referred to as fair compensation to people invol-
untarily resettled for major projects was addressed by human rights
NGOs as remedies for human rights violations.

In short, while the degree of convergence during this period was
modest, and the incidence of shared initiatives and joint planning
infrequent, the growing awareness of common agendas was prepar-
ing the way for more substantial forms of collaboration in the years
to come.

NEW ORGANIZATIONS, INITIATIVES, METHODS, 
AND IDENTITIES
These shared agendas were not the only product to emerge from ad-
vocacy experiences in the 1980s and early 1990s. Among organiza-
tions, at the individual level and across the sectors, these interactions
spawned a generation of new NGOs and campaigns, new relation-
ships, new and more flexible identities, and new skills and methods.
By the mid-1990s, the result was a global collection of human rights,
development, women’s, and environmental NGOs that was more di-
verse, better networked, and more familiar with each others’ agen-
das and methods.

New Organizations

The global conferences, particularly those on women and on social de-
velopment, led to the creation of international NGOs that now play
important roles in animating the human rights–development ex-
change. A striking list of new international NGOs emerged at the time
of the preparation for and monitoring of the global conferences.
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MADRE (founded in 1983), International Women’s Health Coali-
tion (1984), Women’s Environment and Development Organization
(1990), Women for Women International (1993), Social Watch
(1995), and many others were founded during the period of the global
conferences or played vital roles in coordinating NGO participation.

The Women’s Environment and Development Organization
(WEDO), for example, was founded in 1990 to promote “a healthy
and peaceful planet, economic and social justice, and human rights
for all.” WEDO played a leading role in work on women’s rights in
development throughout the 1990s; it was launched with the World
Women’s Congress for a Healthy Planet, in preparation for the 1992
UNCED Conference, and played key roles in facilitating women’s
caucuses at Cairo and succeeding conferences. WEDO’s explicit goal
was to unite and strengthen the voice of women’s organizations by
articulating common themes and strategies throughout the UN
global conferences. WEDO trained women’s organizations, particu-
larly NGOs based in the global South, on UN processes and on lob-
bying strategies needed to give prominence to women’s policy
priorities.

International Women’s Health Coalition, founded in the United
States in 1984, established its international identity while playing a
central role in women’s movement representation at Beijing and
Cairo. Social Watch, an NGO network with an international secre-
tariat at the Instituto Tercer Mundo (Third World Institute) in Monte-
video, Uruguay, was chartered in 1995–96 to monitor commitments
made at the Women’s Conference and Social Summit. Social Watch
has become an authoritative NGO voice whose monitoring agenda
spans economic and social policy and human rights concerns.

Similarly, the international campaigns to influence large-scale,
controversial development projects also spawned a set of new orga-
nizations, some of which became central players or important cata-
lysts in later campaigns that brought human rights and development
agendas, organizations, and strategies together more decisively. The
Bank Information Center (BIC), created in Washington, D.C., in
1987, and the Bretton Woods Project, created in 1995 in London,
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both disseminate information and analysis about the multilateral de-
velopment banks. BIC grew rapidly to serve activists and community
organizations in the poor countries with access to information from
the World Bank and logistical assistance in Washington. Bretton
Woods Project, whose analysis and information services also extend
to NGOs globally, was created in London by the Development and
Environment Group, a caucus of British NGOs.

International Rivers Network, active in the United States since
1985, began international work in 1989. “Linking human rights and
environmental protection,” International Rivers Network (now
known as International Rivers) became the premier activist organi-
zation on dam and river issues, linking to European and Southeast
Asian Rivers Networks and to dozens of NGOs worldwide.

A longer list of international NGOs created between 1980 and the
mid-1990s, in table 4.1, includes organizations that have in common
their origins in the local battles or global conferences. Their global
networking, their embrace of popular participation, transparency,
“defending the defenders” strategies, and nondiscrimination, to-
gether with their willingness to cross over the human rights, devel-
opment, and environmental NGO lines by adopting new agendas,
methods, and strategies, make them essential to the growth of new
rights advocacy movements.

New Initiatives, Skills, and Methods

Interaction in global meetings and local campaigns introduced
NGOs in each sector to new methods and skills and sometimes pro-
duced new cross-sector initiatives. Defending the Defenders, a joint
campaign of Amnesty International USA and the Sierra Club
launched in 1998, focused on defending the human rights of envi-
ronmental advocates, symbolized during the 1990s by the murder
of Chico Mendes of the Brazilian rubber tappers’ union, and used
Amnesty International–style urgent actions to respond to the plights
of individual environmental activists.

Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch both initiated
projects on corporate responsibility and human rights, beginning the
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Table 4.1 Newly Created NGOs

NAME, COUNTRY DATE MISSION

Bretton Woods 1995 “Scrutinise and monitor” World Bank and IMF 
Project, UK through research, reports, briefings, bimonthly alerts

Rainforest Action 1985 “Campaigns for the forests, their inhabitants and 
Network the natural systems that sustain life, by

transforming the global marketplace”

Bank Information 1987 “Protection of rights, participation, transparency, 
Center, USA and public accountability” at the multilateral

development banks

International Rivers 1985 Reporting, advocacy, and capacity building work on 
Network, USA the environmental and human rights impact

PROBE, Canada 1980 “Expose the environmental, social and economic
effects of Canada’s aid abroad”

Global Exchange, 1988 “Human rights organization promoting . . . 
USA economic, social and environmental justice”

Article 19, UK 1987 Freedom of expression and freedom of information;
national and international rules and legislation,
grounded in UDHR Article 19

Center for 1989 HR/environment program (1998): “identify and 
International develop connections” . . .  “integrate the theoretical 
Environmental Law and advocacy approaches of the two movements”

Global Response 1990 Environmental activism, response to indigenous
communities’ requests

WEED, Germany 1990 Link ecological and antipoverty work

Global Witness 1993 Field investigations and reporting in situations of 
London conflict, corruption and human rights abuse

Halifax Initiative, 1994 “Transform the international financial system . . . 
Canada to achieve poverty eradication, environmental

sustainability and the full realization of HRs”

EarthRights 1996 Community organizing and education, litigation, 
International, USA advocacy, training for activists

Project Underground 1996 “Environmental, human rights and indigenous
rights . . . campaigns against abusive extractive
resource activity” 

Cornerhouse, UK 1997 “Support democratic and community movements
for environmental and social justice”

Mekong Watch, 1993 Respect of views of affected communities, learning 
Japan from past projects 

European Rivers 1994 To link and coordinate groups active on river basin 
Network issues, especially across human rights environment,

culture, education fields
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shift from a nearly complete focus on states as human rights guar-
antors and violators. Amnesty International’s Corporate Action Net-
work features urgent action alerts, advocacy in support of the UN
Norms for Transnational Business and Human Rights, leadership of
the International Right to Know Campaign, and a corporate share-
holder lobbying initiative. Human Rights Watch’s earliest research re-
ports on corporate conduct included studies in 1996 on bonded
labor in India, sex discrimination and labor standards in Mexican
maquiladoras, labor rights and the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment (NAFTA), and “contemporary forms of slavery” in Pakistan.

Human rights–specific methods and skills, especially investiga-
tion and documentation of rights violations, entered into the reper-
toire of environment and development NGOs. The integrated
medical relief and reporting work of Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF),
the planned and coordinated monitoring that Catholic Relief Services
has carried out in Chad and Cameroon, and the access to informa-
tion and anticorruption work of ActionAid in India all indicate a new
openness to and familiarity with human rights methods.

Supporting local partner organizations in asserting, monitoring,
and protecting human rights is not a new practice for NGOs such as
ActionAid and the Oxfams, which rely heavily on grant making to
local partners. But other international development NGOs broad-
ened their human rights–related organizational support capacities
and skills, including CARE in parts of Africa, and Catholic Relief Ser-
vices in African countries following the Rwandan genocide (Goulet
2002).

Development NGOs’ participants in the WSSD renewed or deep-
ened their knowledge of human rights approaches to social and eco-
nomic policy, especially the application of economic and social
rights. Social Watch’s monitoring of the WSSD implementation, for
example, adopts the human rights language and methodology of
“mobilizing shame” (Roque 2003), and the network has become ac-
tively involved in promoting ESC rights approaches, especially in
Latin America.

Even as organizational identities became more fluid with the in-
troduction of new skills and initiatives, professional and political



identities became more multifaceted as individuals strengthened
skills and relationships across sector lines. Some of this movement
occurs in areas such as refugee policy, where humanitarian assis-
tance and advocacy for refugee rights have overlapped for some time,
and in work on HIV/AIDS and issue areas such as debt.

All these changes—new initiatives, organizations, coalitions, and
identities—brought some within the human rights and development
fields to a state of readiness for more decisive breaching of the old
divides between the fields. In the sections that follow, the interaction
deepens, first through shared advocacy on international issue cam-
paigns, then through deeper, more integrated new rights campaigns
on water and HIV/AIDS.

NEW ALLIANCES FOR COLLABORATIVE ISSUE CAMPAIGNS
The most visible manifestation of this deepening interaction has
been a set of campaigns engaging NGOs from the human rights, en-
vironment, and development sectors in work on shared agendas.
Worldwide, networks and alliances coordinating issue-specific cam-
paigns sprouted at an accelerating rate throughout the 1990s, or rose
from relative obscurity to become household names during the
decade. Many of these are also settings in which human rights and
development practitioners cooperate and collaborate, deepening
their knowledge of each sector’s methods and building relationships
and trust without necessarily committing to joint strategies or tak-
ing steps that change the core activities of the member NGOs.

The Clean Diamonds Campaign, efforts to force information dis-
closure by international corporations, debt relief, and the child sol-
diers campaigns have in common their diverse coalitions, loose
networking organizational form, and their use of human rights lan-
guage. The diamonds and information campaigns target the behav-
ior of international corporations, broadening and deepening the
corporate social responsibility movement (Newell 2000).

The Clean Diamonds Campaign features cooperation among gov-
ernments and NGOs, including mainstream development aid
providers such as World Vision and human rights NGOs such as
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Amnesty International (Smillie and Gberie 2001). The campaign at-
tempts to regulate the diamond industry’s purchase and sale of dia-
monds controlled by military factions in war-torn Sierra Leone,
Liberia, and elsewhere. After several years of NGO pressure, the cre-
ation of the Kimberley Process in 2003 to track diamonds from mine
to jewelers’ display cases, and extended debate over the adequacy and
reliability of the process, debate remains lively in 2006 (Maung
2006), with Amnesty International, Oxfam, and Global Witness play-
ing leading roles.

The International Campaign for a Right to Know (IRTK) involves
development, environment, and human rights NGOs calling for ex-
panded disclosure requirements for U.S.-based multinationals. After
the 1984 Union Carbide Bhopal disaster, the U.S. Congress enacted
legislation in 1986 requiring American companies operating in the
United States to release information regarding operations involving
toxic chemicals. The IRTK campaign proposes to extend these require-
ments to the foreign operations of U.S.-based companies, requiring
them to disclose security arrangements, human rights practices, labor
standards, environmental policies, and toxic releases.

Established in 2003 by a founding group including the AFL-CIO,
Amnesty International USA, EarthRights International, Friends of the
Earth, Global Exchange, Oxfam America, and Sierra Club, the cam-
paign is backed by case studies of oil spills, abuses by private security
forces, illegal land appropriations, and child labor (International
Right to Know Campaign 2003). Launched in the United States, IRTK
now includes two hundred members and is tied to initiatives in other
countries.

The Publish What You Pay Campaign calls on international cor-
porations in extractive industries (mining, oil, and gas) to disclose
their payments to all governments. Launched in 2002 by Global Wit-
ness, the English/Welsh Catholic agency CAFOD, Oxfam, Save the
Children UK, Transparency International UK, and Soros, the list of
280 NGO endorsers reflects the strong development emphasis of
the founders, but it also includes specialized corporate accountabil-
ity NGOs, three national sections of Amnesty International, Human
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Rights Watch, and other human rights NGOs (Publish What You Pay
2005). Disclosing corporate payments to governments is intended to
“help citizens of resource-rich developing countries hold their gov-
ernments accountable for the management of these revenues” (Pub-
lish What You Pay n.d.). The campaign is linked to NGO advocacy
for transparency at the multilateral development banks (Nelson
2003) and for the rights to freedom of expression and information
by NGOs such as London-based Article 19.

The international campaign against the use of child soldiers in
state and nonstate militaries is coordinated by the London-based
Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers, formed in 1998. Its
steering group includes human rights, development, and peace ac-
tivists, including Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, In-
ternational Federation Terre des Hommes, International Save the
Children Alliance, Jesuit Refugee Service, the Quaker United Nations
Office–Geneva, and World Vision International. The Coalition works
with UNICEF and the International Committee of the Red Cross
and with national networks in twenty-seven countries and the Euro-
pean Union. The campaign, grounded in the human rights world,
has attracted development NGOs. National secretariats include of-
fices of World Vision (Canada), UNICEF (Netherlands and Belgium),
Save the Children (Uganda), the International Rescue Committee
(Uganda), and Terre des Hommes (Germany).

Debt Relief advocates, led by Oxfam GB, the Washington-based
Center of Concern, and several faith-based NGOs, have worked since
the early 1980s to convince major creditor governments to soften the
terms of repayment and make other reforms to lighten the burden
of servicing debt owed to international creditors (Donnelly 2002).
After minor changes to repayment terms during the 1980s and early
1990s, NGOs in Africa, Europe, and the United States launched the
Jubilee campaign in a more sustained effort to force the World Bank
and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to write off significant
debt owed to them by the lowest income, most deeply indebted
countries. Jubilee-2000 and its successors have been largely led by
faith-based NGOs, specialized issue-based organizations, and several
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principal development NGOs, especially Oxfam and the European
Network on Debt and Development (EURODAD).

Despite initiatives such as that of Africa Action, international hu-
man rights NGOs have been minor players, addressing debt issues
only in passing. But a special rapporteur’s report to the UN Human
Rights Committee and a number of social justice and development
organizations have embraced human rights approaches to the debt
crisis, arguing against the legitimacy of debt incurred by dictatorial
regimes, drawing on the concept of the “right to development,” or
arguing that ESC rights have been compromised by the costs of debt
servicing. The New Economics Foundation proposes an approach to
identifying sustainable levels of debt, based on human rights stan-
dards and logic rather than primarily on macroeconomic calculations
(Mandel 2006).

A long list of initiatives involve participants from the two sectors
in various styles and levels of collaboration, including the Interna-
tional Campaign to Ban Land Mines, Pesticide Action Network
(PANNA 2005), networks promoting labor rights and opposing fe-
male genital cutting, child soldiers, and sweatshops.

These initiatives meet the minimal standard of involving develop-
ment and human rights NGOs actively in the network, and they rep-
resent a new level of intersectoral cooperation and collaboration. In
earlier cases of interaction in the 1980s and 1990s, NGOs from the
two sectors stopped short of forming united movements or adopt-
ing common strategies. Here, collaboration involves joint commit-
ments, memberships, affiliations, copublishing, and, in some cases,
joint decision-making bodies. We will discuss the significance of this
collaboration and its relation to the problematic issues that have
been raised with respect to NGO issue networks in the chapter’s fi-
nal section.

CONVERGENT NEW RIGHTS ALLIANCES FEATURING SHARED
METHODS AND JOINT INITIATIVES
New rights campaigns have also taken up economic and social human
rights standards and used them as leverage over social policy issues.1
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In two current cases, NGOs and social movements are advocating for
broader access to essential medicines, particularly for those affected
by HIV/AIDS, and for protection of the right of access to drinking wa-
ter in the context of rapid privatization of water utilities. The cooper-
ation and joint efforts among NGOs, consumer organizations, and
other movements are evidence of a new level of integration in which
methods, language, strategies, and actions are consistently informed
by the human rights–development interaction.

These convergent new rights campaigns are distinguished from
the coalition work discussed above by the level of integration of hu-
man rights strategies and by their emergence from initiatives in the
global South. South Africa’s Treatment Action Campaign, Kenya’s
Greenbelt Movement, various national coalitions for the right to wa-
ter, and Brazil’s Landless Rural Workers’ Movement are examples of
movements of some of their societies’ most marginalized people
making radical, rights-based claims on their governments and win-
ning widespread international support.

HIV/AIDS

Advocacy for the right of access to HIV/AIDS treatment exemplifies
the characteristics of some of the new rights advocacy. It has involved
close cooperation with governments (Brazil, South Africa, India),
strong North-South links between activist movements, and appeals
to ESC rights standards as a counterweight to corporate power and
to liberal trade rules and economic policies.

Much international HIV/AIDS advocacy explicitly argues that ac-
cess to care for HIV-infected patients is an essential component of
the internationally recognized human right to the “highest attainable
standard” of health (International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights Article 11; ‘t Hoen 2000; Health GAP 2006; Ox-
fam International 2002b). According to Ziti (quoted in Berkman
2001), human rights standards serve HIV/AIDS policy and practice
as “a body of international law, a set of norms for governmental be-
havior, and as a strategic tool for social change.” The AIDS advocacy
movement is vast and diverse, and our interest is limited to the role
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of human rights principles and methods and their impact on the pat-
tern of government-NGO contestation and cooperation.

Advocates for a strong human rights–based response have empha-
sized four themes since the mid-1990s: the demand for access to
medicines, including the effort to overcome WTO trade rules and
patent restrictions on their generic manufacture (Oxfam Interna-
tional 2001, 2002a); the protection of people with HIV/AIDS from
discriminatory treatment; the call for funding for the United Nations’
Global Fund to Fight HIV/AIDS, Malaria and Tuberculosis; and the
campaign to influence the behavior of pharmaceutical companies.
Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) and the South African Treatment Ac-
tion Campaign (TAC), traditional human rights organizations such
as Physicians for Human Rights, Global Treatment Access Network,
and the Health Global Access Project (GAP), and AIDS activist organ-
izations in the United States and Europe have all provided leadership
in the international human rights–based movement on HIV/AIDS.

Advocating for expanded aid by wealthy-country governments is
not a new theme for development NGOs, which have called for more
generous official aid allocations for decades. Human rights NGOs
joined in the effort to encourage full funding of the UN’s Global
Fund, invoking the human rights obligation of wealthy-country gov-
ernments to contribute and seeking to shift the framing of the issue
from aid as charity to aid as fulfillment of a fundamental right
(Amnesty International 2006).

The civil and political rights of HIV/AIDS patients are the princi-
pal focus of Human Rights Watch’s AIDS program. Applying its re-
search and documentation methods, HRW demonstrates that
discrimination and stigmatization, and sometimes systematic viola-
tions of the civil and political rights of people living with HIV/AIDS,
contribute to their reluctance to seek testing and treatment. Under
these circumstances, improved protection of rights against discrim-
ination is a step to improve testing and treatment.2

But arguably the most dramatic and significant implications of hu-
man rights for AIDS advocacy have been manifested in advocates’
work on two related issues: governments’ policies for the provision
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of treatment to HIV patients, and the international collision of prop-
erty rights and human rights in debates over trade rules related to
intellectual property rights (TRIPs). In promoting access to treat-
ment, for example, NGO advocates often ally themselves with poor-
country governments in an effort to limit, change, or circumvent the
rules or authority of international organizations.

Advocates in South Africa and in international arenas invoked in-
ternational human rights and constitutional rights derived from
them in four ways: local and national education and mobilization,
national litigation, international lobbying to stop suits and legal
challenges by pharmaceutical companies and the U.S. government,
and formal arguments in the WTO to soften patent and TRIPs rules
regarding generics.

Despite their criticism of the government, domestic and interna-
tional advocates continued to cooperate with the state throughout
the 1990s. Initiatives by the governments of South Africa and Brazil
to produce generic versions of patented antiretroviral drugs led to
threats of formal action against them—a suit by the U.S. government
against South Africa and action under WTO rules against Brazil.
NGO activists gave unusually strong and direct support to govern-
ment initiatives, as the following profile of the work of MSF with the
governments of South Africa and Brazil demonstrates.

MSF’s goals are “to support health ministries that are fighting to
increase access to essential drugs” and to “support the implementa-
tion of existing trade rules . . . designed to protect” access to these
medicines by informing and advising governments on their options
(Médecins Sans Frontières 2002b). During clinical trials of antiretro-
viral drugs in South Africa in 2002, MSF negotiated with the South
African and Brazilian governments to purchase and export to South
Africa generic versions at roughly half the cost of those available
from multinational pharmaceutical companies (Médecins Sans Fron-
tières 2002a).

South African activists from the Treatment Action Campaign (TAC)
participated in the transactions and in MSF’s clinical trials, and they
sided with the South African government in the lawsuit against it by
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the Pharmaceutical Manufacturers Association (PMA). This cooper-
ative strategy was pursued even as TAC continued the advocacy that
eventually led to the cabinet’s November 2003 commitment to mak-
ing antiretroviral treatment available in every government health fa-
cility to people with HIV. PMA abandoned the legal action soon
after TAC entered the case.

This high-profile national policy debate was intertwined with the
global debate over the relationship between patent and property
rights in the WTO’s TRIPs standards and the human right to health.
AIDS activists appeared to win a partial victory in 2001 when the
Doha Ministerial Meeting reaffirmed that governments’ right to act
in a public health emergency superseded intellectual property rights.
The Meeting’s Declaration on TRIPs and Public Health created a
temporary (fifteen-year) exception to assure that TRIPs did not pre-
vent countries from taking steps to promote public health.

This ruling opened a further debate over the mechanisms by which
poor-country governments can act. For countries without capacity to
produce generic antiretrovirals, a low-cost and efficient mechanism
for trade in these generic drugs is essential, and a temporary mech-
anism was created in August 2003 and adopted in Hong Kong in De-
cember 2005. Critics argue that the mechanism’s case-by-case
approval approach, designed to ensure that no generic drugs find
their way into industrial country markets, is “burdensome and un-
workable” (Joint Statement by NGOs 2005).

HIV/AIDS advocates have also directly engaged the pharmaceuti-
cal companies that hold patents on the drugs used to treat HIV in-
fection. Oxfam mounted sustained advocacy focused on the
pharmaceutical giants Pfizer and GlaxoSmithKline, pursuing both
public and private efforts to persuade the companies to adjust the
prices in poor countries. Oxfam’s (2001, 2002c) reports on the phar-
maceutical industry—one subtitled “Patient Rights before Patent
Rights”—are directed to the firms themselves and to key government
bodies such as the UK Parliament in an effort to shape public and
governmental perceptions of the industry and to soften the indus-
try’s position on trade and patent rules.
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Right to Water

Human rights standards are being invoked to guarantee universal ac-
cess to adequate supplies of safe drinking water. The human right to
water is recognized in the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW, Article 14(2)(h))
and in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 24) and
was reinforced in November 2002 when the UN Committee on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights issued an explanatory General
Comment 15, making explicit the ICESCR’s guarantee of a right to
water (Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 2002).

But water rights advocates confront a powerful set of norms em-
phasizing market mechanisms and the benefits of economic open-
ness and reduced government roles in the economy, norms that
Goldman (2005) shows have been effectively promoted for water
services by the World Bank and global water corporations. Market-
led development, even with the now conventional modifiers that rec-
ognize the need for “broad-based” growth, investment in human
capital, and good governance, does not coexist comfortably with a
framework for development built on guarantees of universal rights.
Asserting universal rights to water is in part a means of gaining lever-
age against market-based development policy.

At least fourteen countries in sub-Saharan Africa, and numerous
countries and municipalities elsewhere, are implementing or consid-
ering dramatic changes to water supply systems (Hall, Bayliss, and
Lobina 2002; Grusky 2001). Encouraged by the World Bank and/or
the IMF (Hall, Bayliss, and Lobina 2002), the new policies involve
a shift from state-managed water provision to provision by the pri-
vate sector, usually international contractors, with fees paid by end
users. The Water Observatory’s document archive provides a thor-
ough record of social movement and NGO advocacy, making it pos-
sible to trace the references to economic and social rights over the
course of national debates (Water Observatory n.d).

There is often a good case for reworking these water systems. Many
state-managed systems, while providing drinking water at little or no
cost to some citizen-clients, are plagued by high administrative costs,
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financial losses, leakage, and inadequate coverage, especially of poor
“customers” (Globalization Challenge Initiative 2001).

But in virtually every municipality and country where privatization
has been proposed, resistance has been vigorous and has made ref-
erence to international human rights (Ghana National Coalition
2001) or to national constitutional or statutory guarantees (SAMWU
2002). Anticipated increases in water fees are the universal factor mo-
tivating opposition, usually accompanied by other grievances. In
Ghana and Bolivia, governments agreed in 1999 to new municipal
water delivery systems managed by private contractors and financed
in part by user fees. Local consumer movements, national and inter-
national NGOs have all either resisted privatization or advanced pro-
posals to modify contract arrangements.

The Coalition against Privatisation of Water in Ghana (the “Na-
tional Coalition”) objected to the government’s “fast track” imple-
mentation of privatization, the lack of transparency in preparing
contracts, and the perceived favoring of multinational corporations
(Ghana National Coalition 2001). The Ghanaian campaign gained
international support from NGOs already critical of the World Bank’s
privatization agenda (Grusky 2001; International Water Working
Group 2002). Ghanaian advocates also reached out to international
opponents of privatization through speaking tours and by sponsor-
ing an international fact-finding tour to Ghana (Amenga-Etego and
Grusky 2005, 285).

In India, human rights arguments are prominent in legal and po-
litical challenges to the National Water Policy of 2002, which pro-
vided for private ownership and management of water systems (Pant
2003). Human rights are similarly invoked in opposition to corpo-
rate use of water resources, especially by soft-drink bottlers (Vidal
2003).

In South Africa, the movement for the human right to water was
galvanized by private water providers’ use of prepaid water meters on
village and neighborhood pumps. These meters, which allow water to
flow only to those who have paid in advance, sharpened the percep-
tion that privatized water systems will involve systematic violations of
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poor citizens’ rights (Anti-Privatisation Forum 2003; Marvin, Laurie,
and Napier 2001).

Through the 1990s, international support for these movements
took three primary forms: small solidarity networks with links to a
country or city; antiprivatization advocates working on privatization
issues at the World Bank and the IMF; and anticorporate globaliza-
tion activists such as the Canadian Blue Planet Network. All used the
language of rights, without specific reference to international agree-
ments, and mobilized individuals and organizations around the
principle that “water is a fundamental, inalienable individual and
collective right,” and that “it is up to society as a whole to guaran-
tee the right of access . . . without discrimination” (Global Commit-
tee for the Water Contract 1998). They urged governments to pledge
“not to privatize, trade, export water, and to exempt water from trade
and investment agreements” (Blue Planet Project 2001).

The pace and intensity of international water advocacy grew rap-
idly after General Comment 15 on the right to water was released in
2002. Three international NGOs exemplify the dominant role of the
human rights frame. The New York–based Center for Economic and
Social Rights (CESR) (2001) advocates a human rights–based ap-
proach, refers to human rights agreements and affirmations of the
right to water in national constitutions, and ties the human right to
water to the World Health Organization’s standards of access to
twenty to forty liters of water daily, “within a reasonable distance
from the household.”

The International Water Working Group (IWWG), headquartered
at Washington, D.C.–based Public Citizen, focuses its advocacy work
on the IMF, the World Bank, and the WTO’s General Agreement on
Trade in Services (GATS). In 2003, IWWG began making specific ref-
erence to water as a human right, and it has now assembled a thor-
ough analysis of the use of prepaid water meters (International Water
Working Group 2004). Other South African and international advo-
cacy organizations take similar positions (Concannon and Griffiths
2001). The UK-based NGO WaterAid adopted a “human rights ap-
proach” in 2003, with implications for its water-related project as-
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sistance (Water Aid n.d.) and for its advocacy work, which includes
a critique of “private sector participation” in water system reforms
(Water Aid 2003).

A flood of new reports, position papers, and advocacy initiatives
has appeared since 2002, by the German NGOs Brot für die Welt and
WEED (Hoering and Schneider 2004); Jubilee South (Laifungbam
2003); Amnesty International (2003); and COHRE (2004c). Reports
by WHO (2003) and WHO, COHRE, and the American Association
for the Advancement of Science (2004) also frame water as a human
rights issue. As Conca (2005) finds in his study of the international
governance of water, human rights became the dominant frame used
by privatization opponents.

Although the record of national litigation is growing (COHRE
2004c), the use of international human rights law on water is not
well developed (Weiss, de Chazournes, and Bernasconi-Osterwalder
2005). The appeal to human rights standards on water has been pri-
marily political, not legal. It adds rhetorical power and moral author-
ity to advocates’ case for universal access, and it offers an alternative
framework to the dominant emphasis on economic efficiency of
market mechanisms. Water advocates have often succeeded in block-
ing or modifying privatization agreements, perhaps most famously
in Cochabamba, Bolivia (Sustainability Review 2006). To date there
is less evidence that they have succeeded in pressing governments for
more satisfactory public service where privatization has failed, al-
though there are initiatives under way to study public alternatives to
privatization.

CAMPAIGNS AND INTRA-NGO POLITICS
What light do these campaigns and alliances shed on current schol-
arly discussions regarding the power relations inherent in North-
South NGO “partnerships”? As noted in chapter 1, North American
and European NGOs do enjoy clear advantages of resources and ac-
cess to powerful governments and international institutions, and it
is hard to deny that funding arrangements in the development sec-
tor place international NGOs in a position of control. Clifford Bob

153
Converging Agendas, New Organizations, Initiatives, Methods, and Identities



(2005) argues that the same is true of environmental and human
rights advocates. Bob’s research, which shows that international
NGOs can serve as gatekeepers that control access by communities
or movements to the international media and international human
rights mechanisms, captures an important dimension of power re-
lationships among NGOs.

But the alliances and new rights campaigns discussed here suggest
two additional important considerations. First, many such interna-
tional campaigns are not focused on single, localized grievances but
involve systemic international issues and proposals. Proposals by ad-
vocates of the international right to know, Publish What You Pay, debt
relief, TRIPs rules, child soldiers, and many others are systemic propos-
als that may be rooted in a history of specific, localized incidents but
do not directly involve any “gatekeeper” role by international NGOs.

Second, the fact that international NGOs can often be strategic and
selective in choosing among deserving human rights claims to con-
test at the international level has a corollary. There are social move-
ments whose dynamism makes it essential for international NGOs to
be associated with them, and whose strategies help to lead interna-
tional NGOs toward human rights–based approaches to major social
policy issues. Movements such as the Treatment Action Campaign,
Greenbelt Movement in Kenya, and the Landless Rural Workers Move-
ment in Brazil (MST) have won international support for rights-based
demands made both in national and international contexts.

The South African Treatment Action Campaign (TAC), for exam-
ple, as Friedman and Mottiar (2005) show, has made the human
right to health and to freedom from discrimination central to its
highly effective campaign for a commitment from the South African
government to provide treatment to all HIV patients. The moral au-
thority of TAC’s rights-based campaign has been successful in driv-
ing domestic AIDS policy, despite the South African government’s
reluctance. The moral case TAC has constructed, anchored in inter-
nationally recognized human rights and their expression in the South
African constitution, constitutes a common moral discourse and a
source of power for a social movement such as TAC.
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TAC’s approach has attracted support from official donors, founda-
tions, and international NGOs including, in 2005 alone, two national
Oxfam affiliates, Brot für die Welt, MSF, the Dutch development NGO
Hivos, and the American Jewish World Service; foundations includ-
ing Ford, Open Society Institute, Atlantic Philanthropies, and the
Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation; and several national aid agencies
and embassies (Treatment Action Campaign 2005).

Creating Organizational Hybrids
A small number of organizations combine within them characteristics
of both development and human rights NGOs. These NGOs carry out
activities typical of both types, participate in networks and alliances of
both human rights and development organizations, and use methods
drawn from both fields. These NGOs include, for example, the In-
ternational Women’s Health Coalition, which practices a human
rights–based approach to advocacy and programming for women’s ac-
cess to health services; EarthRights International, established during
campaigns against Unocal corporate projects in Burma; and Dignity
International, the Netherlands-based NGO that works with other
NGOs to encourage rights-based development approaches.

Other international NGOs, such as the British Rights and Human-
ity and the European Terre des Hommes, also integrate human rights
work and community development, but we limit ourselves to cases
that thoroughly integrate methods and characteristics of the sectors.
Each of these three is significant in itself, but what makes them wor-
thy of attention is their power to shape other organizations around
them. Each of these organizations is attracting a cluster of colleague
and partner organizations whose framework and methodology are
shaped by the hybrid’s approach.

WHAT CONSTITUTES A HYBRID NGO?
The defining characteristics of “hybrid” organizations is the uniting of
several core organizational features from fields that are usually di-
vided: the NGO’s mission, structure, funding sources, core working

155
Creating Organizational Hybrids



156
Alliances and Hybrids

methodology, key association with others, staffing skills, and profes-
sions. Hybrid organizations integrate the sectors systematically, cross-
ing sector lines in several of these features. In identifying and analyzing
the hybrid NGOs discussed here, we have used these criteria:

Founding and leadership involve founders or executive
officers crossing sector lines, or individuals from more than
one sector.

Mission is stated in terms that embrace objectives of more
than one sector.

Funding does not draw exclusively on traditional sources for
either sector, but involves official aid donors and foundations
traditionally associated with each.

Methodology brings together methods that dominate in the
sectors: material aid, policy advocacy, capacity building,
human rights reporting, education, litigation.

Human rights and development functions are integrated, not
strictly segmented. Human rights education or documentation
is integrated with other kinds of program work, and the
crossover is not limited to a single project or campaign.

Staffing includes staff members with skills and backgrounds
representing both sectors.

Networks and Partnerships: The NGO is linked to a diverse set
of partner and colleague agencies that cross sector boundaries.

Several organizations integrate the sectors in these ways, and most
are relatively new. The picture that emerges from the brief, selective
organizational profiles that follow is of a set of influential NGOs that
present models for integrating human rights and development work.
These models are being emulated by partner and counterpart orga-
nizations and promoted by a handful of influential funders.

International Women’s Health Coalition

Adrienne Germaine and Joan Dunlop founded the International
Women’s Health Coalition (IWHC) in 1984. Germaine jokingly gives
credit to then U.S. president Ronald Reagan, whose “global gag rule”
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denied U.S. funds to NGOs that support safe, legal abortions for poor
women throughout the world, and was the impetus to IWHC’s
founding. From its beginning as a human rights and women’s rights
advocacy organization, it expanded its international network and its
methodology to include close cooperation with local women’s or-
ganizations in work that bridges the service delivery–human rights
advocacy distinction.

Germaine’s background in development work as program officer
in South Asia for the Ford Foundation and Dunlop’s history as an
activist for women’s reproductive rights brought together the devel-
opment and human rights fields in IWHC’s directorate. They also
united development and human rights methodologies in a two-part
strategy: build the social and political power of colleague agencies
in the poor countries while working with them to deliver health
services and education; and advocate in the international arena to
reframe women’s reproductive health from a “population” issue to
a women’s human rights issue.

Human rights education is an important component of IWHC’s
work with colleague agencies. IWHC supports women’s organiza-
tions and health NGOs in promoting programmatic and policy so-
lutions to the systematic denial of women’s reproductive and sexual
rights, adolescent’s rights, and other health-related rights. The issue
briefs on six key issues posted on the website feature services, policy
priorities, and a summary of relevant standards in human rights
agreements, capturing the blend of methods IWHC employs (see,
e.g., International Women’s Health Coalition n.d.).

Human rights education and advocacy are integrated with other
forms of education and services, as in the IWHC-supported Girl’s
Power Initiative in Nigeria, which works with girls aged ten to eight-
een to promote understanding of girls’ (and women’s) sexual and re-
productive rights and to encourage critical analysis by male and
female adolescents of prevailing social and cultural values and prac-
tices (International Women’s Health Coalition 2002).

IWHC also serves as the secretariat for Health, Empowerment,
Rights and Accountability (HERA), the group of twenty-four women’s
and human rights activists who helped to define the core of the



agreements reached in Cairo and Beijing. Its members represent
twenty-four organizations from eighteen countries, and although
HERA does not list its affiliates, they include prominent advocates
from Suriname, the United Kingdom, Mexico, and South Africa
(HERA 1999). HERA’s mission is to “advocate, and help design and
implement strategies to guarantee sexual and reproductive rights and
health, within a broader context of human rights and sustainable de-
velopment” (HERA n.d.)

EarthRights International

EarthRights International (ERI) is the most self-conscious and delib-
erate of these hybrid NGOs in integrating methods and cultures.
Founded in 1995 by veterans of the human rights and environmen-
tal campaigns over Unocal petroleum extraction and pipelines in
Burma, ERI is directed by Ka Hsaw Wa, a human rights activist in
Burma since 1988. Its U.S. and Southeast Asia offices are staffed by
human rights investigators, educators and trainers, lawyers in human
rights, environmental law, and dispute resolution, and specialists in
fundraising, outreach, and administration.

The concept of earth rights is central to understanding ERI’s mis-
sion and strategy. Earth rights are human rights with implications for
the earth, including “the right to a healthy environment, the right to
speak out and act to protect the environment, and the right to par-
ticipate in development decisions.” Earth rights, then, are human
rights with respect to the environment, the rights of those individu-
als whose livelihoods and other rights are most directly and imme-
diately tied to the ecosystem in which they live.

ERI is funded by grants from larger development NGOs (Oxfam
America and Oxfam Hong Kong, American Jewish World Service, and
others), by grants from foundations and NGOs in the human rights
sector (Goldman Foundation, Rights and Democracy), as well as by
major foundations including Ford, the Open Society Institute, and
the Flora Family Foundation. It has loose ties, then, to the world of
development aid donors through grant-making NGOs that are them-
selves not strongly tied to official donors.
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ERI projects “promote and protect earth rights in different ways:
by using the US or international legal system as a tool for change;
by training and educating affected peoples so they become their own
best advocates; by documenting, writing about, and publicizing
abuses; by engaging international institutions . . . [and] by strength-
ening networks and coalitions” (EarthRights International n.d.).

In addition to advocacy and organizing work in Burma (the Burma
Project), ERI has four broad projects: an EarthRights School, train-
ing environmental human rights activists in Southeast Asia; a
women’s project; an energy project focused on pipeline projects in
the region; and a consumer advocacy projects called “USA Lead,”
which tries to influence U.S. consumer and investment practices to
promote change in Burma. The ERI methodology summarizes its in-
tegrated methods:

Document human rights and environmental abuses, and
expose and publicize them; organize and mobilize the human
rights and environmental activist communities around earth
rights issues; litigate in U.S. courts on behalf of people around
the world whose earth rights have been violated . . . teach
people about their earth rights and remedies, especially people
living under repressive regimes, by training villagers and refugee
women and through the EarthRights Schools for activists . . .
and advocate for those who have been harmed and fight for
better earth rights protections at every level. (EarthRights
International n.d.)

Much of ERI’s “project” work consists of thematic advocacy and ed-
ucation projects. A close look at the project on mining and women il-
lustrates the integration of human rights, environmental, and human
development concerns. The ERI paper on mining and women is a sub-
tle analysis of the different economic impacts of mining—through
labor, investment, and other factors—on men and women. Family-
owned mines and small operations have different implications for
earth rights than do larger, foreign-owned mines, and ERI’s analysis
takes into account incomes, resource contamination, labor, and social
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and health impacts in developing a set of strategies for its work in the
sector.

This kind of analysis is exemplary, and it is typical of ERI’s prac-
tice of integrating socioeconomic analysis, at the community and
larger levels, with human rights investigation and documentation.
Human rights standards in this approach are legal tools at the inter-
national level and analytic and political tools at the local level, em-
ployed to produce analysis and strategy that informs the education
of human rights activists, the design of advocacy programs, and the
appeals to the U.S. media and consumers.

Dignity International

Dignity International, founded in the Netherlands in 1999 as a proj-
ect of the North-South Centre of the Council of Europe, became an
independent NGO in 2002. It promotes human rights–based strate-
gies for social development by sponsoring training and networking
opportunities regionally and globally, by helping to equip (mainly lo-
cal and national) development NGOs with rights-based approaches
and tools, and by sponsoring and supporting local projects. While its
staff is primarily trained and experienced in human rights, it works
with local, national, and community-based organizations of all kinds
to educate, support, and build capacity for human rights–driven so-
lutions to problems of social injustice. It supports, for example, hu-
man rights education programs in Portugal; housing rights activism
in Mumbai, India; “people-led advocacy” efforts in sites such as slum
settlements in Nairobi, Kenya; and “Learning and Linkages” programs
on the application of human rights in local development in Tanzania
(2006), Ecuador (2005), and Uruguay (2005). Its board members,
funders, and organizational partnerships all reflect its ties to both the
human rights and social development sectors.

Blurring the Sector Lines

Other international NGOs combine some features of human rights
and development work. Global Witness, for example, uses investiga-
tive techniques to make the case for campaigns against governmen-
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tal and corporate malfeasance in countries plagued by conflict or cor-
ruption. Its agenda has much in common with development and en-
vironmental advocacy groups—diamonds in West Africa, timber
extraction in Cambodia, arms trafficking in Ukraine, oil in Angola—
but its methods are a sometimes volatile mix of human rights inves-
tigation and journalistic reporting.

Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), the international medical relief
NGO whose practice of bearing witness to human rights conditions is
discussed in chapter 3, took a further step toward the camp of human
rights–development integrators in 1999 with its human rights–driven
Campaign for Access to Essential Medicines. After decades of treating
patients whose diseases are neglected by the market and by public
health policy, MSF launched the campaign in 1999 to increase afford-
able access to the 206 drugs designated essential by the World Health
Organization (MSF 2004).

The campaign’s methods exemplify MSF’s explicit and implicit in-
tegration of human rights and humanitarian concerns. It targets na-
tional governments, the pharmaceutical industry, and international
organizations, encouraging expanded production, reduced prices,
accelerated research and development, and trade rules that maxi-
mize access at affordable prices (Pécoul et al. 1999). The campaign
also defends and promotes the WHO’s role in international trade ne-
gotiations, encourages and defends national strategies now allowed
under the WTO’s TRIPs, and presses for generous funding of the
Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria.

Rights and Humanity aims to spread human rights–based princi-
ples through the daily practice of professions and through policy ad-
vocacy and programmatic work. The “international movement for
the promotion and realization of human rights and responsibili-
ties” is led by longtime human rights activist Julia Häusermann and
engages in consultancies with national and UN donor agencies on
the implementation of a rights-based approach to development.

Terre des Hommes and some of the members of the Save the Chil-
dren Federation (in Sweden and the UK) integrate material assistance
and human rights advocacy on issues involving children’s rights.
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WaterAid, the London-based development organization focused on
water and sanitation issues, joined with the Freshwater Action Net-
work in 2003 to create Right to Water, a web-based networking and
advocacy tool that aims to promote understanding and implemen-
tation of water as a human right.

Alliances, Hybrids, and NGO Politics
Issue alliances, convergent advocacy campaigns, and hybrid NGOs
are shifting the focus of the two fields. Leading NGOs in each sec-
tor—Oxfam, CARE, ActionAid, Amnesty, Human Rights First, OMCT,
and others—are finding ways to broaden and deepen their sector-
crossing agendas and methods, often in the aftermath of their par-
ticipation in networks, alliances, and working groups involving both
fields. These campaigns are important in their own right, but they
are significant for two broader reasons as well: they call attention to
issues of economic governance and corporate behavior—the “glob-
alization” issues—in concrete, specific, and sometimes compelling
ways; and they constitute an important new current in the politics
of NGO advocacy that challenges prevailing themes in the scholarly
debate over NGOs and their significance. We discuss this reframing
of NGO advocacy and of social movement campaigns on globaliza-
tion in the concluding chapter.

In an era of critiques of NGO advocacy, the new alliances and con-
vergent campaigns need to be taken into account. The heroic aura
that has surrounded international NGOs in some scholarship is pro-
voking more critical examination of their record, including the extent
to which they act independently of the major industrial country gov-
ernments and aid agencies. Guilhot (2005) argues that human rights
advocacy has morphed into an expertise-based form of democracy
promotion under the control of the United States and international
financial agencies. His concern that the guardians of human rights are
being enlisted in a campaign to promote a democracy agenda defined
too narrowly to serve the interests of poor-country governments and
their citizens should be taken seriously. But the new rights advocacy
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movements analyzed here suggest that another important tendency
is alive among international human rights NGOs, one that presents
a more complex and alternative picture of the sector. In their work
on agrarian reform, water privatization, HIV/AIDS, and other social
policy issues, international NGOs are coming under pressure to form
alliances with social movements and to reinforce their campaigning
work by appealing to human rights standards and principles.

In the process they are often working against the current of the rich-
country governments. This is particularly true for U.S.-based NGOs,
as the U.S. government resists all appeals to economic and social
rights as a basis for policy. But on issues involving water privatization
and intellectual property rights over pharmaceuticals, many European
governments have generally backed the claims of multinational phar-
maceutical companies and of major Swiss, British, and French water
multinationals, placing human rights advocates in opposition to cor-
porate positions, prevailing interpretations of trade rules, and to gov-
ernments’ economic and trade policies. In economic and social policy
areas, many international human rights and some development
NGOs appear to be anything but the obedient agents of the G-8, fixed
in opposition by their commitments to human rights standards and
their alliances with social movements in the poor countries.

Issue alliances that involve both human rights and development
advocates, campaigns that involve a convergence of objectives, strate-
gies, and methods, and hybrid organizations in which the methods
and cultures of the two fields are integrated have become an impor-
tant part of the process in setting and implementing economic and
social policy. The gradual intensification of human rights–develop-
ment cooperation during campaigns on project-specific and issue-fo-
cused advocacy campaigns reflects both the heightened urgency that
international NGOs feel about responding to conditions of poverty
and the leading role that NGOs and movements based in the poor
countries have played in driving that integration.

As international NGOs in human rights and development reposi-
tion themselves to engage in these social policy debates, they are
caught up in new relationships and alliances and exposed to new
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methods and strategies that further change their historically distinct
fields. The significance of these changes for the sectors themselves,
their likely durability, their impact on social policy, and their impor-
tance for human rights and social theory are the subjects of the final
chapter.

Notes
1. The sections on HIV/AIDS and water draw heavily on Nelson and Dorsey

(2007).
2. See the investigative reports at www.hrw.org/doc/?t�hivaids&document_

limit�0,2).
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5

HUMAN RIGHTS 
AND DEVELOPMENT 

What Is New? Will It Last?

Focusing on human freedoms contrasts with
narrower views of development, such as
identifying development with the growth of gross

national product, or with the rise in personal
incomes. . . . Growth of GNP or of individual incomes
can, of course, be very important as means to expanding
the freedoms enjoyed by the members of society. But
freedoms depend on other determinants, such as social
and economic arrangements (for example for education
and health care) as well as political and civil rights. . . .
If freedom is what development advances, then there is
a major argument for concentrating on that overarching
objective, rather than on some particular means, or
some specially chosen list of instruments.

—Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom, 2000

The first decade of the twenty-first century is in many ways not a pro-
pitious time for an expanded human rights agenda. Some of the
world’s most powerful governments are violating fundamental hu-
man rights, resorting to torture and disregarding their obligations to
ensure due process in their zeal to wage a “war” on terrorism and to
protect themselves from potential threats. In so doing, they create a
permissive culture for other governments to follow suit. But in a pe-
riod that threatens human rights retrenchment, the quest for power,
expanded influence, and ultimately efficacy against poverty and social
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exclusion is driving the new rights advocacy. For development NGOs,
business as usual has not produced changes in the level of suffering
or conditions of poverty, and much of the human rights enterprise has
come to believe that a comprehensive approach to human dignity that
examines systems of inequality underlying oppressions is essential to
stopping the tide of violence and protecting any rights.

The accounts of NGO activity found in the preceding pages—new
coalitions and movements, organizational innovations, and human
rights–based political strategies—are significant at several levels. The
trends and movements discussed in these pages, among international
NGOs in development and human rights and among movements
and networks in the poor countries, are important to scholars of so-
cial movements and international relations because they suggest new
ways to frame and theorize political activity in the international
arena. They are significant for policymakers because they point to a
set of international political actors asserting new rights and testing
new strategies to influence policymakers’ decisions and practices.
They challenge corporations because they assert a guiding framework
for what has sometimes been ad hoc and haphazard development of
standards for corporate conduct, and they are significant to the NGOs
themselves because they change the historic fields of development
and human rights and set new organizational expectations.

But fundamentally, their importance is to the lives of large num-
bers of people who live under inhuman social, economic, and po-
litical conditions. Human rights and development NGOs exist, after
all, to affirm, assert, uphold, and promote human dignity and hu-
man well-being, and debates over their strategies and methodologies
should always be carried out with this broad shared mission in mind.

The inequality, deprivation, and marginalization that cloud the hu-
man condition are what motivates many of the strategic changes an-
alyzed here and what makes the strategic choices of these NGOs
worth studying. International development NGOs’ move from fram-
ing their work as an expression of generosity to demanding that it
be a response to universal standards and entitlements comes in large
part out of a collective frustration at the inefficacy, or limited impact,
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of their best efforts to date to stem the rising tide of poverty. Inter-
national human rights NGOs’ decision to embrace economic and so-
cial rights also reflects the belief that the standards, norms, and vision
that the sector upholds must be relevant and applicable to all dimen-
sions of people’s lives, that human dignity can be reduced neither to
political and civil freedoms nor to material well-being.

This is why it is important for scholars to study the changing strate-
gies of the human rights and development sectors. The strategic
changes being undertaken carry great potential as well as grave risks;
billions of dollars and enormous human energy and trust are placed
in the hands of development and human rights NGOs by their
donors and by the communities and movements that choose to ally
with them. Because their formal accountability is less well-defined
than that of states, they should be subject to the most rigorous in-
dependent efforts to monitor their work and assess their impact. If
scholars and practitioners could mount a well-informed and system-
atic effort to assess the effectiveness and failings of new rights advo-
cacy strategies, the intellectual gains and the benefits for human
rights and human well-being could be enormous. Whether human
rights and development are on the verge of a powerful new move-
ment or on a slippery slope of rising rhetoric and declining rigor,
careful scholarship has an important role to play in speaking the
truth to those who challenge power.

In the remaining pages we address four questions: (a) what is new
in the trends and movements discussed here; (b) in what senses and
to what extent are the fields converging; (c) how durable are these
changes in the human rights and development fields likely to be; and
(d) what is their impact?

New economic and social rights agendas at the most influential in-
ternational human rights NGOs; varied and tentative steps to imple-
ment rights-based development strategies among development
organizations; and coalitions, alliances, and hybrid activist organiza-
tions linked to social movements: all these are signs of the expanded
commitment to applying the logic and political power of human
rights to economic and social policy.
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The new rights advocacy is diverse, and not all of its dimensions
are new or unanticipated. But the organizations and movements dis-
cussed here, including government agencies, international NGOs that
are household names in many parts of the world, and specialized
NGOs and social movements that may be little known outside of
their fields, are collectively responding to rapid change in the inter-
national system and in their operating environments by seeking new
sources of power and influence. When seen through the multiple
lenses of social theory, international relations, human rights theory,
and organizational theories, several new and important develop-
ments emerge that challenge contemporary practice in human rights
and development and theories and models of international politics.

Within and among the human rights and development sectors we
have documented a gradual increase in the level and intensity of co-
operation, shared agendas, joint action, and (less frequently) adop-
tion of shared methods. In local debates over major development
projects, global meetings on social, environmental, and human rights
policy, and in thematic advocacy campaigns on transnational policy
issues, collaboration grew slowly in the early 1990s. Since then it has
grown more rapidly as NGOs in both fields sought sources of lever-
age to challenge and regulate the growing power of transnational cor-
porations or to subject national development policy decisions to
public scrutiny and to the principles and standards of international
human rights.

What Is New?
The new rights advocacy borrows methods drawn from the experi-
ence of civil and political rights advocacy, and many of its partici-
pants are veterans of advocacy on social policy, human rights, and
environmental issues over two decades or more. But while there is
important continuity in the story of human rights–development in-
teraction, four major features and developments, outlined in chap-
ter 1, set it apart from the patterns of previous NGO political action,
and require our attention and reflection.
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POWER, STRATEGIC ACTION, HUMAN RIGHTS, 
AND THE SECTORS

We have invoked the concept of power, and the varied postures of
international NGOs toward power, in many parts of this account.
NGOs invoke human rights in critical circumstances as a source of
power, as a way of reframing a debate, as a tool for gaining legal and
political leverage for resisting neoliberal economic norms and the
dominance of intellectual property rights, and as a source of empow-
ering concepts and language at the individual level. International
NGOs, we posited in chapter 1, embrace human rights and broaden
their human rights agendas because they are compelled to make
strategic choices by changing international systems that dramatically
affect their operating environment and require a response. They make
these responses, in some cases, decisively enough to change the ori-
entation not only of individual NGOs or programs but of the fields
themselves.

NGOs and social movement organizations have adopted human
rights strategies in response to the rapid rise of privatization of wa-
ter utilities and the creation of new trade and intellectual property
rules that restrict societies’ ability to respond to critical public health
threats, as well as in debates and battles over dam building, oil ex-
ploration, conscription of children, and agrarian reform. In the
process, the human rights and development fields have begun to re-
orient and redefine themselves at the international level. The extent
and limitations of this redefinition are further discussed below as an
issue of convergence.

But to assume that NGOs are driven solely by these principled
agendas would be too simplistic. NGOs, we have seen, also act to
protect their own independence or appearance of independence, to
sustain their reputations, and to protect their access to resources that
are vital to their missions. Can we speak of this organizational be-
havior in terms of power? We argue that this organizational behav-
ior, too, should be understood in terms of power, and that by doing
so we can integrate understanding of organizational behavior with
the political behavior of NGOs. NGOs’ search for sources of power,
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in this sense, has been motivated both by the organizations’ need to
defend their own interests, as when international development
NGOs shore up their independence from official donors by embrac-
ing human rights, and by the need for political leverage or traction
in an effort to influence powerful institutions or entrenched policies,
as in the choice of a human rights strategy to campaign for housing
or access to essential medicines.

Often, these organizational and principled political objectives are
difficult to disentangle. An important source of legitimacy for inter-
national NGOs, for example, is the credibility bestowed by the sup-
port and approval of dynamic movements and NGOs based in the
countries of the global South. The persistent calls by movements and
NGOs based in the poor countries for international human rights
NGOs to embrace ESC rights agendas is important to the political
power and agendas of the human rights movements, and it is also a
source of organizational pressure for international NGO managers.

NEW CLAIMS AND NEW RIGHTS
How do new human rights arise, and what is their significance? Al-
though we have not made the debate between social origins and le-
gal-positivist views of human rights a central focus, we believe that
the experiences of human rights, development, and social policymak-
ing since the mid-1990s offer a clear perspective.

International human rights NGOs, as we have seen in chapter 2,
have employed a succession of strategies in their efforts to address
economic and social rights, and both fields have experienced a se-
ries of engagements with policy issues in which both human rights
and development agencies have been involved. In many of these the
assertion of new rights claims is linked to internationally recognized
human rights standards, as in the cases of the right to water, right of
access to essential medicines, or to agrarian reform.

Popular movements responding to globalization are increasingly
attempting to apply the full range of human rights standards to eco-
nomic, trade, and financial policy issues and to the regulation of cor-
porate behavior. As Stammers (1999) has argued, human rights
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claims often arise in the context of social movement struggles and
are a means of asserting or limiting political or economic power.
Movements around trade, finance, and corporate social responsibil-
ity are asserting human rights as standards for regulating corporate
conduct. This process of building the authority of human rights stan-
dards in economic and social issues parallels the assertion of civil and
political rights by movements that began in earlier decades against
torture, disappearances, and denial of civil rights. Whether new rights
become legally codified or subsequently litigated is a test of the de-
gree of adoption at the international level.

In addition to seeking leverage over international corporate activ-
ity, activists are reframing what was once identified as the “antiglob-
alization” movement to one that takes human rights standards and
principles seriously in governing international economic and social
affairs. Human rights are invoked sometimes for their international
legal force, as in deliberations over TRIPs and licensing generic an-
tiretroviral production, but more often to buttress domestic legal
claims and to give moral and political support to social movement
demands.

Exactly what is new in these cases varies, as do their origins. The
human right to water became salient because of unprecedented,
large-scale plans to change the terms of control of water supply sys-
tems and to alter drastically the quality of and access to water for cit-
izen-consumers. The right to access to essential medicines became
visible and entered public debates with the HIV/AIDS pandemic,
the creation of new trade and intellectual property rules governing
patents on drugs, and the growing cost and demand for other rela-
tively expensive medicines to treat, for example, drug-resistant strains
of tuberculosis.

Social movements and sometimes governments have asserted or
“claimed” these rights and brought them into prominent places in
international policy debates. But while the political power of human
rights standards came in part from their social origins and their
power to mobilize social movements, the political and legal lever-
age they have afforded in shaping international policy or action has
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depended profoundly on their status as internationally recognized
legal standards in human rights covenants and treaties and on the
skilled interpretation and application of those standards in particu-
lar situations.

What is new, then, is sometimes the content of the right (water),
but more often the popular assertion of the right and the new forms
of action for the right’s defense and promotion. The conclusion is
inescapable, we argue, that rights claims have risen powerfully out
of concrete social situations and social movements. It is equally clear
that for economic and social rights, their legal standing and the so-
cial mobilizations they help to frame and motivate have interacted
powerfully to create new rights, new understandings of their impli-
cations, new strategies and arenas for their promotion and defense,
and new language for their promotion by NGOs outside of the his-
toric human rights field.

ACCOUNTABILITY AND PATTERNS OF 
NGO–STATE INTERACTION
International NGO advocacy on human rights and on the environ-
ment has historically often been an exercise in restricting or regulat-
ing state options: forcing compliance with environmental standards,
challenging press censorship or arbitrary detentions, or insisting on
greater transparency.1 But the exercise of power need not mean plac-
ing limits on the state. Many of the cases discussed here involve in-
ternational NGOs directly targeting corporate behavior or influencing
international rulemaking to preserve or enlarge the policy options
available to poor-country governments.

They enter into more complex relationships with poor-country gov-
ernments, sometimes adversarial and sometimes supportive, and they
assign responsibility for the failure to fulfill rights to multiple actors,
often including powerful governments or international agencies. In
some cases, new rights advocacy demands an accounting of the fi-
nance, trade, and development assistance policies of G-8 countries
and their impact on economic and social rights. This discussion fo-
cuses on patterns and models of politics surrounding human rights
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in poor countries, in keeping with our interest in the development–
human rights nexus. But human rights violations and activism are vi-
tally important and painfully real in wealthy, industrialized countries
as well. Human rights advocacy on the civil and political rights of per-
sons detained in the United States, the United Kingdom, and else-
where during investigations of potential terrorist threats continues to
focus largely on human rights as restraints on state behavior. And the
new movement for ESC rights in the United States explicitly stands in
solidarity with poor peoples’ movements in the poor countries, de-
manding government and corporate accountability for their human
rights impacts.

NGO advocates often adopt a broad, two-pronged position: that
governments should retain more discretion in making choices regard-
ing their trade and social policies; and that wealthy donor govern-
ments and international institutions should uphold their obligations
for international cooperation and assistance to advance ESC rights
in poor countries. This agenda implicitly broadens accountability,
shifting from a sole focus on the “violating state” and assigning re-
sponsibility to the actors that may create obstacles to the fulfillment
of human rights in a global economy. In their advocacy, NGOs are
striving to give concrete meaning to the concept of international ac-
countability for ESC rights within poor countries, embedded in Ar-
ticle 2 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR).

Poor-country governments, of course, remain obligated to respect,
protect, and fulfill economic and social rights. International standards
emphasize states’ duties to realize those rights and to ensure that they
are delivered without discrimination. The politics of human rights is
now “beyond the violating state” not because states are no longer ac-
countable for fulfilling ESC rights, but because in a global economy
accountability is increasingly shared by corporations, international
economic actors, and in some cases rich-donor governments.

New rights advocacy addresses a broad range of issues, in diverse
political arenas (national and international), by “targeting” intergov-
ernmental, governmental, and corporate actors, and it works through
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a wide range of coalitions and partnerships. These place NGOs and
social movements in a new posture as they attempt to establish the
authority of human rights standards, including ESC rights, over so-
cial and economic policymaking.

We have profiled two of the principal social policy debates in con-
temporary international affairs: the privatization of water systems
and the response to the global AIDS pandemic. Like other advocacy
campaigns, such as those for access to essential medicines, for the
right to agrarian reform, for women’s property rights, and for the
right to education, they exemplify the central characteristics of the
new rights advocacy: the increasing specificity with which ESC rights
are applied to social policy, international NGOs’ complex relations
with governments and international agencies, their appeal to hu-
man rights standards as a source of leverage against norms of liber-
alization and privatization, and the wide range of issues, strategies,
and political arenas they address. Both cases originate with initiatives
by local social movements determined to change, or prevent changes
in, state policy.

The political environment in which ESC rights advocacy takes
place puts advocates in a different relation to poor-country govern-
ments and to sources of political leverage in the international polit-
ical arena. At times they oppose and condemn the violating state, at
other times they attempt to shift responsibility for violations to the
international level and onto economic actors. This is a new and dis-
tinct pattern of political action; rather than appealing to norms
whose resonance is stronger in international arenas than in the tar-
get government, much ESC rights advocacy appeals to human rights
standards that have stronger support in the countries of the global
South. It reinforces their sovereignty rather than challenging it, and
it applies the leverage derived from international human rights to
limiting the influence of international actors.

This form of NGO politics differs from the boomerang model that
is widely used in international relations. Fulfilling economic and so-
cial rights may involve reinforcing international norms while also
calling for greater freedom for national governments and societies to
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set social policies. These advocacy strategies do not signal a whole-
sale reversal by NGOs, which still call for stronger international reg-
ulation of child labor, natural resource management, labor rights,
and others. But the new rights advocacy does represent a significant
shift toward a more complex and varied relationship between inter-
national NGOs and poor-country governments, in which interna-
tional NGOs often strategically support and cooperate with national
authorities.

HUMAN RIGHTS CHALLENGING NEOLIBERAL
DEVELOPMENT NORMS
New rights advocacy addresses policy issues in which a well-estab-
lished set of neoliberal economic norms have dominated since the
1980s. NGO campaigning against neoliberal policies is not new, but
the effective and issue-specific mobilization of human rights princi-
ples and standards against this dominant and controversial set of
norms is new. Early efforts to promote civil and political rights con-
fronted the competing (and dominant) norm of sovereignty, and ad-
vances in civil and political rights have often involved establishing
the principle that human rights agreements give states the authority
and the duty to investigate, comment on, and intervene in the rela-
tions of sovereign governments and their citizens.

Critics of structural adjustment and of debt burdens on poor-
country governments have invoked human rights in the past, but the
movements studied here are making their case with greater relevance
to specific policy decisions. The right to health, for example, is also
mobilized in support of a campaign for the right of access to essen-
tial medicines, in particular generically produced antiretrovirals. The
right to food becomes the basis for a campaign for agrarian reform
in the work of FIAN and has been directly marshaled in support of
land occupations in Brazil organized under the Movimento dos Tra-
balhadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST). Similarly, international human
rights NGOs now focus attention on property and inheritance rights
of African women, which are foundational to housing rights and
livelihoods.
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But the challenge posed by the new rights advocacy to orthodox
development models is most significant because it is not simply a
critique, but an alternative. The alternative framework it advances is
first a set of standards and principles against which all development
policies are to be tested and assessed, and a normative framework
that converts development cooperation from acts of generosity to hu-
man rights obligations. The challenge for development assistance, for
the governance of trade, and for the crafting of national and local
development strategies is to test every initiative and every planning
process against standards that are not simply “best practice” for pub-
lic officials or development professionals, but binding international
obligations that are grounded in humanity’s best effort at a common
understanding of what human dignity requires.

Winning greater acceptance of the norms and principles of the full
range of international human rights, it seems, is not an abstract de-
bate carried out solely in UN committees and commissions, but an
intensely political and diffuse national and local process in which
the concerted, consistent, and sometimes coordinated claims of par-
ticular human rights build familiarity, legitimacy, and confidence in
these rights as human rights. This confidence, in turn, is encourag-
ing social movements and NGOs to use and claim these rights to in-
fluence decisions large and small, from constitutions to annual
budgets and program priorities.

Are the Sectors Converging?
In chapter 1 we hypothesized that international systems changes
were producing changes in NGOs’ operating environment powerful
enough to force strategic choices that could reorient not only single
organizations, but the sectors. We have referred occasionally to a hu-
man rights–development “convergence,” in reference to the increas-
ing contact, collaboration, and joint action among human rights
and development NGOs. We use the term largely to refer to any
shifts toward shared or common methods, strategies, initiatives, and
identities, but in its full sense, “convergence” is a daunting and risky
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prospect. If, in responding to rapid economic and political change
and to the demands and models of NGO colleagues in the poor
countries, the organizations of the human rights field fully embrace
a role in mobilizing human rights against poverty and social exclu-
sions, will the field lose its distinctive identity? Will Amnesty Inter-
national USA, for example, draw so close to Oxfam America as to
become indistinguishable by its constituents? Will the “brand” ap-
peal and recognition of specialized organizations such as MSF and
Physicians for Human Rights be diminished? More seriously, will the
idea of human rights, built for decades in the West overwhelmingly
around civil and political freedoms, become confused and weak-
ened for the citizens whose support the movement seeks?

The forms of movement toward “convergence” that we have found
do not seem to signal this kind of merging and blurring of identi-
ties and methods. The clearest evidence of movement toward con-
vergence by the traditional international NGOs in the two fields are
in the tactics of some development organizations and the shift of
substantive issue agendas for many human rights NGOs. Oxfam’s
global advocacy, for example, makes tactical use of human rights
rhetorical appeals in addressing the pharmaceutical industry, CARE
draws on human rights principles in its analysis of poverty and pro-
gram design, and Save the Children is pressing for a more direct ref-
erence to human rights standards for children among many of its
national affiliates.

For human rights organizations, it is the content of their agendas
that gives the clearest evidence of movement toward the development
sector, with growing work on corporate conduct and labor standards,
defense of environmental, AIDS, and labor activists, and work on
food, health, housing, and other sectors. As the collective agenda of
international human rights NGOs broadens to include more atten-
tion to the full range of rights of poor and marginalized people, sig-
nificant changes in methodology may eventually follow. But to date,
traditional human rights methods have prevailed. Human Rights
Watch chooses ESC rights issues that suit its research methodology,
and Human Rights First’s methodology of partnership work is not
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fundamentally changed. At Amnesty International, the methods by
which the movement will work on ESC rights campaigns are still par-
allel to and consistent with those employed for civil and political
rights advocacy, but if Amnesty International infuses rights into its
campaigning as fully as anticipated, it may alter its methods over
time. Whether these changes alter the perceptions of its constituents
or the general public is another matter.

Only in a handful of hybrid organizations do we observe a blend-
ing of the core methods of the fields. Human rights NGOs have not
taken up delivering direct assistance or community development
work, nor have established development NGOs begun any system-
atic use of human rights documentation, reporting, or litigation. The
worries of some human rights activists that the field might lose its
clear identity in expanding and deepening its ESC rights agenda do
not seem to be justified by the pattern of organizational change we
have observed.

Beyond the NGO and United Nations agencies, the professional
and academic boundaries between the fields are still seldom tra-
versed. Research on human rights–based development is almost
completely dominated by practitioners active in the field or situated
in specialized think tanks such as the Oxford-based International
NGO Training and Research Centre. There will continue to be a real
need to document and evaluate these substantial changes in the hu-
man rights and development fields. Further research on the institu-
tional relationship between the fields should also track the
development of academic and professional centers of training and
research.

Durability
Are the trends detailed here lasting, durable changes to the develop-
ment and human rights fields, or are they fads, fashions that rise for
a decade and recede into memory or are absorbed into a kind of
global business as usual? Predicting the future is risky business, and
we are wary of extending our analysis into the unknown. But if the
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past and the shape of organizational behavior in the two sectors can
be reliable guides, then it is possible to make some informed pro-
jections and pinpoint key actors to watch in assessing the impact of
changes in development and human rights.

We argued in chapter 1 that the two sectors have historically dif-
ferent tendencies, conditioned by the fact that human rights advo-
cates have been more strongly and consistently united in an
adversarial effort to establish the authority of internationally recog-
nized human rights standards and principles over states, while in-
ternational development NGOs have often been more cooperative
with the state and less united as a sector of organizations. One re-
sult is that the movement to adopt ESC rights as a source of power
and leverage is clearer and more decisive among human rights NGOs.
Among international development NGOs, rights-based approaches
remain a countercurrent to the mainstream in the field. How endur-
ing will the trends be in individual organizations and in the sectors?

International human rights NGOs’ new commitments have been
made in the context of a growing global movement for ESC rights,
especially in the poor countries, and would be difficult to reverse. Any
step by the major international NGOs to retreat entirely to a civil and
political rights–focused agenda would be interpreted as backing away
from conditions of widespread abuse and denial of economic and
social human rights, as well as from the expressed concerns of many
colleague organizations around the world, and would carry a high
cost for unity, trust, and cooperation among human rights advocates
worldwide. Such a move would open NGOs to criticism for bifur-
cating rights and undercutting the core concepts of indivisibility, as
governments did in the cold war era. The degree to which economic
and social rights will be effectively integrated in organizational agen-
das and in public conceptions of human rights remains to be seen,
but the direction of the movement is clear.

The future course of rights-based development approaches is
harder to project. International human rights NGOs are, in a sense,
embracing a long-neglected and coequal part of the existing legal
structure of human rights, but in development the move to embrace
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human rights is more voluntary and tactical, not completing an in-
complete agenda for the sector, but seizing an opportunity to reframe
key development issues, refurbish organizational images, or both.
Organizations such as Oxfam and ActionAid that have made wide-
spread commitments to colleague and partner NGOs would find it
difficult directly to renounce or retreat from rights-based approaches,
but in development, the language of the rights-based approach can
be made to coexist rhetorically with human needs, charity, human
development, and the Millennium Development Goals. The devel-
opment industry has a history of absorbing new rhetorical and con-
ceptual frameworks into a patchwork of approaches.

ESC rights advocates’ greatest challenge may be that the rights they
advocate confront well-established norms of a market-oriented de-
velopment paradigm, against which NGO advocates had little suc-
cess in the 1980s and 1990s. Research is needed to test the impact
of ESC rights over the coming decade by monitoring the strategies
and impact of advocacy, especially on issues that directly confront
norms and practices of liberalization, privatization, and unregulated
free trade. Research and impact evaluations should aim to assess
whether ESC rights advocacy can, in fact, “mobilize shame” and gen-
erate public pressure sufficient to impact donor country policies or
international regimes.

Whether such advocacy strategies can succeed, and to what extent,
without significant support from the U.S. government or the most
influential international organizations remains to be seen. The an-
swer is likely to depend heavily on two considerations: whether sig-
nificant constituencies can be built globally, and whether a
compelling case can be made that human rights–based approaches
yield superior social and human results in health, education, gender
equity, and nutrition. The record of human rights–based advocacy
on social and economic policy suggests that broad and diverse con-
figurations of participants can be expected. The partially successful
experience of HIV/AIDS activists at the November 2001 Doha WTO
Round suggests that support from social movements based in indus-
trial countries may be a key political ingredient. Medical profession-
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als, HIV/AIDS activists, human rights NGOs, and international pub-
lic health advocates all participated in the WTO effort.

Demonstrating impact on key social indicators will also be key to
winning institutional support among major development funders.
There has been progress here on several fronts toward sets of indica-
tors that operationalize ESC rights (Hertel 2006), including the 2005
Manual on the environment and human rights produced by the Sci-
ence and Human Rights Project of the American Association for the
Advancement of Science, and work is now under way at the Center for
Economic and Social Rights to develop ESC rights–specific indicators.

But the Millennium Development Goals offer the greatest resource
for developing widely accepted standards. The MDGs’ goals and in-
dicators, with their focus on quick-impact strategies that promise im-
mediate statistical impact, appear to have become the focal point of
UN and most bilateral donors’ discourse and programming on
poverty, even though they have gained limited traction with social
movements and NGOs in the poor countries (Nelson 2007). But the
indicators and data collection systems that track progress toward the
MDGs are the best and most widely recognized system available for
monitoring social indicators for many ESC rights standards.

The MDGs could underscore and reinforce the rights-based ap-
proach if they were tied strongly to human rights standards in pro-
motion and implementation efforts by UN agencies and other
donors. But for the most part they are not closely linked. Donors
avoid the responsibilities and accountability that come with human
rights, and a concerted effort is needed to ensure that the MDGs do
not draw attention away from rights-based approaches rather than
reinforce them.

Impact on Outcomes
After forty years of relative quiet from the mainstream international
human rights NGOs on economic and social issues, and decades
of near-silence from the development sector on the subject of eco-
nomic and social rights standards, it is still early to reach meaningful
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conclusions about the bottom line: what impact will the new rights
advocacy have on policy outcomes and the well-being of groups
whose rights have been so systematically neglected and denied?

At the agency level, national level, and global level there are some
indications of the political and institutional situations in which the
new rights advocacy may be most—and least—effective. At the na-
tional level, in a country such as South Africa, where ESC rights stan-
dards have been embraced and affirmed clearly and strongly in the
country’s constitution, rights-based advocacy on health, water, and
land issues appears to have real political traction. Advocates have won
significant policy changes and commitments by pressing their case, as
with the Treatment Action Campaign, in moral and rights terms. Ad-
vocates for the right to water have won victories in the South African
courts and in municipal councils as well. Invoking rights, even when
it succeeds in changing policy, does not solve resource constraints, and
the difficulty of financing national health and HIV/AIDS treatment
commitments is limiting the visible short-term impact of South
Africa’s new policies.

In other settings, invoking social rights such as the right to water
has proven effective in mobilizing resistance to privatization, to
blocking or delaying the feared transformation of water service from
public utility to private business. Human rights strategies have helped
promote and defend landless peoples’ occupations of underused
land in Brazil and elsewhere, and human rights strategies have suc-
ceeded in clarifying the policy and funding implications of housing
rights and education rights elsewhere.

In general, there is clearer evidence of the power of human rights
to motivate and mobilize resistance to privatization, and to policy
change, than of its ability to press governments to provide services
more equitably, adequately, and effectively. Put differently, we have
found considerable evidence that new rights campaigns can effec-
tively encourage states to protect the right to water or to education
from disruption by privatization schemes or prepayment mecha-
nisms with arbitrary service cutoffs, and encourage governments to
respect economic and social rights by refraining from levying pro-
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hibitive school or health care fees or from denying access to unused
land.

Success in pressing for fulfillment of these rights is—to date—
more difficult to find. International sources of finance will almost
certainly have to play a role if governments in Africa, most of Latin
America, and Asia are to move from eliminating arbitrary barriers to
creating systems—likely involving market, state, and voluntary mech-
anisms—that actually enable citizens to enjoy these rights.

One important strategy for researchers will be to see, in countries
and municipalities where water privatization has been rejected,
whether human rights advocates can also use their moral and legal
power to bring about improvements in state-managed utilities. Other
research priorities remain as well, particularly to identify and ana-
lyze more clearly the major trends that shape human rights strate-
gies, to examine closely the implications for individual organizations
of the strategic shifts we have observed, and to monitor closely the
impact of human rights–driven strategies on national and subna-
tional policy outcomes and impacts. What are the practical and spe-
cific requirements, in staffing, information, fundraising, training,
and education, of adopting rights-based approaches in development
and ESC rights agendas in human rights? Are outcomes of develop-
ment policies in health, nutrition, education, or employment more
favorable or less favorable in settings where human rights–based ac-
tivism and monitoring is prominent? Can market-based provision
of goods such as water be coupled with human rights–based guar-
antees and regulation in ways that take advantage of market efficien-
cies without compromising the integrity of human rights or the
well-being of individuals? Has progress toward specific MDG targets
been more in evidence where the goals and benchmarks are linked
to human rights guarantees and backed by rights-based advocacy?

There is no shortage of questions for a research agenda that pur-
sues the changes occurring in the development and human rights sec-
tors. Questions, whether framed around theoretical debates or driven
by an interest in outcomes, can help scholars and practitioners to
clarify the risks and likely benefits of strategic responses to change
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in the global economy and in national societies. Such research, like
the strategic choices of state and nongovernmental agencies, is also
a high-stakes activity, as the research will assess the impacts of NGO
strategies in this realm and may define their viability in the future.
The choices that NGOs and other agencies make, and the informa-
tion on which those choices are based, will be visible in patterns of
policy and practice, change and resistance to change, that shape the
prospects of the world’s poorest, most disenfranchised and vulnera-
ble people, and, through them, prospects for peaceful and replica-
ble solutions to vexing social problems.

Note
1. This section and the one that follows, on challenges to neoliberal devel-

opment models, draw heavily on Nelson and Dorsey (2007).
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