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How other countries have used human rights to tackle poverty 
and how this could be applied in the UK.

People working to tackle poverty in the UK are increasingly interested 
in using human rights in their work. This study looks at how this has 
been done in other countries, its impact on affected communities, 
debate, policy and government programmes, and its relevance for 
the UK.

The report covers:

•	 how human rights have been used to understand poverty;

•	 how communities experiencing poverty use human rights to act 
against injustice, build alliances between disparate groups, and 
articulate their conditions and claims;

•	 the tools that communities and their allies use to hold the state 
accountable for its human rights obligations;

•	 how human rights have been implemented in practice in anti-
poverty work by governments and other organisations; and

•	 lessons for integrating human rights and anti-poverty work in  
the UK.

Poverty, inequality and 
human rights

Do human rights make  
a difference?





























15Chapter title

2	 Using human rights to mobilise 
communities and alliances

This chapter examines how human rights have 
been used by communities experiencing poverty to 
mobilise against social and economic injustice and 
to articulate their conditions and claims expressly 
in human rights terms. It draws particularly on 
experience in the United States, where domestic 
activism on human rights and poverty has 
burgeoned in recent years.

We present examples of how human rights 
have been used to:

•	 mobilise communities affected by poverty;

•	 connect disparate actors for social change;

•	 elevate the voice of people living in poverty;

•	 reframe poverty so as to transform public 
debate and shift (self) perceptions.

Using human rights to mobilise 
communities affected by poverty

What makes a community decide to start using 
human rights to challenge its poverty? Cheri 
Honkala, a founder of the Kensington Welfare 
Rights Union (KWRU), recalls a pivotal moment 
when, in 1996, homeless people camping in 
Pennsylvania were forcibly evicted during freezing 
weather:

That night, none of us knew what human rights 
meant but we had one thing in common – we 
felt less than human beings… We began to 
use the UDHR in our everyday organising to 
counter the denial and shame of being poor.

The KWRU rejected charity and welfare models 
because ‘we wanted to fight for more than a 
bigger welfare cheque’, Honkala said. The union 
developed ‘guerrilla’ tactics such as moving 

homeless families into abandoned properties 
dubbed ‘human rights houses’ (Albisa, 2007, 
p. 32). In human rights, the KWRU discovered 
‘a set of international rights principles, laws, 
methods and strategies that provided the unifying 
conceptual and practical bedrock they sought’ 
(Cox and Thomas, 2004, p. 53).

In 1998, the KWRU convened a Poor People’s 
Summit to unite people experiencing poverty 
across colour lines; out of this, the Poor People’s 
Economic Human Rights Campaign (PPEHRC) 
was born (Box 3).

Box 3: Taking ownership: the 
Poor People’s Economic Human 
Rights Campaign

‘As welfare reform kicked in, we were 
concerned that the poor would turn against 
one another over crumbs that trickled 
down. Our human rights concept helped 
workers see that none of them are getting 
what they deserve’: Ethel Long-Scott of 
the Women’s Economic Agenda Project in 
California describes the impact of the Poor 
People’s Summit on her organisation. In the 
following decade, the PPEHRC has grown 
into a decentralised network of grassroots 
organisations with no single policy agenda. Its 
activities include:

•	 holding ‘Truth Commissions’ on poverty;

•	 a mobile ‘University of the Poor’, which 
provides grassroots political and human 
rights education;

•	 highly publicised, multi-city marches to 
connect communities affected by poverty 
and document their experiences;

Using human rights to mobilise communities and alliances





























29Accountability: using legal process to realise rights and combat poverty

A second argument against including 
socio-economic rights in the constitution was 
that judges would be called upon to make 
policy decisions, including ones with budget 
implications. Such decision-making would 
be beyond the judiciary’s technical expertise 
and its mandate. Such decisions belong, 
the argument runs, with democratically 
accountable legislatures and executives. This 
argument rests again, at least in part, on 
making a clear distinction between civil and 
political rights and socio-economic rights and 
the means of realising them. It is an argument 
that the South African judiciary, in its emerging 
jurisprudence, has confounded.

Access to legal process

Legal process can be used to tackle poverty 
both through landmark cases that develop the 
law, offering a new interpretation of rights and 
obligations, and through cases that implement 
the law, securing redress for individuals. In either 
scenario, access to legal process is essential.

In some instances, access is a step towards 
achieving a specific outcome: a particular 
judgment that will impact positively on those 
experiencing poverty. However, in a society 
where people experiencing poverty rarely get to 
the courtroom, the achievement of simply being 
there can be a successful outcome. Bruce Porter 
describes a community in Kenya singing and 
dancing while a judge read out a judgment that 
went against them:

their celebration affirmed the success of 
a more fundamental claim to occupy an 
adjudicative space in which they were able at 
least to give voice to a challenge to a violation 
of human rights which they hoped would 
someday be recognised by courts.

(Porter, 2007)

Christian Courtis, professor at the University of 
Buenos Aires, said that access to and use of 
the courts has expanded globally: ‘we are now 
seeing a new development … use of courts has 
gone beyond the middle class – there are cases 

now involving the very poorest’. He cited cases 
concerning indigenous peoples in Colombia as an 
example. This expansion is about not only bringing 
the poorest into the courtroom but the issue of 
poverty itself, and there is a growing body of 
relevant jurisprudence – from Africa, Asia, Europe 
and the Americas.

Poverty campaigners interested in using 
litigation in their work note that without specific 
cost-related mechanisms, such as legal aid, 
litigation can remain inaccessible. Civil society 
organisations may fund selected cases – usually 
test cases that may have a beneficial impact 
beyond the individuals involved – but cannot take 
every case that comes to them. Richard Calland, 
a law professor in South Africa said:

litigation can only be successful to individuals 
if they are lucky enough to have their case 
picked up by a civil society organisation with 
resources … Any organisation involved in such 
work faces huge challenges in prioritising work 
and can only undertake a fraction of cases that 
come to them.

Colin Gonsalves in India said success in 
opening the courtroom to India’s poorest is in 
large part due to the country’s unique system 
of public interest litigation. The system allows 
anyone to file petitions, at a cost that is fractional 
compared to many countries. This has resulted in 
a large number of cases on behalf of traditionally 
powerless groups.

Getting to the courtroom also requires co-
operation between those experiencing poverty, 
advocacy organisations and lawyers. Interviewees 
said tackling poverty through legal process was 
not something that could be confined to the 
lawyers’ office. Steve Kahanovitz of the Legal 
Resources Centre in South Africa said, ‘successful 
cases are those where demands grow up from 
the people’. Talking about identifying cases, South 
African lawyer Geoff Budlender commented, 
‘clever lawyers in offices can’t do this’. Such 
collaboration means that both the cases brought 
and the remedies sought reflect lived realities, and 
have greater potential for positive outcomes for 
those experiencing poverty.
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more than 12,000 children and young people in its 
Our Rights, Our Story report, later presented to the 
UN body monitoring on children’s rights.

A government adviser at the Belfast seminar 
said using human rights would ‘make it easier for 
us to talk to the different constituencies … about 
the distribution of resources’. However, seminar 
participants said there was no official consensus 
about how to use human rights in anti-poverty 
work. They added that the implementation of 
anti-poverty strategies in Northern Ireland is often 
stymied by a combination of bureaucratic inertia, 
political inexperience and sectarian divisions, 
complicating efforts to ‘graft’ human rights onto 
existing approaches.

BIHR works with government departments, 
public authorities and advocacy groups to enable 
them to use human rights to challenge entrenched 
bad practice and promote human rights-based 
solutions. BIHR (2008, p. 18) recounts one case 
in which a support group used human rights to 
challenge a decision to remove children from a 
mother living in poverty, who was in temporary 
accommodation to escape an abusive father. 
Other examples involve using human rights to 
promote the dignity and autonomy of people using 
public services.

There is evidence that participatory human 
rights work – like that of the Participation and 
Practice of Rights Project in Belfast (see above 
and Box 15) – generates low-cost, practical 
solutions to problems experienced by people 
living in poverty and can help deliver best use of 
public funds. There is scope to develop replicable 
models of how to use human rights to influence 
the way decisions are made and services delivered 
to communities experiencing poverty. A specific 
opportunity was identified in Northern Ireland: 
the piloting of participatory human rights work as 
part of the ongoing process of testing Community 
Planning models.

Conclusion

The seminars showed that work to connect 
human rights and poverty in the UK is in its infancy. 
Participants identified several factors that would 
help strengthen this connection:

•	 greater awareness and understanding of 
human rights among policy-makers, third 
sector organisations and affected communities 
– including socio-economic rights and the 
Human Rights Act;

•	 guidance on using human rights to frame 
policy and practical solutions to poverty;

•	 evaluation of work linking human rights and 
poverty to demonstrate its pragmatic value;

•	 ensuring that legal process is accessible 
including through legal advice and legal aid;

•	 the promotion of human rights to policy-
makers, public authorities and third sector 
organisations as a tool to enhance and 
complement existing work, including equality-
based strategies.
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7	 Conclusions and next steps

Conclusions and next steps

Our international research allowed us to draw 
conclusions about the ways in which human rights 
are being used to confront domestic poverty 
outside the UK. Our four seminars debated the 
extent to which this international experience has 
resonance and lessons for anti-poverty actors 
in the UK. This chapter draws together all these 
findings. It ends with the authors’ recommended 
next steps to strengthen integration of human 
rights and anti-poverty work in the UK.

Conclusions

Context is crucial to the success or otherwise 
of using human rights to combat poverty
In South Africa, the injustice of apartheid shaped 
the protection of human rights in the 1996 
constitution. In the United States, the weakness 
of social safety nets and consequent levels of 
degradation and insecurity give human rights a 
resonance that might be harder to achieve in a 
country, like the UK, with a social democratic 
tradition. Contingent factors also play a role: 
changes in the political and economic climate, 
individual leadership and international events that 
strike a chord at the domestic level.

Human rights provide an analytical 
framework to understand poverty
Human rights conceive poverty as being 
multidimensional, encompassing not only a low 
income but also other forms of deprivation and 
a loss of dignity and respect. A human rights 
conception of poverty moves away from top-down, 
discretionary responses and towards the claiming 
of socially and legally guaranteed entitlements.

In the UK, some non-governmental anti-poverty 
actors acknowledge and sometimes embrace 
these ideas; however, examples of implementation 
are few. Within government there is little visible 
evidence that human rights are actively used to 
understand or address poverty.

Human rights can reframe poverty so as 
to transform public debate and shift (self) 
perceptions
Human rights have been used in some contexts 
outside the UK to challenge punitive public 
discourses which stereotype people living in 
poverty as fraudulent or feckless. The language of 
human rights shifts the burden of responsibility for 
poverty off those experiencing it, focusing instead 
on the role of duty-bearers, especially the state. 
Human rights emphasise the structural causes 
of poverty – such as government policy – rather 
than individual causes. Human rights have proved 
revelatory to some communities experiencing 
poverty – a banner under which to assert dignity 
and unite around shared injustice. Interviewees 
said human rights can give people living in poverty 
‘a sense of self’ in relation to the state and a belief 
that they are worthy of investment.

Participants in the UK seminars differed in their 
perception of the potential to use human rights to 
change attitudes towards poverty. The potential 
was acknowledged but it was seen as challenging 
through lack of understanding and awareness and 
a belief that human rights language is not always 
politically effective.

The term ‘responsibility’ can have negative 
connotations in relation to poverty
International experience suggests the term 
‘responsibility’ can have strongly negative 
connotations when used in relation to people 
experiencing poverty. In the United States, the 
rhetoric of personal responsibility underpinned 
retrogressive welfare reform. This experience 
suggests the need for UK anti-poverty actors 
to challenge the way notions of responsibility 
are used in debates around welfare reform and 
the proposed Bill of Rights and Responsibilities 
(Appendix B).
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Some audiences have negative attitudes to 
human rights but these are not immutable
International experience suggests that, in some 
instances, communities experiencing poverty 
are (at least initially) wary of ‘rights talk’, seeing 
it as inaccessible or overly adversarial, and not 
necessarily pro-poor. Both official and public 
audiences sometimes associate human rights 
negatively with litigation or with what they perceive 
as ‘undeserving’ groups. Interviewees emphasised 
the need to ‘translate’ human rights so that they 
resonate with particular audiences. They said 
the language of human rights values, such as 
dignity, generally commands the widest assent. 
They advocated a strategic approach to reframing 
poverty issues for particular audiences, with the 
aim of embedding human rights in the popular 
imagination over time.

The need for this kind of strategic approach 
was apparent in our UK seminar discussions, and 
has also been identified in other literature (EHRC, 
2009). Negative perceptions of human rights in 
the UK include a view that they are legalistic or 
irrelevant to issues of poverty. What was striking 
in the UK discussions was the suggestion that 
introducing socio-economic rights – and the 
significance of civil and political rights as an anti-
poverty tool – more visibly into public debate may 
help challenge perceptions that human rights 
benefit only certain groups. Participants noted 
that the notion of human rights as empowering 
individuals living in poverty challenges the 
argument that the HRA creates an infantilising 
culture.

Communities can use human rights to 
mobilise and build alliances
Some communities and their allies that use human 
rights to mobilise against poverty outside the UK 
say they offer advantages against more top-down 
and discretionary models. A striking feature of the 
US experience is the way that human rights are 
used to attract new constituencies to anti-poverty 
work and to build alliances between disparate 
groups. Interviewees said this is a significant gain 
at a time when the differential impact of recession 
might threaten community cohesion.

Anti-poverty work in the UK is often focused on 
particular groups (migrants, children, people with 
disabilities, for example) or on particular issues 

(housing, employment rights). Seminar participants 
noted that there is potential to use human rights to 
galvanise co-ordinated anti-poverty work in the UK 
but it remains largely untapped.

Human rights provide tools to monitor 
government policy for its impact on people 
experiencing poverty and to strengthen 
accountability
A variety of tools are used internationally to 
hold states accountable for their human rights 
obligations in relation to poverty. For example, 
human rights audits have exposed how tax 
systems and other aspects of macro-economic 
policy may violate human rights principles. 
The process of strengthening human rights 
accountability requires collaboration between 
human rights and anti-poverty actors who may be 
unfamiliar with each other’s habitual frameworks. 
Interviewees highlighted the use of accountability 
mechanisms as a way of galvanising communities 
experiencing poverty. The pursuit of accountability 
can generate data, policy solutions and new 
understandings of poverty which may, in turn, 
open up spaces for engagement with the state 
and influence official action. This work may gain 
increased urgency if human rights are used to 
frame responses to the impact of recession on 
communities affected by poverty.

In the UK, tools for accountability (such as 
shadow reporting) have begun to be used to 
confront aspects of poverty. Potential exists to 
develop similar work focused on the devolved 
parliaments, the UK Parliament and local 
government.

Human rights are used to promote 
participation in decision-making by 
communities experiencing poverty
International experience shows that anti-poverty 
work is strengthened when the experience of 
people living in poverty is brought to bear on 
advocacy, policy development, legal representation 
and other relevant arenas. The participation of 
affected communities has resulted in the framing of 
legal cases and policy demands, and the seeking 
of remedies that reflect local realities and priorities. 
In other instances, communities have set targets 
for duty-bearers to fulfil their right to participate in 
decisions about how money is spent and services 
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delivered. Our international review and discussions 
with UK actors indicate that paper commitments 
to participation are hard to realise in practice, 
suggesting the need for sustained monitoring and 
mobilisation around this goal.

The full potential of human rights lies in 
promoting human dignity inside and outside 
the courtroom
For some actors, human rights are nothing if 
they are not legally enforceable. For others, the 
power of human rights lies outside the courtroom. 
This difference of emphasis risks creating an 
artificial disconnection between legal and political 
strategies. Interviewees said that, in the pursuit 
of dignity, there is no fundamental distinction 
between litigation and other forms of social action: 
the choice is a pragmatic one. Successful anti-
poverty campaigns in South Africa, India and 
Nigeria, among others, have combined litigation 
with mobilisation and advocacy in pursuit of policy 
change and implementation.

In the UK, some human rights litigation 
has been accompanied by campaigning and 
advocacy; UK actors may have much to gain from 
examining these examples and strategies used in 
other countries.

Litigating for human rights presents both 
opportunities and risks
Constitutional and other legal protection of civil 
and political and socio-economic rights has 
achieved tangible results in tackling poverty in 
some contexts, including the UK. Jurisprudence 
on socio-economic rights has established that 
such rights are legally enforceable and can reduce 
poverty in some circumstances – confounding 
arguments against justiciable socio-economic 
rights, including arguments used by UK politicians 
(Ministry of Justice, 2009) (Appendix B). However, 
human rights gains in the courts might not impact 
upon policy and practice unless strategies are in 
place to ensure monitoring and implementation, 
including sustained social mobilisation around 
policy goals. There are obstacles and risks 
associated with litigation, and with the excessive 
‘legalisation’ of human rights that neglects other 
strategies for promoting rights-based values such 
as political campaigns and social mobilisation.

Governmental use of human rights is episodic 
but has brought benefits
The record of governments using human rights as 
an anti-poverty tool is episodic. Rarely are human 
rights at the core of a government’s anti-poverty 
work. We present examples of governments using 
human rights to bring coherence to – and permit 
prioritisation within – policies and programmes 
to tackle poverty, like Scotland’s homelessness 
law, and to set transparent targets to measure 
progress, as with the right to water in South Africa. 
In the UK, there is little visible evidence of the UK 
Government using human rights as a policy tool.

Human rights encourage a wider 
understanding of the accountability of anti-
poverty actors
NGOs, especially in the international development 
sector, increasingly view themselves as having 
human rights responsibilities. Some have used 
human rights to analyse the root causes of poverty 
and, in some contexts, to transform their working 
processes and their substantive goals. Evaluation 
of this work indicates that key gains are the 
sustainability of positive outcomes and heightened 
political agency of those experiencing poverty.

There was little evidence from the UK seminars 
that non-governmental anti-poverty actors are 
using human rights substantially to reshape 
their practices and goals or their relationship 
with the constituencies with whom they work. 
However, some poverty-focused NGOs have 
introduced aspects of human rights to their work 
and there is an appetite for more knowledge and 
understanding about how to use human rights. 
Some organisations that use human rights in anti-
poverty work outside the UK (such as Save the 
Children) also use human rights in their work within 
the UK.

Human rights have the potential to enrich 
and extend equality-based approaches to 
anti-poverty work
Human rights have the principles of equality and 
non-discrimination at their core; this includes the 
right not to be discriminated against and the right 
to enjoy all rights on an equal basis. We have 
reviewed evidence of human rights being used 
to unite disparate groups, transcending identity 
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barriers. Interviewees suggest that human rights 
can render visible groups that fall outside the 
protection of anti-discrimination legislation, and can 
amplify their voice and open channels for redress.

Participants in our UK seminars strongly 
agreed that human rights, equality and non-
discrimination formed a package, commenting 
that different frameworks could be used in 
complementary ways.

There is a need for more, and better 
resourced, strategic evaluation of the impact 
of using human rights in anti-poverty work
Interviewees and UK seminar participants said 
‘the jury is still out’ as to the primary impact 
(positive or negative) of integrating human rights 
and anti-poverty work. Human rights have entered 
new terrain with the need for an evidence base to 
demonstrate their pragmatic value in confronting 
poverty. Participants in our research highlighted a 
lack of commitment at a national and international 
level – and among funding bodies – to pursue 
such evaluation. They said there is a need to ‘scale 
up’ existing fragmentary evidence by means of 
properly resourced longitudinal evaluations. This 
in turn requires thinking beyond quantitative, 
empirical approaches to develop methodologies 
that capture the behaviour change and outcomes 
that human rights interventions bring about.

Next steps: strengthening 
integration of human rights and 
anti-poverty work in the UK

This section sets out proposals to develop 
understanding of the impact of integrating human 
rights and anti-poverty work in the UK, and to 
strengthen integration where positive impact 
has been identified outside the UK. They are 
addressed to a wide range of actors, including 
governmental and non-governmental actors, 
affected communities and their allies, researchers 
and funders. They are grouped according to 
function; some individuals and organisations may 
straddle these functions.

To actors involved in public debate on poverty 
and/or human rights

•	 Use human rights language and principles to 
open up new ways of talking about poverty in 
the UK, moving debate away from a punitive 
or stigmatising discourse to one that focuses 
on socially and legally guaranteed entitlements. 
Child poverty may be especially fruitful given its 
higher visibility and proposed legislative targets; 
however, care should be taken not to mask 
other significant areas of poverty.

•	 Develop ways of using the experience of 
poverty to transform public debate about 
human rights, challenging perceptions that 
human rights are limited to civil and political 
rights, are infantilising or only benefit certain 
groups.

•	 Consider contributions to the debate about 
the UK Government’s proposed Bill of Rights 
and Responsibilities, challenging the use of 
notions of ‘responsibility’ in relation to people 
experiencing poverty and communicating the 
positive impact that is evident in other national 
contexts from having legally enforceable social 
and economic rights.

To actors currently linking human rights 
and anti-poverty in their work, including 
government and non-government, poverty-
focused and rights-based organisations, 
implementation- and advocacy-based 
organisations, and funders

•	 Work to integrate human rights and anti-
poverty strategies should be accompanied by 
evaluative, participatory research to generate 
evidence on its impact. This may require the 
development of new evaluative approaches.

•	 Funders should provide adequate support for 
such evaluations.

•	 Evaluations should be shared widely and their 
replicable lessons promoted.
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•	 Practical guidance on applying human rights 
to public policy around poverty should be 
developed and shared with actors, including 
government actors, with potential to use 
human rights in their anti-poverty work.

To actors developing and promoting work 
linking human rights and poverty

•	 Consider the scope for replicating participatory 
human rights work such as that of the 
Participation and Practice of Rights Project in 
Belfast (Box 15).

•	 Consider using shadow reporting to UN 
treaty-monitoring bodies and participation in 
the Universal Periodic Review of the Human 
Rights Council as tools to hold governments to 
account.

•	 Undertake work to develop understanding 
of – and capacity to use – human rights in 
anti-poverty strategies, among communities 
affected by poverty, the public, advice groups 
and other third sector organisations, and those 
who design and implement public policy.

•	 Promote human rights as a tool that will 
complement and enhance existing frameworks, 
such as equality.

•	 Develop tools to advocate against and monitor 
public spending cuts to ensure that they do 
not fall disproportionately on people on low 
incomes.

To researchers and research-funding bodies

•	 Conduct baseline research on how far human 
rights and anti-poverty strategies have already 
been connected in the UK, and to what effect, 
especially in the area of public policy.

•	 Consider funding or undertaking participative 
evaluations of the impact of connecting human 
rights and poverty.

•	 Consider work to develop and use human 
rights-based budget analysis and auditing of 
macro-economic policy, focused on the UK 
Parliament, devolved parliaments and local 
government.

To actors involved in legal process and 
human rights

•	 Communicate more effectively the 
achievements of the Human Rights Act and 
case law in promoting changes to policy and 
practice that have reduced poverty in some 
circumstances.

•	 Undertake relevant action aimed at ensuring 
that legal process and other remedies – such 
as ombudsmen – are accessible, including 
through legal aid.
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SCUK	 Save the Children UK

SERAC	 Social and Economic Rights Centre 	
	 (Nigeria)

TAC	 Treatment Action Campaign (South 	
	 Africa)

UDHR	 Universal Declaration of Human Rights

UNDP	 United Nations Development 		
	 Programme

UPR	 Universal Periodic Review

List of abbreviations

CERD	 Committee on the Elimination of Racial 	
	 Discrimination

CESCR	 Committee on Economic, Social and 	
	 Cultural Rights

COHRE	 Centre on Housing Rights and 		
	 Evictions

DFID	 Department for International 		
	 Development (UK)

EAPN	 European Anti-Poverty Network

ECHR	 European Convention on Human 		
	 Rights and Fundamental Freedoms

ECSR	 European Committee of Social Rights

EHRC	 Equality and Human Rights 		
	 Commission (UK)

HRA	 Human Rights Act

HRC	 United Nations Human Rights 		
	 Committee

HTF	 Homelessness Task Force (Scotland)

IAG	 Inter-Agency Group on Rights Based 	
	 Approaches (UK)

IMF	 International Monetary Fund

JCHR	 Joint Committee on Human Rights (UK)

JRF	 Joseph Rowntree Foundation

KWRU	 Kensington Welfare Rights Union 		
	 (United States)

NESC	 National Economic and Social Council 	
	 (Ireland)

NESRI	 National Economic and Social Rights 	
	 Initiative (United States)

NGO	 Non-governmental organisation

NIHRC	 Northern Ireland Human Rights 		
	 Commission

NLCHP	 National Law Center for Homelessness 	
	 and Poverty (United States)

ODI	 Overseas Development Institute (UK)

OECD	 Organisation for Economic Co-		
	 operation and Development

OHCHR	 Office of the High Commissioner for 	
	 Human Rights

PPEHRC	 Poor People’s Economic Human Rights 	
	 Campaign (United States)

PPR	 Participation and Practice of Rights 	
	 Project (Northern Ireland)
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the above link. State parties to a treaty are bound 
by it. In some countries treaties are incorporated 
into domestic law through the enactment of 
specific legislation.

Key rights relating to poverty eradication 
include:

•	 the rights to equality and freedom from 
discrimination;

•	 the right to life;

•	 the right to be free from torture or from 
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 
punishment;

•	 the right to freedom of expression;

•	 the right of peaceful assembly;

•	 the right to freedom of association including 
the right to form trade unions;

•	 the right to take part in the conduct of public 
affairs;

•	 the right to work;

•	 the right to an adequate standard of living, 
including adequate food, clothing and housing;

•	 the right to the highest attainable standard of 
physical and mental health;

•	 the right to education.

Appendix A: 
International human 
rights law

The following instruments include a wide range 
of rights relevant to tackling poverty. The texts of 
these, and other human rights instruments, can 
be found at www2.ohchr.org/english/law/index.
htm#instruments.

•	 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948);

•	 International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (1966);

•	 International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (1966);

•	 International Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Racial Discrimination (1965);

•	 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (1979);

•	 Convention against Torture and Other 
Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 
Punishment (1984);

•	 Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989);

•	 International Convention on the Protection of 
the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members 
of Their Families (1990);

•	 International Convention for the Protection 
of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance 
(2006);

•	 Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (2006);

•	 Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement.

With the exception of the Universal Declaration and 
the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement 
these instruments are treaties. Lists of state parties 
to each treaty can be found with the treaty text at 
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would be the most appropriate’ (Ministry of 
Justice, 2009, p. 57).

The Green Paper talks of the ‘pressing need 
to act to end child poverty’ (Ministry of Justice, 
2009, p. 31) but makes no other reference to 
poverty. With regard to socio-economic rights, 
it invites discussion on the advantages of 
articulating constitutional principles drawn from 
existing welfare provisions ‘to reflect, in one 
coherent document, certain social and economic 
guarantees and the responsibilities and conduct 
expected of individuals’ (Ministry of Justice, 2009, 
p. 43).

The parliamentary Joint Committee on Human 
Rights (JCHR) recommends that any bill of rights 
should include the rights to health, education, 
housing and an adequate standard of living (JCHR, 
2008). It suggests the imposition of a duty on 
government to achieve the progressive realisation 
of the relevant rights, by legislative or other means, 
and to report to parliament on its progress. 
Addressing the Government’s objection that legally 
enforceable economic and social rights would 
allow the courts to usurp democratic functions, 
the JCHR proposes that these rights would not be 
enforceable by individuals; rather, the courts would 
have a tightly circumscribed role in reviewing 
government actions to ensure that commitments 
were not being ignored.

Appendix B: Human 
rights in the UK

The Human Rights Act and human 
rights commissions

The Human Rights Act (HRA) came into force 
in 2000 (1999 for the devolved administrations). 
The HRA makes it possible for people to take 
cases concerning the rights contained in the 
European Convention on Human Rights before 
domestic courts. Prior to the HRA, cases directly 
invoking the convention had to be taken before the 
European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg.

The HRA aimed to foster a culture of respect 
for human rights and place them at the heart of 
public service delivery. Research covering Britain 
(EHRC, 2009) says such a culture has largely failed 
to take root among public authorities, due mainly 
to a dearth of leadership at a UK Government level 
and the absence until recently of a human rights 
commission. The EHRC opened in 2007, covering 
England, Scotland and Wales. It combines the 
work of the former equality commissions and 
has a mandate to promote understanding of the 
HRA. In 2008, Scotland opened a human rights 
commission dealing with devolved matters. The 
Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission was 
set up in 1999 under the Good Friday Agreement.

A Bill of Rights and Responsibilities

In March 2009, the UK Government introduced 
a Green Paper on a Bill of Rights and 
Responsibilities. The Green Paper sets out options 
for the status of the proposed bill. One is a purely 
declaratory and symbolic statement. Another is a 
statement of ‘interpretative principles’ which might 
inform legislation, as well as public authority and 
court decisions, while not necessarily giving rise 
to enforceable individual rights. A third is a set of 
rights and responsibilities directly enforceable by 
individuals in the courts.

The Green Paper effectively rules out the 
third option: it says the UK Government ‘does 
not consider that a generally applicable model of 
directly legally enforceable rights or responsibilities 
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Catherine Albisa Executive Director, National Economic and Social Rights Initiative United States

Radhika Balakrishnan Chair, US Human Rights Network; Professor of Economics and 
International Studies, Marymount Manhattan College

United States

Louise Beirne Projects Officer, Combat Poverty Agency Ireland

Ann Blyberg International Human Rights Internship Program, Institute of International 
Education

United States

Nicola Browne Research and Policy Officer, Participation and the Practice of Rights 
Project, Belfast

UK

Geoff Budlender Advocate of the High Court of South Africa; former Director-General of the 
Department of Land Affairs
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Martha Davis Professor, Northeastern University School of Law; Co-Director, Program on 
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