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A HUMAN RIGHTS-BASED APPROACH TO POVERTY ERADICATION: 
STItATEGIES AND EXPERIENCES FROM THE FIEI,D 

Let me start by saying that there is no doubt in my mind that If huwttilil rights Pvere 
carried out to the full implications of their potential, then poverty would be eradtcatcd. 
Not only extreme poverty, but poverty in general, Also, new discourses and new v~k!ues 
would be created that would help make the situation created by lruman rights 
sustainable, 

Let me also say that if torture fs a Iturnan rights violation, therr extreme poverty fs asso a 
violation of human rights. Experiencing alt kinds of deprivation 24 i~ours a day, doay In 
and day out over months and years, and maybe also In generations, is torture, slow and 
painful torture, and as such must qualify as s violation of sociat, ecsnomlc sad pollidleai 
rights. 

This said, there are a whole set of dilemmas built fato the understanding and 
implementations of human rights into poverpq eradieation that aced te be spelled out. 
Even if they are uatpleasant for those who beifeve in the Ideolegy brmllt into humse rights 
and use their lives to implement human rights. 

To understand these dilemmas better and to be able to cope with them, we need fa mave 
out of the ideological sphere and into independent aad critical researeit, Let me give you 
examples of 3 kinds of dilemmas, 

1. Let me call the first one the dilemma offragmentatiofi. The human vigltts approach La 
an iadividual approach based on the initiative of collective actors such as the state9 the 
courts, international organbations, social movements aad MGOs, The role arf each of 
these eoliectlve actors in refation to the implementation of human rights Is different, 
They have different kinds of people fnvolved, use different strategies and have different 
targets, command different resources, use different arenas, emphnsise dlfhrent agendas 
and different ideologies, and they are given different legitimacles, The outcome of these 
very different actors Is bound to be different. But exactly bow different we do not know, 
And we know next to notbiatg about the Interplay bemeen the different actors on the: 
homan rights scene. To lump them together accorditag to their shared interesf that sf  
implementing hum- righb, is to lose information, and accordfngfy to Eaose the 
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understarmding of how their impact can be fortifled. This is in itself a huge s ad  under- 
researched area which needs more atterrtion if we ere to proceed further, 

If the different rofes and pet7specti.cpes were better it~tegrstcd e nttajer farce towards the 
full implementation of human rights would htisFe beet1 created, I see this Forrrm as an 
attempt to create such an integrated force to strike out for a c o ~ ~ l n ~ o n  goal. The ideotogy 
is assumed to be in place. Holvever, I see and listen when 1 tvitndcr around sit the Forum 
alld here at the Roundtable, that the diEerent actors !lave very different ageildas for 
their participation. 

From outside it looks like the many difkreltt actors are seen as working in tttndem. Ea~clr 
provides their input, smafl or  large, and each one makes a cholee as to whlclr groups to 
target or  which part of the human rights spectrum ta prloritise, The expectations seem 
to be that if each and every one does his or  bcr little bit, thetl we are moving forward In 
poverty eradicatiorr. Every little step in the right direetlon couk~ts and should be 
appreciated, whether carried out by a small local NCO or 11 huge international 
organisation. The many fragments are seen as finally iltting togetirer solile time in the 
future. This is democracy in practice. This is mobilisation of the ennpowcred trnd 
disempowered joining hands. 

At this stage P should say that I know all the orgunisations represented here ure doing an 
important job of reducing poverty through the imple~nentstion of human rights or  ather 
means. That is not the issue. The point is: we do rnat know wliat the actual outcome of 
your efforts is. How much poverty of which kind hns been cradlciltcd dur l~ig  the Israt 5 
years for example? Haw sustainable can your inputs be csnufdcrred te be, and for how 
long? Is it really poverty eradication or is it poverty reduction, or  even poverty 
alleviation? How much of the organisation's resources are used towards the 
implementation of human rights'? Are those resources used optimally? Arc these 
institutions re-enforcing each other, or  are they actually competing for the same 
resources and public attention? How can they bc tteld accountable wlttrin B human 
rights framework and how can they actually document their part In poverty 
eradication? 

Maybe this model of fragmented inputs and fragmented output8 IB not the rtrcr~t efficient 
to eradicate poverty? Maybe it is? Qr maybe we just have to live wskh what we gut, 
because all these institutions and erganisations are already there, partly for other 
purposes, so we may as well try to make the most ofthem! 

The more I think about this dilemma of fr'pagmentatiott the mere II see tile need far murc 
knowledge about what is going an inside the many argaraisatlons taking part: in thfs 
process of human rights impfernentatfan. If we want to Imsw about how human rlghts 
and poverty are perceived and acted upon within the central actors on this arena we 
need to study them closer. The way I see It they are a central target Ear f'uture researel-r 
on poverty eradication. 

2. Let me eafl the seeand dilemma that of individtsstk targeting vs, a univtrsuZistii. 
approach. 

One of several consequences of the hraman rights approach being an fndivldtial 
appraach is a minimising of catlective sotulfsns. 



The individual is in focus, Me and she are aflocstted certain rights that they ot present 
are missing, and those r ighb then have to be irrstalled. It  nleans that only those irt want 
of certain rights are  the target; for human rights eft'orts. The nnderfyiag principle Is that 
of targetin% the deprived population us the major strategy, 1,ooklng a t  tltass poverty 
worid wide and the depth af extreme paverQ it is easy to agree tvitlt this position. 

However, if we turn around and took at some of those strategies tlrtrt over time haye 
been successful in botil eradicating poverty and tskirrg hunlart rights into account, the 
piniversal strategies have been the most efficient, w11itr: the targeted strategies Itnve lost 
out. A universal s t ra tew is one which i s  directed ts\vards ttte entire population. 

With fear of being chauviaistic I cliose my exttrnyle from the Narwegiiia wetbru state* A 
century before oil. became zr major revelrue, Norway was tlie poorest rourtrry in Europe 
and mass poverty reigned, The rights' perspeetikie came to the fore throtrglr the 
mobilisation of voluntaq  groups, the churcft, politieisns, labour trrzions and c o ~ ~ s s r n c d  
individuais arguing that all citizens should be treated equally and travs (Ire same right to 
political participation, education, health care, old age pensiorr etc. (TIris is n very 
minimalistic version of the history of the welfare slate!), Targeting was seen as 
stigmatising. Funding was to be according to mealls and the state was 10 be the main 
implementer. Very few resources were available, but the principles survived thraugitorit 
and slowly one universal programme after the other was establlslied, AS a r e ~ u i t  poverty 
was not only reduced but virtually eradicated. Targeting was trot only seen su degrading. 
Later research has shown that targeted programmes tend not to be sustltirrable, because 
the non-poor not profiting from those programmes are legs willing to support 
programmes in which they do not have a stake. Studies also shaw that targeting 
increases the marginalisation of already marginalised people, 

If the principle of universality has supremacy over targeting as a poverty eradicating 
strategy, and if the fight for human rights is directed mainly towards the poorest 
segments of the populatfon, we are faced with a dilemmu, 

The opposite side of the dilemma arises when acknowledging that cultrsral rlglrts mure 
than the other human rights need ta be targeted, In Bolivia for examp1e a majorflsy uf 
the population are indigenopls peoples with a variety of cultaral backgrounds, l'argetlng 
their cultural rights are essential for their continued existence, whSIe econorrrfr: and 
social rights need to be made universal if poverty is to be overcome on st liustalnable 
basis. 

Pragmatically it can be argued that targeting is a &art term strategy while unlversallstfe 
measures can be eonsidered a long term etratqy.  Let me leave it that Fgr the time being 
and only stress that here we have still another area that needs some keen researchers, 

3. The third diiemma may be named the dilemma ~fbouirrble~~~~tess, or, w h e ~  i s  enough 
enough? Implementation of human rig& and poverq eerdicatisn are bath unending 
strategies. There is no way one fan  say that now, right now, we bave reached the point 
where it can be said: the level of human rights have now reached a point where nothing 
more is needed, and poverty, however defisled, no longer exists. Psvedy Befinitians 
cover maw such a vast range of aspecb of human IEfe tbat fulfilment may never be 



reached. There is always that liafe extr8 want or need that clan be inrztuded itr 
deprivation for some human beings. 

Those working with both implementation of buman rights and eradication af poverpe 
have a double chsilenge: nsitifter human rights nor poverty are absolute urrrisbles. They 
ran be seen as goals one can move towards, but it i s  not clear wfien the final gootl has 
been reached because they are open-emnded and bouadless guaatities, 

When speaking of the dilemmss of fragmentation I stressed the fast that the nrrass of 
actors in this ftetd is very heterogeneous and have difyerent ambitions for their 
organisations. Pertinent ques~ons  are here: haw mush peverlfgt eradicafiou do the 
different actors want and how muck can they cope with politicaiiy zknd emotfonally? To 
move from I dollar a day to 2 dollars a day is an ertormous acltieveinent In Itself, and tire 
successful fulfilment of the Millennium Development Goals Is an even larger 
achievement. They are also politically acceptable goals, at least verbalty. Stllf, those 
goals are just a small step up a very steep incline. What comes after? What kind of 
scenario do we visualise after 2;015? Stilf more steps in a peacefi~l lrurzsitio~z from mass 
poverq to somewhat less poverty in a world with a wider spread of l~urnktt~ rights? 

Where do the different actors stand in this picture'! How mircll poverty eradication all$ 
freedom for the masses of the poor can they take'? What arc the visiorrs llrey work by, or 
are there not any visions but just an implicit hope that sn Ineremerrtat madel will leuid 
the somewhat less poor isto the same kind of world that we see today? 

I believe it is necessary to try to understand better the Smplfcstlo~t of those vislous and 
go beyond the fairly modest visions we now have of the future, Four fifth of the world's 
population are Invited to make use of the human rights framework to atruggie out of 
poverty, What does it really mean? Changes are bound to come withi11 the next 
generation or so, even if we do nothing. But here we are trying to induce a chartge, the 
outcome of which we can only guess. 

Once more, you can make good use af researchers to sort out same of t b e ~ e  d i l e rn tn~~  
and provide better data than those avallalsle at present, I have preacprted yeu wfth only 3 
kinds of dilemmas. There are plenty others out there In the meeting place Iret-ovrten the 
implementation of human rights and the eradieation of psverty, 

Comments to questions asked in the audience about the Norwegiail model: 

It is commonly assumed that once economic growth has been achieved, then && La time to 
discuss distributional measures towards the ailevlatioa of poverty= The way f see it, this 
is the wrong order of events. Distributing the windfafls of econtpmlc growth past festum 
is likely to create more conflict and the poor are likely to lose out, because the upper and 
middIe citasses are in a stronger position to make their case heard. When the visions 
about a fairer distribuaion have been outlined and the principles agreed oa before 
economic growth has yiefded results, the level of conflict is likely t@ be lower and the 
poor stand a better chance sf  getting their share of the new weaftb. 

The World Bank has got analysed the welfsre state made1 or  taken into account the 
possible implications of those human righbf pa i~c ip l e~  that have in effect led to 
eradication of extreme poverty and pave* in general. In the Bank's publication W~p.ld 



Bet~eCopn~eizt Repsrl 2000-2BOd: Atbaeitimg %"stl~ers;r, the welfare state is amtly referred to 
with a few !lees ia s publication of mQre than tbreu hundlttgd pages. Tfrose prIaelples 
have not been oa the Bank's agenda so far. 


