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Many international NGOs, CARE included, now claim to have adopted a rights-based approach (RBA).  But how, really, are rights-based approaches (RBAs) different from previous development models?  What do these differences imply about how NGOs, donors, host governments, the UN, etc., need to alter their roles, rethink their value added, and perhaps restructure the channelling of aid resources?   

RBAs are not, for us in CARE, a radical break from serious, high quality approaches to development from the 1980s and 1990s.  Rather, RBAs occupy a point on a continuum that has always existed – at least in theory – across which approaches to development may be situated.  Colloquially, we sometimes position RBAs in reference to the adage about teaching to angle rather than giving a fish.  RBA, we think, extends that truism in interesting ways by asking questions such as:  

· Why didn’t the person know how to fish in the first place?

· Why is the stream polluted? 

· Why do some people have access to fishing poles, nets, bait, etc., while others do not? 

· Why do some people have access to the fishing hole while others do not? 

· Why do some people have access to the fishing hole at certain productive times of year while others have access during times of few fish? 

· Why do some communities/regions/nations get help to increase the quality of their fishing sites while others do not?  

We think of RBA as a point on a broad continuum of development approaches because, clearly, these kinds of questions have in some way, shape, or form, always been asked by serious development professionals.
  The main differences, we think, are that RBAs establish new kinds of minimum conditions/measures for what constitutes social justice and for living in dignity, demands new forms of analysis, and forces development actors to rethink accountability.

Broadly defined – for CARE – a rights-based approach to development considers the ensemble of human rights contained in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the Covenants on civil/politic and social/economic/cultural rights to represent the minimum conditions for living in dignity and, as such, the bedrock definition of social justice.  We hypothesize, too, that full rights fulfilment for the world’s poor is the most crucial and powerful poverty eradication strategy that exists.  We find the “rights lens” useful for a number of pragmatic reasons:

1. International human rights norms, and standards provide a (more) objective, global yardstick for assessing development outcomes.  While there are hard and fraught issues of relativism when it comes to the respect, promotion, and fulfilment of human rights, RBA helps us have these discussions rather than pretend they are not important;

2. We deploy RBA in conjunction with – not as a replacement for – household livelihood security (HLS) approaches that have been at the center of much of our development work since the early 1990s.  But while HLS allowed us to avoid confronting deep, structural, historical relationships of power/control of key resources – we could meet poor people’s “needs” in the short to mid-term without opening the can of worms of power in a given context – RBAs require us to address underlying, structural, causes of poverty.  Rights are a means by which people gain access to resources.  Violations of rights constitute barriers and constraints to that access.  An object of development therefore becomes the removal of those barriers, which frequently means dealing with how power is deployed in social relationships.  If done well, improvement in material conditions – in HLS – logically follows, we believe.  

3. RBAs mean understanding that rights comprise both duties (of citizens of all categories) to respect the rights of others and responsibilities (of governments, courts, international organizations) to protect, promote, and meet minimum acceptable standards for rights enjoyment by all.
  “Rights work,” in this sense, extends to all members of the nation.  In this context, rights denial (for example, to education, food, water, shelter, wages, health care, freedom of speech and conscience, to equality before the law, etc., etc.) does not happen by accident, randomly (as Sen has repeatedly reminded us) or merely through technical, conjunctural reasons.  Poverty – a function of rights denial -- is structural in nature.  It is produced through concrete decisions and actions of human actors.  Poverty is, therefore, inextricably linked to structures and relationships of power.  We like to say in CARE that “rights trigger responsibilities.”  It is in taking on this relationship and refusing to remove ourselves from those responsibilities that RBA differentiates itself from technical, needs-based HLS approaches.

4. Finally, and perhaps somewhat counterfactually to some of the above:  RBA in CARE means that we need to help broker conversations and processes about just what “human rights” mean, how rights as defined in the UDHR and other global statement intersect with local notions of “human rights” (for they exist in all societies and cultures, in some form, even though vernaculars and vocabularies may differ), and to constantly challenge ourselves about didacticism, overly-normative mindsets, and ethnocentrism while never allowing ourselves to slip into the worst aspects of extreme cultural relativism. 

What changes if we adopt rights-based approaches?  We’ve found a number of important alterations.  The items below should be thought of within the continuum image mentioned earlier.  Many are not new to development practitioners.  However, we are convinced that as a holistic package of changes they represent – at least for CARE – a significantly different approach to poverty eradication.

1. First we find we need to ensure not the “participation” of the poor in all phases of programs but, rather, their taking a leadership role every step of the way.  Through a rights-based lens, poor and marginalized people are rights-bearing, dignified human beings who, by nature of being human, have the right to certain social, political, cultural, economic, and civic conditions.  The question for an organization like CARE is not, “how can we ensure participation of the poor in our programs” but, rather, “how can we ensure that the poor invite CARE in to participate in their rights fulfilment?”  

2. We need much better, deeper, more complex, and more holistic analysis of the underlying causes of poverty, of inequality, inequities, and social exclusion.  

3. We spend much more time, resources, and energy empowering people to claim and exercise their rights and hold duty bearers accountable for their responsibilities.  The nature of such work requires us to work in multi-actor networks and movements.   And changing the opportunity structures in which the poor are enmeshed requires concerted and coordinated work at multiple levels:  the romantic vision of “small is beautiful” has vanished for us.  RBAs mean we must be very sophisticated vis-à-vis global rules, norms, structures, laws, and the critical role of national policy and practice in constituting the “local” or the “small.”  

4. As mentioned above, CARE can no longer work in isolation.  But RBAs mean we have to get beyond platitudes about “partnership” and “civil society.”  To wit:  we are beginning to question whether MBA-driven managerial philosophies about “our” results, “our” products, “our” impacts that “our” donors expect us to achieve, measure, evaluate, etc., are not part of development’s problem.  RBAs shift the development model from one based on meeting poor people’s needs to one of empowering the poor to claim what is rightfully theirs, from a model in which NGO accountability is upwards (to donors, to governments) to one in which the fundamental accountability is to the poor.  We would argue that because of this, many of today’s norms of bilateral, multilateral, and IFI development financing and investment need to change.  

5. Rights based approaches require much longer time frames and commitments.  They focus on – rather than bury – questions of power in the distribution of social, economic, political, and cultural capital.  Sustainable change in these kinds of structures can take decades.  The key – again, think of the continuum image – is committing to a longer and more consistent and continuous presence and relationship with the poor whom we seek to assist.

6. Development, within rights-based approaches, is inherently political, and progress can be conflictual and tense.  We question, this means, naïve notions of poverty reduction or eradication as a “win-win” process.  Rights-based approaches are based on the assumption that poverty, exclusion, marginalization, and inequality, as stated above, are produced by social actors through social processes.  We are becoming much more comfortable, as an organization, with the notion that when our work is good, it may provoke rather than eliminate social conflict.  As a result, we need careful, deep, and nuanced political-economic analysis as a core competency of our senior managers, and skills in conflict management and resolution as a core competency of our field staff.  

7. We are finding that our role, in many cases, is not to bring expert, technical knowledge to bear on people’s processes of development but, rather, skills and experience in process facilitation, mediation, network building, and other areas that allow us to facilitate rights claims in particular sectoral areas such as health, food security, water, shelter, governance, and so forth.  

8. We are finding policy (and other forms of) advocacy no longer to be an option, a strategy choice, but an obligation.  I would say that as a global organization, we are still trying to find our niche in this arena, but one of the emerging ideas in CARE is that policy advocacy in the global system is likely weakest and most ineffectual in the same places where poverty dominates:  rural, relatively isolated communities.  Our own reading of the global, policy advocacy “industry” is that it is strongest at the international and national levels.  We are currently trying to figure out what a phrase like “strengthening advocacy skills and enabling environments at grassroots levels” might mean in practice.  One nascent theme is that an important advocacy role may be in the so-called “traditional,” “customary,” or “nonformal authority” arenas.
9. Finally, we are beginning to realize that RBA requires significant changes in monitoring and evaluating outcomes and impacts.  Of course, the challenges do relate to ones of appropriate measures and indicators
, and to the rather obvious fact that we need to be paying as close attention to process as to output.  And, predictably too, to “participation.”  But the statement that “participatory M&E” is necessary in RBA reeks of banality.  So, to try to get beyond the technicist formality that pervades much of the participatory M&E discourse, in CARE we are trying to ask ourselves the questions:  “Whose definitions of ‘impact’ matter and, more importantly, why do certain actors’ definitions count more?  Whose measures matter (and why is this so)?  Whose judgments about whether there was success or not matter (and why)?”  This form of questioning around core issues in M&E puts the entire structure of the global development industry into question, we argue, and suggests that a fundamental part of RBA is deep reform of how our industry works.  
What kinds of differences does RBA imply for how, at a global level, all of us – NGOs, donors, host governments, the UN, etc. – need to shift how we think about our roles, value added, and the ways in which we mobilize and channel resources?  As we have learned about rights-based approaches in CARE over the past five years, we are finding that the policies and practices that define the vary nature of the space that organizations like CARE, its peers, and its donors occupy need to be altered if we are to truly put the poor at the center of our work.  The challenges here are many, but I wish to highlight just three.  First, rights-based approaches compel us all to get beyond purely technical, sectoral solutions for overcoming poverty.  Here, I wish to make the distinction between this and the 1980s’ “integrated rural development” approach which claimed that multi-sector, technical fixes were the magic bullet.  Through a rights-based lens, we find that sectoral inequities often share common underlying causes, and those causes often relate to which social actors control productive, human, environmental, and cultural capital of various kinds.  Yet the very structure of global development is biased toward narrow, technical expertise.  Second, rights-based approaches ask us all to make longer, deeper, more consistent, and most importantly more equal commitments to the very poor, the most marginalized, the most excluded.  Such a commitment actually runs counter – or at least puts great stress – on the international community’s long-standing emphasis on quantitative outputs, on the logframe mentality, on efficiency, on short-term tangible results.  None of these forms of measurement should be abandoned:  but we do need a robust, global conversation in the development industry about what really counts rather than on what we can count most easily.  And we need new norms and forms of program and project financing that put the leadership and participation of the poor at the start, the middle, and the finish, allow this to develop and take shape over a decade rather than a few years, and put learning at the center of our designs.  How development organizations – donors, the UN, local NGOs, International NGOs, think tanks, etc. – would do this would differ, but the need for all international development actors to have this conversation is urgent.  Last, rights-based approaches require international development actors to reverse the polarity of accountability and, therefore, develop new ways to evaluate the success or failure of poverty eradication efforts.  Imagine how different our world of international development would be, for example, if a country’s poor decided whether or not the USAID Director, the World Bank or UNDP ResReps, or the CARE Director got paid each month?  The example is, of course, somewhat frivolous but the underlying point is not:  at heart the international community’s accountabilities, at the end of the day, are not to the poor.  We get promoted, hired, and rewarded for many, many good (and bad) things but when was the last time you or a colleague was promoted (or demoted, or fired) because of what you did or did not do for people living in extreme poverty? 

� This paper represents a personal interpretation and does not constitute CARE USA policy.


� My own research involves looking at “democracy” in Mali through the lens of ethnographic history.  Just to perhaps over-make my point:  I have found analogues to (a-f) in the colonial archives of Mali, back in what many consider a “pre-development” age.  If you are interested, check out Kent Glenzer, “La Sécheresse:  The Social and Institutional Construction of a Development Problem in the Malian (Soudanese) Sahel, 1900-82,”  Canadian Journal of African Studies 36, 1 (2002): 1-34.  This isn’t a unique finding, of course.  Development historians and discourse scholars like Cowan & Shenton, Rist, and Tim Mitchell and Arturo Escobar note similar findings. 


� This is in contrast to other approaches to develop where the fundamental analytical distinction is between “service users” and “service deliverers.”  


� How shall we, after all, measure such things as inclusion, willing obligation, reduced social isolation, increasing ownership, greater fairness and equity, just to name a few?  What about empowerment?





