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member states have sought to orient
their development policies towards
respecting, protecting and fulfilling
human rights. 

The notion that human rights are key
to economic and human development
is central to the European
Commission’s vision on the post-2015
development agenda, which stresses
the need for a rights-based approach
encompassing good governance,
democracy and the rule of law. This
contrasts with the MDGs, which do not
cover human rights, equality, access to
justice, or other related issues. As a
result, the MDGs have done little to
address discrimination within national
development processes, and have not
ensured participation and
accountability – the core principles of
human rights-based development.

The integration of human rights in
the post-2015 agenda is a complex
endeavour, and invites various
positions. Some advocate a stand-alone
goal covering human rights, rule of law
and access to justice, along with
indicators of countries’ performance.
Others have argued that human rights
law should be instrumental in defining
‘sectoral’ goals such as access to
education, health, and water. A more
pragmatic view is that human rights
should not so much inform the
substance of these goals, but rather
frame the process of how the goals will
be achieved, through principles such as
equality, participation and
accountability. Because of the challenge
in accurately measuring human rights
performance, others support a simple
and ‘objective’ framework. Whatever
emerges from this debate, one should
avoid at all cost the risk that the SDGs
overlook rights issues, which are at the
heart of development processes. 

The adoption of the SDGs will
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require consensus at the UN, which
may result in a watered-down
approach. To make a difference, the
EU will need to set out a strong vision
and use its diplomatic ability to the
fullest. 

This points to a second daunting
challenge. As the EU shares the
competence over development with
member states, how coherent will
European positions on human rights
be during the negotiations?
Understandings of the human rights-
development nexus vary strongly
across the member states. 

Some donors apply conditionality,
suspending or increasing their
assistance based on the human rights
situation within a country. Certain
European donors have implemented
human rights mainstreaming, in

particular about specific groups such as
women and children. As a result, the
European aid landscape is fragmented,
and the role of human rights as
conditions, cross-cutting issues, or as a
methodological lens is interpreted
differently across the EU and its
member states.

The EU must be wary of a lack of
shared vision, as this will greatly dilute
its influence in the post-2015 debate.
In order for the EU to lead the way
towards a new global (sustainable)
development framework at the UN
which better reflects the human rights
celebrated yesterday, it has a domestic
diplomatic battle to win: that of
rallying its member states around an
ambitious, credible and practical
human rights-based approach to
development.

On the eve of the European
Year for Development
(2015), yesterday’s
International Human
Rights Day served as a

timely reminder of the European
Union’s role in human rights
promotion worldwide. 

Indeed, since the Lisbon treaty, the
EU’s responsibilities in this regard have
been constitutionally mandated: the
Treaty says that “the Union’s action on
the international scene shall be guided
by the principles which have inspired
its own creation, development and
enlargement, and which it seeks to
advance in the wider world: [notably]
the universality and indivisibility of
human rights and fundamental
freedoms”. Now that, under the
auspices of the United Nations, the
Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) are about to be replaced by a
set of Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), the EU should firmly anchor
human rights in the so-called ‘post-
2015’ agenda.

The EU and its member states
together account for more than half of
the world’s official development
assistance, which opens up
opportunities for turning the EU’s
human rights pledge into reality. The
link between development and human
rights has long been acknowledged by
the European development community:
several major European donors and
NGOs have committed themselves to a
‘human rights-based approach’ to
development co-operation, while the
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HAVING THEIR SAY
Amnesty international 

activists stage a protest against 
human rights violations in Russia.
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