
SDC Guidance on Human Rights
in Development and Cooperation  

 

                                      

Sustainable Development Goals Related human rights * 

 

 
End poverty in all its forms everywhere 
 
Targets include eradicating extreme poverty; 
implementing social protection measures; and ensuring 
equal access of men and women to economic resources. 

 
 Right to an adequate standard of living 

[UDHR art. 25;  ICESCR art. 11;  CRC art. 27]  
 Right to social security 

[UDHR art. 22;  ICESCR art. 9;  CRPD art. 28;  CRC art. 26] 
 Equal rights of women in economic life 

[CEDAW arts. 11, 13, 14(2)(g), 15(2), 16(1)] 

 

 

End hunger, achieve food security and improved 
nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture 

Targets include ending hunger and malnutrition; 
improving agricultural production, sustainable and 
resilient food production; correcting trade distortions, and 
ensuring functioning food commodity markets. 

 
 Right to adequate food 

[UDHR art. 25;  ICESCR art. 11;  CRC art. 24(2)(c)] 
 International cooperation, including ensuring equitable distribution of world food 

supplies 
[UDHR art. 28;  ICESCR arts. 2(1), 11(2)] 

 

Ensure healthy lives and promote well – being for 
all at all ages 

Targets include reducing maternal mortality; ending 
preventable child deaths; ending or reducing AIDS other 
diseases; universal health coverage, affordable essential 
medicines, sexual and reproductive health care; vaccine 
research, and access to medicines. 
 

 
 Right to life  [UDHR art. 3;  ICCPR art. 6], particularly of women [CEDAW art.  

12] and children [CRC art. 6]  
 Right to health  [UDHR art. 25;  ICESCR art. 12], particularly of women 

[CEDAW art. 12]; and children [CRC art.24] 
 Special protection for mothers and children  [ICESCR art.10] 
 Right to enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and its application  
      [UDHR art. 27;  ICESCR art. 15(1)(b)] 
 International cooperation  [UDHR art. 28,  DRtD arts. 3-4], particularly in relation 

to the right to health and children’s rights [ICESCR art. 2(1);  CRC art. 4] 
 

 

                                      

 
 

 
Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education 
and promote life-long learning opportunities for 
all 
 
Targets include universal access to free, quality pre-
primary, primary and secondary education; improving 
vocational skills; equal access to education; expanding 
education facilities, scholarships, and training of teachers. 

 
 Right to education 

[UDHR art. 26;  ICESCR art. 13], particularly in relation to children [CRC arts. 28, 29]; 
persons with disabilities [CRC art. 23(3), CRPD art. 24]; and indigenous peoples 
[UNDRIP art. 14]  

 Equal rights of women and girls in the field of education  [CEDAW art. 10] 
 Right to work, including technical and vocational training  [ICESCR art. 6]  
 International cooperation 

[UDHR art. 28;  DRtD arts. 3-4], particularly in relation to children [CRC arts. 23(4), 
28(3)], persons with disabilities [CRPD art. 32], and indigenous peoples [UNDRIP art. 
39] 

 

 
Achieve gender equality and empower all women 
and girls 
 
Targets include eliminating discrimination and violence 
against women and girls; valuing unpaid care and 
domestic work; ensuring the full participation of women; 
access to reproductive health care; and equal access of 
women to economic resources. 

 
 Elimination of all forms of discrimination against women 

[CEDAW arts. 1-5] and girls [CRC art. 2], particularly in legislation, political and 
public life (art. 7), economic and social life (arts. 11, 13), and family relations (art. 
16)] 

 Right to decide the number and spacing of children 
[CEDAW arts. 12, 16(1)(e);  CRC art. 24(2)(f)] 

 Special protection for mothers and children  [ICESCR art. 10] 
 Elimination of violence against women and girls 

[CEDAW arts. 1- 6;  DEVAW arts. 1-4;  CRC arts. 24(3), 35] 
 Right to just and favourable conditions of work  [ICESCR art. 7;  CEDAW art. 11] 

 

 

 
Ensure availability and sustainable management 
of water and sanitation for all 

Targets include ensuring universal and equitable access to 
safe, affordable drinking water, sanitation and hygiene for 
all; reducing pollution; increasing water-use efficiency; and 
promoting participatory management of water and 
sanitation services. 

 
 Right to safe drinking water and sanitation  [ICESCR art. 11] 
 Right to health  [UDHR art. 25;  ICESCR art. 12] 
 Equal access to water and sanitation for rural women  [CEDAW art. 14(2)(h)] 
 

 

                                      

 

 
Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable 
and modern energy for all 
 
Targets include ensuring universal access to affordable, 
reliable and modern energy services. 

 
 Right to an adequate standard of living 

[UDHR art. 25;  ICESCR art. 11] 
 Right to enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and its application 

[UDHR art. 27;  ICESCR art. 15(1)(b)] 

 

 
Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth, full and productive 
employment and decent work for all 
 
Targets include promoting sustained economic growth; 
improving resource efficiency in production and 
consumption; full and productive employment and decent 
work for all; eradicating forced and child labour and 
trafficking; protecting labour rights including those of 
migrant workers; and increasing access to financial 
services. 
 

 
 Right to work and to just and favourable conditions of work  
     [UDHR art. 23;  ICESCR arts. 6, 7, 10;  CRPD art. 27;  ILO Core Labour Conventions 

and ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work]  
 Prohibition of slavery, forced labour, and trafficking of persons 

[UDHR art. 4;  ICCPR art. 8;  CEDAW art. 6;  CRC arts. 34-36] 
 Equal rights of women in relation to employment 

[CEDAW art. 11;  ILO Conventions No. 100 and No. 111]  
 Prohibition of  child labour 

[CRC art. 32;  ILO Convention No. 182] 
 Equal  labour rights of migrant workers  [CMW art. 25] 

 

 
Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive 
and sustainable industrialisation and foster 
innovation 
 
Targets include affordable and equitable access to quality 
infrastructure; employment generating industrialisation; 
access to financial services and markets; innovation and 
technology transfer, and increasing access to ICT. 

 
 Right to enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and its application  
      [UDHR art. 27;  ICESCR art. 15(1)(b)]  
 Right to access to information 

[UDHR art. 19;  ICCPR art. 19(2)]  
 Right to adequate housing, including land and resources 

[UDHR art. 25;  ICESCR art. 11] 
 Equal rights of women to financial credit and rural infrastructure  

[CEDAW art. 13(b), art. 14(2)] 
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In 2006, SDC adopted its second human rights policy 
“towards a life in dignity”4, replacing the policy from 
1997. Our 2006 policy committed us to implement 
our interventions in line with human rights principles 
and with the conceptual framework of the human 
rights based approach (HRBA)5.

The content and overall vision of our human rights 
policy from 2006 remain valid and relevant. However, 
since the adoption of the 2006 policy, more than a 
decade has passed. At international level, the adop-
tion of the 2030 Agenda has contributed to a mo-
mentum for a more human rights-based approach to 
development. At the national level, we continue to 
adapt our thinking and methodologies on the basis 
of lessons learned to address new challenges, includ-
ing our mandate to increase our work in fragile con-
texts6. 

Against this background, we decided to update our 
existing policy and to provide new guidance to our 
staff and partners. Furthermore, in a global context 
of human rights under pressure, which includes a 
tendency towards an erosion of compliance with hu-
man rights and international humanitarian law, with 
the present document we aim to reaffirm our com-
mitment to human rights. This document is guided 
by the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and is anchored in the Dispatch on Switzerland’s In-
ternational Cooperation, as well as the FDFA Human 
Rights Strategy7, the political orientation for all FDFA 
human rights work.

Building upon the three strategic objectives of the 
FDFA Human Rights Strategy8 this document aims to 
provide new conceptual guidance to SDC personnel 
and partners regarding the strengthening of human 
rights in Swiss international cooperation. To comple-
ment the guidance, specific programming tools will 
be developed to help make the guidance’s commit-
ments operational.

Foreword

Introduction

“There is virtually no aspect of our work that 
does not have a human rights dimension. 
Whether we are talking about peace and se-
curity, development, humanitarian action, the 
struggle against terrorism, climate change, none 
of these challenges can be addressed in isolation 
from human rights”1.              Ban Ki-Moon, 2012

Strengthening human rights means contributing to a 
world without poverty where people live in dignity, 
freedom and peace which is at the heart of SDC’s 
mandate.

Global experience shows that human development is 
neither effective, equitable nor sustainable if it does 
not contribute to the promotion, protection and ful-
filment of human rights. The majority of the coun-
tries that did not attain the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) have a weak human rights record and 
are characterised as fragile and conflict affected2. The 
description of human rights as the “scaffolding of 
development policy” highlights the necessity that de-
velopment is not limited to technical service delivery, 

but tackles root causes of social, economic and politi-
cal exclusion and marginalisation.

With the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
the international community has made a strong 
political commitment to such a comprehensive ap-
proach to development. The new agenda recognises 
that development, human rights, peace and security 
are intrinsically linked, echoing the statement by a 
former UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 
that “Today’s human rights violations are the causes 
of tomorrow’s conflicts”3. Equally, violent conflict un-
dermines development efforts. For SDC, implement-
ing the 2030 Agenda (including its priority of leaving 
no-one behind) and contributing to the promotion, 
protection and fulfilment of human rights go hand in 
hand. The Implementation of the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs) is an opportunity to globally, 
regionally and nationally strengthen constructive, 
respect-based relationships between duty-bearers 
and rights-holders at multiple levels. In practice, this 
means applying a human rights-based approach 
(HRBA) to our interventions. 
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Human rights are inherent to all human beings, re-
gardless of nationality, place of residence, colour, 
sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, na-
tional, social or ethnic origin, property, birth or other 
status. These rights are all universal, indivisible and 
interdependent9.

International human rights law entails both rights 
and obligations, with states as the principle duty-
bearers obligated to respect, to protect and to ful-
fil human rights. In recent years human rights law 
has evolved to include other entities as legal duty-
bearers10. The obligation to respect means refraining 
from interfering with or curtailing the enjoyment of 
human rights. The obligation to protect entails an 
obligation to proactively protect the rights of all indi-
viduals and groups, with mechanisms which prevent, 
protect from, and provide redress for, interference 
by non-state actors. The obligation to fulfill requires 
positive action to facilitate the enjoyment of human 
rights, including appropriate legislative, administra-
tive, budgetary and judicial measures.

1.1. The international human 
rights framework and key 
human rights 
At the global level, human rights are developed with-
in the framework of the United Nations. The Interna-
tional Bill of Human Rights consists of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, the International Cov-
enant on Civil and Political Rights and International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights,– 
complemented by a range of additional international 
human-rights conventions and protocols. Other in-
ternational treaties and declarations, define specific 
individual human rights more precisely or aim to pro-
tect particularly vulnerable groups (e.g. refugees) or 
address specific contexts (e.g. international humani-
tarian law). In addition to treaties, decisions of courts 
and other bodies, a range of secondary human 
rights instruments (Declarations, Recommendations, 
Principles)11, elaborate the content of human rights 
and provide guidance to our development interven-
tions. Regional human rights systems complement 
and enhance the global human rights framework.

 Background

Examples of uni-
versally recognised 
individual human 
rights include: 
 • Freedom from torture 
and from cruel, inhu-
man or degrading 
treatment or punish-
ment
 •Freedom from slavery 
and servitude 
 •The rights to life, 
liberty, and security 
of person
 •The right to asylum 
from well-founded 
fear of persecution
 •The right not to be 
displaced
 •The right to equal 
treatment and non-
discrimination in 
the enjoyment of all 
rights
 •The right to be rec-
ognised as a person 
before the law
 •The right to an 
adequate standard of 
living – food, water 
and housing 
 •The right to the 
highest attainable 
standard of physical 
and mental health
 •The right to work and 
to just and favourable 
conditions of work
 •The right to form and 
join trade unions
 •The right to educa-
tion
 •Freedom of thought, 
conscience, religion
 •Freedom of opinion, 
expression, associa-
tion and the right to 
participate in the 
political process
 •The right to partici-
pate in cultural life
 •The right to privacy 
and family life 

Our interventions, including those of our humani-
tarian aid, are firmly and explicitly rooted in binding 
human rights law, humanitarian law norms, with ad-
vocacy and capacity building efforts regarding their 
universality central to all interventions.

The universal validity of human rights derives from 
core human rights treaties having been ratified by 
states in all regions of the world, as well as Jus Co-
gens12, an important source of human rights obliga-
tions that binds states whether they have ratified 
treaties or not. While international human rights law 
sets minimum standards, the mode of implementa-
tion is left to states, according to their particular cir-
cumstances, structures and traditions. 

UN human rights treaties include: 
 • International Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Racial Discrimination 1965
 • International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights1966
 • International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights 1966
 •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 Protection of the 
Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of 
Their Families 1990
 •The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities 2005
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1.2. Human rights and devel-
opment cooperation

In recent decades operationalising human rights in 
development has been advanced by the legal and 
conceptual principles of the human rights based ap-
proach (HRBA). HRBA seeks to analyse inequalities 
which lie at the heart of development problems and 
redress discriminatory practices and unjust distribu-
tions of power that impede development progress. 
Applying an HRBA means understanding the reali-
zation of human rights as the ultimate objective of 
development cooperation and applying certain core 
principles in working towards that objective. 

1.3. Human rights and the 
2030 Agenda

Swiss international cooperation understands poverty 
as a multidimensional concept, strongly linked to in-
equality, marginalisation, exclusion and disempow-
erment13. Fundamentally, poverty is both a result of 
the denial of human rights and an impediment to a 
range of human rights being vindicated14. Thus, a hu-
man rights based approach seeks to address poverty, 
not as a question of fate, but as an issue of power 
and justice. 

The 2030 Agenda commitment to ‘leave no one be-
hind’ is both a core SDG principle and a human rights 
obligation, reflecting the fundamental human rights 
principles of non-discrimination15 and equality. SDC’s 
commitment to leaving no one behind is outlined 
in the SDC Guidance Leave No One Behind16. Fur-
thermore, the universality and strengthened review 
mechanism of the SDGs, reflect the established prin-
ciple of international human rights law that human 
rights in any state are the legitimate concern of all 
states and that states have obligations to cooperate 
internationally and to seek and accept necessary de-
velopment assistance. The ‘goals’ derive from a range 
of international human rights law obligations17, civil, 
cultural, economic, social and political rights. More 
than 90% of targets and indicators are linked to in-
ternational human rights standards18. For example, 
SDG16+ which aims at achieving peaceful, just and 
inclusive societies is rooted in several civil and political 
rights, including personal security, access to justice, 
due process and participation19.

Strengthening relevant institutions tasked with safe-
guarding these rights is intrinsic to sustainable devel-
opment. We contribute to implementing SDG 16+ 
among others through our broad range of govern-
ance programmes20 , as well as through justice sec-
tor support, on the basis that “an effective, equitable 
justice system is the engine for ensuring that all rights 
are vindicated, and that redress is provided where du-
ty-bearers fail to meet their obligations”21. 

The accountability function of the justice system is 
central to addressing the universal challenge of cor-
ruption (both a cause and consequence of human 
rights violations). It applies equally to civil and po-
litical rights and economic, social and cultural rights. 
Support to informal / traditional justice systems and 
alternative dispute resolution can offer cost-effective, 
culturally acceptable and accessible justice. Our pri-
orisation of support to both formal and informal 
justice is both an objective in itself and a means of 
advancing and sustaining development interventions 
in other sectors.

Justice sector support in Tajikistan: Switzerland 
is helping the government of Tajikistan to set up a 
state-run free legal aid system, which will allow the 
vulnerable (poor) individuals in Tajikistan to better 
protect their rights and in particular to claim various 
benefits (e.g. pensions, child allowances). This sys-
tem will replace the current NGO legal aid services. 
A space for dialogue between civil society and state 
authorities will also be preserved and will contribute 
to addressing further legal challenges faced by the 
population.
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2.1. Our goals

Building on our 2006 human rights policy and the FDFA 
Human Rights Strategy this SDC Guidance on Human 
Rights reaffirms our commitment to systematically 
strengthen human rights through our interventions in 
the belief that for development interventions to be le-
gally accurate, effective and sustainable, they must be 
human rights-based.

We will:
 • Analyse and address human rights violations 
as both root causes and consequences of conflict 
and fragility as well as obstacles for sustainable 
development.

 • Ensure that the prevailing (e.g. the highest) rele-
vant human rights standards, whether from global, 
regional or national sources, guide our program-
ming interventions in all contexts and sectors. 

 • Endeavour to apply a human rights-based 
approach to all our interventions as part of 
project cycle management and strategic orienta-
tion, thereby contributing directly to the realisa-
tion of one or several human rights. 

 • Advocate in multilateral forums, bilateral dia-
logues with governments, ministries, international 
and local partners for a human rights-based 
approach to development, including in the 
implementation of the 2030 Agenda. 

 • Enhance the dignity of the poor and other 
marginalised groups by combating economic, 
social and political exclusion. This includes pri-
oritising efforts to address the specific gender 
dimensions of poverty.

 • Promote the empowerment of vulnerable 
rights-holders22 and their active free and mean-
ingful participation in development processes, 
thereby ensuring that no one is left behind. 

 • Provide assistance and protection to victims of 
conflict through humanitarian aid. Protecting 
civilians involves not only responding to violations 
that have already occurred, but also preventing 
further violations and reducing the vulnerability of 
persons to be protected. The protection measures 
are explicitly rooted in international humanitarian 
law and human rights law.

 SDC’s human rights 
commitment

 • Strengthen accountability of national duty-
bearer and oversight institutions at all levels 
in our partner countries, by ensuring that our 
programmes, policy and sectoral dialogue address 
key accountability challenges (such as corrup-
tion23 and impunity) that discriminate against, and 
deny justice to, the poor and other disempowered 
groups.

 • Strengthen regional and multi-lateral account-
ability mechanisms so as to enhance synergies 
between human rights and development. 

 • Enhance our efforts to measure and docu-
ment the human rights impact of our inter-
ventions for greater sustainability and to advance 
lessons learning. 

2.2. Principles of engagement

We contribute to strengthening human rights by ad-
hering to the following principles of engagement:

a) Context specificity
Programming from a human rights perspective 
means applying an HRBA lens to context analysis. 
Poverty is not to be viewed as merely deprivation of 
economic / material resources. Instead the analysis 
needs to identify and address the full spectrum of 
human rights issues that give rise to poverty and the 
denial of human rights that results from poverty. It 
includes analysing the power dynamics and obstacles 
to programme implementation (including agents of, 
and barriers to, change); identifying structural dis-
crimination, the most vulnerable groups24 including 
situations of multiple discrimination. Our context 
analysis acknowledges that each jurisdiction/sector/
target group has its own distinct political, historical, 
cultural and other features.

b) Conflict sensitivity
Human rights work needs to be pursued in a conflict-
sensitive manner, including adherence to the do-no-
harm principle. This means applying a comprehensive 
risk management approach with the following three 
dimensions: 
Context: taking the conflict dynamics of the con-
text as the starting point, identifying the key human 
rights and conflict issues at stake, the key actors and 
their perspectives. 
Programme: analysing and understanding the pos-
sible impact of identified conflict and human rights 
issues on programming and adapting programmes ac-
cordingly. It is important to be aware of the fact that 
as a development actor we are part of the context, and 
that all our programming choices have consequences.
Institution: adapting our work processes and insti-
tutional set-up, so as to avoid doing harm, and to 
make a relevant contribution to mitigating identified 
contextual human rights-related risks.
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c) Dealing with the past
Building upon the thematic expertise of the FDFA Hu-
man Security Division (Task Force Dealing with the 
past), we will increasingly integrate a DwP dimension 
in our programming, especially in post conflict con-
texts.25 Those contexts are fragile, tend to be highly 
polarised and are often characterised by collective 
trauma and a legacy of injustice and human rights vi-
olations. For our interventions to be sustainable and 
not undermined by future violent conflict, it is impor-
tant that we as development actors understand how 
the past impacts societies of the countries we work 
in. The DwP perspective is essential for programming 
to avoid aggravating existing polarisation (do no 
harm) and to contribute to addressing root causes of 
conflict and key issues hindering development (such 
as mistrust, real and perceived injustice). Integrating 
a DwP dimension in programming starts with apply-
ing a DwP lens to context analysis as part of conflict 
sensitive programme management (CSPM) and con-
cludes with measuring the success of interventions in 
terms of their contribution to healing, reconciliation, 
justice, and preventing recurrence of violent conflict.

d) Specific attention to the rights of 
women and girls and gender equality
In our human rights engagement, we pay specific 
attention to root causes, discriminatory norms and 
practices that exclude people on the basis of their sex 
and gender. The right to equality is a transversal pro-
vision in all human rights instruments, and prohibits 
discrimination based on sex and gender (as well as 
other grounds)26. The Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
is a key international instrument for gender equal-
ity with other treaties addressing women/girls and 
gender issues affecting specific groups (e.g. persons 
with a disability, children) and contexts. Switzerland’s 
2017 FDFA strategy on gender equality and wom-
en’s rights27 guides all FDFA actors’ contributions 
in this area, including reaching SDG 5 to achieve 
gender equality and empower all women and girls 
by 2030. Switzerland’s Fourth National Action Plan 
to Implement UN Security Council Resolution 1325 
(2018–22)28 outlines Switzerland’s thematic priorities 
and working approaches regarding the resolution’s 
implementation. Switzerland’s humanitarian aid fo-
cuses on SGBV (a violation of the right of women and 
men, boys and girls, to live a life free of violence)29. 

e) Specific attention to vulnerable groups
Vulnerable groups30 are at the centre of our interven-
tions. Vulnerability to human rights violations, can 
arise by virtue of difference or other status, can be 
multi-faceted and shifting and can involve multiple 
layers of vulnerability. Invariably it means exclusion 
from power and commonly poverty. 

At the same time groups and individuals that are 
vulnerable in human rights terms are not defined by 
that vulnerability, and can also be empowered, posi-
tive drivers of societal change, economic growth etc. 

Many migrants typify this duality. Our approach to 
development and migration recognises this duality 
and deals with these different aspects of migration. 
Migrant groups that tend to be particularly vulner-
able in human rights terms are refugees and inter-
nally displaced persons due to their dislocation, and 
sometimes specific targeting for persecution. Swit-
zerland’s humanitarian aid puts a special focus on the 
protection of those groups. A further example of an 
especially vulnerable group in human rights terms are 
persons with disabilities. Globally, persons with a dis-
ability comprise one of the largest vulnerable groups, 
some 15% of the world’s population, with 80% liv-
ing in developing countries31. Such groups generally 
have poorer health, less access to education, fewer 
economic opportunities and higher rates of poverty 
than people without disabilities. Root causes of this 
include societal prejudice, lack of political will to ad-
dress these disadvantages and disability being viewed 
as something to be dealt with via medical and chari-
table means, rather than through rights. In both its 
drafting process and content, the UN Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities provides a 
new human rights-based momentum, to which we 
seek to contribute through our development inter-
ventions.32 

f) Building on complementarities and 
strengthening cooperation
This document is guided by, and contributes to, the 
implementation of the FDFA Human Rights Strategy. 
Our human rights engagement is complementary to 
that of other actors within the FDFA and beyond. 
We build on complementarities, particularly with the 
FDFA Human Security Division (HSD). The HSD leads 
Switzerland’s human rights policy in close coopera-
tion with other directorates such as the Directorate 
of International Law (DIL). Within the FDFA the HSD 
and the DIL are priority partners on human rights, in 
coordinating advocacy initiatives, developing policy 
stances and policies, and clarifying questions on legal 
frameworks. The FDFA’s Directorate of Political Af-
fairs HSD can take up specific human rights issues 
and engage with governments and other duty-bear-
ers on their human rights obligations. It can share 
Switzerland’s concerns, for example, during bilateral 
human rights dialogues or in multilateral forums. 
This, in turn, can have a positive impact on Swiss 
development cooperation efforts. Furthermore, the 
increasingly integrated structures provide Swiss rep-
resentations abroad with important opportunities for 
a whole-of-government approach to human rights. 
In the field, SDC can benefit from the presence of 
human security advisors and their thematic exper-
tise, and cooperate with the HSD regarding specific 
programming on human rights and the rule of law. 
At the same time, SDC’s field experience and long-
standing relationships with state actors and civil 
society in its partner countries can contribute to a 
comprehensive and coherent Swiss human rights en-
gagement (in the field and at head office). 
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 A human rights-based approach  
to development cooperation

3.1 The core dimensions of the 
human rights-based approach 

We will continue to apply a human rights-based ap-
proach based on the 2006 SDC Human Rights Poli-
cy.33 This means starting from the standards set out 
in the international human rights framework, inte-
grating human rights principles in our policies and 
programmes, and empowering rights-holders and 
strengthening duty-bearers across all thematic areas 
of interventions. 

Our HRBA model consists of three core dimensions: 

1) Starting from the standards set out in 
the international human rights law frame-
work34

The international human rights law standards bind-
ing Switzerland and its development partner states 
are the starting point for our HRBA. These standards 
include norms of international and regional treaties, 
national constitutions and legislation, with the high-
est standard prevailing.

2) Ensuring adherence to human rights 
principles
Together with our governmental and non-govern-
mental partners, we will continue integrating human 
rights principles into the design, implementation and 
monitoring of development policies, programmes 

and projects at multilateral and bilateral levels. The 
following human rights principles represent funda-
mental values inherent to human dignity and under-
pin the international human rights framework:

 • Indivisibility and universality: our development 
interventions are premised on the principle that 
all human rights belong to all, by virtue of their 
humanity, all human rights are of equal status35, 
and are mutually reinforcing and dependent on 
each other for fulfilment. 

 • Equality/non-discrimination, and inclusion: we 
ensure that underlying structural causes of exclu-
sion are analysed and addressed, consciously aim-
ing at promoting equality and non-discrimination. 
While taking necessary calculated risks, our inter-
ventions will seek to avoid negative impacts on 
vulnerable groups or reinforcing social, political or 
economic inequalities. 

 • Empowerment and participation: our interven-
tions will aim to empower people to participate 
fully in decision-making processes that affect their 
lives – and to build the capacity of state institu-
tions to meet their obligations. 

 • Transparency, accountability and the rule of 
law: we promote transparency36 and accountabil-
ity37 as inextricably linked principles at the heart of 

International Human Rights Law Framework
Regional Human Rights Law Framework

National Legal Framework

Participation

Equality
Non discrimination

Know, claim and realise rights

Respect and protect rights and fulfil obligations

Accountability

Capacity BuildingEmpowerment Duty-
bearers

Rights-
holders
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the concept of the rule of law38, identified in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights as a pre-
condition for the protection of human rights. To 
this end we will seek to strengthen accountability 
mechanisms at national and local level, including 
targeted support to democratisation, decentrali-
sation and local governance39 as well as justice 
sector support. Such support will seek to ensure 
that governance systems and institutions are 
enhanced, including addressing deficiencies such 
as the lack of a systematic human rights base and 
gender sensitivity.

HRBA and governance: the HRBA focus on pro-
cess, participation and accountability means gov-
ernance and the HRBA are closely connected. From 
an HRBA perspective “good” governance includes 
decision-making processes and institutions that are 
explicitly and accurately based upon and enhance 
the applicable human rights law standards. 

3) Empowering Rights-Holders and 
Strengthening Capacities of Duty-Bearers
Central to the application of the HRBA is the identifi-
cation of duty-bearers and rights-holders:

Rights-holders: Human beings (not only citizens) 
are “holders” of human rights, individually and in 
certain contexts as groups. Thus, the HRBA address-
es them not just as beneficiaries of development as-
sistance, but as recipients of services that are theirs 
– as of right. They must (as of right) be aware and 
empowered to advocate for respect, protection and 
fulfillment of their rights. Enhancing this capacity, 
through empowered participation in development is 
intrinsic to the HRBA. SDC partners with civil society 
actors,40 faith and community-based organisations, 
human rights defenders41 and media, as key repre-
sentatives of rights-holders, in awareness raising/
education/advocacy, supporting individuals and vul-
nerable groups in accessing justice, in participating 
in decision-making processes, and in holding duty-
bearers accountable. 

Empowering rights-holders in Moldova: With 
enhanced access to information and participation 
intrinsic to empowerment of rights-holders, the 
SDC’s project “Engaging Citizens and Empowering 
Communities42” strengthens civil society in Mol-
dova. The project supports 180 (national and local) 
civil society organizations. It fosters partnerships 
between those organizations to increase their ef-
ficiency in influencing political decision-making that 
promotes and safeguards the rights and interests 
of vulnerable and marginalised people who often 
lack representation in public life and decision mak-
ing bodies. 

Duty-bearers: The concept of human rights duty-
bearer is a multi-faceted and evolving concept which 

we factor into our context analysis. As a matter of 
international law, states are the primary legal du-
ty-bearers (including where they delegate human 
rights responsibilities (through privatisation and 
decentralisation)43) or in situations of fragility or con-
flict where the state may struggle to exercise its au-
thority. However, other actors too are duty-bearers 
where they exercise certain authority in particular 
contexts (autonomous or occupied areas, interna-
tionalised territories, etc.). Thus, intergovernmental 
organisations, transnational corporations and non-
state armed groups may be human rights duty-bear-
ers, bound by a range of legal obligations.44 

Anti-corruption support in Tanzania: Switzer-
land supports a programme that fosters an insti-
tutional and social environment aimed at tackling 
corruption. Support to reform-oriented “duty-bear-
ers” – by strengthening the technical and proce-
dural capacities of the Prevention and Combating 
of Corruption Bureau (PCCB) – are combined with 
activities enhancing collective action by supporting 
the private sector for a more transparent business 
environment and a multi-media campaign inspiring 
behavioural change among citizens (“rights-hold-
ers”) to strengthen integrity.

Central to our engagement with duty-bearers and 
rights-holders is to support the mutual recognition 
of each others’ roles and legitimacy and to utilize our 
comparative advantage as a donor to facilitate con-
structive engagement. 

Strengthening human rights protection mech-
anisms in Pakistan45: With support of CHF 1.4 mil-
lion over three years, the SDC-funded and UNDP-
implemented programme supported the provincial 
government of Pakistan’s KP province (35m inhabit-
ants) in the successful drafting and approval of the 
2018 KP Human Rights Policy, with plans to upscale 
it to a national human rights policy. The programme 
also helped develop a rights data collection system 
– the KP Virtual Platform (KPVP) – aimed at ensur-
ing robust, timely and authentic data collection and 
analysis, that can inform Pakistan’s international re-
porting obligations. On the rights-holders’ side, the 
programme also assisted in the design of a prov-
ince-wide radio & SMS outreach campaign to raise 
awareness of human rights and grievance redress 
mechanisms at the Human Rights Directorate. Fur-
thermore, it supported CSOs in rights advocacy and 
communication. CSO representatives subsequently 
produced a shadow report submitted under the 
third cycle universal periodic review (UPR). 
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3.2 The human rights-based 
approach to programming

The HRBA is relevant to all sectors and thematic areas 
in which we are engaged. It provides an overarching 
approach that ensures our goals, partner choices and 
programming methodologies (including focus on ca-
pacity building) are accurately and explicitly rooted in 
human rights norms. Thus, for example, our wide-
ranging interventions on governance-related themes, 
institutions and actors is rooted in an understanding 
of good governance which is based on and enhances 
human rights law norms.

HRBA to economic, social and cultural sectors: 
Our thematic priorities mean that the range of so-
cio-economic and cultural rights, are central to our 
programming. Human rights law offers both bind-
ing legal norms and practical guidance at various 
stages of the project management cycle (including 
the context analysis and identification of problems, 
the formulation of objectives, the design of pro-
cess, choice of methodologies, partners, indicators, 
etc.). An HRBA to development programming re-
quires, and is aided by, legally accurate understand-
ing of the content46 and nature of economic, social 
and cultural rights, including that they are not just 
to be “progressively realised”, but “by all available 
means” and are to be guaranteed without dis-
crimination, “to the maximum available resources”, 
without regression and each right has “core con-
tent” that are matters of immediate obligation for 
states47. 

Managing for results: The HRBA is not a substitute 
for existing programming tools (such as conflict-sen-
sitive programme management), but a lens for apply-
ing these tools48. Our HRBA to results-based manage-
ment frames results as being fundamentally about 
positive, sustainable human rights change with the 
quality of process being as important as the results. 
Thus, context analyses at project and strategic level 
must comprehensively analyse human rights issues at 
stake and their links to structural poverty, humani-
tarian crises, peace and state-building. Key to this 
analysis are national and international human rights 
monitoring mechanisms and information from think 
tanks and civil society, etc.49 Our existing system of 
thematic reference indicators also guides our inter-
vention choices, theories of change and monitoring 
systems to assess contributions towards better enjoy-
ment of human rights50.

Comprehensive risk management: Applying a hu-
man rights-based approach entails taking necessary 
managed risks. We apply the comprehensive risk ap-
proach51 (OECD Copenhagen Circles)52 by identifying 
human rights-related contextual, programmatic and 
institutional opportunities and risks and translating 
the opportunities into programming and mitigating 
the risks.

Monitoring and evaluation (M&E): We seek to 
apply human rights-based M&E to our interventions, 
framing generic evaluation criteria in human rights 
terms, measuring process as well as results and utiliz-
ing data that is disaggregated by human rights rel-
evant criteria53. This entails ensuring that:

 • Human rights gaps, progress, and impact are 
measured against human rights law norms, with 
duty-bearers and rights-holders identified and 
objectives and indicators framed accurately. 

 • Rights-holders and duty-bearers are empowered 
by being informed of the processes and objectives 
of M&E and also by seeking to measure enhanced 
empowerment, as a result in itself.

 • M&E is based upon active, free and meaningful 
participation and seeks to measure the quality of 
participation in all stages of development inter-
ventions.

 • M&E processes are non-discriminatory, sensitive to 
gender and vulnerability and measure those ele-
ments as key to results. 

 • M&E processes are transparent and accountable 
and seek to measure transparency and account-
ability of development interventions.
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1  Ban Ki-Moon, 2012.
2 SDC Peace and Statebuilding Strategy, p.5, 2015.
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SDC’s senior management is responsible for over-
sight of adherence to the guidance, in accordance 
with the Federal Council’s Dispatch on Switzerland’s 
International Cooperation. SDC’s senior manage-
ment approved this SDC Guidance on Human Rights 
on 21 March 2019.

SDC’s departments, divisions and cooperation 
offices are responsible for the application of this 
guidance, which is undertaken through core con-
tribution management to global institutions, global 
programmes, regional and bilateral cooperation 
strategies, results frameworks, and humanitarian as-
sistance. 

SDC’s Conflict and Human Rights thematic unit 
and focal point cover the themes “conflict and hu-
man rights” (CHR) and its corresponding network 
(CHRnet). 

SDC’s Conflict and Human Rights thematic unit will 
take the lead in the following areas:

 • Further developing and adapting SDC’s human 
rights-related thematic processes and instruments.

 • Managing the evolving thematic knowledge and 
best practice exchange.

 • Offering training to further strengthen staff 
capacities related to human rights. 

 • Developing further guidance for integrating 
human rights into the thematic priority domains 
of SDC.

 • Promoting Swiss policy coherence and comple-
mentarity of Swiss action in the area of human 
rights.

SDC’s thematic focal points and networks sup-
port SDC staff in implementing the guidance, with 
the Conflict & Human Rights Network having primary 
responsibility for the advancement of the guidance. 
The CHRnet, DDLGN and Gender networks cooper-
ate within the “Cluster White” to develop integrated 
approaches and tools of which the HRBA is a central 
part.
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Reduce inequality within and among countries 
 
Targets include promoting higher growth rates for the 
bottom 40 per cent; promoting social, economic and 
political inclusion; reducing inequalities in opportunities 
and outcomes; ensuring social protection for all; securing 
participation in economic decision making; facilitating 
migration, and reducing transaction costs for migrant 
remittances.  

 
 Right to equality and non-discrimination 

[UDHR art. 2;  ICESCR art. 2(2);  ICCPR arts. 2(1), 26;  CERD art. 2(2);  CEDAW art. 2;  
CRC art. 2;  CRPD art. 5;  CMW art. 7;  DRtD art. 8(1)]  

 Right to participate in public affairs 
[UDHR art. 21;  ICCPR art. 25;  CEDAW art. 7;  ICERD art. 5;  CRPD art. 29;  DRtD 
art. 8(2)] 

 Right to social security  [UDHR art. 22;  ICESCR arts. 9-10;  CRPD art. 28] 
 Promotion of conditions for international migration  [CMW art. 64]  
 Right of migrants to transfer their earnings and savings  [CMW art. 47(1)] 

 

 

 
Make cities and human settlements inclusive, 
safe, resilient and sustainable 
 
Targets include ensuring access to housing, basic services 
and public transport for all; participatory planning of 
human settlements; safeguarding cultural and natural 
heritage; and strengthening resilience to disasters. 

 
 Right to adequate housing, including land and resources 

[UDHR art. 25;  ICESCR art. 11]  
 Right to participate in cultural life  

[UDHR art. 25;  ICESCR art. 15;  ICERD arts. 5, 7;  CRPD art. 30;  CRC art. 31]  
 Accessibility of transportation, facilities and services particularly of persons 

with disabilities  [CRPD art. 9(1)], children [CRC art. 23], and rural women [CEDAW 
art. 14(2)]  

 Protection from natural disasters  [CRPD art. 11] 
 

 

 
Ensure sustainable consumption and production 
patterns 
 
Targets include achieving sustainable management and 
efficient use of natural resources; improving waste 
management; promoting sustainable public procurement; 
ensuring access to information; and building capacity for 
sustainable development. 
 

 
 Right to health including the right to safe, clean, healthy and sustainable 

environment  [UDHR art. 25(1);  ICESCR art. 12]  
 Right to adequate food and the right to safe drinking water 

[UDHR art. 25(1);  ICESCR art. 11] 
 Right of all peoples to freely dispose of their natural resources  
     [ICCPR, ICESCR art. 1(2)] 

 

 

                                      

 

 
Take urgent action to combat climate change and 
its impacts 
 
Targets include strengthening resilience and adaptation to 
climate change and natural disasters, including in 
marginalised communities; implementation of the Green 
Climate fund. 

 
 Right to health including the right to safe, clean, healthy and sustainable 

environment  [UDHR art. 25(1);  ICESCR art. 12;  CRC art. 24;  CEDAW art. 12;  CMW 
art. 28]  

 Right to adequate food & right to safe drinking water 
[UDHR art. 25(1);  ICESCR art. 11] 

 Right of all peoples to freely dispose of their natural wealth and resources  
      [ICCPR, ICESCR art. 1(2)] 
 

 

 
Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas 
and marine resources for sustainable 
development 
 
Targets include reducing marine pollution; conserving 
costal ecosystems, costal marine areas and fish stock; 
securing market access for small scale fishers; protection 
of marine biodiversity. 
 

  
 Right to health including the right to safe, clean, healthy and sustainable 

environment  [UDHR art. 25(1);  ICESCR art. 12;  CRC art. 24;  CEDAW art. 12;  CMW 
art. 28]  

 Right to adequate food & right to safe drinking water 
[UDHR art. 25(1);  ICESCR art. 11] 

 Right of all peoples to freely dispose of their natural wealth and resources   
[ICCPR, ICESCR art. 1(2)] 

 

 
Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of 
terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage 
forests, combat desertification, and halt and 
reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity 
loss 
 
Targets include the sustainable management of 
freshwater, mountain ecosystems and forests; combatting 
desertification; halting biodiversity loss; combatting 
poaching and trafficking of protected species.  
 

 
 Right to health including the right to safe, clean, healthy and sustainable 

environment  [UDHR art. 25(1);  ICESCR art. 12;  CRC art. 24;  CEDAW art. 12;  CMW 
art. 28]  

 Right to adequate food & right to safe drinking water 
[UDHR art. 25(1);  ICESCR art. 11] 

 Right of all peoples to freely dispose of their natural wealth and resources  
      [ICCPR, ICESCR art. 1(2)] 

 

                                      

 

 

 

 
Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for 
sustainable development, provide access to 
justice for all and build effective, accountable and 
inclusive institutions at all levels 
 
Targets include reducing all forms of violence; ending 
violence against and trafficking of children; promoting rule 
of law and justice for all; reducing illicit financial and arms 
flows, corruption and bribery; developing effective 
institutions; participation in decision making at all levels; 
legal identity for all. 
 

 
 Right to life, liberty and security of the person  

[UDHR art. 3;  ICCPR arts. 6(1), 9(1);  ICPED art. 1] including freedom from torture 
[UDHR art. 5;  ICCPR art. 7;  CAT art. 2;  CRC art. 37(a)] 

 Protection of children from all forms of violence, abuse or exploitation  
         [CRC arts. 19, 37(a)), including trafficking (CRC arts. 34-36;  CRC–OP1)]  
 Right to access to justice and due process  

[UDHR arts. 8, 10;  ICCPR arts. 2(3), 14-15;  CEDAW art. 2(c)]  
 Right to legal personality  [UDHR art. 6;  ICCPR art. 16;  CRPD art. 12] 
 Right to participate in public affairs  [UDHR art. 21;  ICCPR art. 25] 
 Right to access to information  [UDHR art. 19;  ICCPR art. 19(1)] 

 

 

Strengthen the means of implementation and 
revitalize the global partnership for sustainable 
development 

Targets include strengthening domestic and international 
resources; debt sustainability; technology transfer and 
capacity building; promoting trade; enhancing policy and 
institutional coherence; respecting countries’ policy space; 
promoting multi-stakeholder partnerships; measurements 
for progress, disaggregated data. 
  

 
 Right of all peoples to self-determination 

[ICCPR, ICESCR art. 1(1);  DRtD art. 1(1)]  
 Right of all peoples to development, & international cooperation  

        [UDHR art. 28;  ICESCR art. 2(1);  CRC art. 4;  CRPD art. 32(1);  DRtD arts. 3-5] 
 Right of everyone to enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and its 

application, including international cooperation in the scientific field 
[UDHR art. 27(1);  ICESCR art. 15(1)] 

 Right to privacy 
[UDHR art. 12;  ICCPR art. 17], including respect for human rights and ethical 
principles in the collection and use of statistics [CRPD art. 31(1)]  

(*) This table is intended for illustrative purposes only. The listing of relevant rights is not exhaustive. Under international human rights law, and under the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, data for all targets needs to be collected and disaggregated by the prohibited grounds of discrimination under international human rights law, 
including the respect, protection and promotion of human rights and fundamental freedoms for all, without distinction of any kind as to race, colour, sex, language, religion, 
political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth, disability or other status. Obligations regarding international assistance and cooperation also apply to all 
Goals. 
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