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I. Introduction: Significance of Poverty for Human Rights 
There are deep political and even ideological issues involved in the relationship between 

the elimination of poverty and the struggle for human rights. For some, poverty itself is a 
violation of human rights, even ‘the largest such violation ever committed in human history’ 
(Pogge [2007] at 52) and it is the responsibility of the state to redistribute wealth so as to 
eliminate poverty and guarantee human rights to all, including the poor. Others would rely on 
the self-correcting and wealth-generating power of markets, such as those who claim that 
economic freedom (freedom of choice of individuals and limited role of government) favours 
economic growth and prosperity, which reduces poverty (Miller, Kim and Roberts [2020] at 11, 
55).  

Economists sometimes invoke human rights concepts in relation to poverty, although not 
explicitly. Jeffrey Sachs, in concluding The End of Poverty, proposed to end extreme poverty 
by 2025 through a nine-step program that he placed in the historical trajectory of the ending of 
slavery, colonialism, segregation and apartheid, all human rights movements, although he did 
not refer to them as such (Sachs [2005] at 20-24). This reluctance to use human rights language 
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is also found among economists who address moral dimensions, such as Friedman (2005), 
Westerly (2006), Dasgupta (1993) and others. Thomas Piketty opens his Capital in the Twenty-
First Century with a quote from the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen 
and only returns to it nearly 500 pages later without including human rights in his analysis of 
capital and inequalities (Piketty [2014] at 1, 480).  

A more recent example is Good Economics for Hard Times by Nobel economists Abhijit 
Banerjee and Esther Duflo. Their study of interventions to alleviate poverty through redesigning 
social programs argues that the ultimate social purpose of ‘good’ economics is to lift people out 
of poverty. However, their primary test for progress is GDP growth, although they acknowledge 
the implications of growth for human welfare and discuss in detail issues such as discrimination 
and prejudice, education, employment, and inequality, without mentioning their human rights 
significance (Banerjee and Duflo [2019] at 180, 318). 

 The discussion below on definitions of poverty and the related human rights norms and 
institutions reflects a more systematic integration of concerns for poverty reduction and 
realization of human rights.  

 
II. Definitions and measurement of poverty 

 The concept of poverty as it relates to human rights has philosophical interpretations in 
terms of social justice and capabilities and economic interpretations in terms of measuring 
relative and absolute poverty.  

1. Poverty as a social justice and capabilities issue 
 Poverty is often understood as a social justice rather than a human rights concern. The focus 

of much of the social justice movement is to challenge unjust structures by which the rich get 
richer and the poor get poorer and support communities of poor, vulnerable, and marginalized 
people. These social justice concerns overlap with the human rights focus on equality and the 
right to an adequate standard of living but the human rights approach covers a wider range of 
norms and accountability mechanisms than the appeal to notions of redistributive or egalitarian 
justice.  

 The concept of human rights is narrower than the general commitment to social justice in 
that it is based on specific norms agreed upon as enforceable rather than on structural reform of 
societies. It is at the same time more general insofar as it protects rights for all, not just the poor. 
Therefore, social justice, which has various definitions, is used here in its focus on reducing 
inequalities and eliminating poverty, whereas human rights is concerned with poverty among 
other problems that affect people’s capacity to lead meaningful lives.  

 A related concept based on an understanding of poverty as broader than lack of income is 
the human development and capabilities approach developed by Nobel prize-winning 
economist Amartya Sen, who clarified that a given level of income may result in one person 
living in poverty in terms of their capability to lead a life they value, compared to another with 
the same income but whose ‘functionings’ (the term used by Sen for what you actually do) 
provide a higher level of happiness or well-being. In sum, ‘real poverty (in terms of capability 
deprivation) can easily be much more intense than we can deduce from income data’ (Sen 
[2009] at 256).  

 The capabilities approach was embraced by the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) in its Human Development Report and is promoted by the Human Development and 
Capability Association (HDCA), an association of academics and practitioners. The openness 
to human rights of this perspective is due to the centrality of Sen’s concept of development as 
freedom and expanding choices (Sen [1999]). The Human Development Report clearly 
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articulates that human development and human rights share a common vision and are mutually 
reinforcing (UNDP [2001] at 9). 

 

2. Statistical measures of absolute, relative and multidimensional poverty 
 Development practitioners and scholars distinguish between extreme (or absolute) poverty 

and relative poverty. Extreme poverty is measured as the number of people living on an income 
below a certain threshold, called the ‘International Poverty Line’ (IPL) and set by the World 
Bank in 2015 at US$1.90 per day, in 2011 purchasing power parities (PPP) terms. The number 
of poor at this level has dropped from 1.912 billion in 1990 to 689 million in 2017 (9.2 percent 
of the global population) (World Bank, Poverty & Equity Data Portal). This represents a drop 
of about 1 percent per year from 1990 to 2015 but that level of poverty reduction fell to 0.6 
percent from 2013 to 2015 and to 0.5 percent per year from 2015 to 2017 (World Bank, Poverty 
and Shared Prosperity [2020] at 2-3). In 2018, the World Bank added two new metrics: ‘Lower 
Middle Income Class Poverty Line’ at US$3.20 PPP and ‘Upper Middle Income Class Poverty 
Line’ at US$5.50 PPP. These are measures of absolute poverty, contrasted with ‘relative 
poverty’, which takes into account change in the income level in a country and the level of 
welfare that reflects changes in living conditions as countries get richer. In other words, relative 
poverty looks at people who are not enjoying the same standard of life as everyone else in the 
country and measures the level of what households should have to meet their basic needs. 
Anyone who falls below that level, regardless of the absolute poverty line, is counted as poor. 

 In 2018, the Bank also started measuring ‘shared prosperity’, which is the progress of the 
poorest 40 percent of a population (also called ‘the bottom 40’) in terms of the annualized 
growth rate of their mean household per capita income or consumption (ibid, at 4). A high 
growth rate for the bottom 40 compared to the overall mean is called ‘the shared prosperity 
premium’ and is considered ‘an important indicator of inclusion and well-being in any country’. 

 Another tool to measure poverty used by the Bank is ‘the societal poverty measure’, which 
varies across countries and within countries over time. The Societal Poverty Line (SPL) 
combines elements of absolute poverty with elements of relative poverty (ibid, at 29). 

 These tools have been used to track the continuous reduction in poverty, although the rate 
of decline has been slowing since 2015 and is being reversed by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which is expected to push between 88 million and 115 million more people into extreme poverty 
in 2020 (ibid, at 5). This setback in the quest to end poverty is attributed to three factors: COVID 
19, conflict, and climate change (World Bank, Global Action Urgently Needed to Halt Historic 
Threats to Poverty Reduction [2020]). While COVID-19 is a new obstacle, conflicts and 
climate change have been increasing extreme poverty for years in many parts of the world. The 
World Bank estimates that 68-133 million will be driven into poverty by 2030 as a result of 
climate change (World Bank, Poverty and Shared Prosperity [2020] at 12). As for conflict, in 
2020, 37 economies formally classified as affected by fragility, conflict, and violence 
representing only 10 percent of the world’s population, but 40 percent of the global poor (ibid, 
at 11). 

 Closer to the concerns of human rights are the ‘Human Poverty Index’ and the 
‘Multidimensional Poverty Index,’ developed by UNDP. The Human Poverty Index was 
introduced in 1997 as a composite index of three elements of deprivation (longevity, knowledge 
and standard of living), using different components for developing and developed countries. In 
2009, UNDP introduced the Human Development Index (HDI), followed in 2010 by 
an Inequality-adjusted Human Development Index (IHDI), as well as the Multidimensional 
Poverty Index (MPI), developed in cooperation with the Oxford Poverty and Human 
Development Initiative (OPHI). Instead of the HDI indicators, the MPI uses ten indicators 
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covering, respectively, for health: nutrition and child mortality; for education: years of 
schooling and school attendance; and for standard of living: electricity, sanitation, drinking 
water, housing, cooking fuel, and assets. According to the 2020 report, 1.3 billion people (or 
22 percent of the people in the 107 developing countries covered) live in multidimensional 
poverty, most of whom (84.3 percent) live in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia (UNDP and 
OPHI, Global Multidimensional Poverty Index [2020] at 3). 

 A final tool for measuring poverty beyond monetary income is the World Happiness 
Report, developed further to a resolution of the General Assembly, sponsored by the 
Government of Bhutan (UNGA, Res 5/309 [2011]), and has been published since 2012 
(Helliwell, et al [2020]). It ranks 156 countries by how happy their citizens perceive themselves 
to be, using data from the Gallup World Poll and various academic centres. The World 
Happiness Report 2020 also ranks cities by their subjective well-being and measures how the 
social, urban and natural environments combine to affect happiness. This index seeks a broader 
measure of well-being than income by using life evaluations and looks at GDP per capita, 
healthy life expectancy at birth, social support, freedom to make life choices, generosity, 
perceptions of corruption, positive affect (laughter and enjoyment) and negative affect (worry, 
sadness, and anger). The Nordic countries rank at the top (Finland ranking first) and poor 
countries in conflict such as South Sudan and Afghanistan, ranking at bottom. While these 
criteria for measuring well-being are relevant to human rights, the report does not mention 
human rights. 

Whether measured in relative or absolute terms or in terms of capabilities or subjective well-
being, the problem of global poverty is staggering in its magnitude and affects both developing 
and developed countries. It is the essence of the 2030 Development Agenda.  

3. Poverty and the Sustainable Development Goals 
 The first of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development is to ‘End poverty in all its forms everywhere’ and includes seven 
targets, all of which have human rights implications (1.1 - Eradicate extreme poverty, 1.2 - 
Reduce poverty at least by 50%, 1.3 - Implement social protection systems, 1.4 - Equal rights 
to ownership, basic services, technology and economic resources, 1.5 - Build resilience to 
environmental, economic and social disasters, 1.A- Mobilize resources to implement policies 
to end poverty, and 1.B - Create pro-poor and gender-sensitive policy frameworks) (UNGA, 
Res 70/1 [2015]). The essential tools for tracking the SDGs from the human rights perspective 
are the global indicator framework developed by the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG 
Indicators (IAEG-SDGs) (UNGA, Res 71/313 [2017]), the Atlas of Sustainable Development 
Goals (Pirlea et al [2020]) and the Human Rights Guide to the SDGs developed by the Danish 
Institute for Human Rights, which makes links between the 169 targets and the relevant UN 
and regional human rights, labour and environmental  treaties (Danish Institute for Human 
Rights, Human Rights Guide to the SDGs). 

 Defining and measuring poverty is the first step to understanding how human rights and 
poverty are related. It is equally important to clarify the human rights norms and institutions 
that are relevant to eliminating poverty in line with the SDGs. 

 
III. Sources of human rights norms relating to poverty 

 A human rights approach to poverty begins with a clarification of the human rights norms 
that link the definitions mentioned above to the evolution of international human rights. These 
norms are primarily found in the UN Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR) and the core human rights treaties. 
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1. UN Charter 
Unlike human rights, poverty is not mentioned as such in the UN Charter, although it is 

indirectly addressed in the Preamble’s mentioning of the determination ‘to promote social 
progress and better standards of life in larger freedom’ and in Chapter IX on international 
economic and social co-operation, which stipulates in Article 55 that  

the United Nations shall promote:  
a. higher standards of living, full employment, and conditions of economic and social 
progress and development;   
b. solutions of international economic, social, health, and related problems; and international 
cultural and educational cooperation; […]. 

 
Respect for human rights is mentioned in the same article thus linking poverty and human rights 
in the Charter’s approach to international economic and social co-operation. 

2. Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 
Poverty was a concern of the international community in the drafting of the UDHR, 

reflected, for example, in the work of the Committee on the Philosophical Principles of the 
Rights of Man, convened by UNESCO in 1947, which noted that members of the UN ‘believe 
that men and women, all over the world, have the right to live a life that is free from the haunting 
fear of poverty and insecurity.’ (UNESCO, Human Rights: Comments and Interpretations 
[1949] at 259). This concern appears in Article 22 of the final text of the UDHR, according to 
which everyone ‘is entitled to realization, through national effort and international co-operation 
and in accordance with the organization and resources of each State, of the economic, social 
and cultural rights indispensable for his dignity and the free development of his personality’. 
Those rights are enumerated in Articles 23-27, especially Article 25 on the right ‘to a standard 
of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, 
clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in 
the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood 
in circumstances beyond his control’. Finally, Article 28 provides that ‘Everyone is entitled to 
a social and international order in which the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration 
can be fully realized’, which also implies the elimination of poverty as a necessary condition 
for such a social and international order. This early concern is reflected in the 1968 
Proclamation of Teheran, adopted on the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of the UDHR, 
by the International Conference on Human Rights, which proclaimed that ‘[t]he widening gap 
between the economically developed and developing countries impedes the realization of 
human rights in the international community’ (Proclamation of Teheran [1968] para 12). Thus, 
the basic idea that poverty and underdevelopment are human rights concerns has been part of 
the interpretation of the UDHR and has been brought into sharper focus with the practice of 
global and regional institutions dealing with human rights and sustainable development.  

3.  Core human rights treaties 
The nine core human rights treaties of the UN, as well as the regional human rights treaties, 

contain detailed provisions aimed at improving the well-being of the rights-holders, thus 
contributing to poverty reduction. In a narrower sense, the relationship between human rights 
treaties and poverty is reflected in the obligations on states to address resource constrains in 
order to implement human rights norms. Article 2(1) of the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), for example, requires state parties ‘to 
undertake steps, individually and through international assistance and cooperation, to the 
maximum of their available resources with a view to achieving progressively the full realisation 
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of the rights recognised’ in the Covenant. This obligation means that poverty is not an excuse 
for not realizing these rights, as confirmed by the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR) in its interpretation that Article 2(1) establishes a ‘core obligation to ensure 
the satisfaction of, at the very least, minimum essential levels of each of the rights’ (CESCR, 
GC No 3: Nature of Obligations [1990] para 10) and that ‘even in times of severe resources 
constraints […] the vulnerable members of society can and indeed must be protected by the 
adoption of relatively low-cost targeted programmes’ (ibid, para 12). The CESCR also 
interpreted the mention of ‘international assistance and cooperation’ in Article 2(1) as creating 
an obligation for ‘all those in a position to assist’ (essentially developed countries) to provide 
that assistance and technical cooperation (CESCR, GC No 14: Health [2000] para 45) 
(development cooperation). In 2001 it clarified that ‘International human rights provide a 
framework of norms or rules upon which detailed global, national and community-level poverty 
eradication policies can be constructed’ and that ‘anti-poverty policies are more likely to be 
effective, sustainable, inclusive, equitable and meaningful to those living in poverty if they are 
based upon international human rights’ (CESCR, Statement [2001] paras 9 and 11).  

Other human rights instruments are directly relevant to poverty without having been 
adopted in treaty form, such as the 1986 Declaration on the Right to Development (UNGA, Res 
41/128 [1986]). One of the chapters in the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR) book on Realizing the Right to Development focuses on poverty by exploring ‘how 
the right to development can bring new insights to the understanding of poverty eradication 
from a human rights perspective at the global level’ (OHCHR [2013] at 138). Further to a 2019 
decision of the UN Human Rights Council (HRC) (HRC, Res 42/23 [2019] paras 20(e) and 22), 
the Chair-Rapporteur of the Open-Ended Working Group submitted a draft treaty in January 
2020 (HRC, Draft Convention on the Right to Development [2020]). Although the draft only 
mentions poverty once as one of several ‘serious obstacles to the realization of the right to 
development’ it seeks to advance the ‘right to active, free and meaningful participation in 
development and in the fair distribution of benefits resulting therefrom’, which is conducive to 
poverty alleviation.  
IV. Institutions addressing poverty from a human rights perspective 

Poverty has been a long-standing concern of the UN, which has proclaimed three Decades 
for the Eradication of Poverty, the latest to run from 2018 till 2027 (UNGA, Res 74/234 [2019]). 
Extreme poverty has been addressed throughout the human rights mechanisms of the UN, 
including the OHCHR, the Human Rights Council, the special procedures and the treaty bodies, 
as well as by other organizations. 

1. UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 
The second UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Mary Robinson, declared in 1998 

that extreme poverty was the worst violation of human rights (UNDP, Poverty Reduction and 
Human Rights [2003] at iv). Her office published in 2001 a document setting out a first draft of 
basic principles of a human rights approach to the process, content and monitoring of poverty 
reduction strategies, which was revised in 2004, to complement the draft guidelines discussed 
below, in a landmark publication entitled Human Rights and Poverty Reduction: A Conceptual 
Framework (Hunt, Nowak and Osmani [2004]). Soon thereafter, OHCHR published Principles 
and Guidelines for a Human Rights Approach to Poverty Reduction Strategies, which the then 
High Commissioner Louise Arbour introduced with a Forward stating, ‘Poverty is the gravest 
human rights challenge facing the world today’ (OHCHR [2006] at iii) and a joint publication 
with WHO on Human Rights, Health and Poverty Reduction Strategies (OHCHR [2008]). 

2. Human Rights Council 
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The UN Commission on Human Rights (HRComm) created the mandate on extreme 
poverty in 1998 (taken over by the HRC in 2006) and launched a process in 2001 to study the 
principles on the implementation of existing human rights norms and standards in the fight 
against extreme poverty, which eventually led to the adoption of the Guiding Principles on 
Extreme Poverty and Human Rights in September 2012 (HRC, Res 21/11 [2012]). In presenting 
the draft Guiding Principles, the Special Rapporteur noted that ‘[a] human rights approach 
provides a framework for the long-term eradication of extreme poverty based on the recognition 
of persons living in extreme poverty as rights holders and agents of change’ (HRC, Final Draft 
of the Guiding Principles [2012] para 6). These principles were recognized by the UN General 
Assembly ‘as a useful tool for States in the formulation and implementation of poverty 
reduction and eradication policies, as appropriate’ (UNGA, Res 67/164 [2012] para 17), and 
were published by the High Commissioner’s Office (OHCHR 2014). 

The matter of extreme poverty and human rights has been a regular agenda item of the 
Council, with most of the discussion and resolutions relating to the work of the special 
rapporteur on this issue.  

3. Special Procedures 
In 1990 the HRComm requested its Sub-Commission to consider the relationship between 

human rights and poverty (HRComm, Res 1990/15 [1990] para 5). The Sub-Commission 
appointed Leandro Despouy as Special Rapporteur on human rights and extreme poverty, 
whose report was published in 1996 (HRComm, Report of the Special Rapporteur [1996]) A 
mandate of Independent Expert on extreme poverty and human rights was created in 1998. A. 
M. Lizin was the first mandate-holder (1998-2004), followed by Arjun Sengupta in 2008, who 
defined extreme poverty as  

people suffering from income poverty (being below an agreed level of minimum disposable 
income or expenditure required for leading a sustainable life) and people suffering from 
human development poverty (without access to, or availability of, certain basic goods and 
services to make it possible for them to lead a meaningful life) as well as people in social 
exclusion (without basic security to lead an adequate social existence, dependent on the 
structure of social relationships) (HRC, Report of the Independent Expert [2008] para 31). 

The third mandate holder as Special Rapporteur was Magdalena Sepúlveda Carmona (2008-
2014), who prepared the guiding principles on extreme poverty and human rights (HRC, Final 
Draft of the Guiding Principles [2012]), followed by Philip Alston (2014-2020) who addressed 
a wide range of issues, including the World Bank (which he called ‘a human rights-free zone’), 
UN responsibility for the cholera outbreak in Haiti, universal basic income, civil and political 
rights of persons living in poverty, the IMF, privatization, and climate change (OHCHR, 
Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights). In addition to these thematic 
reports, these mandate holders have conducted numerous—sometimes highly critical—country 
visits. 

Olivier De Schutter became Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights in 
May 2020 and immediately focused on the economic recession caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic, as requested by the Human Rights Council. He considered this challenge ‘an 
opportunity to fundamentally rethink political choices in a way that prioritizes the most 
vulnerable, protects societies from extreme inequality, and provides proactive and systemic—
not reactive and ad hoc—responses to protect the population’ (Special Rapporteur on Extreme 
Poverty and Human Rights, Looking Back to Look Ahead: A Rights-Based Approach to Social 
Protection in the Post-COVID-19 Economic Recovery [2020] para 8). His main focus was on 
building human rights-based social protection systems to eradicate poverty and reduce 
inequalities. Taking the ‘rethinking’ further, he launched a new approach to human rights and 
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poverty, focusing on what he called ‘The “just transition” in the economic recovery’, by which 
he means protecting those affected by the ecological transformation and the economic crisis by 
creating ‘new opportunities and strengthen the rights of people living in poverty’ (UNGA, 
Interim Report of the Special Rapporteur [2020] para 8). He advocated the search for an 
alternative development model, which, for people living in poverty, ‘is not a luxury, but often 
a matter of life and death’ (para 7). After addressing issues of employment, consumption, 
energy, buildings, food, and mobility, he proposes a six-component human rights-based 
transition focusing on progressive taxation schemes; protecting those affected by the ecological 
transformation; investing in energy, buildings, food and mobility and moving away from 
unsustainable consumption-driven growth; reducing inequalities; ‘fighting against the 
premature obsolescence of consumer goods’; and national action plans ‘based on social 
dialogue and the participation of people living in poverty’ (para 65). This vision is likely to be 
central to the discussion of human rights and poverty for the coming decades. 

4. Treaty Bodies 
Going back to 2000, the Commission on Human Rights invited ‘[t]he treaty bodies 

monitoring the application of human rights instruments, especially the Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Committee on the Rights of the Child, the Committee 
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women and the Committee on the Elimination of 
Racial Discrimination, to take into account, when considering the reports of States parties, the 
question of extreme poverty and human rights’ (HRComm, Res 2000/12 [2000] para 6).  

Of particular relevance is the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(CESCR), which shared the critique of an income-based definition of poverty in a statement on 
poverty in 2001, endorsing a ‘multi-dimensional understanding of poverty, which reflects the 
indivisible and interdependent nature of all human rights’ and defined poverty ‘as a human 
condition characterized by sustained or chronic deprivation of the resources, capabilities, 
choices, security and power necessary for the enjoyment of an adequate standard of living’ 
(CESCR, Statement [2001] para 8).  

Poverty issues have been raised in monitoring states parties’ reports, drafting general 
comments and recommendation, examining individual complaints, and country visits by several 
of these treaty bodies. For example, a general recommendation of the Committee on the 
Elimination of Discrimination against Women draws attention to the fact that ‘[i]n many 
countries, the majority of older women live in rural areas where access to services is even more 
difficult due to their age and poverty levels’ (CEDAW Committee, GR No 27: Older Women 
[2010] para 24) An example of an individual complaint is the case of a woman living in poverty 
in Ecuador, whose request for special retirement was denied, thus violating, according to the 
CESCR, Article 9 of the ICESCR (right to social security) (CESCR, Trujillo Calero v Ecuador 
[2018]). An example of a country visit is the visit by the Committee on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities to the UK in 2015 as part of an inquiry into impacts of certain reforms on 
persons with disabilities, leading the Committee to recommend that the government ‘[e]nsure 
that, in the implementation of legislation, policies and programmes, special attention is paid to 
persons with disabilities living on a low income or in poverty …’ (CRPD, Inquiry Concerning 
the UK [2017] para 114 (i)). 

5. Regional Human Rights Institutions 
The relevance of human rights for the struggle against poverty has been taken up by regional 

human rights institutions as well. For example, the Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights considered that ‘poverty represents an impediment to the enjoyment and exercise of 
human rights on a true equal basis by the individuals, groups and communities living with it’ 
(IACHR [2017] para 2). In 2017, it produced a report that sought ‘to pave the way for further 
development of the legal framework governing the international responsibility of States for 



 9 

poverty and extreme poverty’ (ibid, para 13). The report concluded with a series of 
recommendations relating to priority human rights standards as well as priority groups for 
programs and policies for the eradication of poverty (women, children and adolescents, 
indigenous peoples, afro-descendents, migrants, persons deprived of liberty, persons with 
disabilities, LGBTI groups, and older persons) (ibid, at 174-179). 

6. Other organizations 
Poverty and human rights have been addressed by several UN specialized agencies such as 

UNESCO, WHO, FAO, and ILO, as well as the World Bank, OECD and national development 
agencies. UN funds and programmes, such as UNDP, UNHCR and UNICEF, also advance an 
anti-poverty agenda referencing human rights.  

Numerous development-oriented NGOs focus their programmes on poverty related issues 
and some apply an explicit human rights approach, such as Oxfam International, which bases 
this effort on the belief ‘that respect for human rights will help lift people out of poverty and 
injustice, allow them to assert their dignity and guarantee sustainable development’ (Oxfam 
International, Our Commitment to Human Rights). Another well-known NGO, which 
developed ‘participatory approaches to attacking extreme poverty’, (Wodon [2006]) is the 
International Movement ATD Fourth World, founded by Joseph Wresinski, who famously said 
‘Fighting poverty is fighting for human rights, the two are inseparable” (ATD Fourth World, 
Human Rights). An example of a human rights NGO that has attached importance to poverty 
issues is Amnesty International, whose former Secretary-General, Irene Khan, wrote a book 
about poverty, in which she affirmed ‘[h]uman rights are claims that the weak advance to hold 
the powerful accountable, and that is why poverty is first and foremost about rights’ (Khan 
[2009] at 21).  

 
V. Conclusion 

At the abstract level, the realization of human rights and the elimination of poverty both 
seek to improve the human condition by mobilizing political and legal institutions and 
allocating resources in line with progressively enhanced norms and standards of human well-
being. At a practical level, the tools and approaches differ. The tools for measuring and 
addressing poverty tend to be those of economic planners and social justice activists, whether 
they seek to promote and expand economic opportunities for all (liberal model) or to provide 
benefits to those who are victims of structural inequalities or economic exploitation (welfare 
model). Human rights specialists tend to draw on law, political science, and philosophy and 
focus on effective accountability mechanisms. This divergence in perspective is reduced by the 
interest some economists and development funders express in issues of fairness, transparency, 
and participation and the concern of human rights specialists over indicators and resource 
constraints. This convergence of human rights and economic thinking is particularly noticeable 
in the human development and capabilities approach and in the 2030 Development Agenda. 
The UN, regional and civil society organizations discussed above reflect this growing 
convergence and, as the international community seeks to rebuild post-pandemic, the challenge 
is even greater to address poverty through the empowerment of people living in poverty to be 
subjects rather than objects of their own history, in other words, to know, claim, and realize the 
full range of their human rights. 
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