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Background:  

Raising taxes, duties or fees may promote or violate human rights. Tuition fees at public schools or state 
universities can violate the right to education. A tax system that neglects gender issues could possibly 
violate women’s rights. In contrast, governments and parliaments can also promote human rights through 
budget allocation, i.e. by increasing the share for social sector spending. In recent years, civil society or-
ganisations (CSOs), particularly in the South, have launched initiatives to examine national budgets with 
regard to human rights and gender issues. Under the keywords “Human Rights Budgeting” or “Gender 
Responsive Budgeting”, they have been analysing whether fiscal policies promote or violate civil and po-
litical, economic, social and cultural rights, as well as women’s and children’s rights. 

One day before the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the cêáÉÇêáÅÜJbÄÉêíJ
cçìåÇ~íáçå, däçÄ~ä= mçäáÅó= cçêìã= bìêçéÉ, pçÅá~ä= t~íÅÜ and íÉêêÉ= ÇÉë= ÜçããÉë invited CSOs from the 
South to present their human rights budgeting initiatives at an international workshop in Berlin.  

 

 
1 Translating Human Rights into the 

National Budget 

If you want to protect human rights, you need 
to engage in economic and fiscal policies. This 
insight is at the origin of human rights budget-
ing initiatives. Democratisation and decentralisa-
tion after the end of the Cold War as well as a 
stronger emphasis on good governance by policy 
actors have resulted in an increased integration 
of human rights perspectives into macroeco-
nomic policy. 

Yet it remains an open question as to how hu-
man rights such as the right to food or the right 
to education can be translated into something 
tangible like the national budget. First, it is diffi-
cult to integrate a specific human right into a 
budget because human rights are interdepend-
ent and relate to each other. Second, it is con-
troversial to conceptualise a minimum core con-
tent of a human right for practical purposes 
because there is a risk of reducing the original 
broadness this particular right implies. Third, it is 
problematic to define maximum available re-
sources for the realisation of a human right. 
Fourth, you need to develop suitable indicators 
and benchmarks since not every aspect of a 
human right can be quantified. Fifth, CSOs must 
be able to dig into the budget processes. 

Moreover, in some countries the budget cycle is 
on the verge of becoming more and more af-
fected by donor interests. With an increasing 
share of Official Development Assistance (ODA) 
provided in form of budget support, govern-
ments in many Southern countries are no longer 
only accountable to their own parliaments, but 
to foreign donors as well. In the case of Hondu-
ras, the government even pleaded with the par-
liament not to propose changes to its budget 
plan because it had taken months to find an 
agreement with international donors. Thus, it is 
questionable whether human rights budgeting 
represents an effective tool for making govern-

ments accountable – an enormous challenge for 
human rights budgeting initiatives. 

Nevertheless, the Social Watch Report 2008 
stimulated national coalitions to stand up to this 
challenge and analyse the relation between the 
economy and human rights in their respective 
countries. They did it from very different angles. 
Some civil society initiatives focused on the regu-
latory framework; others addressed policy inco-
herence between trade policies and human 
rights. Various initiatives sought to enhance the 
transparency of the budgeting process while 
others focused more on participatory budgeting, 
gender budgeting or the budgeting of specific 
rights. An important approach discussed was 
Ñêçåíäç~ÇáåÖ, i.e. to look at the draft budget Éñ=
~åíÉ instead of analysing the adapted budget Éñ=
éçëí. How much should be allocated e.g. to 
primary education in order to meet human rights 
criteria? 

Civil society experiences from India, the Philip-
pines, South Africa and Argentina illustrate how 
budget analysis and advocacy from a human 
rights perspective can be done in practice. 

2 India: Taking in the Poor and Mar-
ginalised 

In India, the `ÉåíêÉ=Ñçê=_ìÇÖÉí=~åÇ=dçîÉêå~åÅÉ=
^ÅÅçìåí~Äáäáíó E`_d^F engages in budgeting 
initiatives for marginalised groups in society: 
Dalits, i.e. people of low caste still discriminated 
against, tribals, women, children and inhabitants 
of the isolated North-Eastern region. The main 
role of Indian CSOs is to demystify available 
budget information. Knowledge is power in a 
political system in which most people are not 
able to understand the budgeting process. While 
data from primary sources is the foundation for 
good budget work, many important ministries 
like the Ministry of Finance are not reporting. 
Thus, `_d^ is often forced to rely on secondary 
data. 
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Despite the lack of data, `_d^ clearly identifies 
a large gap between aspiration and reality. In-
dia’s national budget actually provides for 16% 
of the total allocation of every ministry in the 
central government to be spent on Dalits and 
8% on tribals. However, there are serious 
doubts behind the implementation of these 
schemes. In reality, only half of these percent-
ages are allocated. Therefore, `_d^ supported 
Dalit groups in a coordinated boycott of the 
national budget 2008/9 under the slogan “The 
Government has stolen our 8%” which at-
tracted significant media attention. 

Moreover, the concept of gender budgeting has 
already been part of the national budget since 
1985. However, `_d^ demonstrated that allo-
cations had been decreasing in recent years to 
merely 3.6 % of the total budget in 2008/9. 
Besides, of these low gender allocations only 
44.7% had actually been spent. Public expendi-
tures thus only reach 7% of the most marginal-
ised women. 

`_d^ attempts to bring about change by re-
search, budget tracking, capacity building, and 
advocacy measures. Until now, it primarily en-
gages in ÉñJéçëí analysis, not in ÉñJ~åíÉ analysis. 
Thus, it monitors how much is spent for margin-
alised groups in the actual budget. Projecting 
how much should be spent in future budgets is 
a new challenge ahead. 
 
3 Philippines:  The Alternative Budget 

Initiative 

CSOs in the Philippines are frontrunners with 
regard to human rights budgeting. Within two 
years only, the ^äíÉêå~íáîÉ=_ìÇÖÉí=fåáíá~íáîÉ E^_fF 
of pçÅá~ä=t~íÅÜ=mÜáäáééáåÉë has become a serious 
and important player in the budgeting process. 
Based on the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), it has addressed five major concerns in 
a comprehensive alternative budget proposal to 
the government: Education, environment, food 
and agriculture, health, macroeconomics and 
debt. 

As soon as the President of the Philippines sub-
mits the proposed budget to the two houses of 
Parliament, ^_fÛë crafting process gets under-
way. ^_f analyses the budget and redistributes 
expenses according to the five concerns. For 
example: When two helicopters were allocated 
to the President’s office, ^_f reduced this num-
ber to one and reallocated the rest of the ex-
penses to educational purposes. After the end of 
the crafting process, legislators are briefed. 
Then, contact with the media is established and 
a press conference convened in which the alter-
native budget is presented to the public. In many 
cases, ^_f is in direct contact with the legislators 
who negotiate the President’s budget proposal 

in parliament. The ultimate control of the 
budget process, however, lies with the President 
who can use his veto power. Then, ^_fÛë=main 
challenge is to ensure that the concessions made 
by Parliament throughout the budget cycle are 
not revoked. 

In 2008, ^_f was able to present its alternative 
budget to the Committee on Appropriations 
which has jurisdiction over all discretionary 
spending legislation. Since then a resolution has 
been filed which institutionalises the participa-
tion of CSOs in public hearings in the annual 
budget deliberations – a milestone for human 
rights budgeting initiatives in the Philippines. 

The nongovernment organizations making up 
the ABI consult their constituents, which are 
people's organizations working at the ground 
level, to come up with critical data and compre-
hensive analyses on what is most needed in the 
budget. For instance, the education cluster's 
proposals for more school buildings and alloca-
tions for teachers' benefits are based on actual 
research results where serious lack of school 
facilities as well as poverty experienced by many 
teachers who do not receive their wages and 
benefits cause grave implications to the quality 
of education. The consultation with constituents 
provide basis for the Alternative Budget Initia-
tive's call that government should increase allo-
cations for social development to address under-
spending on the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs). 
 
4 South Africa:  

Children Rights Research 

The fã~äá=vÉ=jï~å~ EjçåÉó= Ñçê=`ÜáäÇêÉåF=kÉíJ
ïçêâ=monitors government policies, the national 
budget and its implementation commitments in 
eight different southern African countries. Its 
objective is to increase public resources and their 
efficient use for the fulfilment of children’s 
socio-economic rights. For this purpose fã~äá=vÉ=
jï~å~Ûë relies on two key human rights princi-
ples as laid down in the Child Rights Conven-
tion. It calls upon governments to achieve pro-
gressively the full realization of the rights of the 
child and to undertake measures to the maxi-
mum extent of their available resources. 

One of the major challenges for the network is 
the lack of reliable and disaggregated informa-
tion on children and budgetary expenditures. 
The existing mistrust between civil society initia-
tives and government officials makes it difficult 
for fã~äá=vÉ=jï~å~=to get access to information 
law and practices. Furthermore, many CSOs still 
think that rights budgeting is a very scientific 
approach and fail to identify a link to their own 
programmes. Consequently, it is difficult for 
fã~äá=vÉ=jï~å~=to promote child rights budget-
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ing when it is not even mainstreamed in other 
civil society initiatives. 

fã~äá= vÉ= jï~å~Ûë experience shows that child 
rights budgeting is far more successful when 
linked to a broader advocacy campaign. For 
example, strong advocacy work in Zambia re-
sulted in the prioritisation of children’s pro-
grammes in the national budget and the access 
to information on disaggregated budget alloca-
tions in education, health and welfare and 
community development. Child rights clubs were 
established throughout Zambian schools. Thus, 
even if the members of fã~äá= vÉ= jï~å~= use 
different methodologies, they are aware of the 
importance of networks and alliances for their 
advocacy work. 

The activities of the network also prove that 
sustainable capacity building initiatives should 
target both decision makers and beneficiaries. 
On the one hand, this unveils the potential of 
children and ensures their ownership; on the 
other hand, policy makers become aware of 
children’s needs. This is also one reason why 
fã~äá= vÉ=jï~å~ plans to focus increasingly on 
the right to education in its future work. 
 
5 Argentina:  

The Use of Legal Instruments 

In Buenos Aires the right to education is far from 
being granted to all children. Through its budget 
work, the `áîáä=^ëëçÅá~íáçå=Ñçê=bèìáíó=~åÇ=gìëíáÅÉ=
E^`fgF fights for a better access of the poor to 
public education. The programme aims to inves-
tigate the socio-economic discrimination and 
empowerment of the civil society in the slums of 
Argentina’s capital. 

In 2006, ^`fg discovered that more than 6000 
children were not going to school because of a 
lack of vacancies. Further investigation proved 
that Buenos Aires was a staging ground for 
socio-economic discrimination. More than 70 % 
of the violations of the right to education oc-
curred in the poorest districts of the municipal-
ity. An analysis of the city’s budget further re-
vealed that the government was allocating and 
expending less money in the poorest districts.  

This provoked ^`fg to file a legal suit, using me-
dia and video advocacy as well as intense com-
munity work. At first, ACIJ used the procedure 
of budget analysis only to obtain a proper diag-
nosis of the situation. But it quickly developed 
into a powerful tool, contributing decisively to 
win the court case. ^`fg was so successful with 
its advocacy work that it was ultimately allowed 
to participate in the annual budget law discus-
sions of the municipality. Since September 2008 
it has been involved in the budgeting process on 
a regular basis. 

But there are huge challenges ahead. Access to 
the information necessary for budget work re-
mains critical. Public officials must become more 
aware of the interconnectedness of the budget 
and human rights. For this purpose interdiscipli-
nary work and creative advocacy strategies are 
needed in order to raise even more awareness. 
Additionally, socio-economic discrimination must 
also be addressed outside of Buenos Aires, 
where the situation is probably worse, and the 
inclusion of children into the budgeting process 
has not yet been realised. 

6 Learning from the South 

Concerning human rights budgeting, CSOs in 
the South are way ahead of those in the North. 
But there is a growing awareness of the need to 
analyse budget from a human rights perspective 
in the North as well. Feasibility studies both in 
Europe and Germany clearly confirm the impor-
tance of budgeting as a development tool for 
the inclusion of human rights in the national 
budget. However, there still exists a certain “pa-
ternalistic bias” in the North according to which 
human rights budgeting is only needed in the 
South and not in the North. This bias is well 
reflected in the fact that both the European 
Union (EU) and Germany actually demand hu-
man rights budgeting from EU accession states 
as well as from development partners such as 
Afghanistan without doing it at home. 

In order to build up a human rights budgeting 
initiative in Germany, this practice clearly needs 
to change. German federal states such as Berlin, 
in which gender budgeting is already seen as an 
integral element of the budget process, are 
good examples of what is possible if there is a 
clear political will. Marginalised groups have to 
be given the chance to take part in human rights 
budgeting initiatives in order to talk ïáíÜ them 
and not only ~Äçìí them. A German human 
rights budgeting initiative could possibly func-
tion as role model for others. Therefore, it was 
considered to be important to initiate such a 
project in Germany. 

If implemented, a German human rights budget-
ing initiative must draw upon the lessons learned 
in other countries such as India, the Philippines, 
South Africa or Argentina. Their experiences 
show that a German budgeting initiative should 
not just focus on economic, social and cultural 
rights, but also take into account civil and politi-
cal rights. It should empower the beneficiaries of 
its initiative, particularly the marginalised groups 
in society. Furthermore, it would be indispensa-
ble to actively cooperate with people in the min-
istries and to closely involve the media. Beyond 
questions of access, a human rights budgeting 
initiative would need to build up its own capac-
ity to dig into the budget processes. CSOs would 
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probably have to rely on the expertise of re-
searchers and legal experts to be able to identify 
human rights violations in their own countries. In 
this respect, the budget analysis project of 
Queen’s University of Belfast is one initiative that 
provides excellent groundwork. It has undergone 
the ambitious attempt to map comparative and 
international efforts in relation to budget analy-
sis and economic and social rights. Human rights 
budgeting groups are eagerly anticipating its 
first report. 

7 Outlook 

The workshop ended with a clear affirmation for 
human rights budgeting. However, there was 
considerable doubt on whether this strategy 
would be realisable in industrialised countries 
whose societies still regard their human rights 
performances as ranking quite high. The interest 
of Social Watch Germany and other civil society 
representatives to set up such an initiative can 
thus be seen as a positive starting point that will 
be further discussed in 2009. The dialogue then 
needs to reach out to include important stake-
holders such as social welfare organisations and 
trade unions. A German budget initiative will try 
to identify possible fields of joint activities in 
order to design a strategy for human rights 
budgeting in Germany. In this process, German 
civil society initiatives will continue to benefit 
from the experiences of their partners in the 
South. 
 

m~êíáÅáé~åíë=
qÜÉ= ïçêâëÜçé= ã~êâÉÇ= íÜÉ= çÑÑáÅá~ä= éêÉëÉåí~íáçå=
çÑ= íÜÉ= pçÅá~ä= t~íÅÜ= oÉéçêí= OMMU= ïÜáÅÜ= ÜáÖÜJ
äáÖÜíë=Üçï=ÖçîÉêåãÉåíë=éêçãçíÉ=çê= îáçä~íÉ=ÜìJ
ã~å= êáÖÜíë= íÜêçìÖÜ= íÜÉáê= ÉÅçåçãáÅ= ~åÇ= ÑáëÅ~ä=
éçäáÅáÉëK= få= íÜÉ= Ñáêëí= ëÉëëáçåI= `çêåÉäáÉâÉ= hÉáòÉê=
Ebèì~äáåêáÖÜíëI= kÉíÜÉêä~åÇëF= ~åÇ= oçÄÉêíç= _áëëáç=
EpçÅá~ä= t~íÅÜI= rêìÖì~óF= áåíêçÇìÅÉÇ= ÖÉåÉê~ä=
áÇÉ~ë=~åÇ=ÅçåÅÉéíëK=få=íÜÉ=ëÉÅçåÇ=ëÉëëáçåI=mççà~=
m~êî~íá= E`ÉåíêÉ= Ñçê= _ìÇÖÉí= ~åÇ=dçîÉêå~åÅÉ=^ÅJ
Åçìåí~ÄáäáíóI= fåÇá~FI= j~êá~= iìáò= ^åáÖ~å= EpçÅá~ä=
t~íÅÜ= mÜáäáééáåÉëI= mÜáäáééáåÉëFI= j~êáç= `ä~~ëÉå=
Efã~äá= vÉ= jï~å~= kÉíïçêâI= pçìíÜ= ^ÑêáÅ~F= ~åÇ=
kìêá~=_ÉÅ∫= E`áîáä=^ëëçÅá~íáçå=Ñçê=bèìáíó=~åÇ=gìëJ
íáÅÉI=^êÖÉåíáå~F=ëÜ~êÉÇ=íÜÉ=ÇáÑÑÉêÉåí=ÉñéÉêáÉåÅÉë=
çÑ= íÜÉáê= áåáíá~íáîÉë= áå= ÄìÇÖÉí= ïçêâK= få= íÜÉ= íÜáêÇ=
ëÉëëáçåI= j~êáçå= _∏âÉê= Epí~íÉ= `çããáëëáçå= Ñçê=
dÉåÇÉê= j~áåëíêÉ~ãáåÖ= _ÉêäáåI= dÉêã~åóF= ~åÇ=
jáÅÜ~Éä= táåÇÑìÜê= E_êÉ~Ç= Ñçê= íÜÉ= tçêäÇI= dÉêJ
ã~åóF= ÇáëÅìëëÉÇ= Üçï= bìêçéÉ= ~åÇ= é~êíáÅìä~êäó=
dÉêã~åó= Å~å= äÉ~êå= Ñêçã= pçìíÜÉêå= Åáîáä= ëçÅáÉíó=
ÉñéÉêáÉåÅÉë=~åÇ=ïÜÉíÜÉê= íÜÉ= íáãÉ=Ü~ë= ÅçãÉ= íç=
ä~ìåÅÜ=ëáãáä~ê=áåáíá~íáîÉë=áå=dÉêã~åóK=

 
More information available on: 
boeker-consult: www.boeker-consult.de  

Bread for the World Germany: www.brot-fuer-die-welt.de 

Centre for Budget and Governance Accountability: www.cbgaindia.org  

Civil Association for Equity and Justice: www.acij.org.ar  

Equalinrights: www.equalinrights.org  

Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung: www.fes.de/globalization  

Global Policy Forum Europe: www.globalpolicy.eu  

Imali Ye Mwana Network: www.idasa.org  

International Budget Partnership:  www.internationalbudget.org  

Social Watch: www.socialwatch.org  

Social Watch Philippines: www.socialwatchphilippines.org  

terre des hommes Germany: www.tdh.de  
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