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1. INTRODUCTION

The Government of Canada's policy for
the Canadian International Development
Agency (CIDA) on human rights, democ-
racy and good governance is situated with-
in the framework of Canadian foreign
policy and overall Government objectives.
The foreign policy statement, Canada in
the World, has noted:

The Government regards respect for
human rights not only as a funda-
mental value, but also as a crucial
element in the development of stable,
democratic and prosperous societies
at peace with each other.  (page 34)

Objectives for CIDA are tied closely to the
three key objectives the Government has
identified for its international actions in
the years to come: the promotion of pros-
perity, the protection of our security with-
in a stable global framework, and the pro-
jection of Canadian values of democracy
and the rule of law, and culture.  The
Government recognizes that a broad
approach is required to build a more secure
world, one that for Canada includes pro-
moting international cooperation, building
stability and preventing conflict.
Canadians expect our relations with the
rest of the world, including with develop-
ing countries through the development
assistance program, to be guided by such
values as respect for human rights, democ-
racy and the rule of law. This policy builds
on those values. 

All development assistance links Canadians
with people in developing countries.  Our
cooperation and exchanges give us oppor-

tunities in every project, every day, to
express our values, to help others under-
stand them, and to support those who
strive to increase respect for human rights
and democracy and improve governance in
their own societies.  We recognize that
events unfold rapidly, often in unpre-
dictable ways, with outcomes that are far
from certain. We are also aware that
progress will be achieved only over periods
of time better measured in decades, than
in years.  Development of durable institu-
tions and the democratic culture to sustain
them is a lengthy undertaking; a long-term
perspective is intrinsic to CIDA's work. 
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2. HUMAN RIGHTS, DEMOCRATIZATION AND
GOOD GOVERNANCE: POLICY AND 
OBJECTIVES FOR CIDA

Human rights are founded on the inherent
dignity of the human person.  As the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
adopted in 1948,  states, "All human
beings are born free and equal in dignity
and rights."  Democratization builds the
effective participation of individuals in
decision making and the exercise of power
in society, both through the formal
processes of democracy, and through the
organizations of civil society that give voice
to popular concerns.  Good governance
ensures the effective, honest, equitable and
accountable exercise of power by govern-
ments.

The values that underlie human rights,
democracy and good governance -- among
them respect for human dignity, justice,
equity, participation and accountability --
are deeply held throughout the world.
Their importance to Canadians is demon-
strated in efforts to address concerns about
rights at many levels in our own society,
through the framework of law, through
federal and provincial institutions, and in
the work of community-based organiza-
tions throughout the country.

Respect for human rights, democratization
and good governance are important, in
their own right, for the security of individ-
ual children, women and men and the
development of the societies in which they
live.  These three issues are integral to
CIDA's purpose, to promote sustainable
development in developing countries in
order to reduce poverty and to contribute
to a more secure, equitable and prosperous
world.  CIDA's vision of sustainable devel-
opment builds on the inherent link

between political, economic, environmen-
tal, social and cultural processes in all soci-
eties and seeks to integrate this under-
standing into the Agency's efforts to pro-
mote development.  Underpinning this
vision is the recognition that the equitable
distribution of power and resources within
and between societies, and public partici-
pation in decision making, are critical to
the success of CIDA's work.

Together, respect for rights, democratiza-
tion and good governance create the
framework of society within which the
development efforts of people, whether
working as individuals, as groups in civil
society, or through their governments, can
be effective.  Canada's interest in a more
just, more stable and more prosperous
world requires that the Canadian govern-
ment, through the development assistance
program, addresses rights, democracy and
governance concerns in the context of pro-
moting sustainable development.  CIDA's
dialogue and program initiatives are
important instruments for expressing
Canadian values, and in working to build
a more just, secure and prosperous world
for all.

With respect to the development coop-
eration program administered by
CIDA, the Government's policy is to
enhance the will and capacity of
developing country societies to respect
the rights of children, women and
men, and to govern effectively and in
a democratic manner.
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OBJECTIVES

CIDA will seek to strengthen:

❖ the role and capacity of civil society in
developing countries in order to
increase popular participation in deci-
sion making;

❖ democratic institutions in order to
develop and sustain responsible govern-
ment;

❖ the competence of the public sector in
order to promote the effective, honest
and accountable exercise of power;

❖ the capacity of organizations that pro-
tect and promote human rights in order
to enhance each society's ability to
address rights concerns and strengthen
the security of the individual; and

❖ the will of leaders to respect rights, rule
democratically and govern effectively.

The Government's approach to rights,
democracy and governance, expressed in
these CIDA objectives, is broad.  It
emphasizes organizations in civil society as
key vehicles for articulating popular con-
cerns and channelling popular participa-
tion in decision and policy making.  It also
focuses on governments for their responsi-
bility to respect rights and govern well, in
an honest, effective and accountable man-
ner.  It encompasses processes such as elec-
tions and the rule of law, which comprise
formal democracy, as well as responsible
institutions.  It also includes decision mak-
ers who must demonstrate political will

and leadership.  This approach includes a
wide range of activities to foster rights,
democracy and governance, and a wide
range of partners.

The Government's approach is practical
and results-oriented.  It recognizes that it is
the people of developing countries, their
organizations and governments, who play
the central role and hold prime responsi-
bility for achieving progress.  The funda-
mental principles are universal, although
each society and each region crafts its own
approach, drawing on its culture, history,
and political and economic legacy.
Canadians and their government, through
CIDA, play a critical but supporting role,
drawing on our heritage.  CIDA does not
seek to export particular Canadian institu-
tions or practices; rather, the Agency seeks
to work carefully and sensitively with those
in developing countries who are best
placed to achieve positive change.  
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3. POLICY IMPLEMENTATION

CIDA's record of action with respect to
human rights, democratization and good
governance dates back many years, involv-
ing all program branches.  CIDA  works
with a broad range of partners, including
governments, non-governmental organiza-
tions and other organizations in civil soci-
ety, and inter-governmental organizations.
Initiatives include dialogue and funding
related to a broad range of activities, such
as peace and reconciliation initiatives,
human rights education, widening access
to legal remedies, strengthening legisla-
tures, and public sector reform.

POLICY COHERENCE

Canadian development assistance initia-
tives are most effective when they are part
of a coherent Canadian approach, based
on clearly articulated objectives, solid
analysis of events and trends, and the coor-
dinated use of policy instruments.  The
impact of CIDA's actions can be blunted
when information and analysis are lacking
or faulty, when objectives are unclear and
when other foreign policy measures work
at cross purposes.  Greater coherence does
not imply uniformity, however.  Canadian

CIDA Photo:  Stephanie Colvey
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responses must continue to reflect the par-
ticular characteristics of each situation and
the differing potentials for effective action.

The development perspective articulated
by CIDA is not the only interest to be
reflected in Canadian foreign policy; polit-
ical and commercial interests are also
important.  CIDA is in a position, howev-
er, to effectively advocate development
perspectives in the long-term interest of
Canada, in keeping with the purpose of
the official development assistance (ODA)
program and the Agency's program and
policy experience.  CIDA will work to
build more coherent and more effective
foreign policy on rights, democracy and
governance, with respect to developing
countries, by:   

❖ seeking coherence with the broad inter-
national consensus on rights, democra-
cy and governance issues reflected in
the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, international human rights
treaties, and declarations adopted at
recent UN conferences on environment
and development (Rio de Janeiro,
1992), human rights (Vienna, 1993),
population and development (Cairo,
1994), and women (Beijing, 1995);
and at the children's summit (New
York, 1990) and the social summit
(Copenhagen, 1995);

❖ ensuring effective policy coordination
with the Department of Foreign Affairs
and International Trade; 

❖ ensuring proper interdepartmental con-
sultation with such departments as

Defence, Finance and Environment;
and

❖ working with provincial governments
and other agencies in the public sector,
including the International Centre for
Human Rights and Democratic
Development, the International
Development Research Centre and the
Export Development Corporation, to
share information and program
insights.

PROMOTE DIALOGUE

Through dialogue on rights, democracy
and governance issues, pursued at many
levels, CIDA seeks to deepen its own
understanding of the interests and posi-
tions of partner organizations and govern-
ments, and to influence the development
of the partners' approaches.  Like all par-
ticipants, CIDA learns a great deal
through dialogue and incorporates this
knowledge into its own policies and pro-
grams.  The process is not coercive in
nature, but positive, and mutually benefi-
cial.  For CIDA to play an effective role
requires a depth of country and issue
knowledge, policy and program coherence,
and where appropriate, financial support
for dialogue and related program initia-
tives.

CIDA will promote dialogue on rights,
democracy and governance issues by:

❖ encouraging Canadian and developing
country organizations in civil society to
engage in dialogue amongst themselves,
with their societies, governments,
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donor agencies and multilateral institu-
tions;

❖ engaging, as an Agency, in dialogue
with partner organizations to reinforce
the mutual understanding and priority
placed on these issues in policy and
programs;

❖ working with international financial
institutions and other multilateral orga-
nizations to integrate the objectives of
this policy into their work, through
Canada's participation in their govern-
ing bodies, in international meetings,
and through ongoing dialogue; and

❖ working in concert with other govern-
ments to build understanding, identify
issues, share concerns and discuss poli-
cy options, including with developing
country governments through regular
contacts as well as with other donor
agencies.

ADDITIONAL PROGRAMMING

By working closely with many local orga-
nizations in developing countries, CIDA
helps to build their capacity to advocate
for access to the legal system, advance the
rights of children and women, and,
increasingly, to hold governments account-
able for their actions.  In its work with
governments, CIDA helps to build the
skills and structures required for governing
well.  CIDA adjusts bilateral aid alloca-
tions to take into account the priority
placed by recipient governments on social
sector spending vis-à-vis military expendi-
tures.  Through the multilateral system,

CIDA supports initiatives that address
rights, democracy and governance issues.  

Development agencies active in this field
agree that there are few formulas for suc-
cess.  As the importance of rights, democ-
racy and governance for sustainable devel-
opment comes to be recognized, it is
important for CIDA and others to test
approaches, monitor and evaluate initia-
tives, and build this learning into future
policy and programming.  Reflecting
lessons drawn from its experience, CIDA
will place strong emphasis on local partici-
pation and ownership in all stages of pro-
gramming, and on increased program
coordination with developing country gov-
ernments and institutions, international
organizations and development agencies.

CIDA program branches will continue to
build programming in this area by:

❖ analyzing the context of developing
countries, the needs of partners, oppor-
tunities for action, and the capacity of
Canadian partners to intervene effec-
tively;

❖ developing explicit objectives for rights,
democracy and governance program-
ming, particularly within the scope of
regional/country development policy
framework documents and institutional
support strategies; and

❖ continuing to increase programming
that directly address rights, democracy
and governance objectives.
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ADDRESS NEGATIVE IMPACTS

CIDA is sensitive to the reality that pro-
jects can occasionally have harmful, if
unintended, impacts on particular groups
– for example, those displaced by large
infrastructure projects without adequate
consultation or compensation.  CIDA will
seek to prevent adverse impacts by:

❖ consulting with partners and other
development agencies to share informa-
tion and identify promising approaches
for the assessment of human rights
impacts of programs and policies; and

❖ investigating and consulting with
affected groups and concerned organi-
zations with a view to resolving prob-
lems.

RESPOND TO EXTREME SITUATIONS

In serious human rights situations,
Canada's first goal is to work for change
with the government and civil society.  In
doing so, Canada will use all possible
means, continuing to cooperate in order to
ensure leverage and exert influence.  

Before deciding to take further action,
Canada will take care to avoid hurting
even more those who are suffering abuses
and whom we are trying to help.

Canada may need to implement additional
measures when the first course of action is
insufficient.  To the extent possible, the
Government implements measures in con-
cert with other countries, coordinating
through such organizations as the
Commonwealth, la Francophonie and the
United Nations. 

It is clear that a collective approach is one
of the most effective ways of expressing
Canada's deep concern.  In extreme cir-
cumstances, the Government might have
to examine a range of measures including
development assistance and other instru-
ments of foreign policy. 
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4. MONITORING AND EVALUATION

Implementation of this policy will be
achieved through the actions of CIDA's
corporate and program branches.  Also
important are the actions of other depart-
ments and agencies implementing pro-
grams with official development assistance
funds, Canadian and international non-
governmental organizations, professional
associations, educational and other institu-
tions.  CIDA will identify roles and
responsibilities within the Agency to moni-
tor the implementation of this policy and
will continue efforts to clarify the roles of
partner departments and agencies.

The Political and Social Policies Division of
Policy Branch will be responsible for moni-
toring the implementation of this policy.
The Division will work closely with CIDA
corporate and program branches to assem-
ble and review program information, and
with the group responsible for maintaining
the corporate database to ensure project
information is recorded and retrievable.

CIDA Photo:  Fahmida Bhabha
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This note outlines in broad terms the types
of interventions taken or supported by
CIDA in the areas of human rights,
democratization and governance, and the
partner agencies in Canada and in develop-
ing countries with which CIDA works.

Types of interventions

CIDA has supported a wide range of inter-
ventions in support of human rights,
democratization and good governance
objectives. Among these have been initia-
tives to:

➣ strengthen the advocacy role of organi-
zations in civil society, including build-
ing the capacity for independent social,
economic and political analysis,
through training, technical assistance,
participation in conferences and inter-
national networking;

➣ build the service role of organizations
in civil society through funding for
institutional development and program
initiatives addressing particular needs,
for example, the legal rights of street
children, humanitarian and legal sup-
port for political prisoners and their
families, human rights concerns of
indigenous peoples, and human rights
education;

➣ build the participation in civil society
and the political process more general-
ly of women and other marginalized
groups in society, through support for
education and outreach programs, and
policy development;

1. An indicative listing of CIDA interventions and partner 
agencies in the areas of human rights, democratization 
and good governance

➣ build the role of an independent,
responsible media through training,
technical assistance and linkages
between journalists;

➣ improve the functioning of the legal
system, for example, through the train-
ing of judges and practitioners, provi-
sion of equipment and facilities, and
the provision and dissemination of
statutes and law reports;

➣ assist in the creation and strengthening
of national human rights institutions
such as human rights commissions and
ombuds offices;

➣ support commissions of investigation,
truth commissions and international
human rights monitors;

➣ support the reform of police and secu-
rity forces, the creation of new police
forces as part of peace processes, and
the training of staff;

➣ support law reform, for example, in
relation to gender equality, land rights,
family law, the media and conditions
of work, through technical assistance
and study tours;

➣ widen access to the law through public
outreach, legal education, pamphlets
on legal issues, training of paralegal
workers, and provision of paralegal ser-
vices;

➣ support improvements in the function-
ing of democratic institutions such as
legislatures, legislative committees,
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research branches, offices of the Speaker,
through training, provision of equipment
and facilities, study tours to Canada
and linkages to Canadian institutions;

➣ support the development of electoral
processes, including voter education
campaigns, strengthening electoral
institutions, providing Canadian
observers, supporting domestic observer
groups, providing materials and equip-
ment and assisting with electoral map-
ping;

➣ develop post-secondary education pro-
grams that build knowledge and skills
in such areas as human rights law, law
reform and policy development;

➣ support conflict resolution and dia-
logue initiatives through sponsoring
fora, mediation initiatives, networking
and linkages to concerned Canadian
organizations; 

➣ support governments undergoing
democratic transitions, for example, by
providing technical assistance on such
issues as public service reform, law
reform, regulatory reform and policy
development, and by upgrading the
knowledge and skills of the new leader-
ship;

➣ assist demobilization of ex-combatants
in support of peace/reconciliation ini-
tiatives, for example, by providing
humanitarian assistance, supporting
land registration and transfer programs,
and assisting the development of coop-
eratives;

➣ support initiatives to remove anti-per-
sonnel mines;

➣ assist governments in developing pro-
cedures for financial accountability,
such as technical assistance and net-
working to build the capacity of audit
institutions and public accounts com-
mittees;

➣ work with other donor agencies to
share information and program
insights, and coordinate program
interventions and policy approaches;
and

➣ encourage international financial insti-
tutions and regional development
banks to increase the priority placed
on rights, democracy and good gover-
nance in their policies and programs.

Program partners

CIDA works with a wide range of pro-
gram partners to achieve the objectives of
the Government policy for CIDA on
human rights, democratization and good
governance.

In developing countries, CIDA works
with:

➣ departments and agencies of govern-
ment, including:

• departments responsible for justice,
prisons, police, internal security, pri-
mary and post-secondary education,
foreign affairs;
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• central agencies responsible for check
and balance mechanisms and public
sector reform, such as auditors gener-
al, public service commissions, and
treasury boards;

• agencies responsible for the conduct
of elections, such as electoral commis-
sions;

• legislatures and legislative institutions
such as the Speaker, legislative  com-
mittees dealing with justice and pub-
lic accounts, and the research bureau/
branch;

• national institutions responsible for
human rights protection, including
ombuds, human rights commissions,
police complaint boards;

• the court system, including magistrates
courts, courts of appeal, supreme
courts;

• law reform commissions; and
• educational institutions, including

universities, colleges, management 
training institutes.

➣ organizations in civil society, including:

• grassroots non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs) working at the com-
munity level, focused on particular
issues, or based in particular  sectors
of society; for example: women's
rights, health, social welfare, chil-
dren's issues, education, popular the-
atre, legal advice, refugee support,
people with disabilities, consumers
rights;

• national NGOs that address such
issues, and umbrella organizations;

• churches and church-based organiza-
tions;

• cooperatives and cooperative federa-
tions;

• media;
• indigenous communities, and com-

munity organizations;
• trade unions, and trade union federa-

tions;
• professional associations, including

lawyers, doctors, nurses, auditors,
public administrators;

• business associations, such as cham-
bers of commerce; and

• regional and international NGOs and
networks, and regional and interna-
tional trade unions and labour orga-
nizations.

➣ regional and international inter-gov-
ernmental organizations, including:

• human rights commissions and
courts;

• units of regional organizations such as
the Commonwealth, la Franco-
phonie, and the Organization of
American States created to address
human rights, law, gender equality,
and the status of children.

Canadian program partners

CIDA also works with a wide range of
Canadian-based partners in order to
achieve the objectives of the policy on
human rights, democratization and good
governance, supporting their own pro-
grams and utilizing their expertise to
implement development projects initiated
by CIDA. 



Among such organizations are:

• departments and agencies of the fed-
eral and provincial governments,
including justice departments, audi-
tors general, public  service  commis-
sions, human rights commissions
and ombuds;

• professional associations, including
associations of lawyers,  journalists
and public administrators;

• development NGOs;
• church-based organizations;

15

• labour unions and labour solidarity
funds;

• indigenous peoples' organizations;
• educational institutions, such as uni-

versities and community colleges, and
their associations; and

• Canadian-based international NGOs.

Photo ACDI : Bruce Paton
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2. Principles guiding CIDA action in response to particularly
serious human rights situations

In serious human rights situations,
Canada's first goal is to work for change
with the government and civil society.  In
doing so, Canada will use all possible
means, continuing to cooperate in order to
ensure Canada has leverage and exerts
influence.  Before deciding to take further
action, Canada will take care to avoid
hurting even more those who are suffering
abuses and whom we are trying to help.

Canada may need to implement additional
measures when the first course of action is
insufficient.  To the extent possible, the
Government implements measures in con-
cert with other countries, coordinating
through such organizations as the
Commonwealth, la Francophonie and the
United Nations. It is clear that a collective
approach is one of the most effective ways
of expressing Canada's deep concern.  In
extreme circumstances, the Government
might have to examine a range of mea-
sures, including development assistance
and other instruments of foreign policy.

In its approach to serious human rights sit-
uations, CIDA seeks to:

➣ consult concerned Canadians, including
non-governmental organizations, insti-
tutions, private sector organizations and
individuals, before actions are taken;

➣ coordinate development assistance
measures with other foreign policy
measures as part of an overall
Government strategy;

➣ implement measures in concert with
other donor countries to the extent
possible;

➣ base its actions on a broad develop-
ment analysis that incorporates rights,
democracy and governance; CIDA's
actions will not be based on an assess-
ment of a recipient government's
rights, democracy and governance per-
formance alone;

➣ build an approach consisting of con-
structive initiatives, such as support for
human rights organizations and other
non-governmental organizations,
wherever possible, in addition to puni-
tive measures;

➣ target measures appropriately, for max-
imum effectiveness; 

➣ minimize the extent to which measures
impose a double penalty on those
already victimized by abusive govern-
ments;

➣ specify desired results and place
emphasis on realistic, achievable objec-
tives;

➣ establish realistic time-frames for the
achievement of results;

➣ inform Parliament and the Canadian
public of the details of all measures
taken; and

➣ closely monitor the implementation of
all measures and assess their impact in
terms of the objectives of the
Government's policy for CIDA on
human rights, democratization and
good governance.



To achieve the objectives of the
Government's policy for CIDA on human
rights, democratization and good gover-
nance, CIDA is taking steps to further
develop its own capacity and that of its
partners to undertake policy, dialogue and
program initiatives. 

Information

CIDA will seek out information on rights,
democracy and governance for develop-
ment assistance policy and programs.
CIDA will:

➣ participate actively in the preparation
and review of the Department of
Foreign Affairs' regular rights, democ-
racy and governance assessments for
those countries receiving Canadian
development assistance;

➣ gather additional relevant information
from non-governmental organizations,
the private sector, international organi-
zations, other governments, academics
and others on an ongoing basis;

➣ through CIDA`s International
Development Information Centre,
inform staff of,  and ensure they have
access to, relevant academic and profes-
sional literature; and

➣ support non-governmental organiza-
tions' efforts to gather and direct infor-
mation to the attention of public offi-
cials.

17

3. Measures to build the capacity of CIDA and its partners

Consultation

CIDA will consult and exchange informa-
tion and experiences with partner organiza-
tions in Canada and developing countries,
and with other donors.  The purpose of
this exercise is to improve the quality of
policy and programs.  CIDA will:

➣ include rights, democracy and gover-
nance in regular consultations with
partner organizations and recipient
governments, and in specially orga-
nized consultations dealing with par-
ticular issues, countries or regions; and

➣ consult informally with individuals
and organizations on an ongoing basis.

Analysis

CIDA will undertake rights, democracy
and governance analysis and incorporate it
into Agency strategic planning, policy
development, program branch strategies,
regional/country development policy
frameworks, and positions for donor con-
sultative groups and meetings of intergov-
ernmental organizations.  This will com-
plement CIDA's current analysis of
Canadian interests in developing coun-
tries, including environmental, economic,
social, commercial, political and humani-
tarian considerations.

CIDA branches will analyze: 

➣ development needs and constraints
with respect to rights, democracy and
governance, program opportunities
and implementation capacity in devel-
oping countries and in Canada.
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New tools

CIDA will further build the understanding
and skills of its staff and that of partner
organizations, and will develop new tools
to increase programming expertise.
Activities to support this approach include:

➣ the continuation of efforts to identify
best practices and results of Agency ini-
tiatives with respect to rights, democra-
cy and governance, and to develop
indicators of performance;

➣ the development and application of
guidelines in key areas and with respect
to particular disadvantaged or vulnera-
ble groups;

➣ the identification and exploration of
“niches” within which Canadian inter-
ventions can be particularly effective,
drawing on Canadian expertise and
programming capacity;

➣ the preparation of tools, including
studies of Canadian and local capacity
to implement programming, frame-
works for analysis, needs assessments,
identification of potential negative
impacts, project level indicators, and
evaluation approaches;

➣ the systematic identification of lessons
learned through monitoring, evalua-
tion and dialogue with partners, and
their application to policies and pro-
grams; and

➣ the development of staff and managers'
skills to analyze, plan, implement and

evaluate programs, including through
training courses.

Integration into CIDA systems

CIDA will incorporate rights, democracy
and governance analysis and the objectives
of this policy into guidelines and adminis-
trative processes of the Agency, including,
for example:

➣ guidelines for the preparation of
regional/country development policy
frameworks; 

➣ frameworks for program and project
funding of non-governmental organi-
zations;

➣ guidelines for Canadian missions
abroad on the use of Canada Funds;

➣ evaluation systems; and

➣ project information tracking.

Communications

CIDA will inform the Canadian public,
parliamentarians and partner organizations
about CIDA's rights, democracy and gov-
ernance policy and programs in order to
build greater understanding of how these
initiatives relate to the public's expecta-
tions of the aid program.  CIDA will:

➣ develop a comprehensive rights,
democracy and governance communi-
cations strategy for the Agency, and
incorporate these issues into branch
communications strategies;
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➣ produce and disseminate regular
reports on Agency rights, democracy
and governance initiatives; and

➣ disseminate reports on the implemen-
tation of this policy.

Internal practice

CIDA will continue to incorporate respect
for the principles of human rights and
democracy in the internal practice of the
Agency, including principles outlined in
the Canadian Charter of Rights and
Freedoms, the Canadian Human Rights
Act, and the Employment Equity Act.

UNICEF Photo:  David Barbour
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4. Definitions of human rights, democratization, civil society 
and good governance

Human rights

'All human beings are born free and
equal in dignity and rights.'

(Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
Article 1)

Human rights derive from the inherent
dignity of the human person and are fun-
damental to the well-being of the individ-
ual and to the existence of freedom, justice
and peace in the world.

The key international documents defining
human rights are the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, the
International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights, and the
International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights.  Together, they comprise
the International Bill of Rights.  Among
the rights elaborated in these documents
are:

➣ Economic, social and cultural rights,
including:

• the right to an adequate standard of
living including adequate food, cloth-
ing and housing, and to the continu-
ous improvement of living condi-
tions.

• the right to the enjoyment of the
highest attainable standard of physi-
cal and mental health.

• the right to education, including free
primary education which shall be
compulsory, and to accessible sec-
ondary, technical and professional,
and higher education. 

• the right to work, to receive equal pay
for work of equal value, and to pro-
tection against unemployment.

• the right of minorities to enjoy their
own culture, religion and language.

• the right to participate in the cultural
life of one's community.

➣ Civil and political rights, including:

• the right to life, liberty and security
of the person.

• the right not to be discriminated
against on the basis of race, colour,
sex, language, religion, political or
other opinion, national or social ori-
gin, property, birth or other status.

• the right to a nationality and to reside
in one's country.

• the right to seek and enjoy in other
countries asylum from persecution.

• the right to vote and be elected in
periodic and genuine elections held
by secret ballot.

• the right to be free from arbitrary
interference with one's privacy, fami-
ly, home or correspondence.

• the right to own property.
• legal rights such as the rights to due

process of law, equal protection of the
law, to not be subject to cruel or
inhuman punishment, or torture, to
be free from arbitrary arrest, deten-
tion or exile, and to be presumed
innocent until proven guilty.

• such freedoms as the freedom of
movement and lawful residence with-
in the borders of a state, of thought,
conscience and religion, opinion and
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expression, peaceful assembly and
association.

Democratization

By democratization we mean strengthen-
ing popular participation in the exercise of
power, building democratic institutions
and practices, and deepening democratic
values in society.

Mechanisms for participation include for-
mal processes such as elections and referen-
da.  Participation also takes place less for-
mally through a wide range of indepen-
dent popular organizations (referred to col-
lectively as "civil society") which serve to
articulate and channel people's concerns.
Democratic institutions include federal
and provincial/state legislatures and
municipal councils, and institutions such
as the judiciary that are responsible for the
rule of law.

A strong democratic society will be marked
by respect for human rights, particularly
the "democratic rights" of freedom of
opinion, expression and association, the
right to take part in the conduct of public
affairs, and to vote and be elected at gen-
uine and periodic elections held by secret
ballot.  It will be characterized by a strong
and vibrant civil society, and tolerance for
dissent and opposition, an active, indepen-
dent media, an independent judiciary, and

a high level of public understanding of and
participation in the political process.

Civil society

The term civil society refers broadly to
organizations and associations of people,
formed for social or political purposes, that
are not created or mandated by govern-
ments.  Included are non-governmental
organizations, trade unions, cooperatives,
churches, grassroots organizations and
business associations.

These groups are important in terms of
this policy for their role in articulating and
advocating for popular concerns.  This
advocacy function gives voice to a variety
of interests and perspectives that govern-
ments and decision makers may otherwise
not hear.  Many also provide a range of
services to their members or communities,
a role which, depending on the nature of
the group, can have a direct bearing on the
promotion of human rights and democra-
tization.

Good governance

By governance we mean the manner in
which power is exercised by governments
in the management of a country's social
and economic resources.  "Good" gover-
nance is the exercise of power by various
levels of government that is effective, hon-
est, equitable, transparent and accountable.
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There is no internationally agreed defini-
tion as yet.  The term is generally inter-
preted to include the following important
dimensions:

➣ the development and implementation
of sound economic and social policies;

➣ strong management in the public sec-
tor, with a professional administrative
cadre and an effective public service;

➣ the existence of a sound, predictable
legal framework with a reliable and
independent judiciary;

➣ very low levels of corruption in public
life and the existence of effective mech-
anisms to deal with corruption when it
is identified;

➣ financial probity and accountability,
with structures to ensure financial
accountability and transparency; and

➣ appropriate levels of military expendi-
ture, and appropriate roles for the mili-
tary in civilian life.
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