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June 20, 2014

Letter to the UN General Assembly Open Working Group 12 on HRW.org
Sustainable Development Goals ahead of the 12th Session .

Dear Excellency,

As you may be aware, the Co-Chairs of the United Nations General Assembly
Open Working Group on Sustainable Development released on June 2 their
“zero draft” of suggested sustainable development goals and related targets.
This was mandated by the Rio+20 outcome document, and is in preparation
for next week’s informal consultations in advance of Open Working Group
Session 12. These informal consultations are a very important moment for
governments to build on the many positive features of this draft, but also to
strengthen it in some significant areas.

Throughout this process, the concern of Human Rights Watch, as an
international human rights organisation, has been to ensure that future goals
and targets on sustainable development are consistent with, and serve to
further advance, existing international human rights commitments. Our
research suggests that development not firmly grounded in human rights can
leave behind the most marginalized and vulnerable people. For example,
discrimination based on gender, age, ethnicity, or disability, among others,
may mean that the poorest and most marginalized may not enjoy improved
access to health, education, or economic opportunity made available through
development or achieved by others in the same society. More disturbingly
still, development that is not rooted in human rights can be associated with
abusive practices and furtherimpoverishment of people already living
situations of extreme poverty. There have been situations where people have
been forced from their land and homes to make way for large commercial
investors, compelled to toil long days for low pay in dangerous conditions, or
exposed to life-threatening pollution from poorly regulated industries.

While governments have existing obligations to respect, protect, and fulfil
rights, the fuller integration of human rights into sustainable development can
contribute to improved outcomes, promoting a form of development that is
more inclusive, participatory, just, transparent, and accountable, precisely
because it is rights-respecting. The Open Working Group has the historic
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opportunity to propose credible goals and targets that incentivise greater respect for rights, hold
governments to account for delivering them, and ultimately lead to a more sustainable manner of
development.

To this end, Human Rights Watch welcomes the reaffirmation of the importance of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights in the opening section of the zero draft, and other important goals
and targets related to the realization of human rights. We urge your government and other member
states to hold firm on the commitments to rights already reflected in the draft. We believe,
however, that there is scope throughout the document to make specific references to international
rights standards and their relevant monitoring bodies. For example, goals related to key economic,
social, and cultural rights such as education, health, water and sanitation, and food fail to reflect
their legal recognition as human rights and their corresponding core contents.

There are some specific areas where we urge strong leadership in maintaining or strengthening
current language.

e Inthe proposed goal on health (Goal 3), we urge that the commitment relating to
sexual and reproductive healthcare be strengthened to include sexual and
reproductive health rights, which provide people, and women and girls in particular,
the right to make decisions regarding their own bodies and health. Further, we call for
a specific target for universal access to palliative care and pain medicine, consistent
with the 2014 World Health Assembly Resolution, EB134.R7. Finally, in goal 3.4 we urge
the addition of a reference to the need to ensure access to narcotic drugs for medical
and scientific purposes, an obligation under the 1961 Single Convention on Narcotic
Drugs with which compliance has been poorin numerous member states. The addition
should read “while ensuring the adequate availability of narcotic drugs for medical and
scientific purposes.”

e Inthe proposed goal on education (Goal 4), we urge explicit reference to the UN
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and to the legal duties set out in
the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights concerning free education. A
significant number of children worldwide who are not in school are those with
disabilities and experience discrimination and other barriers to education associated
with their disability. The goal should reflect the legal duty on states to ensure
universal, compulsory, and free primary education that is culturally appropriate quickly,
and have a detailed plan to do so. It should reflect the duty on states to ensure the
availability and accessibility of secondary and higher education and the progressive
introduction of free education in both levels of education.



In the proposed Goal 5 on gender equality and the empowerment of women and
girls, we are pleased to see strong targets related to the rights of women and girls,
including a target to end all forms of discrimination against women and girls, and to
eliminate all forms of violence and harmful practices against women and girls. We
welcome a recommitment to ensure universal access to sexual and reproductive health
and reproductive rights in accordance with the Programme of Action of the ICPD, and
significant attention paid to women’s economic issues. We are concerned with the lack
of recognition of sexual rights, and urge theirinclusion. We are troubled that Goal 5 is
the only goal whose targets all lack target dates for completion. We believe this gives
the impression of a lack of urgency, and may create an accountability gap for reaching
these targets. We urge your government to push for the inclusion of target dates for
Goal 5. And we urge that the goal explicitly recognizes women’s and girls’ human
rights. Empowerment of women may be insufficient if their rights are not fully
respected by their own government or within society. We also call for this goal to
include specific references to women and girls with disabilities, particularly in
paragraphs 5.2, 5.8, and 5.9. Our research in a number of countries has found that
women with disabilities are particularly vulnerable to violence, have almost no voice in
the political process, often have limited access to sexual and reproductive health care,
and are stripped of their reproductive rights.

We believe that Goal 8 on promoting strong, inclusive, and sustainable economic
growth and decent work for all could be further strengthened by a commitment to
introduce mandatory requirements on corporations to undertake human rights due
diligence around their work and publicly report on their human rights, social and
environmental impacts, as well as payment made to domestic or foreign governments.
To ensure targets in this goal are met, governments should also commit to monitoring
the global human rights practices of businesses headquartered on their soil and
ensure that all companies under their jurisdiction act in accordance with international
human rights law.

We welcome the inclusion of a new proposed goal (Goal 10) on the reduction of
inequality). We are also encouraged by the specific reference to the need for the
elimination of discriminatory laws, policies, and practices, including development
projects, and the mandate for reliable and timely disaggregated data. We believe this
goal should be maintained throughout negotiations, and not removed as it was prior to
Open Working Group Session 11. We also call for this goal to make explicit reference to
international human rights standards, including the need to eliminate both direct and
indirect forms of discrimination, and the need for governments to bring their legal
framework into line with this, ratify international agreements where they have not done



so, including allowing individuals to bring cases alleging discrimination to
international bodies, and to permit UN rapporteurs and other independent experts to
monitor governments’ respect for rights. We also urge the adoption of targets for
reducing unjustified disparities between different social groups, alongside concrete
targets for improving the condition of and the ability to make decisions about
development affecting them of the poorest and most marginalised.

e Proposed Goal 16 is a key goal to ensure the sustainability of development gains.
We are pleased to see its inclusion. This goal must be kept to ensure the success of the
other goals. The targets on access to information, transparent institutions and the
freedom of media, association and speech must be maintained. In particular, we are
urge governments to maintain targets 16.3, 16.4, 16.10, 16.11, 16.12, 16.13, 16.14, 16.15,
16.16, and 16.17. We urge that the language on these points be further strengthened to
specify that governments should commit to respect for civil and political rights,
including the rights to freedom of speech, association and assembly, the ability of
people to participate in free elections, and access to information and the rule of law,
through the adoption of legal frameworks that guarantee these rights.

e Under Goal 17, the means of implementation, we urge governments to ensure that
international organizations, including international financial institutions, respect
human rights through their development policies and programs.

| hope that your government can press for these changes at upcoming meetings of the Open
Working Group on Sustainable Development.

Yours sincerely
lain Levine

Deputy Executive Director for Program
Human Rights Watch



