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Introduction

From 1-9 February 2021, the online Academy and Conference “Human Rights Go Local – What Works: 
Field-proven Research Methods on Human Rights” took place. It was the first in an upcoming event series 
seeking to mobilise knowledge, moderate exchange, and build bridges between all governance levels, 
disciplines, and regions. The Academy and Conference brought together human rights experts from local 
governments, international and regional organisations, and the research community to exchange innovative 
approaches and proven practices for making cities and human settlements safe, resilient, and sustainable 
following a human rights-based approach.

The event was organized by the International Centre for the Promotion of Human Rights at the Local 
and Regional Levels under the auspices of UNESCO and the UNESCO Chair in Human Rights and 
Human Security in cooperation with the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), UN Habitat, 
the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), 
the Austrian Federal Ministry for European and International Affairs, the Provincial Government Styria, the 
City of Graz and the University of Graz.

During five intensive Academy days, over 40 experts from all over the globe met at eye level in 10 
interactive workshops to share proven research methods on human rights at the local level. The practices, 
findings and proposals were synthesised into the present Outcome Document “Building Bridges between 
Local Governments and the Scientific Community to Promote Human Rights“. This tangible output of the event 
comprises fourteen Encouragements to local governments worldwide on how to reinforce their policies through 
evidence based on human rights research. The Encouragements underline the benefits of research on human 
rights at the local level and the use of human rights indicators; they point at the synergies between human 
rights and the Sustainable Development Goals; finally, they stress the importance for local governments to 
exchange and cooperate with local, national, regional, and international stakeholders, including researchers. 

The Outcome Document was presented on 9 February 2021 at the Conference on Human Rights at the 
Local and Regional Levels organised in the context of celebrating the 20th anniversary of Graz (Austria) 
as Europe’s first Human Rights City, as well as officially opening the International Centre for the Promotion 
of Human Rights at the Local and Regional Levels – the first UNESCO Category II Centre of its kind. High 
level politicians, policy-makers, and human rights experts gathered online together with 200 international 
guests to lay the groundwork for the future of implementing human rights at the local level.

The addressees of these Encouragements are local level authorities, in particular mayors and the 
administrative staff of cities and smaller settlements around the globe. With the present explanatory 
remarks, we intend to facilitate the further use of the Outcome Document as reference point and instrument. 
We explain the meaning of each Encouragement, link them to the Preamble, present related findings of the 
plenary and workshop sessions of the 2021 Academy, and provide links to examples and relevant materials 
presented or discussed at the Academy for further reading and inspiration.

Participants in the high-level panel discussion on the Outcome Document held on 9 February 2021: Morten Kjærum (Director of 
the Raoul Wallenberg Institute of Human Rights and Humanitarian Law, Sweden), Gabriela Ramos (Assistant Director-General 
for Social and Human Sciences of UNESCO), Nada Al-Nashif (United Nations Deputy High Commissioner for Human Rights), 
Siegfried Nagl (Mayor of Graz), Michael O’Flaherty (Director of the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights) and Gerd 
Oberleitner (UNESCO Chair in Human Rights and Human Security at the University of Graz).
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“Building Bridges between Local Governments and the 
Scientific Community to Promote Human Rights”

OUTCOME DOCUMENT

of Human Rights Go Local: What Works - Academy and Conference on Human Rights at the Local 
and Regional Levels 2021 on Field-proven Research Methods on Human Rights, 1-9 February 2021.

9 February 2021

We, the participants of the first Academy and Conference on Human Rights at the Local and Regional 
Levels, 

a.	recalling the United Nations Human Rights Council Resolutions on local government and human rights, 
in particular Resolution A/HRC/RES/45/7,

b.	recognising the role of local government in the promotion and protection of human rights, without any 
prejudice to the primary responsibility of the national government in this regard,

c.	 recalling the Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted by the United Nations General Assembly 
on 10 December 1948, which provides in Article 27.1 that everyone has the right to share in scientific 
advancement and its benefits, which encompasses the freedom indispensable for scientific research as 
well as the conservation, development, and diffusion of science,

d.	recalling the recommendation on Science and Scientific Researchers adopted by the UNESCO General 
Conference at its 39th session on 13 November 2017 and the Education 2030 Agenda,

e.	recalling General Comment No. 25 (2020) on science and economic, social and cultural rights by the 
United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 

f.	 recalling that the United Nations Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training (A/C.3/66/L.65) 
and the Plan of Action for the second phase (2010-2014) of the World Programme for Human Rights 
Education (A/HRC/15/28) stress the relevance and importance of human rights education at the local 
level, 

g.	recalling that conceptual frameworks and key principles for Human Rights Cities have been discussed in 
various forms, including in the Gwangju Guiding Principles on a Human Rights City, the Global Charter-
Agenda for Human Rights in the City, and the European Charter for the Safeguarding of Human Rights 
in the City,

h.	underlining the indispensability of local governments to protect, respect, and fulfil all human rights of 
everyone without discrimination of any kind within their function and competence provided for in the 
respective constitutional and legal system of the state concerned,

i.	 recalling that the proximity of local governments to the people is an important asset for the provision of 
public services that address local needs and priorities compliant with human rights obligations, standards, 
and principles, including gender equality,
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j.	 recalling that local governments are key actors for the implementation of the commitments set out in the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which is further concretised in particular by the Sustainable 
Development Goal 11 on making cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable, as well as by the United 
Nations New Urban Agenda,

k.	 recalling that the 2030 Agenda aims at realising human rights for all, in particular by calling upon local 
governments to leave no one behind, ensuring that the rights of people in vulnerable situations, including 
those suffering from multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination, are also defended,

l.	 acknowledging that a human rights-based approach to local governance needs to be reinforced by the 
results of locally-owned or accepted participatory research on human rights,

m.	recognising that human rights research is a valuable means to foster evidence-based decision-making 
on promoting human rights enjoyment at the local level and to strengthen the monitoring and evaluation 
of local public services and responses to human rights issues and thereby the accountability of local 
governments,

n.	acknowledging that research on human rights at the local level should build on human rights principles 
and standards and requires participatory methods tailored to the specific context,

o.	recognising the importance and impact of the collaboration between political decision-makers and 
scientists, researchers, or other evidence-providers to ensure a high level of quality in human rights 
research,

p.	recognising that scientific freedom is a prerequisite for the credibility and quality of research on human 
rights at the local level,

q.	bearing in mind the vulnerability of the scientific community, including human rights researchers, to 
political pressures which could undermine scientific freedom, 

r.	 noting with concern trends that are putting civil society under severe pressure, weakening also the 
protection of Human Rights Defenders, and resulting in poor conditions for conducting research,

s.	affirming the necessity of multi-level-governance approaches for the delivery of human rights at the local 
and regional levels,

t.	 acknowledging the efforts made by city networks and further regional and international initiatives to 
promote human rights at the local level,

u.	recognising the importance of partnering with civil society and relevant stakeholders in the pursuit of 
promoting human rights at the local level,

v.	 recognising the importance of building the capacities of local governments and encouraging innovation 
in the implementation, protection, and promotion of human rights, as well as the importance of human 
rights actors providing guidance, including peer-to-peer advice, and sharing tools and instruments to all 
levels of governance, 

w.	recalling that the Human Rights City movement is a valuable part of the larger trend toward the localisation 
of human rights norms recognising cities as key players in the promotion and protection of human rights,
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x.	appreciating that self-declared Human Rights Cities increasingly resort to international human rights 
standards and principles as guidance for urban policies, local programming, and city development,

y.	 taking note of the report A/HRC/42/22 of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights on 
effective methods to foster cooperation between local governments and local stakeholders, including 
civil society, for the promotion and protection of human rights at their level, which underlines, inter alia, 
that partnerships between local governments, civil society, and international actors are an important 
way to overcome local challenges, and presents key lessons for local governments on the methodology 
developed on human rights indicators and the guidance provided by a human rights-based approach to 
data,

encourage all local level governments worldwide to

1.	 base the development of their key policies, programmes, and decision-making processes as well as 
their monitoring and evaluation on research on human rights at the local level, 

2.	 resort to, cooperate in, and promote research pursuing established and field-proven human rights 
research methods for the local level upholding highest quality standards and to refine them within their 
specific context, also by way of community-based needs assessment and participatory action research,

3.	 resort to or commission research building on human rights indicators giving account of the respect, the 
protection, and the fulfilment of human rights, where methodologically adequate and feasible, as well 
as to commit to making local data on human rights publicly available,

4.	 use the synergies between local efforts to measure the progress in the enjoyment of human rights 
by everyone and local efforts to measure the progress towards the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals,

5.	 review existing qualitative and quantitative data in light of the requirements for relevant human rights 
information and the call to leave no one behind, 

6.	 complement already existing qualitative and quantitative data with information deemed necessary to fill 
data gaps, including data on groups left behind or at risk of being left behind,

7.	 collect further relevant human rights data upholding the data protection provisions and respecting 
concerns of marginalised groups, 

8.	 strengthen collaborative platforms among the human rights communities, and statistics and data 
communities to implement and abide by the principles of a human rights-based approach to data, and 
to provide support for the consultation and participation of communities in data collection,

9.	 acknowledge the benefits of a collaboration with local, national, international research institutions and 
academia to conduct research on human rights at the local level, including young researchers and 
innovative research methods,

10.	ensure transparency and availability of research data and respect and ensure the scientific freedom 
of researchers, as well as their freedoms of information, expression, and association, which imply 
their rights to seek and receive information, to freely communicate research results to others, and to 
publish and publicise them without censorship, and to collaborate with others both within and across 
the country’s borders,
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11.	 strengthen the engagement with civil society, the local populations, and all relevant stakeholders and 
create the space for them to participate in research on human rights at the local level,

12.	cooperate with National Human Rights Institutions, as well as regional and international organisations 
to identify areas where existing research and results can benefit, promote, and strengthen efforts at the 
local level, 

13.	exchange knowledge and innovation with other local governments, including by joining and collaborating 
with city networks and human rights cities in order to promote human rights at the local level and 
globally,

14.	exchange knowledge and innovation with research institutions worldwide with the aim to build bridges 
between local governments and the scientific community in order to globally promote human rights at 
the local level.
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Encouragement No. 1

Base the development of their key policies, programmes, and decision-making processes, as well 
as their monitoring and evaluation on research on human rights at the local level.

Explanatory remarks

The Encouragement to base both the development of key policies, programmes, and decision-making 
processes, as well as their monitoring and evaluation on research on human rights at the local level 
expresses the fundamental call upon local level authorities to base their policies on relevant and reliable 
evidence. It is based on the conviction that local governments can benefit from having more evidence on 
human rights at the level of their responsibility. The Encouragement for a better connection between policy-
making and research represents the core of the Outcome Document.

The Encouragement focuses on „key“ policies, programmes, and decision-making processes, because 
it seems overambitious and impractical to call for a human-rights informed research base for all local 
policies, programmes, and decision-making processes. When determining, which policies are „key“, the 
local human rights situation as perceived by the rights-holders and duty-bearers is decisive. 

By encouraging local level authorities to also resort to research for the monitoring and evaluation 
stages, this Encouragement demonstrates clearly that all phases of the policy cycle should be informed and 
accompanied by research on human rights. Monitoring the progress of local policies shall help to identify 
and explain successes and failures of policies, and to hold local authorities accountable.

So far, it can be observed in practice that researchers at universities, human rights centres, or think tanks 
start the process of conducting human rights assessments or measurements. The Outcome Document is 
more innovative as it encourages local governments to actively engage and collaborate with researchers in 
order to gather relevant evidence.

Related paragraphs of the Preamble

-	 Paragraph (a) refers to the pertinent Human Rights Council documents on local government and human 
rights, with explicit mentioning of A/HRC/RES/45/7 as the most recent Resolution at the time of the 
adoption of the Outcome Document.

-	 Paragraph (b) of the Preamble recalls that the local government has a role in the promotion and protection 
of human rights and demonstrates clearly that this role is without prejudice to the primary responsibility 
of states in this respect. It underlines that the local level is an additional, complementary layer for the 
promotion and protection of human rights. 

-	 Paragraph (c) refers to the entire Universal Declaration of Human Rights, while underlining Article 27.1 
thereof, which outlines the right to share in scientific advancement and its benefits.

-	 Paragraph (d) refers to the relevant UNESCO framework on research at the time of the adoption of the 
Outcome Document, namely the recommendation on Science and Scientific Researchers adopted by 
the UNESCO General Conference at its 39th session on 13 November 2017 and the Education 2030 
Agenda.

-	 Paragraph (e) refers to the entire General Comment No. 25 (2020) on science and economic, social and 
cultural rights by the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.

-	 Paragraph (f) underlines the role and relevance of human rights education at the local level as described 
in the United Nations Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training (A/C.3/66/L.65) and the Plan 
of Action for the second phase (2010-2014) of the World Programme for Human Rights Education 
(A/HRC/15/28).

-	 Paragraph (h) emphasises that local level governments are indispensable duty-bearers of indivisible 
human rights within the legal framework given by the respective state. While competences of the different 
level of government may vary, the duty is collective.

https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/hrc/pages/home.aspx
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/RES/45/7
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Documents/UDHR_Translations/eng.pdf
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260889.page=116
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260889.page=116
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245656
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245656
https://undocs.org/E/C.12/GC/25
https://undocs.org/A/C.3/66/L.65
https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/15/28
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-	 Paragraph (i) emphasises why the local level is particularly important for the implementation of human 
rights. The proximity of local governments to their citizens is well reflected in the functions of local 
governments as democratic institutions, rule-makers, service providers, employers, and contractors 
(economic actors).

-	 Paragraph (m) emphasises that evidence-based decision-making fosters accountability at the local level 
and thus, describes the overall purpose of research on human rights at the local level. Research is 
accepted as a valuable means for decisions promoting human rights enjoyment and for strengthening the 
monitoring and evaluation of local public services and responses to human rights issues.

2021 Academy findings

Challenges and solutions identified

-	 Local authorities sometimes need to be convinced about the need for more human rights data. They 
also have to understand that solely data collection is not sufficient, but needs to be followed by concrete 
measures. Local governments need to acknowledge their responsibilities so that they do not transfer their 
responsibility to other levels of governance.

-	 When communicating the message of the Outcome Document to local authorities, the tone and language 
is important in order to not dismiss the authorities. The Encouragements should be communicated as 
„eye-openers“ to local level authorities.

-	 Applying a human rights-based approach can contribute to the openness of local governments to monitor 
their policies. Mayors who are already interested in research on human rights might be open to the 
Encouragements of the Outcome Document. However, some cities might be more reluctant to accept and 
implement them. One solution to overcome the reluctance would be to address already dedicated experts 
within the city administration with these Encouragements. 

-	 Some local governments also have a growing interest and/or necessity in human rights because of 
central state failures or policies.

-	 When framing human rights concerns the added value of human rights policies to local authorities should 
be communicated. They have to be convinced that the inclusion of human rights is an advantage for all, 
not only the ones directly affected, e.g. marginalised groups. 

-	 Human rights are often perceived by local governments as big ideas to live up to. This can be overwhelming. 
Therefore, it is important to communicate that no new action taken has to be perfect right from the start.

Materials and links

-	 Human Rights Council Resolution A/HRC/RES/45/7
-	 UNESCO, 39th General Conference, Recommendation on Science and Scientific Researchers, 13 

November 2017
-	 UNESCO, Education 2030: Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action for the implementation of  

Sustainable Development Goal 4 - Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all, 2016.

-	 United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 25 (2020) 
on science and economic, social and cultural rights (article 15 (1) (b), (2), (3) and (4) of the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights), 30 April 2020.

-	 United Nations General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Paris, 10 December 1948.
-	 United Nations Human Rights Council, Plan of Action for the second phase (2010-2014) of the World 

Programme for Human Rights Education (A/HRC/15/28), 27 July 2010.
-	 United Nations, General Assembly, United Nations Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training, 

A/C.3/66/L.65, 2 November 2011. 

https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/RES/45/7
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260889.page=116
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245656
https://undocs.org/E/C.12/GC/25
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Documents/UDHR_Translations/eng.pdf
https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/15/28
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Encouragement No. 2

Resort to, cooperate in, and promote research pursuing established and field-proven human rights 
research methods for the local level upholding highest quality standards and to refine them within their 
specific context, also by way of community-based needs assessment and participatory action research.

Explanatory remarks

Local level authorities are encouraged to conduct research on human rights in-house if the required 
capacities and expertise is available, e.g. at local human rights departments or affiliated offices, and 
cooperate with independent researchers that are not affiliated with the local authority (e.g. universities, 
human rights organisations, think tanks, etc.). The Encouragement to promote research on human rights 
at the local level implicitly includes the call to commission and finance this type of third-party research, for 
instance by way of public calls for tenders, or cooperation agreements with research institutes.

The highest quality standards are defined by the scientific state of the art in socio-legal research on 
human rights. Collected field-proven methods and applications deemed successful by leading researchers 
set the respective standards. The Encouragement is to be understood as the call to uphold the highest 
possible standards, which implies that specific circumstances on the ground might justify pragmatic choices 
in terms of scope and methodology.

The Encouragement to adapt and refine the field-proven research methods where needed is developed 
because the specific contexts (comprising the local population needs, the legal and institutional framework, 
data availability, etc.) vary not only across regions and countries but also among the entities at the local level. 

The refinement of the research methods should be preceded by a needs assessment of the individuals 
concerned. Further, it should be participatory. Action research is named as an example for a participatory 
approach. 

Related paragraphs of the Preamble

-	 Paragraph (l) emphasises that the human rights-based approach to local governance should be informed 
by research on human rights. The results of this research should be attained by participatory research 
approaches and be locally owned or accepted.

-	 Paragraph (n) underlines the relevance of a human rights-based approach in the given context and 
makes clear that there are no one-size-fits-all tools available for research on human rights at the local 
level. It stresses that tailor-made research approaches should include participatory methods.

2021 Academy findings

Challenges and solutions identified

-	 Human rights research must not be conducted on the local community but with the local community. 
-	 Participation is a key factor for the success of research on human rights, including in particular for human 

rights indicator development and population. The question „What needs to be measured?“ should serve as 
a starting point. Top-down approaches starting with international law and the localisation of international 
instruments should only complement this approach.

-	 Explorative studies were identified as a good way to render research more participatory. It was stated 
as helpful to include researchers and mediators coming from the target group. Mediators can explain to 
the target group the purpose of the research, thereby achieving more transparency. Further, they can 
anticipate potential fears of the target group and react to them by providing reassurance to the individuals 
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in order to ensure their participation. It was considered to be of particular importance to already present 
preliminary results in order to examine whether the findings are mirroring the way people think about the 
issues at stake. When launching the results, however, it is important to engage with all stakeholders, 
namely the responsible politicians, NGOs, etc. and representatives of the target group.

-	 A closer look is needed to understand and respond to the challenges of managing compliance with 
human rights on the local level. Research on local human rights compliance needs to consider that the 
great variety of local contexts raises different questions on the local level than on the national level. This 
means that research must be context-specific. Interdisciplinarity can help overcome blind spots.

-	 Local administration, service providers, civil society, as well as the people concerned must find a common 
ground and a common language for local human rights.

Practical examples

-	 The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) has a lot of experience with data 
collection on discrimination and harassment and produced large datasets. Local level authorities could 
use OHCHR questions and technical guidance for surveys on the local level.

-	 The European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) follows the approach of the EU on the 
collection of equality data. Guidelines on how to collect equality data were developed which can be 
helpful for local authorities as well. The work of FRA mirrors the situation at the local level. The issues 
Roma face, for instance, are closely linked to the work that is carried out at the local level. The purpose 
of FRA data collection is to provide evidence, data, and practices for all those on the ground so that 
they can make use of them and inform their policies. In order to gain accurate results, participation of all 
relevant concerned parties is an important element for all those working in the area of equality data. This 
also comprises the participation of the relevant target group not only by responding to surveys but also 
by actively being included in the project design phase.

-	 Region Västra Götaland (Sweden): A pilot project focused on testing a human rights-based approach 
in the psychiatry. As a result of this project, empowerment and participation of rights-holders and duty-
bearers have increased through the integration of human rights within the staff’s working mission. The 
use of coercive measures, in particular belting, has decreased at the wards that were involved in the 
project from approximately four beltings per month before the project started to four beltings per year 
during the project.

-	 Barcelona (Spain): The Office for Non-Discrimination is a key mechanism for guaranteeing human rights 
in Barcelona, and is primarily aimed at dealing with discrimination-related human rights violations. The 
Barcelona Discrimination Observatory is a highly relevant tool for monitoring human rights. It is a tool 
to measure the magnitude, typology, and severity of discrimination, as well as to size and design the 
actions to face them. Since 2018, the Observatory publishes an annual report, which includes detailed 
data regarding the discrimination situations that occurred throughout the year, the actions and strategies 
that have been carried out to face them, and future challenges.

-	 Research on the incidence and types of hate crimes help local governments to target policies for 
particularly affected groups of victims and to provide enough staff. Research may also help in dealing 
with mistrust between civil society organisations and local authorities.

Materials and further links

-	 European Commission, High Level Group on Non-discrimination, Equality and Diversity, Subgroup on 
Equality Data, Guidelines on improving the collection and use of equality data, 2018.

-	 Meier Isabella, Research on Human Rights at the Local and Regional Levels: Methods, Practices, 
Approaches, in: Gerd Oberleitner and Klaus Starl (series eds.), Human Rights Go Local Publication 
Series, Volume 2, HRGL Publishing, Graz, 2021. 

-	 OHCHR, OHCHR Guidance Note for Implementation of Survey Module on SDG Indicator 16.b.1 & 10.3.1 
(Discrimination).

-	 Website of the Barcelona Discrimination Observatory.  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/final_guidelines_4-10-18_without_date_july.pdf
www.humanrightsgolocal.org/resources/human-rights-go-local-publication-series/
www.humanrightsgolocal.org/resources/human-rights-go-local-publication-series/
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/HRIndicators/SDG_Indicator_16b1_10_3_1_Guidance_Note%20.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/HRIndicators/SDG_Indicator_16b1_10_3_1_Guidance_Note%20.pdf
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/oficina-no-discriminacio/en/discrimination-observatory
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Encouragement No. 3

Resort to or commission research building on human rights indicators giving account of the 
respect, the protection and the fulfilment of human rights, where methodologically adequate and 
feasible, as well as to commit to making local data on human rights publicly available.

Explanatory remarks

This Encouragement calls on local level authorities to pay particular attention to research resorting to 
human rights indicators. The Encouragement to resort to or commission research outlined in Paragraph 2 
is therefore repeated with an emphasis on human rights indicators.

Human rights indicators deserve particular attention because they can give a comprehensive account 
of the respect, the protection, and the fulfilment of human rights at local level, track progress over time, and 
may be used for benchmarking. The human rights indicator model developed by the United Nations Office 
of the High Commissioner for Human Rights laid down in the publication on Human Rights Indicators: A 
Guide to Measurement and Implementation deserves particular consideration in this respect as all three 
dimensions can be reflected in structural, process, and outcome indicators.

Resorting to research methods applying human rights indicators might not be useful for all research 
questions and it might be impossible to apply them under certain circumstances (e.g. lack of funds to 
generate data for the population of indicators). Therefore, the Encouragement acknowledges that human 
rights indicators are not a panacea, but should be applied preferably if this is methodologically adequate 
and feasible from a practical point of view.

Related paragraphs of the Preamble

-	 Paragraph (y) introduces the report A/HRC/42/22 by the High Commissioner for Human Rights and some 
of its findings in relation human rights indicators.

2021 Academy findings

Challenges and solutions identified

-	 There are no ready-made indicator schemes available for human rights monitoring at the local level. 
Indicator schemes at the local level are highly contextualised and apply to a particular region or city only. 
More exchange between cities, who already have applied indicator-based human rights monitoring, was 
recommended. 

-	 Local policies are only rarely informed by research that resorts to human rights indicators. Challenges 
for developing and/or applying human rights indicators that are relevant to the local level include: 
methodological skills needed for human rights research are not always available to local governments; 
lack of political will; data accessibility and data quality; lack of financial resources; bringing together 
different stakeholders, such as NGOs and local authorities. These challenges reflect the complexity of 
human rights implementation. 

-	 Applying human rights indicators is easier if there is awareness for human rights data and information 
on it available. Existing awareness and information lead to a local authorities’ commitment to implement 
human rights indicators. A three-step process to apply human rights indicators was discussed: education, 
mobilisation, and realisation.

-	 Researchers and civil society have the necessary methodological and technical knowledge to develop 
meaningful indicators. However, indicators need to be “owned” by local residents. They have to be 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/Human_rights_indicators_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/Human_rights_indicators_en.pdf
https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/42/22
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accessible and easy to use for people in the local administration as well as for members of the public. 
Therefore, human rights indicators should be developed on the basis of a participatory bottom-up 
approach. Local authorities and the relevant sectors of society should be included. Everyone involved in 
this process should understand the human rights at stake, as well as the related data requirements.

-	 Pragmatic decisions might have to be taken when developing human rights indicators at the local level. 
The selection of the rights that are to be monitored, as well as the question which indicators should be 
used is often a political question made in view of other (national) commitments, e.g. national development 
plans, or the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

-	 Structural, process, or outcome indicators are all important, but at the local level a focus should be put on 
process and outcome indicators.

-	 The human rights performance of cities can be measured by setting and reviewing benchmarks. The 
dimensions to be measured depend on the subject at hand. However, it was found to be important to 
assess the outcomes, and also the processes leading to these outcomes.

-	 Qualitative and quantitative methods need to be applied for assessing the performance of cities. Methods 
include human rights reports, action research, and monitoring. Performance assessments should be 
simple, practical, selective, as well as done frequently and in a dialogue with stakeholders. They need to 
be contextualised, but linked to the international agenda.

Practical examples

-	 York (United Kingdom): Participatory research was important for the process of York becoming a human 
rights city. In the course of a participatory process, York identified priority rights and developed two 
indicators per right.

-	 The OHCHR applied the structural, process, and outcome indicators at the local level. Thereby, 
workshops with municipality actors were carried out to agree on the most important issues and the 
corresponding focus of data collection. The OHCHR provides a database for a standardised collection of 
data on municipal action in relation to human rights. The purpose of this database is to understand the 
practices of municipalities and to standardise them. All municipal actors are trained on how to enter and 
use the data base. 

-	 EU project ADPOLIS analysed effective policies to combat racist discrimination and made use of the 
structure-process-outcome indicator scheme to assess the success of these policies. Moreover, interview-
based research methods were used to conduct an in-depth analysis of effective policies.

-	 The FRA works with the indicators scheme using structural, process, and outcome indicators operationally 
in the context of the EU Roma Strategy.

-	 Structural, process, and outcome indicators were applied in the context of assessing cities‘ initiatives and 
human rights actions for the Council of Europe. 

-	 In Hawaii, indigenous knowledge was incorporated and used to develop indicators on the right to housing.

Materials and further links

-	 United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Local government and human rights, 2 July 2019, 
A/HRC/42/22.

-	 United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights laid down in the publication on Human 
Rights Indicators: A Guide to Measurement and Implementation

-	 Website of York - Human Rights City.

https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/42/22
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/Human_rights_indicators_en.pdf
https://www.yorkhumanrights.org/
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Encouragement No. 4

Use the synergies between local efforts to measure the progress in the enjoyment of human rights 
by everyone and local efforts to measure the progress towards the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals.

Explanatory remarks

This Encouragement calls on local level authorities to use synergies for measuring human rights and 
tracking progress in the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals. It builds on the conviction 
that human rights and the Sustainable Development Goals are closely interconnected and offer potential 
for being implemented concurrently at the local level. 

Related paragraphs of the Preamble

-	 Paragraph (j) refers to the role of local governments in implementing the global development agenda laid 
down in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the Sustainable Development Goals and the 
New Urban Agenda. Sustainable Development Goal 11 is mentioned as a prime example as it explicitly 
addresses the goal for cities and human settlements to be inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. 
Further, the other most relevant Sustainable Development Goals are Goals 1 (no poverty), 3 (good health 
and well-being), 4 (quality education), 5 (gender equality), 11 (sustainable cities and communities) and 16 
(peace, justice, and strong institutions). 

-	 Paragraph (k) reminds that human rights and the Sustainable Development Goals are closely 
interconnected and that the ‘leave no one behind’ imperative calls on local governments to ensure that the 
rights of all, including those suffering from multiple and intersection forms of discrimination, are defended.

2021 Academy findings

Challenges and solutions identified

-	 The SDGs should be linked to human rights at local level, because local authorities tend to be more 
aware of the SDGs than on human rights. In the course of this, human rights need to be demystified, 
e.g. by pointing out that human rights are not only a legal concept, but municipalities already implement 
human rights in their daily work. 

-	 Some of the SDGs are directly linked to human rights obligations and create a momentum at the local 
level, as local level engagement is required by the SDGs. The implementation of the SDGs at the local 
level can be regarded as an operational opportunity for localising human rights in this respect.

-	 Around two-thirds of SDG indicators can be regarded as human rights indicators, out of which around 
10% are structural, 40% are process and 50% are outcome indicators. However, no analysis about their 
applicability to the local level was made during the development of the SDG indicators. When the SDG 
indicators were developed, the state reporting obligations already existing under international conventions 
and treaties were taken into consideration. However, many countries refused to include human rights 
indicators in their reporting on the SDGs. 

-	 SDG indicators need to be translated to the local level. Not all SDG goals, targets, and indicators are 
equally relevant, applicable, and suitable to the local level. Some SDG indicators need to be prioritised 
and new ones might need to be developed to be useful at the local level. Criteria should be based on local 
needs, local mandates, and local capacities.

https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://habitat3.org/the-new-urban-agenda/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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-	 Despite of the communalities between the SDGs and human rights, there are also differences which to 
be considered, e.g., political vs. legal obligations, broadness of scope, timeframe of obligation, review of 
achievements. Development policies might often go into the same direction as human rights policies, but 
they do not necessarily seek to respect, protect, and fulfil the human rights of all residents. As a result, 
some residents could be left behind or the needs of specific groups could be neglected. 

-	 The review process of the development agenda is clearly distinct from the judicial and quasi-judicial 
review and monitoring mechanisms established for human rights treaties. 

-	 The voluntary national review process is often a promotional exercise that needs to be substantiated with 
human rights. A human rights-based approach to the 2030 Agenda could be employed for this purpose.

Practical examples

-	 Utrecht (The Netherlands): A SDG monitor and dashboard was set up for Utrecht on the basis of which 
a first local ‚voluntary report‘ will be made. This is an attempt to align a SDG report with a human rights 
reporting mechanism at the local level. 

-	 Bristol (United Kingdom): Bristol developed a plan beyond 2030 that was based on the international 
legal framework and focused on equality. They found that equality and sufficiency matter most in cities. 
The indicator chosen was life expectancy. Bristol found that equality cannot be sufficiently measured in 
terms of human rights obligations, as they are not precise enough and applicable to the local level. Bristol 
communicated the need that the international community should come up with a normative text to tell 
the story that equality matters most for cities. This may be regarded as a prime example for the potential 
strategic impact of cities.

Materials and further links

-	 Karina Gomes and Markus Möstl, Implementing Human Rights and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development at the Local Level: Key Issues and Examples, in: Gerd Oberleitner and Klaus Starl (series 
eds.), Human Rights Go Local Publications Series, Volume 1, HRGL Publishing, Graz, 2020.

-	 The International Centre for the Promotion of Human Rights (CIPDH), The SDGs and cities handbook: 
International human mobility. Practical Handbook for local governments in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, Buenos Aires, 2018. 

-	 Website on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
-	 Website on the New Urban Agenda.
-	 Website on the Sustainable Development Goals.

www.humanrightsgolocal.org/resources/human-rights-go-local-publication-series/
www.humanrightsgolocal.org/resources/human-rights-go-local-publication-series/
https://www.cipdh.gob.ar/development-and-cooperation/international-human-mobilitiy-and-sdg/?lang=en
https://www.cipdh.gob.ar/development-and-cooperation/international-human-mobilitiy-and-sdg/?lang=en
https://www.cipdh.gob.ar/development-and-cooperation/international-human-mobilitiy-and-sdg/?lang=en
https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E
https://habitat3.org/the-new-urban-agenda/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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Encouragement No. 5

Review existing qualitative and quantitative data in light of the requirements for relevant human 
rights information and the call to leave no one behind.

Explanatory remarks

A large amount of data potentially relevant for human rights policies and the pursuit of the Sustainable 
Development Goals is already collected at different levels of governance. The relevance of these data for 
informing human rights policies might often not be immediately obvious, in particular because these data 
are collected for various other purposes. This Encouragement therefore calls on local level authorities 
to review existing data to determine, if they are relevant for research on human rights or for measuring 
progress in the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals.

The Encouragement emphasises that qualitative and quantitative data are to be reviewed and thereby 
acknowledges that both types of data are important for research that should inform evidence-based 
decision-making.

Related paragraphs of the Preamble

-	 Paragraph (d) refers to the relevant UNESCO framework on research at the time of the adoption of the 
Outcome Document, mentioning also the Education 2030 Agenda, which addresses manifold aspects of 
data collection that are relevant for evidence-based policies.

-	 Paragraph (y) introduces the report A/HRC/42/22 by the High Commissioner for Human Rights, which 
underlines that collecting data about the situation in municipalities is crucial to sound policymaking for 
human rights protection.

2021 Academy findings

Challenges and solutions identified

-	 Existing data can be a tool to raise awareness on human rights within the city. However, often human 
rights data is hardly available at the local level.

-	 Public officials are to be made aware on how to access existing data and statistics and on how to use 
them as human rights information. The statistical community does not necessarily follow a human rights-
based approach when collecting data, but still produces data relevant to human rights. Thus, dialogues 
between statisticians, human rights experts, and public officials are recommended.

-	 Existing equality data is often biased along reported cases. Underreporting is a big issue. Due to 
underreporting, the picture of discrimination in the city is not complete. Moreover, data on reported cases 
hardly covers structural discrimination. Initiatives focussing on building trust in the reporting system by 
making success stories more visible are needed. 

-	 Large-scale surveys are often used as equality data. However, they are mainly helpful for national 
authorities and not so useful at the local level, simply because the local level is more specific. Therefore, it 
is crucial to conduct smaller, more precise surveys at the local level (for example in each neighbourhood), 
in order to decide where to put consequent efforts and measures. 

-	 Politically motivated bias may pose a challenge to human rights data at the local level, e.g. if aggregated 
data is collected to populate poverty indicators, certain groups at high risk of poverty (e.g. indigenous 
people) are invisible. 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245656
https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/42/22
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-	 Data is sometimes used to serve political interests (e.g. indicate the performance of a government). 
Contextualising data and making it more tangible, as well as developing minimum standards for data 
collection are solutions to overcome these challenges. 

-	 „Anti-human-rights data“ from radicals and fake news might distort data and information on human rights 
for the public.

Practical examples

-	 Barcelona (Spain): Local authorities in Barcelona provided a good example of local surveys. A specific 
survey was conducted in all neighbourhoods under the title “How we live together”. The survey aimed at 
finding out how neighbours perceived each other, if they had been discriminated against or knew people 
who suffered discrimination. The purpose of the survey was to reach a community perspective on what 
discrimination is.

Materials and further links

Website of the National equity atlas in the U.S. 

https://nationalequityatlas.org/
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Encouragement No. 6

Complement already existing qualitative and quantitative data with information deemed necessary 
to fill data gaps, including data on groups left behind or at risk of being left behind.

Explanatory remarks

A review of existing qualitative and quantitative data done in line with Encouragement 5 might reveal gaps 
in existing data. These gaps need to be filled in order to be relevant for evidence-based policy-making. 
Thus, Encouragement 6 builds on the previous Encouragement, but takes it even further by calling on 
local level authorities to complement existing qualitative and quantitative data with additional relevant 
information. Local level authorities are encouraged to collect this additional qualitative and quantitative 
information in-house or with the support of affiliated offices, and to facilitate and support data collection 
efforts by independent researchers that are not affiliated with the local authority (e.g. universities, human 
rights organisations, think tanks, etc.). 

Relevant and reliable data on groups left behind or at risk of being left behind might often not be 
available at the local level. Therefore, this Encouragement puts a particular emphasis on the collection of 
this kind of data.

Related paragraphs of the Preamble

-	 Paragraph (d) refers to the relevant UNESCO framework on research at the time of the adoption of the 
Outcome Document, mentioning also the Education 2030 Agenda, which addresses manifold aspects of 
data collection that are relevant for evidence-based policies.

-	 Paragraph (y) introduces the report A/HRC/42/22 by the High Commissioner for Human Rights, which 
underlines that collecting data about the situation in municipalities is crucial to sound policymaking for 
human rights protection.

2021 Academy findings

Challenges and solutions identified

-	 The additional collection of human rights data enables local authorities to apply a human rights-based 
approach to policy-making. Having relevant and reliable data is also key for human rights monitoring.

-	 There are many arguments for conducting assessments of the cities‘ performance: prevention, non-
discrimination, attractiveness, quality of life, using tax money, efficiency.

-	 A strategy for gaining the interest of local authorities in issues related to marginalised groups is to bring 
them together with representatives of these groups who are facing discrimination or exclusion at the 
local level. City councils or public consultations and meetings have been reported to be effective in this 
respect. The media was identified as another potential driver for getting policy analysis started. If racism 
in rental housing is reported by the media, for example, then municipalities might want to have the 
problem carefully analysed.

-	 A combination of qualitative and quantitative data is necessary to complement existing data. Qualitative 
methods should complement quantitative data in particular if sensitive issues are at stake. Even though 
policy-makers usually prefer data sets populated with quantitative data because of their supposed 
significance, they can be misleading in the case of marginalised groups. Qualitative data might reflect the 
situations of marginalised groups much better than mere quantitative data. Relying on only one research 
project or data source is not enough. Ideally, a mix of sources/studies and methods should be used to get 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245656
https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/42/22
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a viable picture of the situation on the ground, e.g. in case of underreporting, other ways of monitoring 
(survey, exploratory research) must be found to create a complete picture of the situation.

-	 A network approach was proposed for complementing existing data: data and expertise have to be shared 
in order to start collective action plans and strategies.

-	 Local authorities have a dual role. They are data providers and addressees of the research results that 
are based on this data. Researchers need to collaborate with and involve local authorities also during 
data collection. Engaging local authorities during the data gathering stage can be done, for instance, by 
having them host meetings.

-	 The coordination of data collection efforts and the centralisation of data collection measures at the local 
level serves an efficient use of resources. In case of lacking capacities and resources to access and 
analyse data at the local level, a cooperation with local universities was recommended. Universities often 
have an interest in accessing public authorities’ data anyway.

-	 Training those who collect data is important and often not done sufficiently. 
-	 Bottom-up approaches to engage citizens to collect relevant data could be considered. Communities 

themselves can generate data to elaborate their human rights claims.
-	 Standardised data collection mechanisms in different municipalities would allow for the sharing of data 

and mutual learning of local authorities.

Practical examples

-	 The City of Heidelberg (Germany) has strong ties to the civil society. The city carried out round tables and 
focus group discussions with civil society organisation and has close connections to counselling services. 
The city regularly sends out questionnaires to counselling services to be informed about recent challenges 
and to know how to react. One current example is the Covid-19 pandemic which led to higher rates of 
domestic violence. The existing women shelters were overcrowded. Thus, the city offered space in hotels 
for affected women. This is also a good example of the link between data collection and policy-making.

-	 The City of Heidelberg (Germany) carried out an online survey among inhabitants on discrimination and 
hate crime. The aim of the survey was to identify unreported cases of LGBTIQ hate crimes. As a result of 
the findings, the police developed awareness raising measures on LGBTIQ hate crime and a campaign 
to encourage victims to report to the police. Moreover, the survey revealed the problems and challenges 
of LBGTIQ refugees.

-	 The City of Leuven (Belgium) developed a strategy against homelessness in 2018. As there was no 
data available, a study on the number of homeless people was carried out together with the University 
of Leuven and other organisations. The number of homeless persons was counted and a profile of term 
“homeless” was made. Counting was done as a one „point in time“ study. Then, a detailed analysis of the 
ages of homeless people was carried out, which provided useful information: It was found, for instance 
that young individuals have different needs than older ones and refugees have different needs than 
others. The existence of the data was found to be extremely useful, as it shows to local authorities that 
homelessness does exist in these demographic groups and the reasons for homelessness vary greatly. 
The outcome of the counting was published in a report and an action plan containing ten strategic goals 
and actions was adopted.

-	 In Barcelona (Spain), a survey was conducted in all neighborhoods under the title “How we live together”. 
The survey aimed at finding out how neighbors perceived each other, if they had been discriminated 
against or knew people who suffered discrimination. The purpose of the survey was to reach a community 
perspective on what discrimination is.

-	 In Barcelona (Spain), a situation testing on housing was conducted. Answers were sent to about 1000 
rent advertisements, some with a native Catalan name and others with names of Arabic origin. The 
results showed that answering to rent adds with names of Arabic origin resulted in a 20% lower chance 
of getting an answer. There was a similar situation testing conducted in Ghent (Belgium). 



20

Materials and further links

-	 Göth Margret and Jäger Angela, Sicher Out? Geschützt vor Diskriminierung und Gewalt in der Region 
Rhein-Neckar? Dokumentation zur Kurzbefragung 2018.

-	 Tschalaer Mengia and Held Nina, Queer Asylum in Germany: Better visibility and access to legal and 
social support needed for LGBTQI+ people seeking asylum in Germany, Policy Briefing 77, October 
2019.

-	 Tschalaer Mengia, The Effects of COVID-19 on Queer Asylum Claimants in Germany, Policy Briefing 87, 
June 2020.

https://www.heidelberg.de/site/Heidelberg_ROOT/get/documents_E-172696825/heidelberg/Objektdatenbank/16/PDF/Diskriminierung/SICHER-OUT_Dokumentation_Web.pdf
https://www.heidelberg.de/site/Heidelberg_ROOT/get/documents_E-172696825/heidelberg/Objektdatenbank/16/PDF/Diskriminierung/SICHER-OUT_Dokumentation_Web.pdf
www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/policybristol/PolicyBristol-PolicyBriefing-Oct2019-germany-queer-asylum.pdf
www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/policybristol/PolicyBristol-PolicyBriefing-Oct2019-germany-queer-asylum.pdf
www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/policybristol/briefings-and-reports-pdfs/2020-briefings-and-reports-pdfs/Queer%20asylum%20and%20COVID_EN_FINAL.pdf
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Encouragement No. 7

Collect further relevant human rights data upholding the data protection provisions and respecting 
concerns of marginalised groups.

Explanatory remarks

This Encouragement first specifies that any data collection that is done to inform evidence-based human 
rights policies has to comply with the relevant data protection provisions. This implies that local level 
authorities need to ensure that data collection efforts made in-house by local level authorities, by affiliated 
offices, and/or by independent researchers are in line with the applicable data protection provisions. 
Data collection efforts might face reluctance or even fear by marginalised groups. Therefore, this 
Encouragement secondly calls on local level authorities to respect the concerns of marginalised groups 
when collecting data.

Building and ensuring trust between the rights-holders and the duty-bearers by ways of lawful and 
respectful collection and use of data is an important purpose of this Encouragement.

Related paragraphs of the Preamble

-	 Paragraph (n) underlines that research on human rights at the local level should also build on human 
rights principles and standards, which also includes the call for upholding data protection provisions and 
respecting concerns of marginalised groups.

2021 Academy findings

Challenges and solutions identified

-	 Data protection policies, but also a mistrust between public officials and civil society often hinder the 
collection of meaningful data. Mutual trust needs to be built up, namely trust in valid data, trust in data 
protection and appropriate use of data, and trust in the appropriate use of research outcomes for local 
policy-making.

-	 Obtaining data on sensitive issues is very difficult, takes time, and needs trust building. As traditional data 
collection systems might be unable to fulfil these requirements, a human rights-based approach to data 
collection can help to overcome this problem, in particular as this approach calls for participation. 

Practical examples

-	 The General Data Protection Regulation of the European Union (GDPR) prohibits the collection of 
sensitive data unless the data subject has given its explicit consent (conscious, not under pressure) 
and the data processing is necessary for reasons of substantial public interest, a research interest or a 
statistical interest. Therefore, data collection efforts need to be proportionate and respect data protection 
provisions (informed consent, limited to the purpose of research, being transparent, data collection kept 
to a minimum, limitations in storage of data, confidentiality, and accountability).
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Encouragement No. 8

Strengthen collaborative platforms among the human rights communities, and statistics and data 
communities to implement and abide by the principles of a human rights-based approach to data, 
and to provide support for the consultation and participation of communities in data collection.

Explanatory remarks

This Encouragement builds on the insight that different actors, which are currently not or only loosely 
connected, work with data that is relevant for evidence-based human rights policies at the local level. 
The actors expressly mentioned are „human rights communities“ (including different types of actors, such 
as reporting offices, researchers at universities, think tanks, or NGOs) as well as „statistics and data 
communities“ (statistical offices at all levels of governance, and other data collectors that do not primarily 
focus on human rights). The Encouragement calls on local level authorities to strengthen collaborative 
platforms between these actors with the overall aim to implement and abide by the principles of a human 
rights-based approach to data. The publication by the United Nations Office for the High Commissioner 
for Human Rights describes this approach in the publication A Human Rights Based Approach to Data - 
Leaving No One Behind in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

Moreover, local level authorities are called upon to strengthen collaborative platforms between these 
actors so that they may provide support for the consultation and participation of communities (rights-holders 
at the local level) in data collection.

Related paragraphs of the Preamble

-	 Paragraph (y) introduces the report A/HRC/42/22 by the High Commissioner for Human Rights and some 
of its findings in relation to the human rights-based approach to data.

2021 Academy findings

Challenges and solutions identified

-	 The people who collect data and the people who develop policies based on the data might have very 
different interests. This gap has to be bridged and strategic links need to be established between them. 
Formalised (memorandum of understanding), collaborative platforms of various stakeholders can help to 
facilitate exchange of data needs, availability, and accessibility.

-	 Local authorities, researchers, and civil society organisations are initiating and conducting assessments of 
cities‘ human rights performance, but they might pursue different objectives. Local authorities might often 
lack a culture of assessment. Self-evaluation methods on performance are preferred by the authorities. 
Instead of talking about good practices (which often are not transferable), it was proposed to talk about 
what did not work to find appropriate solutions. Cities do not dare to talk freely about their failures and 
problems in terms of human rights implementation and assessment. In this regard, a need for save 
spaces can be identified, which city networks can provide. 

Practical examples 

-	 The Norwegian National Human Rights Institution implemented a human rights-based approach to Sámi 
statistics in Norway.

-	 The European Coalition of Cities against Racism (ECCAR) offers safe spaces, where cities can carry out 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Indicators/Pages/documents.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Indicators/Pages/documents.aspx
https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/42/22
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open dialogues in the framework of working groups between peers (local authorities). The FRA and other 
international organisations create this safe space for exchange (also on failures).

Materials and further links

-	 Norwegian National Human Rights Institution, A Human Rights-Based Approach to Sámi Statistics in 
Norway.

-	 United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Local government and human rights, 2 July 2019, 
A/HRC/42/22.

-	 United Nations Office for the High Commissioner for Human Rights, A Human Rights Based Approach to 
Data - Leaving No One Behind in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

-	 Website of the European Coalition of Cities against Racism.

https://www.nhri.no/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/StatistikkUrfolk_ENG_web_1708.pdf
https://www.nhri.no/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/StatistikkUrfolk_ENG_web_1708.pdf
https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/42/22
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Indicators/Pages/documents.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Indicators/Pages/documents.aspx
https://www.eccar.info/
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Encouragement No. 9

Acknowledge the benefits of a collaboration with local, national, and international research 
institutions and academia to conduct research on human rights at the local level, including young 
researchers and innovative research methods.

Explanatory remarks

This Encouragement calls on local governments to acknowledge the benefits of a close collaboration with 
research. According to the rational of the Outcome Document, the main benefit for local authorities is 
that research can provide information relevant for evidence-based policy-making. Local, national, and 
international research institutions, as well as academia have proven to have a rich expertise to offer for 
local governments. Applying field-proven methods enables them to produce research results on human 
rights at the local level that are highly relevant for the local level and may thus inform evidence-based 
policy-making. 

Encouragement 9 does not fall short of acknowledging that also next-generation researchers can 
contribute substantially in this respect. 

Moreover, this Encouragement further calls on local governments to welcome innovative research 
methods. This includes the appreciation of pilot applications.

Related paragraphs of the Preamble

-	 Paragraph (o) recalls the necessity for local governments to collaborate with all relevant researchers 
and evidence-providers. This collaboration serves the prime purpose of ensuring a high level of quality in 
research on human rights issues.

2021 Academy findings

Challenges and solutions identified

-	 Research on human rights at the local level can help mayors and city officials to better understand the 
situation of all city dwellers, and to plan, implement, and evaluate human rights-based policies in every 
field of municipal activity accordingly. Human rights research is a valuable means to foster evidence-
based decision-making at the local level and to strengthen the accountability of local level governments. 
From an academic point of view, a human rights-based approach to local governance is ideally always 
informed by the results of contextualised, high-quality research, which also encompasses issues of data 
availability, data collection, and contextualised human rights indicators. Yet, in practice this is certainly not 
yet the case for many local governments.

-	 Human rights research, education, and communication should be seen as an asset for cities and 
communities: human rights in the city are not a set of restrictive norms, but can provide an area where 
the community comes together, discusses, becomes creative and induces human rights-based change 
and progress in cities, communities, and regions.

-	 The research community can act as a supporting structure to foster human rights at the local level. Higher 
education institutions have a role in educating about human rights or train human rights trainers on the 
local level. Knowing your rights is a precondition for claiming rights. Examples discussed in the Academy 
show that academia is active in preparing, creating, implementing, and sustaining cities/local authorities 
with scientific expertise. Universities worldwide highlight their “third mission” to be relevant for societies. 
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Practical examples

-	 In York (United Kingdom), the Centre for Applied Human Rights (CAHR) is the leading member of the 
York Human Rights City network which campaigned for the declaration and champions social justice in 
the city.

-	 Lund municipality (Sweden) collaborates with the Raoul Wallenberg Institute of Human Rights and 
Humanitarian Law.

-	 The City of Graz (Austria) collaborates with the European Training and Research Centre for Human 
Rights and Democracy hosting the International Centre for the Promotion of Human Rights at the Local 
and Regional Levels under the auspices of UNESCO.

-	 There are many of such cooperations in all regions of the world.
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Encouragement No. 10

Ensure transparency and availability of research data and respect and ensure the scientific freedom 
of researchers, as well as their freedoms of information, expression, and association, which imply 
their rights to seek and receive information, to freely communicate research results to others, and 
to publish and publicise them without censorship, and to collaborate with others both within and 
across the country’s borders.

Explanatory remarks

This Encouragement calls on local governments to ensure the framework conditions necessary to carry out 
research on human rights at the local level. 

First, transparency and availability of research data are mentioned to demonstrate that local level 
governments can and should foster these principles.

Secondly, local level governments are encouraged to respect and ensure the scientific freedom of 
researchers and the related freedoms of information, expression, and association. The Encouragement 
includes a broad understanding of scientific freedom, which is understood to include in particular the rights 
to seek and receive information, to freely communicate research results to others, to publish and publicise 
them without censorship, and to collaborate with others both within and across the country’s borders.

Related paragraphs of the Preamble

-	 Paragraph (p) recalls that scientific freedom is a requirement for research on human rights at local level 
and establishes scientific freedom as prerequisite for the credibility and quality of research.

-	 Paragraph (q) reminds that the scientific community including all relevant researchers and evidence-
providers might be at risk in many situations as they might be subject to political pressures.

-	 Paragraph (r) reminds with concern of a trend observable in many parts of the world that civil society is 
put under pressure. Negative effects on Human Rights Defenders and poor conditions for conducting 
research are given as examples to illustrate this trend.

2021 Academy findings

Challenges and solutions identified

-	 Scientific freedom is a prerequisite for the credibility and quality of research on human rights also at the 
local level. (Human Rights) Cities must stand up for this. Where human rights are not respected there is 
usually also no respect for independent research.

-	 Engaging local governments throughout the monitoring process is key in order to get results published. 
Putting a focus on aspirations and targets (not on what goes wrong) makes local governments more 
responsive to engage in such processes and helps to avoid that results of commissioned studies, that 
do not reflect the expectations of local governments, remain unpublished. It is also important how to 
“package and sell” the findings. Considerations in this regard include when to publish, how to publish, and 
anticipating reactions of the media to the results. 

-	 The results of performance assessments should be made publicly available.
-	 Results of a monitoring can also be (ab)used politically. Therefore, the participation of local governments 

throughout the process is important (work together to analyse and understand the data).



27

Practical examples

-	 Region Västra Götaland (Sweden): The project on applying a human rights-based approach in psychiatric 
care published videos to share the experiences of the duty-bearers and the right-holders. 

https://www.vgregion.se/regional-utveckling/verksamhetsomraden/manskliga-rattigheter/rattighetsbaserat-arbete/filmer/
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Encouragement No. 11

Strengthen the engagement with civil society, the local populations, and all relevant stakeholders 
and create the space for them to participate in research on human rights at the local level.

Explanatory remarks

This Encouragement calls on local governments to strengthen the engagement of relevant stakeholders in 
research on human rights at the local level. Civil society actors are mentioned explicitly as they will often 
be in the best position to stand up for specific parts of the population or bring in the expertise they acquired 
in their specific fields of activity. As not all parts of the local population might be organised in civil society 
organisations, this Encouragement also calls on local governments to find ways on how to strengthen 
the direct engagement of the local population as well. The local circumstances will determine which other 
„relevant stakeholders“ should be taken on board.

The Encouragement calls on local governments to create the space for these actors to participate in 
research. It is thus a call to actively seek ways on how to engage them in research in an accessible and 
acceptable manner.

The rationale behind this Encouragement is that the participation of everyone mentioned will promote 
ownership of the research among local populations.

Related paragraphs of the Preamble

-	 Paragraph (u) reminds local governments that the partnering with civil society and others benefits the 
promotion of human rights at the local level.

2021 Academy findings

Challenges and solutions identified

-	 Various institutions in the human rights landscape are engaged in research, advocacy, and/or litigation. 
The engagement of such institutions as researchers, who are called on to implement participatory 
research methods, might attain a problematic role through this direct engagement with people concerned. 
This (dual) role could be problematic in the sense of taking sides with the target group, while there is an 
obligation to remain neutral as researcher. Yet, in practice human rights researchers applying participatory 
approaches naturally have such a dual role. The bias problem has to be overcome as simply resorting 
to quantitative research (without participation and direct engagement of the target group) would not be 
satisfactory from a methodological point of view. 

-	 Approaches to overcome the bias problem include transparency in respect to the methodology used for 
data collection; explanation of the limitations of data - data as such is not to be equated with knowledge; 
taking responsibility for data by answering questions such as: Who produced these data? What was the 
purpose? How can the data be used correctly without creating bias?

-	 The idea to develop local monitoring systems on the basis of (bottom-up) indicators that people find 
interesting themselves and on the basis of which they can collect data themselves was presented. By 
this, a type of citizen science could be developed, which might also give the concept of the human rights 
city a new meaning.
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Encouragement No. 12

Cooperate with National Human Rights Institutions, as well as regional and international organisations 
to identify areas where existing research and results can benefit, promote, and strengthen efforts at 
the local level.

Explanatory remarks

This Encouragement calls on local governments to cooperate with relevant organisations established 
at national, regional, and international level. The purpose of this cooperation is to transfer the actors’ 
experience with research on human rights to the local level. The existing work and research by these 
institutions could inspire new projects or be used as a basis for new research endeavours at the local level. 
This Encouragement also includes the call on local governments to thereby connect the different levels of 
governance.

National Human Rights Institutions, being independent institutions established by law and in compliance 
with the Paris Principles, are mentioned explicitly as partners for cooperation at the national level. They 
are the prime elements mandated to protect and promote human rights at the national level. Furthermore, 
regional and international organisations conduct relevant research and have acquired results local 
governments can build on to benefit, promote, and strengthen research efforts. 

Related paragraphs of the Preamble

-	 Paragraph (s) affirms the importance of following a multi-level-governance approach to bring human 
rights to the local and regional levels.

2021 Academy findings

Challenges and solutions identified

-	 It is a particular challenge to connect the different levels of governance to promote and strengthen human 
rights at the local level.

-	 National Human Rights Institutions often have access to the rights-holders and enjoy the trust of the 
population. Some National Human Rights Institutions have already established a cooperation with actors 
at the local level.

Materials and further links

-	 European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, Strong and effective national human rights institutions 
– challenges, promising practices and opportunities (September 2020).

-	 Website of the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights.
-	 Website of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 
-	 Website of the United Nations Office for the High Commissioner for Human Rights.

https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2020/strong-effective-nhris
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2020/strong-effective-nhris
https://fra.europa.eu/en
https://en.unesco.org/
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/LocalGovernment/Pages/Index.aspx
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Encouragement No. 13

Exchange knowledge and innovation with other local governments, including by joining and 
collaborating with city networks and human rights cities in order to promote human rights at the 
local level and globally.

Explanatory remarks

Encouragement 13 contains a broad call on local governments to exchange with peers. It makes clear that 
such an exchange can be achieved not only by bilateral contacts but also by ways of joining and/or actively 
collaborating with city networks and human rights cities. Such networks are in particular the International 
Coalition of Inclusive and Sustainable Cities (ICCAR), and United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG).

On the one hand, the Encouragement proposes that this exchange should cover existing knowledge. 
On the other hand, the word „innovation“ indicates that the peer-to-peer exchange should also entail the 
development and application of new ideas, concepts, and policies.

Promoting human rights at the local level worldwide is the overall purpose of the Encouragement to 
exchange knowledge and innovation.

Related paragraphs of the Preamble

-	 Paragraph (g) refers to the emerging framework for human rights cities, namely the Gwangju Guiding 
Principles on a Human Rights City, the Global Charter-Agenda for Human Rights in the City, and the 
European Charter for the Safeguarding of Human Rights in the City.

-	 Paragraph (t) reminds of existing city networks, as well as regional and international initiatives to promote 
human rights at the local level.

-	 Paragraph (v) reminds that capacity building and encouraging innovation in the implementation, 
protection, and promotion of human rights is important. Moreover, this paragraph reminds that various 
human rights actors are important for providing guidance to all levels of governance, including the local 
level. Such guidance can be provided, for instance, as peer-to-peer advice, or by sharing relevant tools 
and instruments.

-	 Paragraph (w) introduces the worldwide Human Rights City movement as a valuable contribution to the 
localisation of human rights norms, which recognises cities as key players in the promotion and protection 
of human rights.

-	 Paragraph (x) praises Human Rights Cities as a model for local government building on human rights 
(research) as a tool of governance. 

2021 Academy findings

Challenges and solutions identified

-	 An accreditation mechanism for local authorities could be adopted. This could be based on the framework 
of commitments currently developed by the FRA for European human rights cities, which could be 
exported to the world. Further, the mechanism established for the National Human Rights Institutes (Paris 
principles and peer2peer accreditation) could serve as an example.

-	 More cities are needed to ensure that the human rights city movement is moving forward and becomes 
an even bigger project.

https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/15/28
https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/15/28
https://www.uclg.org/
www.whrcf.org/file_Download/world_world02_eng.pdf
www.whrcf.org/file_Download/world_world02_eng.pdf
https://www.uclg-cisdp.org/sites/default/files/CISDP%20Carta-Agenda_ENG_0.pdf
https://www.uclg-cisdp.org/sites/default/files/CISDP%20Carta%20Europea%20Sencera_baixa_3.pdf
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Practical examples

-	 Cologne (Germany) conducted a survey among German and other European cities. This study found that 
the vast majority of the responding city administrations intended to give human rights a more prominent 
place in city-to-city partnerships and international city networks. The link between SDGs and human 
rights was also one of the topics of interest for city-to-city partnerships.

-	 Examples of cities resorting to human rights research for urban policies, local programming, and city 
development include for instance Graz (Austria), Gwangju (South Korea), Lund (Sweden), and York 
(United Kingdom).

Materials and further links

-	 Website of the International Coalition of Inclusive and Sustainable Cities (ICCAR).
-	 Website of the United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG).

https://en.unesco.org/themes/fostering-rights-inclusion/iccar
https://www.uclg.org/
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Encouragement No. 14

Exchange knowledge and innovation with research institutions worldwide with the aim to build 
bridges between local governments and the scientific community in order to globally promote 
human rights at the local level.

Explanatory remarks

This Encouragement calls on local governments to exchange knowledge and innovation with research 
institutions working on the topic of human rights at the local level. Around the globe, various research 
institutions have acquired knowledge on the implementation of human rights at the local level and actively 
seek innovation in this respect. An exchange between local governments and the scientific community shall 
foster a closer collaboration between local authorities and researchers, which shall again serve the overall 
goal of globally promoting human rights at the local level.

This Encouragement is based on the conviction that lessons learned and good practices, or at least 
elements thereof, can be transferred to other local settings.

Related paragraphs of the Preamble

-	 Paragraph (y) introduces the report A/HRC/42/22 by the High Commissioner for Human Rights and some 
of its findings in relation to partnerships and cooperation.

2021 Academy findings

Challenges and solutions identified

-	 Specific expertise, e.g. on how to make a good evaluation, is often missing among local authorities, but 
the scientific community can provide this knowledge. 

-	 Research needs to be multi-disciplinary and collaborative; there need to be spaces and places where 
this can happen. In many cases, the expertise for conducting research on human rights is not available 
in-house. Some cities are thriving research communities (university, a think tank, or a National Human 
Rights Institute), others are not. A broad exchange of knowledge and innovation is needed particularly 
in order to support those local governments that do not have access to universities, think tanks, or 
researchers working on human rights at the local level. Moreover, a systematic exchange on positive 
examples of applications of human rights research (e.g., indicators) is needed.

Materials and further links

-	 United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Local government and human rights, 2 July 2019, 
A/HRC/42/22.

-	 Website of the Centre for Applied Human Rights at the University of York.
-	 Website of the Emerga Institute.
-	 Website of the International Centre for the Promotion of Human Rights at the Local and Regional Levels 

under the auspices of UNESCO.
-	 Website of the Raoul Wallenberg Institute for Human Rights and Humanitarian Law.
 

https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/42/22
https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/42/22
https://www.york.ac.uk/cahr/
https://www.emerga.se/
www.humanrightsgolocal.org/
www.humanrightsgolocal.org/
https://rwi.lu.se/
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