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In 1996, the Declaration on the
Right to Development was adopted
by the United Nations General
Assembly (resolution 41/128 of 4
December 1986) in which the "right
to development" has been consid-
ered as an inalienable human right
by virtue of which every human
person and all peoples are entitled
to participate in, contribute to, and
enjoy economic, social, cultural and
political development, in which all
human rights and fundamental
freedoms can be fully realized. This
was the first time that United
Nations took a formal position
towards development based on a
rights-based approach. In the
introductory paragraphs of this
significant declaration, there are
five important points that refer to
main concepts of a rights-based
approach in the process of develop-
ment:
-The right to development is an
inalienable human right and that
equality of opportunity for
development is a prerogative both
of nations and of individuals who
make up nations;
-The human person is the central
subject of the development process
and that development policy should
therefore make the human being the
main participant and beneficiary of
development;
-Active, free and meaningful
participation of all individuals in
the process of development;
-International peace and security
are essential elements for the
realization of the right to develop-
ment;

-Colonialism, neo-colonialism, apartheid, all forms of racism
and racial discrimination, foreign domination and occupation,
aggression and threats against national sovereignty, national
unity and territorial integrity and threats of war would contrib-
ute to the establishment of circumstances propitious to the
development of a great part of mankind.

Based on these concepts, a rights-based approach to develop-
ment can be defined as a "conceptual and holistic framework for
the peaceful process of human development through a meaning-
ful participation that is normatively based on international
human rights standards and operationally directed to promoting
and protecting human rights".
In this approach, people have their own equal rights. However,
there is a strong belief that these rights should be realized by states
while recognizes the fact that these rights can only be reached by
empowerment of citizens, and empowerment can be reached
through participation. Therefore, massive participation of people

in the process of development can be regarded as a main feature in
a “rights-based approach to sustainable development”.
Let's compare the rights-based approach with another approach
that is based on needs, i.e.  "a needs-based approach" that can be
defined as a system that is oriented towards "outcome", with a
focus on meeting needs based on charity solutions. It seems that
this approach is not enough, since it is not a human-oriented
approach to the development. While, the rights-based approach
recognizes that all citizens have their defined rights and they are
not just objects of development. They are not subjects of charity
and charity is insufficient to realize people’s full potential.
Charity limits the people as objects of development, rather than
active participants in the development of their country. People
should be empowered to make decisions about their own lives,
and special attention should be paid to the most marginalized and
excluded people in the society so that they may also have their
equal rights. Let's quote from the UN Secretary-General who
talked about rights-based approach to development in these
words: "A rights based approach to development describes
situations not simply in terms of human needs, or of develop-
mental requirements, but in terms of society’s obligations to
respond to the inalienable rights of individuals, empowers people
to demand justice as a right, not as charity, and gives communities
a moral basis from which to claim international assistance when
needed" (UN 1998: paragraphss 173 and 174).
For instance, consider the issue of eradication of poverty. In a
rights-based approach, the poverty is fought not only through a
process of economic growth, but also by promoting the funda-
mental freedoms of people and expanding their choices and
capabilities. Here, the economic growth should be an equitable
and sustainable process and it should promote human rights. This
demands a form of "good governance" based on transparency and
accountability. It is clear that a distinctive feature of a rights-
based approach is its legal foundation. Since this is the law that
can guarantee human rights promotion and therefore, the legal
tools and institutions (laws, the judiciary and also the principle
of rule of law) are means to secure freedoms and in another term,
the human development. However, in a needs-based approach,
meeting needs, final goals and outcome are more important than
empowerment of those in needs. The charity is the driving
motivation and the solutions - that are mostly narrow sectoral
projects - are focused on manifestation of problems and immedi-
ate causes of problems rather than the root causes. Therefore,
they involve social context with little emphasis on policies, and
at the end, there are "positive" reports that show how much the
situation has improved without a look at those who have been
reached out. Sometimes, the needs approach has been called "a
growth-based model" since it promises advancement and quality
of life for many, it also leaves out many more.
This should not be forgotten that civil society has a responsive
role to demand accountability and transparency in governance
institutions in the process of sustainable development. Therefore,
the civil society can be a one of major actors of development, and
has a defined role since in a rights-based approach the development
should take place in a participatory process. Also non-state actors,
including corporations and voluntary agencies have equal responsi-
bility with the state for the promotion and protection of human
rights.
Let's hope that the Iranian civil society, in its endeavors for
realizing sustainable development in the country as well as in its
follow-up activities for WSSD,  pays due attention to the rights-
based approaches in and finds best ways for participation and
empowerment of people within development agendas.
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Unlike the Rio Conference in 1992, there was no prospect of a promising future by the social
activists seriously involved with the earth salvation in the World Summit on Sustainable Develop-
ment (WSSD), in which more than 60000 people from all over the world attended in Johannesburg
from August 23 to September 5 ,2002.This was for so many reasons including a desperate lack of
strong determination on the part of the developed countries in attempting to eradicate poverty and
all the deprivation affecting the poor nations as well as the developing countries. Also, among other
reasons, one could think of the notable absence of orchestrated attempts and well-defined plans for
pursuing the global goals set up by the WSSD. It was such that what was presented as an
evaluative review of the Rio Conference and its achievements so far could be seen as almost
nothing less than disappointing and it comes as no surprise if striking regression could be observed
in some of the fields.

There were also people from Iran taking part in this global event which could be grouped as
governmental and non-governmental. The non-governmental group from Iran represented some
other different factions by itself. Participation of part of this group in the Johannesburg Confer-
ence was sponsored by some major governmental organizations (such as the governmental
Department of Environment (DOE), Interior Ministry, etc.). The presence of the other part of this
group was financially supported by the private sector (for instance, 3 delegates were sent to this
event under the auspices of the Confederation of Iran’s Industries.). Apart from these, a group of
12 people took part in the Conference on its own in form of an independent tour. Noteworthy is
the fact that a group of such non-governmental organizations were supposed to attend the Summit
by the sponsorship of the governmental Department of the Environment, but they either failed to
travel to Johannesburg in the last hours before their flight would start, or they just decided to make
it by paying the expenses by themselves. It seems as if attempts had been made to decrease the
number of non-governmental Iranian guests who were to be delegated under the auspices of the
government. It seemed that there were attempts to decrease the number of participants, even by
getting the approval of the President (by providing written confirmation, and whatever means).
But by managing in doing so, they left such an overwhelming question for the public opinion that
how such disorganizing of Iranian delegation and pressurizing those who had got prepared to set
off for the Conference far in advance could be justified? Sad to say is that even those who were
finally sent to Johannesburg under the financial support of the government missed the 3 or 4 first
days  which had been allotted to the non-governmental events.

Another important thing is failure to compile the national charter on the sustainable development
by the Iranian non-governmental organizations in spite of the fact that a group of the NGO’s had
made a union for the sustainable development before the inauguration of the Conference, even
though the establishment of such union brought no fruit in the end so that one could dare say the
presence of the civil foundations in this Conference did not represent and reflect the real possibili-
ties, capabilities , activities , and the potentials of them.

Evaluation of the presence of governmental delegation and non-governmental representatives and
the achievements of WSSD demands more time and another opportunity. However, what could be
observed at first glance from the received data and reports is the lack of basic familiarity and strong
determination on the part of some Iranian organizations in making good use of the real potential of
the civil society organizations of Iran. Ignorance of public and lack of national awareness regarding
the issues launched at Johannesburg Summit by the respected organizations, lack of appropriate
preparatory mechanisms for the participants as well as making no attempts in dissemination of
this crucial issue in the public arena at such a critical point of time, lack of insight, perspective and
a proper understanding on the part of the mass media especially the national media in reflecting
different aspects and issues of this global event, insufficiency of the literature of  development  in
Iran, lack of information sources in the civil society organizations of Iran (in providing national
reports on the event), unfamiliarity with the literature of the global seminars are just a few in the
long list of problems which of course could still  be added to and increased in number. Nonetheless,
we could take very good lessons of this event by making a realistic study of what was put into
serious consideration throughout this global conference. Lessons the learning and practical use of
which, can help us pay lesser costs in next opportunities to come.

A few days soon after the return of the non-governmental delegates from the Johannesburg World
Summit, a session was held with the participation of a few people from the Iranian NGOs as well
as the delegates of Johannesburg in the Institute for Women's Studies and Research. The meeting
was organized by both the Institute for Women's Studies and Research and the Iranian Civil
Society Organizations Resource Center on Monday, September 9, 2002.

Mr. Siamack Mo’atari, a representative of the Green Front of Iran together with Ms. Monireh
Aamadi Ghomi, from the Institute for Women Studies and Research (both of them had taken part
in the Johannesburg Conference; the latter attended the seminar under the auspices of the Depart-
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ment of Environment (DOE),
and the former with his own
personal financial support)
spoke at length and discussed
some of the important issues
raised at the WSSD. In order
to avoid the unnecessary
parts of their speech and for
providing a summary of their
reports in this 3- hour
session, here is an insightful

itemized excerpt of the whole thing for this issue of the “Volunteer” .
This excerpt can serve to illustrate some important facts about the
Johannesburg Conference:

Dr. Mo’atari from the Green Front of Iran:
•The global civil society organizations exercised a little influence

on the outcome of the Summit, and subsequently Iran’s NGOs little bit
was too little. The access to the information required for an efficient
presence of the non-governmental organizations was so disappointing,

and ignorance of the government officials as to the
“access to the information” for the citizens and non-
governmental organizations was far too much obvious.
Regarding the quality and efficiency level of the
government officials and the NGOs’ participation in
this Summit, the arising question is to what extent we
feel social attachment to our country and can hold
ourselves accountable for that.

•A considerable portion of our participants thinks of such a
Summit just like attending at a tour or a business-like opportunity.
Therefore, instead of concentrating on the main specific issues, they
try to make versatile use of the “opportunity”. As a consequence, this
results in the sharp reduction of the efficiency of their presence.

•The level of delegates' participation in the Summit was so high. In
the sessions where vice-ministers attended, the experts were not
allowed to speak their minds. Therefore such a difference residing in
the level of participants remarkably reduced the efficiency of the non-
governmental Iranian participating groups.

•Taking part in a Conference, which is held once in every 10 years,
is a long process and it’s not practical to get prepared for such a
Conference just within a month before the inauguration. Other
countries have an extensive planning for years so that they attended to
seek their interests in the Conference. Due to the unfamiliarity of the
governmental officials of the NGOs of Iran with the procedures of the
Conference and even their unfamiliarity with the nature of the issues
put forth in the Conference, the Green Front held a session in Tehran
in order to brief NGOs with the system, details and the atmosphere of
the Summit, but unfortunately no more than some 7 or 8 people
attended our meeting.

•Very few of the university professors took part in the Conference
and most of the people who were in the Summit had no idea about
what was going to follow.

•News coverage was so frustrating. In spite of our willingness in
providing detailed daily reports and updates on the events for the mass
media without any expense, they took no heed. Our national IRIB,
while giving a full coverage of the US Secretary of State's presence in
the Conference, reflected no useful reports and updates on the
different issues of interest going on in the seminars.

•Government officials were so parsimonious in providing us with
the necessary information for the purpose of our research and studies
that we had to get it from other countries! Similarly, while there are
countries, which provide free shipping for the researches and studies
tailored specifically for the Summit, most of the people in the Iranian
delegation were engaged with the accommodation and other catering

needs.
• This Conference was potentially a place of golden opportunities.

But with great sorrow, we couldn’t make use of it. The participants
from other countries attached significance and created certain indices
and criteria in order to play an efficient role in such a conference. One
could find nowhere in the world where the mechanism of delegation
resembles that of Iran.

•One of the interesting points worthy of mention is that in the
final political declaration of the World Summit, instead of the typical
phrasing of “We, heads of the nations…” they used “We, the
representatives of the peoples of the world…”Another noteworthy
fact is that all countries taking part in the WSSD recognized the leading
role of the United Nations in the issue of the sustainable development.

•To the NGOs, final document of "plan of implementation" of the
Summit was so disappointing. The most important issue was the
removal of the goal points from the main agenda as well the timetable for
the implementation of the set goals. As a result, on the final day of the
Summit, the heads of the Green Peace of the World arranged a demon-
stration, which was faced with severe police reaction.

•In the 5th paragraph of the draft political declaration, while referring
to the diversity of cultures, the idea of dialogue among civilizations was
urged. But in the final declaration, it was omitted, although with the
attempts made by the Iranian delegation and the support of some UN
officials, it was added to the final statement (paragraph 17).

Mrs. Monir Amadi Ghomi, director of the Insti-
tute for Women's Studies and Research:

• Most of the NGOs  that were present in the
Summit did not take an active role in the issue of the
sustainable development.

• Having preoccupation is an elemental factor in
bringing about fruitful results in such events. Some of the
participants in the Johannesburg Conference basically

were not concerned about influencing the process of the event.
•Even if there are people in the Conference who don’t hold a

superb command of an international language, but still have concerns
about issues of the Summit, they could still be efficient and produce
good results. For the same reason, independent groups in the Confer-
ence had much more efficiency than the governmental groups.
Noteworthy is that even the cost of travel to Johannesburg was much
lower for the non-governmental representatives, compared with that of
the governmental officials.

•The government should leave the empowerment of non-
governmental organizations to the powerful and well-qualified non-
governmental organizations and should avoid interfering with the
executive affairs in this field.

•Dr. Ebtekar’s speech in the World Summit was admirable and the
hours-long governing of the Group 77 by the vice-president of Iran on
the third day of the Summit was very influential so that many of the
local newspapers and TV channels gave it a good coverage.

•For the first time in the history of such Conferences, civil society
organizations (together with the governments) committed themselves
to continuing their attempts until the specified goal points are
implemented.



The seminar of "Rebuilding Iranian Society: a
Shared Responsibility was the first event that parts of

I r a - nian civil society organizations came together to express
their views, concerns and will for rebuilding the society, and create
the corner stones of a common cooperation based on shared
responsibility. The "first words" of volunteer is dedicated to Dr
Razzaghi's speech in this seminar.

We have learnt through universal experiences that civil society organiza-
tions can cooperate with each other to lead the society and they have been
able to promote democracy and the quality of human being’s lives. In this
dynamic world, each society needs to continuously deconstruct and
reconstruct itself to survive.
Rebuilding Iranian society is an important topic in the social discussions
because the Iranian society has many cracks on its crust and if we do not
repair the cracks it can make unavoidable damages to the foundations of
the Iranian society. That's why I would like to refer to certain achieve-
ments and concerns in rebuilding the society.
The formation of the democracy movement is one of the most important
changes happened during the past decade and for the first time, the Iranian
society looks at democracy as a final and the last way to save its political
and social life and therefore this topic has been the focus of the debates in
the society. The result of such move was to extend the participation
networks and formation of democratic bodies throughout the country.
Another change in Iranian society has been the emergence of a movement
to gain citizenship rights with an emphasis on human rights. This is a
significant movement in the society since the social powers have never
paid due attention to the rights by now, while realization of citizenship
rights is one of main goals of this movement.
The next important change has been a transition in the social-political

behavior of Iranian society. While
violence has been persistent, and
even in certain discourses has been
considered as a "sacred affair", as a
result of the emerged changes, this
thinking has been marginalized, and

now the dominant discourse has been a democratic discourse based on
non-violence. Violence is regarded as an unpleasant way not only in talks
but in deeds too. Therefore, we are witnessing a revision of words and
meanings in this field and we are experiencing an associational and civil life
in the framework of civil society discourse.
Beside all above-mentioned achievements, the Iranian society is still facing
with tensions, challenges and crises. One of the most important issues
which has been reproduced in the past decade is the phenomenon of
"clientalism". While this is a pre-modern phenomenon, it is still visible in
all levels of Iranian society and in the areas such as politics, society and
culture. Clientalism is still the most important obstacle for the society to
realize democracy in Iran.
The second challenge in Iran is the unbalanced development which has
been resulted in disfiguration and breakdown of the society in a way that
we are now witnessing the growth of problems such as brain draining
(migration of intellectuals), addiction, prostitution, human trafficking, etc.
The third crisis in Iranian society is the reduction of social capital. As you
may know there is a direct correlation between social capital and economic
development. This reduction has led to a social mistrust, disfiguration of
society and cynicism during the recent years. If this culture becomes
institutionalized, the social trust collapses and people will always look for
their personal interest and the public sphere will be completely weak if the
social mistrust rises. In one word, the social disbelief could put the society
in a state of decay.
Another challenge that must be discussed is "bad governance". This issue
has been a main characteristic of Iranian society for years and has caused
high financial and human loss. Rise of sub-cultures that are being
antagonist with the dominant culture, inefficiency of ideological system in
the process of sociability, generation gaps and the growth of
marginalization are all the results of bad governance.
Another crisis is the “poor people movement’’ that has been caused due
to the anomic condition of the society, unbalanced development, wrong
economic planning and therefore, the rise of populism has strengthened the
“poor people movement’’.
Finally a major concern and challenge that has involved our society is the
ghost of violence and war that is roaming the region.
Nostalgic trends, Bonapartism, peaceful dictatorship and fascist reading of
national or religious identity all try to offer their solutions and introduce
themselves as the ways to get out of these crises. While, we believe that
the only way to get out of such situation is to rely on democratic and civil
solutions that you, representatives of civil society, are a reflection of that
solution.
In the end, I would like to mention two points regarding the challenges of
Iranian society that is about the civil society organizations. To guarantee
the implementation of great ideas, the society needs powerful leaders.
Therefore, if the civil society organizations would like to play a major role
in rebuilding the society, they need to develop powerful leaders.
The second thing that civil society organizations should pay attention is
their coherence and organization. To realize a national mission, they should
shape a comprehensive coalition to reach to peace, democracy and
sustainable development. It is hoped that civil society organizations can
realize such a mission.
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