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QUESTIONNAIRE: UN SPECIAL RAPPORTEUR ON THE SITUATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS 
Theme: “Large-scale development projects and human rights defenders” 

 
To human rights defenders and national institutions - Concise answers will be very much 
appreciated. Please provide examples to illustrate as much as possible and send additional 
materials if felt necessary.  
 
1. Please indicate what you see as the main challenges and opportunities of a human rights-based 
approach to development, with particular attention to large-scale development projects and the 
role, protection and effective participation of human rights defenders. What do you think are the 
best measures to mitigate the challenges? Kindly provide examples of good practices in this respect.  
 
There are several opportunities in a right based approach to development. These include 

- The right based approach inherently includes a notion of how the fruits of development 
project would be share among different sections of the society. Development is not a 
neutral concept; it is also about taking sides and people’s politics. In absence of a conscious 
approach, the development can lead to more inequalities in the society.   

- Large scale development project also involve use and exploitation of natural resource on 
which local communities have survived for centuries. Such traditional rights could be in 
danger in the name of larger public interest. Therefore, rights of the indigenous local 
communities need to be respected through RBA 

- Through negotiations using human rights based approach; people have been able to create 
some useful safeguards and rehabilitation policies. For instance, a relatively good 
rehabilitation policy in the state of Gujrat in India is the result of long struggle of Narmada 
Bachao Andolan, a human rights based campaign.   

-  Through human rights based approach, one is able to introduce a level of accountability 
even if the large scale development project cannot be stopped altogether. The approach 
gives you a negotiating space which otherwise has not been available.    

 
The challenges are equally enormous 

- The human rights activism is seen and projected as anti-national, anti-development and 
against the public interest. Negating this propaganda is a huge challenge for human tights 
approach. 

- The stakes are too high for the owners of development project as well as the government. In 
comparison human rights defenders have limited capacity and resources to fight for justice. 

- Sometimes, vested interests in local communities negotiate and compromise with the 
proponents of the development projects, and paint human rights defender as outsiders and 
as enemies of the interests of local communities.     

  
2. Please explain how, in your view, large-scale development projects can best be elaborated in 
order to the effective participation of human rights defenders. Please describe participation/ 
consultation mechanisms in place and provide examples of good practices.  
 
In India, the participation of human rights defenders in the affairs around development projects is 
still far away. Some mechanisms have been introduced such as environmental impact assessment 
(which is mandatory by Law) and social impact assessments and gender assessment. Recently, 
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based on the World Bank funded project, they have also introduced free prior and informed 
consent. However these mechanisms are hardly effective. Since there is a possibility of strong 
community resistance during these community based consultations, these are outsourced to locally 
powerful agencies or political leaders, who somehow carry them out and complete the formality.  
 
3. How do you think that human rights defenders can effectively monitor the impact of large-scale 
development projects? Please provide examples of successful experiences/ mechanisms in this 
regard and kindly address the issues below.  
 
a. Kindly indicate how relevant information about large-scale development projects is made 
available and accessible to the public. Provide concrete examples if applicable.  

 

There is no pro-active attempt to provide relevant information about the large scale development 
projects. However, it can be accessed through Right to Information which still is an effective way to 
have relevant information. However, the limitation is that this can be sought only from Government 
departments which are concerned with the industry, or by accessing MoUs that are signed between 
government agencies and the owners of the project.   

 

b. How can defenders complain if they feel that human rights are unduly restricted or violated in the 
context of the implementation of large-scale development projects? Kindly provide concrete 
examples of mechanisms in place to seek redress at every stage of the process, that is, assessment, 
design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation.  

 
For this happen, we need effective mechanism at the state and national level. The national human 
rights commission should set up a separate unit to watch for violations where corporate are 
involved. In addition, the industrial association such as CII should set up some ombudsman 
mechanism where such complaints can be made. Human Rights Defenders need to learn to work 
with these instruments.   
 
c. How do you ensure that human rights defenders can peacefully voice their opposition to 
development projects without fear of intimidation or violence of any sort?  
 
One of the important things that need to be done in this regard is building strong networks at the 
national and international level, and share each other’s strengths and social capital. However, 
human rights defenders have not come of the mental makeup which they practiced 20 years back. 
Their work is shrouded in secrecy. This has to change. If one demands transparency from the state 
or the corporate, one should also be prepared to share information about one’s actions, sources of 
funding etc. If they do it, they will have more support from the public at large.  
 
4. How, in your view, can business and corporations involved in large-scale development and 
investment projects be best monitored regarding corporate social responsibility principles and their 
engagement with human rights defenders? What is, in your view, the role of defenders in this 
process and how could their capacity to engage be strengthened?  
 
I think both need to reach out to each other. Every corporate or business house of certain scale, by 
law, need to have a defined and written policy on the issues of corporate social responsibility 
principles. And it should not be adjunct to their business; it needs to be part of their core business. 
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Human rights defenders need both some attitudinal change and capacity enhancement. 
International organisation involved in development cooperation must spare some resources for 
this.  
 
5. How, in your view, should development cooperation programmes integrate the role of human 
rights defenders and the notion of a safe and enabling environment in recipient countries? How do 
you think can the expertise of human rights defenders on the ground be best used to design, 
implement, monitor and evaluate development cooperation programmes? How should security/ 
protection concerns be addressed when necessary?  
 

Integration of the role of human rights has to be part of the overall policy environment which is safe 

and enabling. In India, we must a protection mechanism for human rights defenders at the national 

as well as state level. It is always not necessary that the resources for human rights defenders come 

from other countries. The Federal government should set aside a reasonable amount for human 

rights work to be managed by an independent and autonomous body. In order for a systematic 

engagement, there needs to a mechanism of recognition or possibly accreditation for human rights 

defenders, otherwise any in the name of human rights can intervene and harm the process.    

 


