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State and local governments play an essential role in promot-
ing and protecting human rights. Within the United States, 
agencies and officials at the municipal, city, county and state 
levels can help fulfill human rights by ensuring dignity, equal-
ity and opportunity for everyone in their jurisdiction.
 Recognizing the value of human rights, state and local 
agencies and officials across the United States are incorporat-
ing international human rights standards in their daily work. 
As illustrated by examples throughout this report, integrating 
human rights into local law, policy and practice can enhance 
government decision-making and respond directly to local 
needs. It also allows agencies and officials to bring positive 
attention to their jurisdiction.
 This report offers concrete recommendations for state and 
local governments to advance local policy using a human 
rights framework. Drawing from initiatives in a number of 
U.S. towns, cities, states and counties, these recommendations 
suggest a promising starting point for achieving equity and 
meeting basic needs. In particular, this report highlights five 
key strategies for state and local governments seeking to incor-
porate human rights principles into law and policy:

 ■ Making Aspirational Commitments to, and  
Raising Awareness of, Human Rights

 ■ Reframing Local Concerns as Human Rights Issues
 ■ Fostering Participatory Governance
 ■ Reporting on Local Compliance with  

Human Rights Treaties; and
 ■ Conducting Human Rights Based Audits and  

Impact Assessments

 In incorporating each of these strategies, local governments 
should forge strong community partnerships in order to 
enhance accountability and ensure that policies and programs 
are meeting community needs.
 And, by advocating for federal support in the form of 
resources and training, state and local officials and agencies 
will help ensure that they have the necessary capacity to pro-
mote and protect human rights.
 These recommendations apply to all state and local officials 
because authority to implement human rights belongs to all 
local decision-makers, including governors, mayors, state legis-
lators, city council members, law enforcement, city, county and 
town executives, and boards of supervisors. Indeed, fulfilling 
the promise of human rights will ultimately require multiple 
strategies and collaboration among all levels of government.
 The research and outreach that informs this report builds 
upon the Columbia Law School Human Rights Institute’s 
prior work detailing the role of state and local human rights 
and human relations commissions in local human rights imple-
mentation. The 2009 report, State and Local Human Rights 
Agencies: Recommendations for Advancing Opportunity and 
Equality Through an International Human Rights Framework, 
provides further guidance on the international human rights 
system and ways in which state and local civil and human rights 
agencies can foster compliance with human rights.

Introduction
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Human Rights Principles
Human rights are internationally accepted norms that recog-
nize and promote dignity, fairness and equality for all people 
and enable individuals to meet their basic needs. Encom-
passing civil, political, social, economic and cultural rights, 
these norms are universal, interdependent and inherent in 
all human beings by virtue of being born. They are univer-
sal and inherent because they belong equally to all people 
without distinction based on race, sex, religion, nationality, 
age, disability, sexual orientation, social class or other status. 
The interdependence of human rights means that in order 
to achieve dignity, equality and freedom, the broad range of 
rights must be protected.
 The full range of human rights is set forth in the Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the founda-
tional human rights document adopted by the U.N. General 
Assembly in 1948.1 The UDHR recognizes the universality 
of human rights and the core values of equality and non-dis-
crimination. It also contains substantive rights, including the 
right to housing, health, education and an adequate standard 
of living. The UDHR is the basis of a number of additional 
agreements and treaties, which articulate the principles and 
values that form the human rights framework. (More infor-
mation on human rights treaties and the rights they protect is 
provided in the Appendix).
 The human rights framework places an obligation on gov-
ernments to respect, protect and fulfill rights. Respecting 
human rights requires that governments refrain from actions 
that infringe on rights, take positive steps to realize the enjoy-
ment of rights, and create conditions under which basic needs 
can be met. The human rights framework also calls on gov-

ernments to promote equality and non-discrimination and 
to address policies and processes that have a disparate impact. 
Additionally, governments must take steps to prevent human 
rights violations by third parties and provide effective rem-
edies when violations do occur.
 Human rights hold promise as not only a language to 
articulate societal needs, but also as a means for government 
to meet them, working in partnership with local communi-
ties. To ensure that laws, policies and programs are responsive 
to community needs, a human rights approach emphasizes 
transparency, accountability and participation in government 
decision-making.2

Human Rights in the United States
The United States has a long and complex history with 
human rights. The idea of fundamental and inalienable 
rights is reflected in the founding documents of the United 
States, including the Declaration of Independence and the 
Bill of Rights. The U.S. Constitution, like the UDHR, pro-
tects freedom of religion, speech, press and assembly, as well 
as the right to life, liberty and property. The human rights 
framework, however, goes further and obligates governments 
to ensure economic and social rights by creating conditions 
where basic needs, such as housing, may be met. Notably, a 
number of state constitutions go further than the U.S. Con-
stitution and guarantee particular economic and social rights, 
including the right to health, education, public welfare and 
the right to collective bargaining.3

 The United States has played a prominent role in develop-
ing international human rights documents. Representing the 
United States, Eleanor Roosevelt was a key contributor to the 
text of the UDHR, and the U.S. played an important role in 

What Are Human Rights?

“ Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable 
rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, 
justice and peace in the world…”

—Universal Declaration of Human Rights
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drafting human rights treaties such as the Convention on the 
Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 
and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC).4

 National leaders across the political spectrum have also 
emphasized the importance of securing fundamental rights. 
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s 1941 State of the 
Union Address famously stated that people everywhere 
should enjoy freedom of speech and expression, freedom of 
worship, freedom from want, and freedom from fear.5 Presi-
dents such as Jimmy Carter have urged the United States to 
respect human rights and lead as an example to other nations.6 
More recently, President George H. W. Bush spoke of the con-
nection between U.S. democracy and human rights. He noted 
that by ratifying the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights (ICCPR),7 the U.S. would re-affirm a “com-
mitment to fostering democratic values through international 
law” and be better positioned to “influence the development 
of appropriate human rights principles in the international 
community.”8 Indeed, the U.S. has ratified treaties under the 
leadership of both Republican and Democratic presidents.9

 Nevertheless, the U.S. has ratified only three of the core 
human rights treaties: the ICCPR, the International Con-
vention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimi-
nation (CERD)10 and the Convention Against Torture and 
Other Cruel, Inhuman Degrading Treatment or Punishment 
(CAT).11 The U.S. has also ratified the two Optional Proto-
cols to the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), 
which address the rights of children in armed conflict and 
trafficking of children.12 Ratified treaties are the supreme law 
of the land by virtue of the Constitution and create interna-
tional obligations for the U.S. The U.S. has also signed, but 
not ratified, additional treaties addressing women’s rights 

(CEDAW), children’s rights (CRC) and rights of persons 
with disabilities (CRPD). By signing these treaties, the U.S. 
has indicated it will not take actions that contravene their 
object and purpose.13

 These treaties offer useful guidance because despite the val-
ues expressed in our founding documents, U.S. law and practice 
have often fallen short of the ideal of universal, interdependent 
rights. At our nation’s founding, many people were excluded 
from basic rights protections, including slaves, indigenous 
peoples, women and non-citizens. Domestic legal protections 
have vastly improved, but exclusions on the basis of national 
origin, economic status, gender identity, race, as well as other 
factors, persist. While the U.S. legal system is robust in many 
respects, the system has failed to adequately address mounting 
social and economic inequality. Instead, disparities in health, 
education and employment continue to grow along racial, eco-
nomic and gender lines. While we are one of the wealthiest 
countries, the United States has some of the worst social indi-
cators among countries that are part of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), marked 
by stark gender and racial disparities.14

 Human rights offer a comprehensive framework to address 
these concerns in a more systemic and proactive manner. Ulti-
mately, fulfilling the promise of human rights requires coop-
eration among federal, state and local governments, and with 
all segments of society.15 Local government—the level of gov-
ernment closest to the people—is a critical partner in these 
efforts. Recognizing the benefits of human rights, many state 
and local governments are becoming laboratories for human 
rights implementation in the United States. Developing tools 
and techniques to promote and protect these rights, local gov-
ernments can pave the way for achieving human rights for all.16
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Human Rights Can Shape Effective and 
Innovative Law and Policy18

The human rights framework offers a powerful and effective 
tool for governments to strengthen and improve the impact 
of laws and policies within local communities. Human 
rights standards provide evidence of an international con-
sensus surrounding the existence of a problem and how it 
may be addressed. Human rights are also a framework for 
evaluating existing laws, policies and programs and assessing  
local progress.19

 In recent years, research has found that the American pub-
lic supports the idea that the government should protect and 
provide human rights for those within the United States.20 
Americans with diverse backgrounds, varying in age, race, 
gender, geographic location and political affiliation, believe 
that many of the issues within the jurisdiction of local gov-
ernment are human rights issues. These issues include fair 
treatment in the criminal justice system, education, access to 
affordable food and housing, and access to healthcare.21

 This makes sense because human rights and good govern-
ment are mutually reinforcing. The lens of human rights can 
help both government actors and their constituents to more 
fully see the interconnectedness of local issues and promote 
more comprehensive problem solving to improve the quality 
of life for all members of a community. To this end, human 
rights provide a unifying language22 and foster cooperation, 
rather than competition, among different groups and constit-
uents.23 The universality of human rights also offers a basis for 
developing a common vision for change.
 Importantly, at the core of a human rights approach is the 
prevention and elimination of inequality and discrimination, 

achieved through systemic and proactive solutions rather than 
a focus on individual remedies (which are often backward-
looking). Fostering a comprehensive and holistic approach to 
policymaking, human rights can facilitate a more measured 
response to community concerns among the many moving 
parts of government. Forward-looking efforts to eliminate 
barriers to equality call for governments to evaluate poli-
cies, structures and decision-making processes and can foster 
changes that lead to more sustainable and effective policymak-
ing. By encouraging a proactive approach, human rights may 
also lead to budget savings by reducing litigation and other 
remedial measures that address discrimination after it occurs.
 A human rights approach is not only proactive; it’s inclu-
sive. Active public participation in identifying and solving 
problems locally is a hallmark of human rights. The human 
rights framework calls on governments to facilitate mean-
ingful participation by ensuring access to information and 
including marginalized groups in decision-making.24 By offer-
ing impacted communities the ability to influence outcomes, 
government agencies and officials can ensure that policies and 
programs reach their intended beneficiaries and that com-
munity voices are taken into account. Broad participation 
also improves the political process by increasing transparency 
and accountability in government operations.25 Participatory 
governance can also build a sense of joint ownership over, and 
commitment to, local law and policy.
 By implementing a human rights approach, local govern-
ments can establish themselves as innovative leaders and make 
a positive impact on some of the most vulnerable members 
of their communities.26 Human rights standards and strate-
gies can help address local problems. The human rights frame-

Why Use Human Rights Locally?

“ [H]uman rights and local governance are both essentially concerned 
with the provision of certain entitlements, including participation in local 
political processes and access to essential services.” 17
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work can likewise offer state and local government the tools 
to develop effective practices and emerge as leaders, capturing 
positive national and international attention. For example, 
Vermont is emerging as a national leader in the field of univer-
sal healthcare, and Mayor Kitty Piercy of Eugene, Oregon was 
recently named “the country’s most valuable local official” for 
her work advocating human rights within her city.27

Local Governments Are On the 
Front Lines of Protecting and 
Promoting Rights
The real effect of human rights is experienced locally.28 While 
human rights offer “a universal benchmark against which to 
measure progress,” they also reflect local contexts.29 Human 
rights, therefore, are not only realized locally—local imple-
mentation gives meaning to human rights. Human rights trea-
ties are intended to be implemented at the local level, with a 
great deal of democratic input.
 State and local authorities are on the front lines of ensur-
ing equality, combating discrimination on the basis of race, 
national origin, gender identity and sexual orientation, and 
enabling equal access to affordable housing, healthcare and 
education. These are core to the enjoyment of fundamental 
rights. Local agencies and officials therefore can play a key role 
in building a culture of human rights to create conditions so 
communities can flourish.30 Notably, state and local agency 
staff and government officials have indicated that using human 
rights also empowers and elevates public service by affirming 
the essential connection between government actors and the 
constituents they serve and accentuating the human values 
that motivate public service.
 Recognizing that state and local authorities have close con-
nections with the communities where they live and work—
and are critical to ensuring basic needs are met—international 
law anticipates that they will play a vital role in making human 
rights a reality. Indeed, when ratifying human rights treaties, 
the United States includes an understanding that federal, state 
and local authorities share responsibility for implementing 
human rights.31

Global Connections and Partnerships 
Result in Local Benefits
When state and local actors integrate human rights, they join 
a global community of local governments worldwide that 
have increasingly drawn from the human rights framework 
to benefit their work and their communities. Globalization in 
commerce, education and other sectors of great significance 
to local governments makes participation and recognition on 
the international level increasingly important. Local officials 
and their constituents could reap the diplomatic and eco-
nomic benefits of such recognition by grounding policy in 
human rights terms. Innovative human rights policies may, for 
example, boost local tourism and business.
 The use of human rights in local policy reflects a broader 
trend of state and local engagement with international laws 
and mechanisms. Increasingly, connections are being made 
between the local and the global, including through relation-
ships and programs that foster learning and dialogue.

 � U.S. Efforts to Protect the Environment. One area where 
U.S. state and local governments have used international 
law to foster local progress is environmental protection. 
Many towns, cities and states have worked to 
improve the environment by embracing international 
environmental treaty standards. States and localities 
have been on the front line of reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions, the subject of the Kyoto Protocol. The U.S. is 
not a party to the Protocol,32 but the state of California 
and cities including Salt Lake City and Seattle have 
passed legislation aimed to reduce greenhouse gases. 
Local authorities cooperated both domestically and 
internationally in these efforts. The U.S. Conference 
of Mayors, for example, adopted a Climate Protection 
Agreement, calling on mayors to ensure that their cities 
meet or exceed Kyoto standards, and also held a summit 
on climate protection. Within three years, 800 mayors 
endorsed the Agreement. As the result of a related cross-
border initiative, Chicago, Houston and New York 
joined thirteen cities worldwide to support building 
upgrades that would bolster compliance with the  
Kyoto Protocol.33
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 � International Partnerships to Advance Human Rights. 
Local governments around the world also collaborate 
to address a wide array of human rights issues. 
United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), an 
organization that represents local governments on the 
world stage, is one example of government collaboration 
around human rights. UCLG members include both 
cities and national associations of local government 
from 136 countries, who collectively developed a 
Global Charter Agenda on Human Rights in the 
City.34 Designed for implementation at the city level, 
the Charter is a framework to promote development 
that is “sustainable, equitable, inclusive and respectful 
of human rights without discrimination.” Built upon 
principles including dignity, equality, social inclusion, 
participation and the universality of human rights, 
the Charter provides suggestions to fulfill a number 
of rights, such as the right to participatory democracy, 
the right to equality of women and men, the right to 
accessible public services, the right to housing and the 
right to sustainable urban development. To adopt the 
Charter each city must create its own tailored action 
plan with a timeline and indicators of progress to 
fulfill each right. Cities are encouraged to collaborate 
with each other, as well as with international human 
rights mechanisms, to advance these efforts. To ensure 
community input, the Charter also calls for each action 
plan to be created through a consultative process in 
which city inhabitants are invited to discuss the plan 
and provide feedback.35

Benefits of a Human Rights Approach

• Places a Focus on Proactively Identifying and 
Addressing Problems

• Empowers and Elevates Public Service
• Fosters Partnerships and Promotes Inclusivity
• Enhances Responsiveness and Accountability
• Emphasizes Addressing Systemic Causes  

of Discrimination
• Provides Opportunities to Demonstrate Leadership 

Locally and Globally
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State and local governments can take a number of steps to pro-
mote and protect human rights and implement human rights 
treaty standards. Laws, policies and programs that foster pro-
active and inclusive approaches to eliminating discrimination 
and inequality in all their forms are an important basis for ful-
filling human rights. Examples from throughout the United 
States illustrate ways that local governments are using human 
rights to enhance decision-making and respond to local needs. 
This report draws from these examples to highlight five strate-
gies that state and local governments can use to incorporate 
human rights locally.
 Specifically, state and local governments can:

 ■ Make Aspirational Commitments to, and Raise 
Awareness of, Human Rights. By adopting resolutions 
that focus on particular substantive issues, local 
governments affirm the role of human rights in 
ensuring equality and dignity in local communities. 
Some localities approve resolutions to express local 
support for specific international conventions, like the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). Others 
adopt proclamations declaring that they are human 
rights cities, affirming local commitments to securing, 
protecting, and promoting human rights. While largely 
symbolic and not legally binding, resolutions and 
proclamations offer an opportunity to articulate the 
valuable role of state and local government in this work 
and to emphasize local priorities.

 ■ Reframe Local Concerns as Human Rights Issues. 
Using human rights to frame a conversation can 
increase public support, attract new allies and promote 
a more active approach to addressing particular 
concerns. States, cities and counties are drawing on 
the human rights framework to inform their responses 
to issues such as health disparities, lack of affordable 
and adequate housing, and domestic violence. These 
efforts are reflected in local resolutions, as well as more 
comprehensive legislative and policy changes.

 ■ Foster Participatory Governance. By engaging 
community stakeholders to identify local concerns and 
formulate means to address them, local governments 
can improve their policies and programs. Greater public 
participation in policy development, implementation 
and evaluation can enhance a government’s ability 
to collect quantitative and qualitative data and help 
ensure policies are achieving intended results. Examples 
include efforts by local law enforcement and city 
governments to foster community participation by 
proactively engaging community members in efforts 
to develop and evaluate local policies in areas of 
immigration enforcement and education.

 ■ Report on Local Compliance with Human Rights 
Treaties. Local officials can engage the periodic human 
rights treaty reporting process to assess their own 
compliance with human rights principles and use treaty 
standards to develop a blueprint for progress. Berkeley, 
California is the first U.S. city to file periodic reports 
on compliance with human rights treaties the U.S. has 
ratified. Berkeley has used reporting to highlight the 
City’s leadership in addressing homelessness, as well 
noting an achievement gap in education and LGBT 
issues, among others. The California State Assembly 
recently followed Berkeley’s example, passing a 
resolution that calls on the State Attorney General to 
publicize treaty texts and help state and local agencies 
gather information for the purposes of treaty reporting.

 ■ Conduct Human Rights Based Audits and Impact 
Assessments. A number of governments are using 
human rights standards as benchmarks to understand 
the potential impact of their policies and decisions, to 
measure program effectiveness and to identify barriers 
to reaching intended beneficiaries. These assessments 
can help to ensure that state and local authorities 
properly weigh human rights concerns of all community 
members when formulating and executing policies. 

Strategies for Integrating Human Rights Into Local Law, 
Policy and Practice
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Some towns, cities and states draw from the UDHR to 
evaluate local programs and policies. Other cities and 
counties use human rights principles found in CEDAW 
(the women’s rights treaty) to evaluate budgets, 
employment and services.

These strategies represent a menu of approaches to using 
human rights, reflecting efforts across the United States. This 
list is by no means exhaustive and no one strategy or initiative 
alone can achieve human rights for all. However, by integrat-
ing human rights into planning and decision-making, state 
and local governments lay the groundwork to ensure dignity, 
equality and opportunity within their communities. 



How State and Local Governments Can Use Human Rights to Advance Local Policy 

Case Studies 9

The following case studies highlight ways that state and local governments are currently using the human rights strategies identified 
in the previous section. While many of these examples are in their early stages, they illustrate local recognition that a human rights 
approach can advance policy goals and respond to community needs. Indeed, throughout the United States, and the world, officials 
and agencies are utilizing human rights principles, underscoring the important role of local government in making human rights 
a reality. A few jurisdictions have adopted multiple human rights strategies, demonstrating how these strategies can complement 
each other.
 The map below illustrates the growing interest in local human rights implementation by indicating the U.S. cities, states and 
localities that are integrating human rights in their work.

Case Studies

Solid stars indicate cities, state and counties whose initiatives are 
described in this report. Outlined stars represent cities and states 
that, like the examples on page 10, have adopted resolutions 
calling for ratification of the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
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Passing Resolutions on the Convention on the  Rights of the Child (CRC)

Over a dozen cities and states have passed local resolutions to 
express support for the CRC, a human rights treaty that calls 
upon countries to recognize and protect the human rights of 
all children and act “in the best interest of the child.”36 The 
CRC is one of most widely ratified human rights treaties—the 
United States, Somalia and South Sudan are the only nations 
that have yet to ratify it.37 A number of state and local govern-
ments have urged the U.S. Senate to ratify the CRC and some 
have also undertaken efforts to use the CRC’s principles in 
their own jurisdictions, recognizing the treaty’s value in local 
decision-making.

Hawai`ian Resolution on the CRC
In 2007, the Hawai`i House of Representatives passed a reso-
lution calling for U.S. ratification of the CRC and declaring 
that all children should be raised in an environment defined 
by the principles of “dignity, tolerance, freedom, equality and 
solidarity.”38 The resolution had a national aim but it was also 
intended to help meet the needs of children in Hawai`i. State 
legislators passed the resolution, in part, to foster collabora-
tion among the various government departments serving chil-
dren as they established an early learning system.39 To this end, 
the state’s House of Representatives used the resolution to 
emphasize that protecting children is an underlying principle 
for Hawai`i and that the CRC “contributes to awareness of 
the problems of children in Hawai`i and around the world.”40

City Council Support for the CRC in  
Chicago and Los Angeles
Through a City Council resolution passed in 2009, Chi-
cago likewise sought to draw upon the CRC to inform local 
efforts to protect children. Chicago’s resolution affirmed the 
city’s commitment to human rights and pledged support 
for the principles of the CRC and to act “in harmony with” 

them.41 The resolution further notes that adopting the CRC 
enhances the city’s role as a local leader in promoting and 
protecting children.42

 Like many of the examples in this report, the Chicago CRC 
resolution grew out of collaboration between local govern-
ment and advocates. A broad coalition of local organizations 
participated and helped fashion the resolution to address a 
range of issues, from dignity in schools and youth homeless-
ness, to police mistreatment of youth and gang violence.43 The 
City Council adopted the resolution, which was introduced 
by the Mayor with support from the Commissioner of the 
Department of Family and Support Services.44

 Local advocates in Chicago see the resolution as valuable in 
protecting the rights of children and as a human rights educa-
tion tool, and Northwestern Law School’s Bluhm Legal Clinic 
developed a toolkit for advocates in other states and munici-
palities interested in passing similar CRC resolutions.45

 In 2010, the Los Angeles City Council voted unanimously 
to affirm its support for the CRC and “advance policies and 
practices that are in line with [CRC principles] in all city 
agencies and organizations” working on children’s issues.46 
By passing this resolution, the City Council made a symbolic 
gesture and also intended to send a message to Washington, 
articulating Los Angeles’ support for the CRC.47

 Through the CRC resolution, the Los Angeles City Coun-
cil expressed an awareness of the local relevance of the CRC 
and human rights, stating that the resolution conforms with 
Los Angeles’ support to “secur[e] fundamental rights for the 
most vulnerable” and its commitment to protect children. 
The CRC resolution also acknowledges how the treaty’s prin-
ciples can guide local decision-making as a “single, compre-
hensive framework” to evaluate and respond to the needs of 

Making Aspirational Commitments to, and Raising Awareness of, Human Rights
State and local governments are well-placed to express support for the role that human rights can play in ensuring equality and dig-
nity and declare a commitment to securing, protecting and promoting human rights. Human rights declarations, resolutions and 
proclamations provide one avenue for localities to commit to using human rights principles to inform local decision-making and 
affirm the role of state and local governments in raising awareness of human rights.
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children throughout the city. Finally, the resolution expresses 
support for local advocates’ efforts to raise awareness of the 
CRC across Los Angeles.48

 Efforts to pass the Los Angeles resolution illustrate how 
government and community-based organizations can part-
ner to address local concerns. A local advocacy group, the 

Human Rights Watch Student Taskforce, based in Los Ange-
les, brought their support for the CRC and their concerns 
about children to the City Council and worked with govern-
ment to pass the resolution. They also continue to educate 
the public about the benefits and impact of human rights 
locally and internationally.49

Becoming Human Rights Cities

A number of cities throughout the world have officially 
declared themselves “human rights cities,” and several inter-
national networks of cities have developed.57 A human rights 
city is a community where elected officials and residents com-
mit to using human rights norms and strategies to improve the 
city.58 There is no one-size-fits-all approach to being a human 
rights city, but in many such places, human rights inform 
planning or drive specific initiatives.59 Within the United 
States, human rights cities include Pittsburgh, Washington, 

D.C., Eugene, Carrboro and Chapel Hill, each of which has 
passed a resolution or proclamation recognizing and com-
mitting to human rights principles. Globally, other cities have 
incorporated human rights in both big and small ways. For 
example, Graz, Austria hosted a conference on local human 
rights implementation and lined one of its most popular walk-
ing and jogging trails with the thirty articles of the UDHR.60 
Additional human rights cities include Edmonton, Canada 
and Rosario, Argentina.

Carrboro and Chapel Hill, North Carolina: Using Human Rights as Guiding Principles

In 2009, the town of Carrboro, North Carolina adopted a 
resolution declaring that the principles of the Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights (UDHR) will “guide the spirit 
of the laws, practices, and policies carried out with and on 
behalf of ” town residents.50 The Human Rights Center of 
Carrboro and Chapel Hill spearheaded efforts to pass the 
resolution. The process for developing the resolution was 
unique because the Board of Alderman ultimately agreed to 
support it with adjustments to the text of the UDHR that 
modernize and modify its language to reflect Carrboro’s 
priorities as articulated by local advocates.51 The local reso-
lution reflects revisions, including the removal of masculine 
pronouns, the addition of “ethnicity, sexual orientation and 
gender identity or gender expression” as bases on which dis-
crimination is prohibited, and the recognition of a right to 
marry regardless of gender.52

 The resolution has since been invoked by members of the 
community as a basis for voicing concerns to the Board. For 

example, when a local community center that served the 
town’s immigrant population was closed because of a lack 
of resources, local advocates invoked the resolution and the 
town’s overarching commitment to human rights of all people 
in an effort to reopen the center.53 Carrboro’s commitment to 
the UDHR has also been cited as support for local resolutions 
encouraging fair trade.54

 Carrboro’s resolution does not create legal obligations for 
the town, but it does include a potential implementation 
mechanism. Reflecting input from local supporters, the reso-
lution allows for an advisory body to monitor and report to 
the Board on human rights conditions in the town.55 If estab-
lished in the future, the advisory body could encourage town 
officials to use the resolution proactively, and identify areas 
where local policies comply with the principles of the UDHR 
and where more work is needed.
 In 2009, the neighboring town of Chapel Hill also adopted 
the modified version of the UDHR as guiding principles.56
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Pittsburgh’s Human Rights City Proclamation
In 2011, Pittsburgh proclaimed itself a human rights city, 
“joining other human rights cities around the world in work-
ing to provide leadership and advocacy to secure, protect, and 
promote human rights for all people.”61 Local advocates turned 
to human rights because it offered them a new approach to 
address local racial justice issues, including disparities in educa-
tional opportunities and residential segregation.62 Finding that 
human rights allowed for more inclusive dialogues and analy-
sis, The American Friends Service Committee PA Program 
launched Racial Justice Through Human Rights (RJTHR), a 
youth group focused on racial injustice.63 RJTHR convened 
discussions with local residents, community leaders and gov-
ernment officials throughout the city, and from this, efforts to 
proclaim Pittsburgh a human rights city emerged.64

 RJTHR worked with the Pittsburgh City Council to draft 
a human rights proclamation tailored to the Pittsburgh con-
text.65 Through its proclamation, Pittsburgh affirmed “its com-
mitment to human rights” and stated that as a human rights 
city, Pittsburgh can be a model for other localities in efforts to 
“make every citizen a partner for sustainable change.”66 While 
these statements are aspirational, the resolution can offer a 
foundation to support future human rights efforts.67 Local 
youth continue to utilize human rights, working together 
with other advocates to develop a video addressing the racial 
disparities in education in Pennsylvania.68

Endorsing Human Rights  
Implementation in Eugene
Each year since 2008, on International Human Rights Day, 
the Mayor of Eugene has issued a proclamation endorsing and 
encouraging the implementation of human rights principles 
throughout the city. This official support for human rights 
has complemented the Eugene Human Rights City Project, 
an effort by local community members to explore how human 
rights could inform governance in the City.69

 In 2011, the Eugene City Council formally expressed its 
support for human rights, voting unanimously to restruc-
ture the Human Rights Commission and expand its mandate 
to explicitly support and promote the full range of human 
rights within the UDHR.70 The change reflected input from 
members of the Commission who wanted to conduct broad 
outreach and recommendations from a wide cross-section 
of Eugene residents. When contemplating the restructuring, 
the Commission held several months of listening sessions to 
gain a greater understanding of community needs and ways 
to more effectively address them. These listening sessions 
uncovered a number of concerns, including marginalization 
of communities of color.71 The result of collaboration between 
local residents and the Commission was a call to adopt the 
principles of the UDHR, which provide a new framework 
for the Commission to address local issues that emerged in 
these listening sessions, such housing and a lack of services for 
immigrant communities.72 The Commission’s new work plan 
demonstrates ways it will use the human rights framework, 
including creating new working groups to address immigrant 
integration, homelessness and problems affecting youth. The 
work plan further calls on the Commission to provide broader 
training on the human rights framework and empowers the 
Commission to educate the local community on CERD and 
report on progress in relation to the Convention.73

 The Human Rights City Project in Eugene includes sev-
eral additional elements, including the use of a human rights 
assessment tool by city departments (see p. 23) and recogni-
tion of the human right to housing (see p. 15).
 By integrating human rights into how government operates, 
Eugene is demonstrating how an engaged government, which 
provides inter-departmental and agency trainings on human 
rights, can work with community advocates to improve local 
decision-making and responsiveness.74 Overall, human rights 
have helped to “more effectively serve the needs of all the  
people of Eugene.”75

“ We share a deep respect for human rights and a commitment to  
balance people, planet and profit in our service to the community.”

—Jon Ruiz, Eugene City Manager 76
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Reframing Local Concerns as Human Rights Issues
Throughout the country, state and local governments are articulating local concerns as human rights issues and/or using human 
rights principles to guide policy responses. In many instances, such action results from collaboration with local communities and 
responds to calls for more participatory approaches to governance.

State Efforts to Advance the Right to Health

Vermont: State-Wide Universal  
Healthcare Legislation
The result of a state-wide human rights campaign, Vermont 
is the first state to pass a law that creates a system intended to 
provide healthcare for all residents. The universal healthcare 
law became a reality when, in 2010, the General Assembly 
approved Act 128, which lays the groundwork for the devel-
opment of a healthcare system where all state residents have 
access to care through a system that is affordable, transparent, 
efficient, and accountable to the public.77 The following year, 
the Vermont Legislature approved Green Mountain Care, 
a framework to “provide, as a public good, comprehensive, 
affordable, high-quality, publicly-financed healthcare cover-
age for all Vermont residents,” without regard to their finan-
cial status or health.78

 Reflecting key human rights principles, Vermont’s univer-
sal healthcare law responds directly to the needs articulated 
by state residents. A key catalyst for Green Mountain Care 
was the Vermont Workers’ Center’s state-wide campaign for 
healthcare as a human right. The campaign advocated for 
healthcare based on core human rights principles: universal-
ity, equity, transparency, accountability and participation. 
The Worker’s Center saw these principles as necessary com-
ponents of a system that would address the ongoing concerns 
voiced by Center members and other residents during the 
campaign’s state-wide outreach effort. State residents repeat-
edly expressed how a lack of access to healthcare was nega-
tively impacting not only their health, but also their ability to 
work and their finances. Through its outreach, the campaign 
found that a healthcare system based upon human rights prin-
ciples captured the concerns of local residents and garnered 
support around the state.79

 Responding to local advocacy, Vermont’s lawmakers under-
took their own assessment of universal healthcare and ulti-

mately adopted a law based on the campaign’s principles.80 The 
law calls for the new system to be fully implemented by 2017.81

 Human rights principles and broad public support were 
important factors in the passage of universal healthcare. 
While the system was under review, an amendment was pro-
posed to limit coverage by excluding undocumented immi-
grants. The amendment was abandoned after a strong public 
response that emphasized universality as a core component of 
the new healthcare system, and that care should be available to 
all Vermont residents.82 In its place, an amendment was passed 
charging the Green Mountain Care Board to conduct a study 
of the potential costs and benefits of covering undocumented 
residents. The results of this study, due to the Legislature in 
January of 2013, could impact how Green Mountain Care is 
ultimately implemented.83

 While a number of steps remain to be taken before the sys-
tem is fully implemented, Vermont’s healthcare as a human 
right effort demonstrates how using human rights principles 
can be integrated into state-wide policies to respond to com-
munity needs and concerns.
 In 2012, Vermont’s Legislature adopted human rights prin-
ciples into the state budget, as described further on page 21.

Human Rights as a Means to Eliminate  
Health Disparities in Connecticut
Recognizing that “[e]qual enjoyment of the highest attainable 
standard of health is a human right and a priority of the state,” 
Connecticut established a Commission on Health Equity in 
2008. The aim of the Commission is to eliminate disparities 
in health outcomes linked to race, ethnicity, and language.84 
The General Assembly created the Commission in response 
to mounting data illustrating that residents’ access to quality 
healthcare is limited by factors that include language, national 
origin and race, and that health outcomes are poorest in Con-
necticut’s African American communities.85
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“ Strong and healthy communities cannot exist in the presence of poverty 
and extreme inequality. If our neighbors are not safe and healthy, it 
affects us all. We need bold policies that ensure everyone has access 
to the health care, safe housing, nutritious food, healthy natural 
environment, education and child care they need… This same primary 
goal should guide all our public policy: meet the fundamental needs  
of the people.”

—James Hasslam, Director, Vermont Workers’ Center 95

 The Commission is empowered to take a multi-pronged 
approach to fostering health equity, including collecting data, 
developing policy initiatives and making legislative recom-
mendations.86 The Commission has identified six health pri-
orities—areas where it is focusing its work based on the exist-
ing disparities across race, gender and economic lines.87

 Consistent with a human rights framework, the Commis-
sion is working to identify and eliminate the systemic causes 
of inequity in its priority areas.88 To this end, the Commission 
has conducted surveys of state agencies, data analysis and pub-
lic input and used this information to develop preliminary 
recommendations to improve collaboration among state and 
local agencies and community organizations.89 The Commis-
sion fosters community participation through forums that 
bring together members of the public, health practitioners, 
government officials and academics to discuss healthcare 
needs, existing obstacles, and strategies to overcome them, as 

well to raise awareness of health as a human right.90 The results 
of the forums are shared with the state legislature to inform 
their decision-making.91

 The Commission has begun efforts to review existing 
data and policies and make recommendations for legislative 
change.92 In 2010-2011, the Commission proposed language 
on implementing culturally and linguistically appropriate 
healthcare and supported legislation to improve healthcare 
coverage and move closer to universal healthcare access.93

 The Vermont and Connecticut examples both illustrate 
how states can develop mechanisms that promote health 
equity, using human rights language and principles. The 
human rights framework provides for the highest attainable 
standard of health as articulated in the UDHR and in other 
international human rights agreements.94
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Addressing The Right to Housing

Increasingly, local governments are responding to concerns 
about the prevalence of homelessness through the recogni-
tion of housing as a fundamental human right—one that is 
enumerated in the UDHR, the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), the Con-
vention on Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD)—
and touches upon other human rights as well.96

Local Implementation in Madison &  
Dane County, Wisconsin
In November 2011, the City Council of Madison, Wiscon-
sin passed a resolution recognizing housing as a human right 
and prioritizing efforts to meet the basic need for housing in 
the city. The resolution highlights the prevalence of homeless-
ness in Madison and recognizes that homelessness, joblessness 
and poverty are interrelated problems that disproportionately 
affect people of color, members of the LGBTQ community, 
the elderly and immigrants. The resolution also underscores 
that Madison has an obligation to promote fair housing and 
that the U.S. is a party to the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights (ICCPR) and CERD, which require the 
city to eliminate policies with a racially discriminatory effect.97

 As a step to meet these obligations and ensure some level 
of implementation, the resolution calls for an assessment of 
affordable and accessible housing needs and the creation of 
a staff position to oversee the needs assessment, as well as a 
responsive housing strategy. Additionally, the resolution calls 
for public funds to increase affordable and available housing.98

 Building on the City Council’s resolution, the Board of 
Supervisors of Dane County (which encompasses Madison) 
likewise passed a resolution recognizing housing as a human 
right in July 2012.99 This resolution, like Madison’s, prioritizes 
the basic need to find shelter for homeless individuals and 
includes additional language setting out concrete goals for the 
County. One of the goals is for local government to develop 
a housing plan with recommendations to create more afford-
able and accessible housing, reduce the number of homeless 
children in local schools. The plan should also include recom-
mendations to prevent foreclosures, evictions and the crimi-
nalization of homelessness.100 The resolution tasks the Human 
Services Board, which includes County Supervisors and resi-
dents, with implementing the housing plan.101 It also calls for 

the local government to assess and report on housing needs on 
an annual basis.102

 To address the criminalization of homelessness specifically, 
Dane County also created a Homeless Issues Committee, 
comprised of County Supervisors, Madison City Alders, the 
Chief of Police and members of the community, including 
homeless persons and services providers.103

Government Responses to Community  
Needs in Eugene, Oregon
City government in Eugene, Oregon is likewise taking affir-
mative steps to address homelessness through the lens of 
human rights. At the end of 2011, the Mayor and City Coun-
cil created the Opportunity Eugene Community Task Force 
on Homelessness in response to concerns raised by members 
of Occupy Eugene. The Task Force included city councilors, 
city staff, service providers and advocacy group representa-
tives along with other community members. The Task Force 
researched and developed strategies and recommendations to 
remedy the issue of homelessness in the city of Eugene, and 
proclaimed “housing is a basic human right.” It developed a 
prioritized list of recommendations to respond to concerns 
of the homeless and ensure that homeless persons are treated 
with dignity, including by creating safe spaces for the home-
less, increasing access to health care, and improving laws and 
zoning ordinances that have the effect of criminalizing home-
lessness. In April of 2012,104 the Task Force submitted its final 
report to the Mayor and City Council, who have since begun 
to explore ways to address the recommendations.105

 These efforts show how high-level city officials can evaluate 
the human rights implications of homelessness.106 In Eugene, 
these efforts began a process of dialogue within government 
agencies and between government and community mem-
bers, and also focused attention on developing local policies 
that can address the chronic problem of homelessness. These 
efforts are supported by Eugene’s Human Rights Commis-
sion, which has a mandate to address human rights issues and 
a working group dedicated to addressing homelessness.107

 More on Eugene’s human rights initiatives, including 
its human rights assessment tool and the expansion of its 
human rights commission can be found on pages 23 and  
12, respectively.
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Recognizing Freedom from Domestic Violence as a Fundamental Human Right

Passing City Council Resolutions in  
Cincinnati and Baltimore
In 2011, Cincinnati, Ohio, passed a resolution declaring that 
“freedom from domestic violence is a fundamental human 
right” and recognizing that state and local governments have 
a responsibility to help secure this right.108 The resolution was 
adopted in response to advocacy by a number of organizations 
concerned about domestic violence, including law school clin-
ics, service providers and community-based organizations.109 

The City Council passed the resolution in October, domestic 
violence awareness month, as part of ongoing efforts to com-
bat domestic violence, and to publicize that it is an issue of 
concern that Cincinnati is committed to eliminating.110

 The resolution offers an opportunity to educate government 
agencies, local communities, and the private sector.111 The text 
of the resolution highlights the prevalence of domestic vio-
lence and its impact on community members, service provid-
ers and local government. Noting that local government enti-
ties play an important role in addressing domestic violence, 
the resolution encourages Cincinnati officials to raise aware-
ness of the issue.112 Advocates who supported the passage of 
the resolution, including the Domestic Violence Order and 
Civil Protection Clinic at University of Cincinnati and local 
service providers, also wanted to make a clear link between 
the human rights framework and domestic violence, and the 
text cites U.N. statements on the topic. Advocates intended 
to provide a new perspective on domestic violence, one that 
includes greater awareness and dialogue on the warning signs 
of domestic violence and the long term effects it can have, 
bringing this typically private issue into public discussions.113 
Finally, advocates note that the resolution can support efforts 
to enforce protection orders, by underscoring that local gov-
ernment plays a role in continuing to secure the human right 
to be free from domestic violence.114

 In 2012, the Baltimore City Council likewise passed a reso-
lution declaring freedom from domestic violence to be a funda-
mental human right.115 Efforts to pass Baltimore’s resolution were 
spearheaded by the Family Law Clinic at University of Baltimore, 
with support from the Women’s Law Center of Maryland.116 The 
resolution describes the specific context in Maryland, including 
the fact that in 2010-2011, over 25,000 protective order petitions 

were filed and 43 domestic violence-related deaths occurred. Like 
the Cincinnati resolution, the text goes on to emphasize that law 
enforcement, city agencies, courts and others “constitute the first 
line of defense against domestic violence.”117 After providing 
local context, it cites to the UN Declaration on Elimination of 
Violence Against Women, a Statement by a UN human rights 
expert and a recent regional human rights body’s decision on 
women’s human rights, highlighting that Baltimore joins inter-
national and domestic leaders by recognizing the human right to 
be free from domestic violence.
 Over a dozen council members joined as co-sponsors of the 
resolution, which passed unanimously. Moving forward, advo-
cates hope that the resolution will serve as a catalyst for commu-
nity dialogue and raise awareness of the prevalence of domestic 
violence.118 It may also serve as a tool for local organizations, 
including Baltimore’s Maryland Legal Aid, to bolster their 
advocacy.119 To increase awareness of the resolution, students 
used social media tools, including Facebook and Twitter.120

 The Cincinnati and Baltimore resolutions have inspired 
other jurisdictions to recognize the role of state and local 
actors in promoting and protecting the human right to be 
free from domestic violence. In July of 2012, Miami-Dade 
County passed a similar resolution, calling on county agencies 
to incorporate principles relating to human rights and domes-
tic violence into their policies and practices and becoming the 
first county to take this step.121 A similar resolution is under 
consideration in Buffalo, New York.122

Seattle Commission’s Call for  
Congressional Action
The Seattle Human Rights Commission has recognized the 
human right to be protected from violence as a basis for federal 
legislative action. Through a resolution passed in September 
of 2012, the Commission called on the U.S. House of Rep-
resentatives to reauthorize the Violence Against Women Act 
(VAWA) as approved by the U.S. Senate. The Commission’s 
resolution emphasizes that the House should take this action 
“in compliance with its international obligations to enact leg-
islation that does not discriminate and to respect and ensure 
the right to be protected against violence.” It further articulates 
that the Senate version of VAWA “more fully embodies the core 
principles of equality, safety, integrity and dignity” found in a 
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number of human rights agreements because it offers protec-
tions for groups of women particularly impacted by violence, 
including “Native Americans, immigrants and refugees, and 
LGBTQ communities.” The resolution builds upon previous 
local efforts to support meaningful reauthorization of VAWA, 

including a public rally co-sponsored by the Human Rights 
Commission and the Seattle Women’s Commission.123

 Seattle has also undertaken a city-wide effort to address 
racial and social disparities, prioritizing public participation 
in local policy (see page 18).

“ NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that housing be recognized as 
a human right and that all people who desire a place of shelter and 
stable long-term housing be prioritized to have this basic need met both 
temporarily and permanently. In doing so, the City of Madison recommits 
to the goals in its Comprehensive Plan that call for the availability of safe, 
decent and sanitary and distinctive housing for all residents as well as 
the objectives and policies that accompany that goal.”

—Madison, Wisconsin Housing Resolution
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Seattle, Washington: Engaging the Community in Efforts to Achieve Racial and Social Justice

In 2004, Seattle began a city-wide Race and Social Justice 
Initiative (RSJI) to “address racial and social disparities” 
and achieve greater equity.124 The Initiative was developed 
to address the reality that racial inequity exists across all 
indicators for success, from health to education and crimi-
nal justice.125 Managed by the Office of Civil Rights, RSJI 
has grown into a comprehensive effort to end institutional-
ized racism, founded on the understanding that responding 
to inequities requires changes in government institutions 
and approaches.126

 RSJI strives to create opportunities for civic engagement 
and to work with the local community to identify problems 
and shape solutions.127 A central component of this effort 
is Seattle’s community roundtable—a partnership of over 
twenty-five community organizations and public institutions 
from across the city and the county committed to a shared 
vision of racial equity. The roundtable examines issues such as 
employment, criminal justice, economic wellness and health, 
and has had a sustained focus on education. As part of their 
work on education, roundtable participants have developed 
policy recommendations to eliminate disproportionality in 
local school discipline rates and are working with the State 
Legislature to promote a state-wide plan that can lead to 

greater educational equity.128

 RSJI also works within government to achieve structural 
change. Each department is required to evaluate its budgets, 
policies and practices through the lens of racial equity, and to 
develop plans that foster equal access and equity in its poli-
cies and programs. RSJI has developed a toolkit to facilitate 
this analysis and ensure that programs are implemented to the 
benefit of all community members.129 After an analysis, each 
department creates a tailored action plan to address any gaps 
and promote equity, with its own internal team to oversee 
these efforts.130 To encourage new approaches to policy mak-
ing across departments RSJI has facilitated race and social jus-
tice training for over 8,000 city employees.131

 RSJI is beginning to have positive outcomes. The city gov-
ernment has become more accessible to city residents as every 
city department now offers free language interpretation upon 
request, as well as free translation and interpretation services 
at public meetings and events in communities with a non-
English speaking population.132 RSJI has led to changes in city 
business practices as well. Seattle’s contracting with women- 
and minority-owned companies has tripled and hiring and 
promotion practices have resulted in higher rates of equality 
in employment.133

Fostering Participatory Governance
Public participation is an important component of a human rights approach. Engaging community stakeholders in planning, 
implementing and evaluating policies fosters government accountability and transparency. It can also help to ensure that policies 
and programs respond to local needs and achieve their intended results. While the examples below do not all refer to human 
rights explicitly, they reflect the core elements of a human rights approach, including taking proactive steps to eliminate policies 
and programs that have a disparate impact on particular groups and developing partnerships with impacted communities. These 
principles are found in CERD and a number of additional human rights agreements. To comport with a human rights based 
approach, participatory efforts should ensure needs based outcomes, grounded in human rights principles.
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El Paso Sheriff’s Office: A Participatory Approach to Law Enforcement

El Paso is consistently ranked one of the safest cities in Amer-
ica with a population over 500,000.134 El Paso attributes this 
success to its community policing efforts.135 The Sheriff ’s 
office is committed to “[p]rovid[ing] quality police service in 
partnership with other members of the community.” Through 
outreach and dialogue with local residents and civic groups, 
law enforcement seeks to identify local concerns and develop 
effective approaches to creating a safer community. The 
Sheriff sees human rights as a basis for this approach, which 
focuses on taking proactive and preventative steps to protect 
the rights of all El Paso residents.136

 Community engagement was a strategy developed by the 
El Paso County Sheriff ’s office to respond to concerns of local 
community members as voiced by a campaign for changes in 
immigration enforcement led by the Border Network for 
Human Rights. One aspect of the campaign was criticism of 
how the treatment of El Paso residents who were perceived to 
be undocumented undermined community safety overall.137 
When a new Sheriff was elected, the Sheriff ’s Office began 
to engage in individual and community outreach, ultimately 
altering its approach to immigration enforcement and build-
ing partnerships with local groups so they can cooperate in 
reporting crimes.138 The importance of community partner-

ships has also led El Paso officials to oppose proposed state 
legislation mandating local enforcement of federal immi-
gration law. Speaking at a United States Senate hearing, El 
Paso County’s chief executive stated, “[c]ommunity polic-
ing … involves building trust and relationships between 
law enforcement and citizens that helps solve crimes and 
keep neighborhoods crime-free. If my sheriff ’s deputies are 
required … to enforce federal immigration law … that trust 
disappears and we become a less safe community.”139 Similar 
concerns have been voiced by the El Paso County Sheriff, as 
well as by a state senator and an El Paso congressman.140

 Community policing has strengthened accountability and 
increased transparency by engaging local residents in dia-
logues and inviting them to law enforcement trainings.141 
For instance, after a series of shootings occurred during law 
enforcement encounters with individuals with mental health 
concerns, the Sheriff ’s office met with mental health prac-
titioners, doctors, advocates and people living with mental 
illness. They engaged in dialogues to explore how these inci-
dents could be prevented. As a result, classes on the topic were 
held for all El Paso officers and all officers are now trained as 
state-certified ‘Mental Health Officers’ to improve responses 
to similar sensitive cases.142

“ Everything we do is about fundamental human rights, not only how we 
deal with people, but how we protect people, through both prevention 
and enforcement.”

—Sheriff Richard Wiles, El Paso County 143



How State and Local Governments Can Use Human Rights to Advance Local Policy 

20 Bringing Human Rights Home

California: Tools for City and State Reporting on Compliance with Human Rights Treaties

California provides an example of how both cities and states 
can engage in human rights documentation and monitoring 
efforts through the treaty reporting process. The city of Berke-
ley, California was a pioneer in this work. The City Council 
took an initial step to commit itself to human rights by adopt-
ing a Human Rights Ordinance based on the U.N. Charter, 
which calls for the promotion of “universal respect for, and 
observance of, human rights and fundamental freedoms for 

all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion.”152 
Then, in 2007, Berkeley became the first U.S. locality to pro-
duce a report on local human rights treaty compliance.153 
Building on this effort, in 2009, the City Council formalized 
reporting for all three treaties the U.S. has ratified, calling for 
city departments to contribute data, describe measures Berke-
ley is taking to implement treaty provisions and identify fur-
ther steps needed to achieve compliance.154

Reporting on Local Compliance with Human Rights Treaties
Human rights treaty reporting offers an opportunity for state and local governments to assess compliance with human rights stan-
dards and paint a more nuanced picture of human rights on the ground. When the U.S. ratifies a human rights treaty, it commits to 
report on how it is fulfilling its obligations under that treaty on a periodic basis and to participate in a review of its record by a U.N. 
committee of independent experts.150 Other stakeholders, including state and local governments, can also submit reports with their 
perspective on U.S. treaty compliance. Based on these reports, the U.N. expert committee conducts its review and provides recom-
mendations for the government to improve treaty implementation.
 Reporting provides a voice to local governments to highlight effective human rights initiatives and identify areas where more 
work is needed. Human rights treaty reporting is likewise an opportunity for state and local governments to make recommenda-
tions about the support and resources they need to monitor, promote and protect human rights.151

Salt Lake City: Addressing Women’s Human Rights Through Dialogue

The Salt Lake City Mayor’s Office of Diversity and Human 
Rights (ODHR) aims to “protect the basic human rights of 
all Salt Lake City residents.”144 In its work, the Mayor’s Office 
collaborates with other city agencies and the community.145 
One example is ODHR’s efforts to address discrimination, 
which has involved city residents, the Salt Lake City Human 
Rights Commission and members of the City Council.146 
Salt Lake City is a diverse community where ethnic diversity 
has increased exponentially in the past decade. To assess con-
stituent needs and understand how to respond effectively, the 
Human Rights Commission sponsored a series of community 
dialogues on discrimination.147

 Through these dialogues, local officials discovered that 
many women in Salt Lake had concerns that were not being 
addressed, including unequal educational opportunities and 
employment. In response, Salt Lake has begun to consider 
using the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimina-

tion Against Women (CEDAW) as a framework for creat-
ing more equitable gender policies. Since 2010, the Human 
Rights Commission, the City Council, and the Mayor’s Office 
of Diversity and Human Rights together created a CEDAW 
Committee to examine the possibilities of adopting CEDAW 
and conduct further community outreach on this proposal. 
The Committee has sponsored targeted dialogues to gather 
information on the situation of women in Salt Lake City and 
inform policy responses. The dialogues offered an opportu-
nity for the Committee to provide information to commu-
nity members on CEDAW and also created platforms for 
community members to share their perspectives on health, 
safety, education and opportunities for advancement.148 The 
input received from these dialogues will inform the CEDAW 
Committee’s report and recommendations to the Mayor and 
City Council.149
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Vermont’s Budget Process: Advancing Human Dignity and Equity

In 2012, the Vermont State Legislature adopted key human 
rights principles into the state budget, in an effort to create 
more transparent and accountable budgeting. The Legislature 
committed to these principles, declaring that “the state bud-
get should be designed to address the needs of the people of 
Vermont in a way that advances human dignity and equity.”161 
For the first time, the budget highlights that spending and 
revenue should promote economic well-being and “recognize 
every person’s need for health, housing, dignified work, edu-
cation, food, social security, and a healthy environment.”162

 Vermont’s approach to budgeting is the result of a grass-
roots campaign urging more inclusive and responsive fiscal 
policies that respond to residents’ needs and rights.163 The 
campaign was grounded in the belief that Vermonters should 
play a role in the state’s financial decisions.164 The budget lan-
guage indicates how the budget should be designed, providing 
a foundation for linking revenue and spending to the needs 

of state residents. The new budget also calls for ongoing and 
participatory evaluations that are based on human rights and 
the principles of sustainability and stability.165

 Moving forward the Legislature must undertake a needs 
assessment to determine how a human rights-based budget 
can be designed to meet residents’ needs and develop indica-
tors to measure success. The needs assessment and the creation 
of indicators will be done with community participation.166

 Vermont’s approach to budgeting is one example of how 
human rights principles can be used as a metric to measure 
how government policies are meeting constituents’ funda-
mental needs. It also demonstrates how governments and resi-
dents can collaborate to develop policy.
 The State of Vermont has also recently passed universal 
healthcare legislation guided by human rights principles (see 
page 13).

Conducting Human Rights Based Audits and Impact Assessments
Human rights standards can serve as benchmarks to measure the potential impact of proposed policies, to assess budgets, services 
and employment practices, and to help identify barriers to reaching intended beneficiaries with necessary services. As described 
below, state and local authorities have developed a number of tools to weigh the human rights implications of local policies and 
programs. The three case studies below further reflect how local communities can participate in efforts to develop more responsive 
policies and programs using human rights standards.

 Using human rights treaties as benchmarks, Berkeley’s 
treaty reporting provides a way for local city departments to 
assess their efforts to address discrimination and inequality 
and to provide services, including housing and education. 
These local reporting efforts have heightened awareness of 
human rights within government bodies.155 Berkeley’s reports 
are also sent to the U.S. Department of States and the rel-
evant U.N. Committees for use in reviews of the United 
States’ human rights compliance.

 In early 2010, a resolution aimed at raising awareness of rati-
fied treaties and facilitating reporting on a state-wide scale was 
introduced in the California State Legislature.156 The resolu-

tion, ACR 129, passed the State Assembly and State Senate 
with overwhelming support.157 ACR 129 calls on the Califor-
nia Attorney General to prepare templates that cities, coun-
ties, and state agencies can use to assess their own compliance 
with human rights treaties ratified by the U.S.158 Supporters of 
ACR 129 highlighted that state-wide reporting would pro-
vide California an avenue for demonstrating its human rights 
leadership.159 Additionally, advocates have noted that report-
ing could have a positive influence on California policies in a 
number of areas, such as sex trafficking, child labor and crimi-
nal justice.”160 At the time of writing, the California Attorney 
General had not yet taken steps to implement the resolution, 
though advocates continue to urge the office to do so.
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San Francisco Gender Auditing: Implementing the Women’s Rights Treaty Locally

CEDAW is the comprehensive international human rights 
treaty aimed at advancing women’s rights. Today, the U.S. 
is the only industrialized nation and the only country in 
the Western Hemisphere that has failed to ratify CEDAW, 
though the U.S. signed the treaty in 1980.167 Numerous cit-
ies, states and localities have called upon the United States 
to ratify the treaty and several have gone further, integrat-
ing CEDAW principles into local government,168 particu-
larly by engaging in gender auditing of government policies  
and practices.
 San Francisco led the way when the Board of Supervisors 
passed a local ordinance requiring government agencies and 
departments to implement CEDAW principles. Adopted in 
1998, the ordinance requires the city to “integrate gender 
equity and human rights into all its operations” and eradicate 
all discriminatory policies, including those with a disparate 
impact on women’s exercise of human rights. The ordinance 
developed out of collaboration between San Francisco’s Com-
mission on the Status of Women and an array of community 
stakeholders. These groups conducted trainings and hearings 
throughout the city and ultimately called on San Francisco to 
adopt international human rights principles to address gender 
discrimination within the city.169 Human rights principles, 
and specifically the standards of CEDAW, were adopted to 
ensure that government policies and programs addressed the 
needs of women and girls.170

 The CEDAW ordinance calls for city departments to 
undergo gender assessments to ensure their actions are non-
discriminatory and meet community needs. The key compo-
nent of this assessment is a gender analysis of budget, service 
delivery and employment practices to identify any discrimi-
nation or barriers to equality for women, as well as to shape 
responses that promote and protect human rights.171

 Since adoption of the CEDAW ordinance, seven agen-
cies and departments have completed their gender assess-
ments, leading to improved employment and service prac-
tices within city government. As a result of its assessment, 
the Department of the Environment (DOE) began to track 
the gender and racial make-up of its staff across job catego-
ries. The CEDAW review influenced the department’s deci-
sion to implement flexible work policies that better accom-
modate caregivers and has increased the DOE’s ability to 
recruit a diverse applicant pool. Women now comprise 
over 50% of the department, including its technical staff.172 

The same department also started analyzing demographics 
of its funding recipients to better assess the impact of its 
services and to track who is hired with its grant monies.173 
Through its gender analysis, the Department of Public 
Works (DPW) determined that some of its gender-neutral 
policies impacted women and men differently, and that 
for example, the placement of street lighting could make 
women feel safer. As a result, DPW’s new projects reduced 
spacing between street lights because improved lighting 
“creates more equitable outcomes.”174 Other agencies, such 
as the city’s Rent Stabilization and Arbitration Board now 
collect data on customers to better understand who they  
are serving, including information on gender and other 
social characteristics.175

 CEDAW implementation has also included city-wide ini-
tiatives.176 One example is the gender analysis that the Depart-
ment on the Status of Women (DOSW) conducted to assess 
work-life balance policies across city government and identify 
the impact of these policies on female employees. The study 
not only led to changes in policy, it was used to support new 
laws on telecommuting, flex time and paid parental leave.177

 More recently, DOSW has used its experience with gen-
der assessments to create a Gender Equality Principle Initia-
tive, partnering with Calvert, a socially responsible mutual 
fund and private sector groups. Through this initiative, San 
Francisco has helped develop a set of principles that compa-
nies can use to conduct self-assessments of gender equality 
and to promote resources to foster greater gender equity in 
the workplace.178

 Through its explicit integration of human rights in local 
governance, San Francisco has gained international atten-
tion. As a result of its gender equality work, the DOSW par-
ticipated in, and developed recommendations for, the United 
States’ first women’s economic summit in San Francisco, fea-
turing Secretary of State Hilary Clinton. DOSW has also pre-
sented at U.N. trainings, attended international conferences, 
and won awards for its gender equality initiatives, including 
the 2012 International Work-Life Balance Award.179 

 San Francisco has served as model for other gender equality 
initiatives. Santa Cruz, Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA have all 
passed CEDAW legislation. Fulton County, Georgia has also 
developed a gender equality initiative that informs budgeting 
across County departments.180
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Eugene, Oregon: Using Human Rights to Assess and Inform Policy Making

Across Eugene, Oregon’s city government, human rights play 
an important role in decision-making and policy analysis. In 
recent years, the Office of Sustainability undertook an effort 
to encourage more deliberate and sustainable decisions and, 
working together with the Human Rights Commission, devel-
oped a decision-making tool, known as the Triple Bottom Line 
(TBL).181 Used by all city departments, the TBL measures 
how a proposed policy or decision will impact social equity, 
the environment, and economic prosperity. Any TBL analy-
sis reflects human rights principles throughout, and the social 
equity prong explicitly prioritizes “protecting, respecting and 
fulfilling the full range of universal human rights, including 
civil, political, social, economic, and cultural rights.”182 Consis-
tent with a human rights approach, the process of conducting a 
TBL analysis calls for community participation.183

 The TBL tool has achieved a number of positive results 
for the City. The TBL analysis has been used to analyze the 
impact of city government layoffs and has influenced depart-
ment policies. Facing fiscal challenges, the Recreation Depart-
ment was able to develop a budget that minimized the impact 
on services and accessibility while increasing revenue.184 
Another result of the TBL is a greater focus on health and 
fitness, particularly for low-income families.185 It has also been 
an impetus for smaller changes, such as influencing the Public 
Library to switch to BPA-free paper for printing.186

 Eugene’s additional efforts to integrate human rights, 
including expanding the mandate of its local human rights 
commission to explicitly address the full panoply of human 
rights are described on page 12 and efforts to recognize hous-
ing as a human right are included on page 15.

“ Spending and revenue policies will reflect the public policy goals 
established in state law and recognize every person’s need for health, 
housing, dignified work, education, food, social security, and a  
healthy environment. …”

— Vermont Act 162, An act relating to making appropriations for the support of government
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Human rights principles are articulated in major international 
agreements, but they find their most concrete application in 
the hands of local policymakers as tools to improve govern-
ment decision-making and promote local participation. As 
detailed in this report, state and local officials and their con-
stituents benefit from incorporating human rights into local 
government functioning.
 Human rights can help shape proactive and innovative poli-
cies to meet basic community needs and address inequity. By 
incorporating human rights principles, local officials can dem-
onstrate leadership and achieve positive recognition at home 
and abroad by connecting U.S. cities, counties and states to 
the global community. Additionally, they can incorporate 
human rights strategies to foster more accountable, transpar-
ent and inclusive policies at the local level.
 While government officials and agency staff recognize 
many benefits to integrating a human rights approach locally, 
they also encounter challenges. These include a lack of pub-
lic understanding about human rights and the ways in which 
human rights can foster more equitable and sustainable poli-
cies. As with any new approach to policy, efforts to integrate 
human rights norms and strategies confront political and 
bureaucratic constraints, as well as resource limitations.
 Fulfilling the promise of human rights requires the com-
mitment of resources, long-term planning and vision, as well 
as leadership and innovation among all levels of government. 
Moreover, to be sustainable, these efforts require that govern-
ment agencies and officials work in concert with their com-
munity members to identify and implement appropriate 
means to promote and protect human rights.
 The case studies described in this report and discussions 
with state and local officials and community advocates suggest 
the following recommendations for promoting and protect-
ing human rights locally.

Recommendation One:  
Consider a Range of Strategies to 
Integrate Human Rights
The strategies and case studies in this report represent con-
crete ways that local government can embrace human rights 
principles and move toward the vision of dignity, equality and 
opportunity for all, beginning with local communities. State 
and local governments can adopt and build upon these in 
ways that fit the needs of their communities.

 ■ Make Aspirational Commitments to, and Raise 
Awareness of, Human Rights. Through resolutions, 
proclamations and declarations state and local 
governments can commit to securing human rights 
locally and articulate how human rights principles can 
inform local policies and programs.

 ■ Reframe Local Concerns as Human Rights Issues. 
Articulating local issues through a human rights frame-
work can help foster proactive and sustainable solutions 
that put basic needs at the forefront of policymaking. 
Based on principles of non-discrimination, equality and 
universality, a human rights approach can also attract 
new allies within local communities.

 ■ Foster Participatory Governance. State and local 
governments should actively facilitate local engagement 
in identifying existing problems and formulating 
solutions. Meaningful participation can be achieved 
when all community members have access to relevant 
information and the ability to engage in dialogue and 
influence outcomes on an equal basis.

 ■ Report on Local Compliance with Human Rights 
Treaties. By engaging in periodic human rights reporting, 
state and local governments can share promising and 
effective local initiatives and indicate where progress is 
needed. Reporting is also an opportunity to highlight 
the resources local governments need to more effectively 
implement human rights.

Concluding Recommendations
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 ■ Conduct Human Rights Based Audits and  
Impact Assessments. Human rights assessments 
can evaluate how budgets, policies and programs are 
meeting local community needs and facilitate a more 
holistic approach to assessing the political, economic 
and social ramifications of local policy.

Recommendation Two: Develop  
Strong Community Partnerships187

Based on their experiences using the human rights frame-
work, advocates and local government actors urge the cre-
ation of strong partnerships between communities and gov-
ernment officials. Collaboration with local constituents and 
community groups can enhance the ability of state and local 
government officials to develop laws and policies that pro-
mote greater equality, are sustainable and respond to local 
needs. While community groups and government represen-
tatives will not always have the same goals, they can work 
together to advance common objectives that further human 
rights. Collaboration allows government and civil society 
partners to identify areas of mutual benefit. Collaboration 
also provides opportunities to leverage each other’s expertise 
and support.
 An important first step to building successful partnerships 
is identifying common goals. This will help to define the 
scope of a partnership and ensure that government officials 
and community partners have clear expectations. Common 
goals also provide a basis to develop indicators of success and 
benchmarks, so that partners can measure progress.
 Joint goals, indicators of success and strategies for advanc-
ing human rights should be developed collectively. They 
should emphasize the core principles of universality and 
interdependence. They should also ensure processes that pro-
mote dialogue and transparent decision-making. Community 
groups and government should formulate the specific parame-
ters of their collaboration in a set of shared principles to guide 
the relationship. It is also important to establish the roles and 
responsibilities of each partner to reinforce accountability.
 In order to be sustainable, partnerships must be institution-
alized within both community organizations and government 
structures. Ad-hoc relationships that depend on individual 
outreach or goodwill have proven an ineffective means for 
implementing lasting change. By nature, they are temporary, 
lack organizational commitments and may be easily dissolved. 

Institutionalized relationships, in contrast, set up clear lines 
of communication and ensure that even when leadership or 
staffing changes occur, partnerships can continue.
 Institutionalized relationships, in turn, depend on build-
ing the capacity of institutional and organizational partners 
to use human rights. To build capacity, partners must identify 
and share tools to achieve their human rights objectives. These 
tools can include education on relevant standards, effective 
practices to promote and protect rights and other materials 
specific to local efforts to achieve change.

Recommendation Three:  
Advocate for Federal Support188

While states and localities can be effective sites for human 
rights implementation, the federal government—ultimately 
responsible for ensuring compliance on an international 
level—has a key role to play in coordinating and facilitating 
state and local efforts. Such shared responsibility is consistent 
with international law189 and principles of U.S. federalism.190

 Federal officials have increasingly highlighted the “criti-
cal role that state and local officials play in ensuring broad 
domestic human rights implementation.”191 In recognition of 
this important role, the federal government has invited state 
and local agencies and officials to participate in a number of 
the periodic U.N. reviews of the United States’ human rights 
record.192 These are positive steps toward developing intra-
governmental collaboration, but more is needed to support 
and encourage state and local efforts to promote and protect 
human rights.
 State and local agencies and officials have called for fed-
eral resources to support more comprehensive human rights 
implementation. In 2011, mayors and members of the Inter-
national Association of Official Human Rights Agencies 
(IAOHRA) sent a letter to Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
underscoring the need for federal guidance on human rights 
and concrete resources. The signatories requested “assistance 
in developing an understanding of state and local govern-
ments’ obligations under human rights treaties” and empha-
sized that greater education and resources are “essential” to 
effectively engage in human rights implementation.193

 By emphasizing the ways in which federal support is vital 
to building the capacity of state and local governments to 
advance human rights, agencies and officials can work to 
ensure that they are equipped with the tools and resources 
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to do this work. At a minimum, a comprehensive and coor-
dinated national approach to human rights requires that the 
federal government provide clear guidance, funding, educa-
tion and training, and dedicated staff.
 Specifically, state and local agencies can urge:

 ■ Clear Communication and Guidance. State and 
local officials can request that the federal government 
conduct outreach to state and local actors and clearly 
communicate state and local officials’ roles with 
respect to human rights implementation, including the 
standards set forth in ratified treaties, an articulation 
of how implementation at the local level can better the 
lives of state and local residents, and how responsibilities 
are shared among federal, state and local governments.

 ■ Funding. State and local officials can request that 
the federal government provide financial support to 
encourage human rights compliance efforts and increase 
the capacity of state and local actors to undertake this 
work. A number of models for direct funding already 
exist to support education and outreach efforts related 
to fair housing and violence against women.

 ■ Education and Training. State and local officials can 
urge the federal government to conduct programs, 
trainings, and roundtables aimed at increasing awareness 
of human rights norms, the benefits of human rights, 
and effective and emerging strategies to monitor and 
promote human rights.

 ■ Dedicated Staff. True coordination requires staff 
dedicated to liaising with state and local actors to 
integrate human rights in laws, policies and practices. 
State and local officials can request that the federal 
government designate staff to communicate information 
from the national and international level to state and 
local officials and solicit information on human rights 
compliance and implementation for treaty reporting 
and data analysis. This information can help to 
determine where local compliance is strong and  
where it needs improvement.

 The federal government can provide this support and foster 
a more comprehensive approach to human rights implemen-
tation through the establishment of a federal level implemen-
tation body such as a reinvigorated Inter-Agency Working 
Group on Human Rights, and a monitoring body such as a 
national human rights commission, or other similar institu-
tional mechanisms, that are explicitly mandated to coordinate 
state and local governments.194

 By adopting a range of approaches to incorporate a human 
rights framework, working in partnership with communities, 
and leveraging resources at all levels of government, state and 
local officials can play an essential role in ensuring that human 
rights become a reality close to home. 
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Treaty or Declaration Description
Signed 
by U.S. 

President

Ratified by 
U.S. Senate

Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UDHR)

Adopted in 1948, the UDHR is the oldest international human rights 
charter. The Universal Declaration, which recognizes civil liberties and 
socioeconomic rights, serves as a joint charter from which the twin 
international covenants, below, were born. The UDHR is a declaration, 
and not a binding treaty. Nevertheless, many of its provisions may be 
considered customary international law. The United States supported—
indeed, was instrumental in—drafting the UDHR.

N/A N/A

International Covenant on 
Economic, Social, and 
Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR)

The ICESCR is the principal human rights treaty regarding economic 
and social rights. It protects the rights to housing, work, social security, 
the highest attainable standard of health, and the continuous improve-
ment of living conditions. It also prohibits all forms of discrimination in 
the enjoyment of these rights.

 

International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR)

The ICCPR protects a broad range of civil and political rights, includ-
ing the right to life, freedom of association, the right to be free from 
torture and slavery, non-discrimination, and certain fair trial rights. 
Its non-discrimination provisions can be invoked to protect economic 
and social rights.

 

International Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms 
of Racial Discrimination 
(ICERD)

ICERD is the principal human rights treaty on racial discrimination. 
The treaty specifically prohibits discrimination in the areas of education, 
health, housing, property, social security and employment, among others.  

Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW)

CEDAW is the principal human rights treaty on sex discrimination, 
which provides for women’s equal access to—and equal opportunities 
in—private, political and public life.  

Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (CRC)

The CRC is the principal human rights treaty on the rights of children, 
and it includes extensive economic and social rights provisions. The 
United States is one of only two U.N. member states not to have ratified 
the Convention, making it the most widely ratified treaty in the inter-
national human rights system.

 *

Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities 
(CRPD)

The CRPD promotes the rights of disabled persons to equal protection, 
equal participation and accessibility, and provides special protection for 
women and children with disabilities. It entered into force in March 
2008. As of July 2009, the Convention had been signed by 140 coun-
tries and ratified by 62.

 

Appendix
International Human Rights Declarations & Treaties

*The U.S. has ratified the two optional protocols to the CRC.
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Treaty or Declaration Description
Signed 
by U.S. 

President

Ratified by 
U.S. Senate

Convention Against 
Torture and Other Cruel, 
Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment 
(CAT)

The CAT requires states to take effective measures to prevent and pun-
ish torture under any circumstances (even wartime) and also forbids 
states from sending individuals to other countries if there is reason to 
believe they will be tortured.

 

Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities 
(CRPD)

The CRPD promotes disabled persons’ rights to equal protection, equal 
participation, and accessibility, and provides special protection for 
women and children with disabilities.

 

International Convention 
on the Protection of the 
Rights of All Migrant 
Workers and Members of 
their Families (ICMW)

The ICMW stresses the fundamental rights of both documented and 
undocumented migrants.

 

International Convention 
for the Protection of All 
Persons from Enforced 
Disappearances

The most recent UN human rights treaty, the Convention protects 
against forced disappearance.  








