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SUR issue number 15 is a very special one. For the 
first time, it encompasses three different sections. 
One comprises a thematic dossier on the national 
implementation of regional and international hu-
man rights systems. Additionally, this issue brings 
two non-thematic articles involving relevant 
contemporary human rights topics (business and 
human rights and women’s rights in Islam), as well 
as an interview with Denise Dora, from the Ford 
Foundation (2000-2011). 

Finally, celebrating the 10th anniversary of 
Conectas Human Rights, issue No. 15 is published 
with the same cover color as No. 1, and brings a 
dossier by Conectas’s current and former staff 
members, who share their experience and lessons 
learned. This last section is presented in more de-
tail in the letter to the readers, later in this issue. 

Thematic dossier: Implementation 
at the National Level of the Decisions 
of the Regional and International 
Human Rights Systems
Since the adoption of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights in 1948, the international and 
regional human rights systems have been funda-
mental in the definition and protection of human 
rights, and have contributed substantially to the 
improvement of the Rule of Law in various dif-
ferent regions. These mechanisms, in many cases, 
have been the final remedy available to victims 
when local institutions failed or were unwilling to 
protect their rights. Accordingly, in addition to a 
protection mechanism, they represent a source of 
hope in adverse local political contexts. 

Many human rights defenders and experts, 
however, claim that decisions and recommendations 
issued by these mechanisms are not currently being 
implemented satisfactorily at the national level. The 
lack of implementation is a serious threat to the 
very mechanisms themselves, which lose credibility 
in the eyes of the victims and the States, and fail to 
provide remedies to those who need them. Sur – In-
ternational Human Rights Journal issue number 15 
brings a thematic dossier to tackle this problem, i.e. 
to promote a critical debate on the national imple-

mentation of decisions and recommendations derived 
from regional and international human rights systems. 
This section encompasses four articles, three on the 
Inter-American, and one on the European system. 

The first article highlights the interplay be-
tween the European human rights system and 
Russia. Enforcement of the Judgments of the Eu-
ropean Court of Human Rights in Russia: Recent 
Developments and Current Challenges, by Maria 
Issaeva, Irina Sergeeva, and Maria Suchkova, 
examines the interaction between the Russian 
legal system and the Strasbourg Court, exposing 
the European human rights available mechanisms 
to enforce its decisions as well as criticizing the 
obstacles in Russia for the implementation of mea-
sures adopted by the European Court, particularly 
those of a general nature. 

The dossier’s second article, The Damião 
Ximenes Lopes Case: Changes and Challenges 
Following First Ruling Against Brazil in the Inter-
American Court of Human Rights, written by Cás-
sia Maria Rosato and Ludmila Cerqueira Correia, 
presents a general overview of the implementation 
of the recommendations expressed in the first rul-
ing of the Inter-American Court against Brazil, in 
2006, dealing with mental health institutions. The 
authors expose how, by developing international ju-
risprudence and strengthening the actions of Brazil’s 
Anti-Asylum Movement, the Court had a positive 
impact on the country’s public mental health policy 
and the rights of persons with mental disabilities, 
although further policy changes are still required. 

Thirdly, SUR presents another article discuss-
ing implementation in the Inter-American system, 
this time exploring the Argentinean case. In The 
Implementation of Decisions from the Inter-
American Court of Human Rights in Argentina: 
An Analysis of the Jurisprudential Swings of the 
Supreme Court, Damián A. González-Salzberg 
reviews a series of legal cases involving Argentina 
before the Inter-American Human Rights system 
and analyzes the lack of compliance of the State 
regarding Inter-American Court decisions. Through 
his case-by-case analysis, the author shows how the 
Argentinean Supreme Court has been inconsistent 
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in its recognition of the binding nature of Inter-
American Court decisions, despite international 
and national legal imperatives requiring the Su-
preme Court to fulfill its obligation to prosecute 
those responsible for human rights violations. 

The final article of this dossier presents a theo-
retical discussion on how regional human rights 
systems can contribute to build a transnational 
public sphere. In Inter-American Human Rights 
System as a Transnational Public Sphere: Legal 
and Political Aspects of the Implementation of 
International Decisions, Marcia Nina Bernardes 
argues that the Inter-American system contributes 
to Brazilian democracy by providing a transna-
tional litigation forum for discussing issues often 
underrepresented in the domestic public sphere. 
The author also states that Inter-American system 
loses its credibility particularly in cases where na-
tional authorities and the legal community fails to 
take into account international human rights norms 
at the national level. In this case, implementing 
regional decisions and recommendations is a key 
element, not only to strengthen the system itself, 
but also to improve Brazilian democracy. 

Non-Thematic Articles: 
Violence against Muslim Women and 
Corporations and Human Rights
Apart from the thematic dossier, this issue brings 
two other articles that present a critical debate 
on pressing topics. The Journal’s opening article, 
Criminalising Sexuality: Zina Laws as Violence 
Against Women in Muslim Contexts, was written 
by Ziba Mir-Hosseini and discusses how political 
Islam has rehabilitated zina laws and its impact 
on women’s rights. This normative body exists in 
many Muslim countries and forbids sexual relations 
outside marriage, sanctioning it with cruel punish-
ments that violate international human rights. It 
criminalizes consensual sexual activity and author-
ises violence against women, involving, inter alia, 
death by stoning. The author argues that this issue 
should and can be solved within Islamic tradition. 
She also presents a critical analysis on how activ-
ists can be effective in challenging those practices 

by engaging their governments through “naming 
and shaming” strategies as well as a process of 
dialogue and debate.

Our second non-thematic article features a dis-
cussion on business and human rights. Leandro Mar-
tins Zanitelli’s Corporations and Human Rights: The 
Debate between Voluntarists and Obligationists 
and the Undermining Effect of Sanctions discusses 
the contemporary debate on corporate behavior 
responsive to human rights. The author analyses 
two sets of competing arguments: the voluntarists 
and obligationists, the former pushing for voluntary 
commitments by States to promote corporate social 
responsibility, while the latter affirm the need of 
legal sanctions against corporations, as a neces-
sary step to adapt their behavior to norms of social 
responsibility. The author defends a voluntarist 
approach, arguing that, despite the fact that the 
imposition of sanctions on companies can indeed 
lead to progress in the protection of human rights, it 
might pose an obstacle to the development of more 
genuine practices in social corporate responsibility.

Interview with Denise Dora
We have included an Interview with Denise Dora, 
Human Rights Program Officer of the Ford Foun-
dation in Brazil from 2000 to 2011. She analyzes 
the human rights organizations in Brazil, particu-
larly focusing on the challenges faced by Brazilian 
society to build a strong civil society needed to 
guarantee human rights in the country and abroad, 
arguing that there still is room for capacity building 
in Southern organizations and for the reduction of 
global asymmetries.

This is the fourth issue released with the col-
laboration of the Carlos Chagas Foundation (FCC). 
We thank FCC for their support to the Sur Journal 
since 2010. 

Finally, we would like to remind our readership 
that our next issue, edited in partnership with the 
Latin American Regional Coalition on Citizen 

Security and Human Rights, will discuss citizen 
security from a human rights perspective.

The editors. 
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Th is paper is published under the creative commons license.
Th is paper is available in digital format at <www.surjournal.org>.

DENISE DORA 

Denise Dora is a human rights activist and lawyer. She graduated 
with a degree in law from the Federal University of Rio Grande do 
Sul, received a Master’s Degree in International Human Rights 
Law from the University of Essex, England, and another in History, 
Politics and Cultural Heritage at the Center for Research and 
Documentation of the Getúlio Vargas Foundation, Rio de Janeiro. 
She was founder and CEO of Themis - Legal Assistance and Gender 

Studies, a feminist organization that works for the democratization of justice 
and created the program in Brazil Lawyer Advocates for the People. Between 
2000 and 2011, she was responsible for the Ford Foundation’s Human Rights 
Program in Brazil.
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INTERVIEW WITH DENISE DORA

By Conectas Human Rights. 
Interview conducted in July 2011.

Original in Portuguese. Translated by Eric Lockwood.

How would you describe the landscape of civil society organizations working on human 
rights in Brazil today? In your view, what has changed both in its mode of action as 
well as the results of the last decade? What do you see that is new in the human rights 
movement? What is changing?

It is important to recognize that there is a strong human rights movement in Brazil 
today, which has been growing since the 1970’s, and more intensely during the process 
of democratization since the late 80’s. It is a diverse movement with local organizations, 
volunteer activism, commissions, trade unions, associations, networks, state and 
local government councils, as well as nongovernmental organizations and institutes 
that monitor governments at national and international forums. There is a mosaic of 
actions, ranging from grassroots social movements to international litigation. This is 
rare, interesting and important. There has been a historic struggle for social rights in 
Brazil - the struggle for labor rights and immigrant rights are good examples - that 
created a foundation upon which individuals and organizations began to build the 
contemporary human rights movement during the post-1964 period. This period 
saw the prevalence of human rights commissions throughout the country, as well as 
ownership of the idea of “I am a human rights activist” by many groups.

The new human rights organizations are thus born in this fertile environment. 
There was a first generation of organizations that came into existence during the 1980’s, 
the pioneer of which was perhaps the Pará Society for Human Rights (created in 1979), 
and the Movement for Justice and Human Rights in Porto Alegre, followed by the Office 
of People’s Counsel (GAJOP), the Center for the Study of Violence at the University of 
São Paulo (NEV/USP) and the National Human Rights Movement in the late 1980’s. 
These groups started to meet victims of human rights violations, file complaints, propose 
public policies and monitor state and federal governments in their actions. Only in 1992 
did Brazil finally ratify the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, committing itself to engage with the international 
human rights system more effectively. In the 1990s, there was strong legal and institutional 
development in the country upon the ratification of major international treaties and the 
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creation of the National Secretariat of Human Rights and various state bodies. It was a 
rich and interesting moment, but still very focused on the Brazilian domestic scene, and 
on the problems in Brazil and Brazilian society.

Since 2000, the trend has been the appearance of new human rights organizations 
such as Global Justice, Conectas Human Rights, the “Terra de Direitos” organization, 
the International Human Rights Program of GAJOP and the Pará Society for Human 
Rights (SDDH). These organizations rethink Brazil’s situation in the global context, 
and how to work on human rights in Brazil, connecting themselves with the new 
international geopolitical order. It was this organizational trend that I followed 
closely, saw grow, expand and succeed in the last 10 years. I believe that, in addition 
to maintaining the rich grassroots human rights movement in Brazil, there was a need 
that you [Conectas], among other organizations, came to fill, which is precisely the 
idea of thinking about Brazil in the world in order to show that Brazil has something 
to offer and also to highlight the ways in which it can improve.

As human rights organizations face the enormous challenge of measuring and proving 
the effectiveness of their work, what tools do you think are most useful?

I believe that outcome indicators depend on what the organization itself proposes to 
accomplish. The first step is for organizations to discuss this internally, understand 
clearly what they want to achieve and the possible outcomes of their actions. Having 
the ambition to eradicate violations of human rights is critical, but it requires knowing 
with some precision what the process entails and what steps should be taken. I believe 
that organizations need to be ambitious without being voluntaristic. They must have a 
strategic objective, and an action plan with concrete indicators. This is the tool to assess 
your progress and setbacks in your work; often in my experience at the Ford Foundation, 
I monitored projects with ambitious goals that moved forward, step by step. A good 
example is the “Arab Spring.” Perhaps organizations in Egypt did not have amongst their 
goals overthrowing a dictator, which might have seemed too bold; yet they participated in 
the overthrow, and foresaw this possibility as a result of political mobilization. And they 
were able to participate as key protagonists in the movement to topple the government. 
Our challenge is to develop indicators that measure this participation.

I think the debate about the effectiveness of the human rights movement is very 
important and should be part of the literature on indicators. This debate should not, 
however, be bureaucratic, but, rather, should be rooted in the fundamental question 
about the contexts in which these organizations do their work and the possibility of 
social change. It is only then that you can think of effectiveness and results. I think 
we should have this debate within the international human rights movement, since 
it helps us understand our place in the world of politics and transformation. Human 
rights organizations defend the rights of persons, on an individual or collective scale, 
which affects the economy, politics and culture. I think, therefore, that we should 
“embrace” the debate on effectiveness and results, and not avoid it.

One of the issues raised by the topic of evaluation is how to measure over time social 
change or the “ influence” of certain actions in public policy. In cases where several actors 
influence public policy, how can an organization claim authorship of some particular 
outcome, including, if possible, a quantification of the degree of influence over time?
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I believe again that this depends on the authorship – in other words, on what the 
organization thinks it can accomplish. When you aim to inf luence Brazilian foreign 
policy, the organization must work with what we call, using the jargon, the “theory 
of change.” In other words, the organization must have in mind how to exert such 
inf luence. How do you inf luence Brazilian foreign policy? It is not only by editing 
newsletters, or talking to the relevant authorities, nor by criticizing foreign policy 
in international forums. It is, rather, through a small set of levers, in which all 
of these actions are interconnected. I thus think the question of how we assign 
responsibility for change depends, again, on how we design our plan of action. 
To inf luence foreign policy, one must first understand what the foreign policy is 
and its problems, criticize it, speak with the competent authorities, denounce the 
country in international forums, produce and disseminate studies on the subject, 
engage other partners in the debate, propose a committee in Congress – in other 
words, there must be coordinated action. And then, yes, the organization can assert 
its inf luence in a given result; I argue that this measurement and affirmation of its 
influence depends on the goals organizations set for themselves, what they think they 
are capable of and how they envision carrying out their plan of action. I also think 
that an institution rarely effects the necessary changes by itself; being modest and 
recognizing the work of others is part of building a theory of change that renders 
visible what each political actor has to contribute.

In dealing with funders, how should human rights organizations deal with the difficulty 
of measuring their influence on results?

The world of funders is diverse, made up of people of different ideologies and political 
affiliations, different systems of work. Some funders may be more restricted, however. 
Those who work with human rights tend to understand the difficulty of measurement, 
and are more aware of the long-term perspective that reveals structural changes. On 
the other hand, an organization cannot work with the idea of the “immeasurable” 
in reports to funders, since for donors it is critical to understand the processes of 
change, and the organization’s share of responsibility in this change. Many funders 
build their funding strategies around the idea of coordinated action amongst a set 
of institutions to achieve certain strategic objectives. In the case of Conectas and 
Brazil’s changed voting position regarding Iran, for example, one can say that you 
[Conectas] worked in a context that was initially unfavorable, in light of the fact 
that President Lula greatly expanded his support of Iran - causing a strong national 
and international impact - and due to the arrival of President Dilma - who has a 
different perspective of human rights, you then found yourselves working in a more 
favorable context. This is an example of how Conectas implemented its strategy in 
such a context. With this information, it may not be possible to accurately measure 
Conectas’s share of the responsibility, for example, in changing Brazil’s vote in the 
Human Rights Council in relation to Iran, but it sufficient to indicate that it played a 
role. Finally, I think we have to take on the challenge of trying to evaluate our actions, 
not simply avoid it by arguing about the difficulties of measuring the effectiveness of 
human rights initiatives. Organizations need to know how to evaluate their actions, 
and beyond that, whether they actually have an impact. Again, we must participate 
and contribute to initiatives concerning impact assessment.
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You are directly involved in strengthening the infrastructure of human rights in the 
Global South. What are your comments about this effort? 

The current system of human rights protection in the world was constructed after 
the Second World War and as a result of its outcome. From that context emerged 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the whole institutional 
architecture of the United Nations (UN), and then the Conference on Human Rights 
in Vienna in 1993, and the creation of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. 
The dynamics of this process was dictated by the Allies who won World War II in 
1945, and while the UDHR was being developed, England and France, for example, 
had colonies in Africa. Therefore, there is an inherent contradiction in the system. 
It was designed mainly by the Europe-US alliance, and the institutional architecture 
follows this logic. It is no coincidence that the UN human rights institutions are 
located in New York and Geneva – in other words, the inclusion of the Global South 
was not considered at the System’s inception. The 1950’s and 1960’s witnessed the 
anti-colonial revolts in African countries, which had some impact on human rights 
institutions, but the reality was that the colonizers were the ones who designed 
the institutional architecture of human rights protection. African civil society had 
to struggle against powerful players in the international system of human rights 
protection, such as France and England.

In the 1970’s, in response to the Latin American dictatorships, there were some 
changes. The dictatorships were composed of national military elites and, although 
the U.S. government had a role in collaborating with some dictatorial governments (as 
has already been demonstrated by the research of esteemed academic institutions in 
the U.S.), the dictatorships were an issue amongst Latin American citizens regarding 
their respective governments – in other words, there was no direct confrontation with 
international powers, as there had been in Africa. It was possible to start building 
concrete international solidarity, and the dictatorships in Argentina, Brazil, and Chile 
slightly modified the logic of the system. I think, therefore, that it was in the 1970’s 
and 1980’s that the UN system of human rights protection truly began to be asked 
questions that required its engagement with citizens neither from Europe or the U.S. 
In Latin America, organizations began to play a major role in the system of human 
rights protection starting in the 1980’s – free from the dictatorships, the region’s 
countries began forming a new civil society, which began to engage international 
human rights mechanisms.

The creation of the UN - and the systems of human rights protection – occurred 
at a moment in history when there were no human rights organizations in the Southern 
Hemisphere, and very few groups in the Northern Hemisphere. Thus we come to the 
year 2000 without a solid human rights infrastructure in countries of the Southern 
Hemisphere. And what do I mean when I talk about infrastructure? The essential 
conditions for human rights protection. What are these conditions? I suggest that, in 
democratic regimes, there are five: (1) a legal framework of protection, (2) responsible 
government institutions, (3) strong human rights organizations (4) and academic 
and technical human rights expertise, and (5) sustainability and communication. 
It’s as if you are building a bridge. To cross a river, you must have a good technical 
understanding, a construction plan, appropriate materials, beams, cement, and 
laborers. A bridge is a piece of infrastructure that enables the movement of persons, 
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which opens paths. Infrastructural conditions are, to me, those that allow a certain 
discourse or activity to take place. In Brazil, we didn’t have solid organizations. We 
had no working legal framework before the 1990’s. We had no education, research 
and knowledge about human rights. We did not have recurring funding, only that of 
international donors. Did we overcome this obstacle? Not entirely, I would say, but 
we are building the infrastructure.

What have the advances been in recent years in creating a human rights infrastructure 
in Brazil?

First, we accomplished almost all of our goals regarding the legal framework. Brazil 
has ratified all of the international treaties, the Constitution of 1988 affirms human 
rights, the country has its National Plan for Human Rights -as the Vienna Conference 
recommended- and a National Secretariat for Human Rights. I think, regarding the 
legal and institutional dimension, one can say that Brazil is meeting the challenge, 
which is very important, because having a legal basis to act brings great stability to 
human rights organizations. Consider the countries where international conventions 
were not ratified, nor were treaties, and in which human rights are not protected in 
the constitutions: the challenges to action are far greater. In Brazil, in contrast, the 
terrain is solid, which provides confidence for organizations to carry out their work.

Second, I believe that progress has been made on the issue of the information and 
knowledge available. In the last decade, several undergraduate and graduate programs 
have incorporated human rights courses. Today there are at least five good Masters 
and PhD programs in human rights in Brazil. There is a wide range of trainings, 
workshops, seminars, publications on human rights, books, and booklets (produced 
by the government as well as within civil society and academia). Is it enough? I think 
not. We are living through the first wave, which is about disseminating information 
rather than knowledge creation, but that’s how it is – it’s a process. Libraries have 
begun to have books on the subject. There are scholars of the subject. Today there 
is a national association, the National Association of Human Rights, Research and 
Graduate Studies (ANDHEP). This is infrastructure. You go to a library and find a 
book on human rights. This is fundamental.

Third, I believe that there is a very important development amongst 
organizations, as I mentioned earlier. There is a new generation of organizations 
that were established or reshaped in the last decade that will deal with violations 
of human rights, not only participating in the internal debate in the country, but 
also in the institutional architecture of the United Nations, through complaints, 
actions and international litigation. There has been the creation of national funds 
and foundations for human rights, such as the Brazil Human Rights Fund, which 
could contribute to long-term sustainability. Internationally, organizations have 
begun to act in a non-compliant fashion, challenging the existing geopolitical UN 
policies, inf luencing the debate of the Human Rights Commission, and interacting 
with organizations in other countries and continents. New networks of collaboration 
were created between countries of the South, which also requires more skilled 
communication. There is a clear development of infrastructure and of operational 
capacity to defend and promote human rights in Brazil.
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What are the remaining challenges in the field?
There are several. Speaking specifically about Brazil, I believe we have a challenge with 
regard to sustainability. Brazilian democracy is approaching its 30th anniversary and 
we still do not have a support base for human rights organizations in Brazilian society. 
Organizations still depend on international funding. The funds are new, and they are 
just now beginning to define their agendas. And the Brazilian government, in turn, 
is still learning to deal with civil society, and needs to better define its procedures. 
I think, for example, that the Human Rights Secretariat should establish a public 
mechanism to regularly fund the activities of civil society. This is a great challenge. 
The government is responsible for public policy in this area but cannot address the 
issue of human rights alone. It has to rely on an autonomous civil society, which is 
critical, and it should create some independent financing instrument to support groups 
and organizations. A public fund, which enables organizations to receive long-term 
institutional funding. This is an essential component of democratic regimes that has 
not yet been done in Brazil and definitely needs to be done.

It is also unclear in Brazil, and in many countries around the world, what 
constitutes a public policy on human rights. What is a public policy? How do you 
build it? What are your goals? Again, what are the results? If an organization should 
think about its goals and results, the government has to do so to an even greater extent. 
Often, governments engage in solving problems that arise on a day-to-day basis, and 
lose sight of the structural policies that, in the long term, can create better conditions 
for the country. Finally, there are many obstacles still to be overcome to become a 
country that fully protects human rights. However, as I said earlier, I believe we have 
moved a bit forward in terms of infrastructure – that is, we already have some elements 
to “bridge the gap,” although there is still much work to be done.

In the international sphere, we are confronted with the reality that the human 
rights system operates mainly in the Northern Hemisphere. There are objective 
questions, such as how to attend a meeting of the Human Rights Council in Geneva, 
or a hearing of the Commission on Human Rights of Organization os American States 
(OAS) in Washington; one must have a visa, be able to catch a plane, have enough 
money; it is far easier to travel within Europe or the U.S. than from São Paulo or 
Johannesburg or New Delhi. There is also the issue of access to the languages of the 
United Nations. In sum, there are many structural challenges to the participation 
of activists from the South in international forums. It is important to have periodic 
international forums in the Global South, and to bring the UN to where a large 
percentage of the population lives. There are also issues of culture, diversity and 
differences. But this is a good challenge to face.

Why have human rights organizations in Brazil made little use of strategic litigation 
and delegated some of this work to the Public Prosecutor? What are the consequences 
of this attitude?

First, because there is the Public Prosecutor (MP), whereas in most other countries 
it does not exist. We must take advantage of the fact that we have an institution that 
has the constitutional authority to defend public interests with a highly skilled staff. 
I think it’s wise of organizations to make good use of this. However, we would be 
naïve to think that making use of the Public Prosecutor would be sufficient. Over 
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the years, it has been confirmed that the institution is endowed with a heterogeneous 
dynamic, and it is not appropriate to submit all the public interest, human and social 
rights cases to the Public Prosecutor. We need to have some level of autonomy, and 
ability to dialogue with the MP and monitor its actions. It’s in that moment that we 
find ourselves. We built this perception that we can on the one hand, rely on the 
Public Prosecutor, and also on the Public Defender, but on the other, we must not lose 
autonomy. Finally, we learned that we have to bring our own lawsuits as well, which 
require a lot of legal and political resources. In the last 20 years, both at the federal 
and state levels of the MP, we have seen some very interesting situations. The debate 
and litigation surrounding the construction of the Belo Monte plant is an example. 
The performance of the MP in Altamira is crucial to sustain the lawsuits. However, the 
engagement of local organizations, grassroots organizations and indigenous groups with 
the Pará Society for Human Rights, Global Justice and the Public Prosecution is what 
brings the case to OAS, which has a large national impact. But there is permanence 
in the local legal work undertaken by the MP, which has a constitutionally defined 
role and is a strong institution.

Second, reformulating a stand alone litigation strategy involves having human and 
financial resources and therefore should be a priority for the organization. Litigation, 
to succeed, cannot be sporadic, but must take place on a regular basis, in an organized 
fashion and with long-term goals. To build a reputation in this field you need to 
know how to litigate, have technical knowledge, win cases, regularly go to court, 
and be recognized in the legal community. In this way, a petition with the letterhead 
of the organization has some impact immediately. For this, I think it’s necessary to 
have a very focused agenda, because it is not possible to accumulate knowledge and 
recognition in several areas. Organizations should define a subject or an institution, 
such as prisons or hospitals, and understand everything about the issue: administrative 
procedures, specific laws, hierarchies, decision makers, etc. and strategies to build 
their cases considering this expertise. I think that in Brazil, the Brazilian Institute for 
Consumer Defense (IDEC) is a good example of strategic and efficient advocacy. I 
actually harbor an intellectual suspicion about this idea of filing lawsuits occasionally. 
I think it does not build organizational capacity, enter into an organic dialogue with 
the judiciary or create a consistent body of work. The mantra of strategic litigation 
becomes strategic to the extent that it thinks ahead – in other words, it does not refer 
to sporadic action. Conectas developed an interesting strategy when it tried working 
on a specific topic - the Juvenile Detention Centers in SãoPaulo; its geographic focus 
and limited scope made possible a series of lawsuits. The frequency of the lawsuits 
shows that the organization has a strategy and will not give up easily, and can bring 
about institutional changes and reduce violations.

I also think that working with the judiciary in Brazil is one of the challenges of 
this decade. During this process of democratic consolidation we should think about the 
different powers, in this case, the judiciary, and reflect on what constitutes the niche of 
human rights organizations in this field. There is a debate about the democratization 
of the judiciary, which requires a type of intervention, and there is debate about 
the demand for human rights in the judiciary, which calls for a different type of 
intervention. And in both situations, there is a set of state and nonstate institutions 
working in this arena, with the Brazilian Bar Association (OAB), the Public Prosecutor, 
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Public Defenders, associations of judges, prosecutors, defense attorneys, professors, 
law schools, with all of whom we must act, sometimes in a complementary manner, 
sometimes in an alternate manner. 

Why do you think that Brazilian human rights organizations have worked little on 
the issue of racial equality?

Why? I ask that question of Brazilian human rights organizations! 

How was it transitioning from going to work in a human rights organization to working 
for a foundation? What are the challenges of working in an international funding 
organization such as the Ford Foundation?

Initially there was no problem, because I saw the Ford Foundation (FF) in Brazil as 
part of the field of human rights, and I thought my role would be backstage: I could 
contribute to other organizations in the implementation of their projects. So I tried 
to establish two criteria for funding, (1) to support the construction of human rights 
infrastructure in Brazil and (2) combating lingering discrimination in Brazil - especially 
racial discrimination. Along the way, I also tried to increase the network of people and 
organizations supported by FF, and not restrict it to the set of more traditional human 
rights actors in Brazil. Over time, it was evident how important the internal debates at 
the FF were at the international level, both to increase resources for Brazil as well as to 
dialogue about the various lines of funding and priorities in the area of human rights.

There are also challenges of working in an organization of international funding, 
in fact, a North American funding organization. The Ford Foundation, like other 
foundations, was created in the 1930’s, in the United States, at a time of the expansion 
of industrialization, as part of a strategy by the economic elites to reduce poverty and 
inequality. These foundations also ended up supporting the agenda of international 
cooperation by the United States. In this way, for example, during the Carter 
administration, the FF played a significant role in the fight against dictatorships in 
Latin America; under Bush, the FF had to deal with the issues involving the Durban 
Conference. However, the Ford Foundation is the only philanthropic organization that 
has had offices around the world since the 1950’s, rounding out local teams, hiring 
people to manage donations and offices, which internally creates a strong cross-cultural 
dialogue. During these years I had the opportunity to learn from my colleagues in 
various parts of the world about their local challenges, and how they went about 
constructing more just societies. This is a unique lesson, and for this reason as well I 
supportthe global dimension of our human rights actions.

About Conectas

How do you evaluate the course of these first ten years at Conectas? 
I think it has been a journey of successes. It was an organization founded with a great 
ambition, which was to shake up the logic of South-South and North-South, at a time 
when this was not an obvious question and, fundamentally, the “how-to” was not 
apparent. I think Conectas combines great ambition with the political capacity of its 
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founders, directors and staff in a truly impressive way. I understand political capacity as 
how to think, develop strategies step by step, develop activities, etc. Another important 
point is that Conectas is a cosmopolitan organization, and not provincial. It has always 
counted on people of different nationalities, different faiths, such as Malak Poppovic, 
Juana Kweitel, Scott Dupree, Nathalie Nunes, and foreign interns. This is also part of 
the organization’s strategy. I believe that Conectas is an organization that has had and 
continues to enjoy much success, as it has elements of renewal and innovation. The 
current transition process is exemplary in this regard. It has been mature, generous 
and professional. You worked with an outside consultant and engaged members of the 
Advisory Board, which is a lesson to be shared with other organizations.

Returning to the theme of effectiveness and indicators, I think Conectas can 
objectively assess its trajectory, based on what was proposed: to create a network of South-
South activists and academics. I think this was accomplished: the International Human 
Rights Colloquium since 2001, the Sur Jounal in its 15th edition, the project of Foreign 
Policy and Human Rights; there is an increase in the ability of many organizations in 
the Global South to work with the UN system. In short, there are many concrete data. 
There is also dialogue with human rights organizations like Amnesty International and 
Human Rights Watch, which redefines the role of organizations in the Global South in 
the international sphere. I think that there is also work of local and national relevance, 
and the relationships formed with Brazilian organizations. It is important to value local 
partnerships, listen to other organizations, and not be self-involved. The new generation 
taking the reins of Conectas has inherited an important lesson; it is open and interested 
in learning. This is very important to understanding the success of Conectas.

Conectas was founded with the goal of strengthening the human rights movement in 
the Global South. Do you still think this perspective is relevant?

I’m thinking about these new global movements, and have not yet fully formed 
opinions, just impressions. In terms of South-South, North-South and “global” logics, I 
tend to think that ten years is little time to effect change, and that we should continue 
working with South-South logic. Why? Because the words and concepts have meaning 
and “global” does not necessarily include the “South.” The concept of global can dilute 
the concept of South, and until we change the concept of what really is global, I think 
it is important to invest in South-South logic. The organizations of the North have a 
very important role in designing the system of human rights protection, in international 
denunciations, in the capacity to reach authoritarian countries, in situations of war. 
These organizations are essential, but are part of the system of human rights established 
in the North; in other words, they are linked to this narrative, story and context. 
Ultimately, they are important and have great value, but simply were not founded 
and developed in the countries of the Global South, with all the problems that plague 
them. I don’t think there is a dispute here; there is the obvious issue that to produce 
the necessary changes in Latin America, Africa and Asia require strong organizations 
in their respective countries. Therefore, rethinking the global infrastructure of human 
rights means making sure that there is institutional capacity and resources in the 
countries of the Global South, in light of its great challenges. I think there is still a 
long road to travel before the inequality between human rights organizations in the 
world can be reduced, and I continue to defend “affirmative action.” 
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