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INTRODUCTION

HUMAN RIGHTS IN MOTION:
 A MAP TO A MOVEMENT’S FUTURE 

Lucia Nader (Executive Director, Conectas)
Juana Kweitel (Program Director, Conectas)
Marcos Fuchs (Associate Director, Conectas)

Sur Journal was created ten years ago as a vehicle to deepen and strengthen bonds 
between academics and activists from the Global South concerned with human rights, in 
order to magnify their voices and their participation before international organizations 
and academia. Our main motivation was the fact that, particularly in the Southern 
hemisphere, academics were working alone and there was very little exchange between 
researchers from different countries. The journal’s aim has been to provide individuals and 
organizations working to defend human rights with research, analyses and case studies 
that combine academic rigor and practical interest. In many ways, these lofty ambitions 
have been met with success: in the past decade, we have published articles from dozens 
of countries on issues as diverse as health and access to treatment, transitional justice, 
regional mechanisms and information and human rights, to name a few. Published in 
three languages and available online and in print for free, our project also remains unique 
in terms of geographical reach, critical perspective and its Southern ‘accent’. In honour 
of the founding editor of this journal, Pedro Paulo Poppovic, the 20th issue opens with a 
biography (by João Paulo Charleaux) of this sociologist who has been one of the main 
contributors to this publication’s success.

This past decade has also been, in many ways, a successful one for the human rights 
movement as a whole. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights has recently turned 
60, new international treaties have been adopted and the old but good global and regional 
monitoring systems are in full operation, despite criticisms  regarding their effectiveness 
and attempts by States to curb their authority. From a strategic perspective, we continue 
to use, with more or less success, advocacy, litigation and naming-and-shaming as our 
main tools for change. In addition, we continue to nurture partnerships between what we 
categorize as local, national and international organizations within our movement. 

Nevertheless, the political and geographic coordinates under which the global human 



rights movement has operated have undergone profound changes. Over the past decade, 
we have witnessed hundreds of thousands of people take to the streets to protest against 
social and political injustices. We have also seen emerging powers from the South play 
an increasingly infl uential role in the defi nition of the global human rights agenda. 
Additionally, the past ten years have seen the rapid growth of social networks as a tool 
of mobilization and as a privileged forum for sharing political information between 
users. In other words, the journal is publishing its 20th issue against a backdrop that is 
very different from that of ten years ago. The protests that recently fi lled the streets of 
many countries around the globe, for example, were not organized by traditional social 
movements nor by unions or human rights NGOs, and people’s grievances, more often 
than not, were expressed in terms of social justice and not as rights. Does this mean that 
human rights are no longer seen as an effective language for producing social change? 
Or that human rights organizations have lost some of their ability to represent wronged 
citizens? Emerging powers themselves, despite their newly-acquired international 
infl uence, have hardly been able – or willing – to assume stances departing greatly from 
those of “traditional” powers. How and where can human rights organizations advocate 
for change? Are Southern-based NGOs in a privileged position to do this? Are NGOs 
from emerging powers also gaining infl uence in international forums?

It was precisely to refl ect upon these and other pressing issues that, for this 20th issue, 
SUR’s editors decided to enlist the help of over 50 leading human rights activists and 
academics from 18 countries, from Ecuador to Nepal, from China to the US. We asked 
them to ponder on what we saw as some of the most urgent and relevant questions 
facing the global human rights movement today: 1. Who do we represent? 2. How do 
we combine urgent issues with long-term impacts? 3. Are human rights still an effective 
language for producing social change? 4. How have new information and communication 
technologies infl uenced activism? 5. What are the challenges of working internationally 
from the South? 

The result, which you now hold in your hands, is a roadmap for the global human 
rights movement in the 21st century – it offers a vantage point from which it is possible 
to observe where the movement stands today and where it is heading. The fi rst stop 
is a refl ection on these issues by the founding directors of Conectas Human Rights, 
Oscar Vilhena Vieira and Malak El-Chichini Poppovic. The roadmap then goes on to 
include interviews and articles, both providing in-depth analyses of human rights issues, 
as well as notes from the fi eld, more personalized accounts of experiences working with 
human rights, which we have organized into six categories, although most of them could 
arguably be allocated to more than one category:

Language. In this section, we have included articles that ponder the question of 
whether human rights – as a utopia, as norms and as institutions – are still effective for 
producing social change. Here, the contributions range from analyses on human rights 
as a language for change (Stephen Hopgood and Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro), empirical 
research on the use of the language of human rights for articulating grievances in recent 
mass protests (Sara Burke), to refl ections on the standard-setting role and effectiveness 
of international human rights institutions (Raquel Rolnik, Vinodh Jaichand and Emílio 



Álvarez Icaza). It also includes studies on the movement’s global trends (David Petrasek), 
challenges to the movement’s emphasis on protecting the rule of law (Kumi Naidoo), and 
strategic proposals to better ensure a compromise between utopianism and realism in 
relation to human rights (Samuel Moyn). 

Themes. Here we have included contributions that address specifi c human rights 
topics from an original and critical standpoint. Four themes were analysed: economic 
power and corporate accountability for human rights violations (Phil Bloomer, Janet 
Love and Gonzalo Berrón); sexual politics and LGBTI rights (Sonia Corrêa, Gloria 
Careaga Pérez and Arvind Narrain); migration (Diego Lorente Pérez de Eulate); and, 
fi nally, transitional justice (Clara Sandoval).

Perspectives. This section encompasses country-specifi c accounts, mostly fi eld notes 
from human rights activists on the ground. Those contributions come from places as 
diverse as Angola (Maria Lúcia da Silveira), Brazil (Ana Valéria Araújo), Cuba (María-
Ileana Faguaga Iglesias), Indonesia (Haris Azhar), Mozambique (Salvador Nkamate) 
and Nepal (Mandira Sharma). But they all share a critical perspective on human rights, 
including for instance a sceptical perspective on the relation between litigation and public 
opinion in Southern Africa (Nicole Fritz), a provocative view of the democratic future of 
China and its relation to labour rights (Han Dongfang), and a thoughtful analysis of the 
North-South duality from Northern Ireland (Maggie Beirne).

Voices. Here the articles go to the core of the question of whom the global human 
rights movement represents. Adrian Gurza Lavalle and Juana Kweitel take note of 
the pluralisation of representation and innovative forms of accountability adopted by 
human rights NGOs. Others study the pressure for more representation or a louder voice 
in international human rights mechanisms (such as in the Inter-American system, as 
reported by Mario Melo) and in representative institutions such as national legislatures 
(as analysed by Pedro Abramovay and Heloisa Griggs). Finally, Chris Grove, as well as 
James Ron, David Crow and Shannon Golden emphasize, in their contributions, the need 
for a link between human rights NGOs and grassroots groups, including economically 
disadvantaged populations. As a counter-argument, Fateh Azzam questions the need of 
human rights activists to represent anyone, taking issue with the critique of NGOs as 
being overly dependent on donors. Finally, Mary Lawlor and Andrew Anderson provide 
an account of a Northern organization’s efforts to attend to the needs of local human 
rights defenders as they, and only they, defi ne them.

Tools. In this section, the editors included contributions that focus on the instruments 
used by the global human rights movement to do its work. This includes a debate on 
the role of technology in promoting change (Mallika Dutt and Nadia Rasul, as well 
as Sopheap Chak and Miguel Pulido Jiménez) and perspectives on the challenges of 
human rights campaigning, analysed provocatively by Martin Kirk and Fernand Alphen 
in their respective contributions. Other articles point to the need of organizations to be 
more grounded in local contexts, as noted by Ana Paula Hernández in relation to Mexico, 
by Louis Bickford in what he sees as a convergence towards the global middle, and fi nally 
by Rochelle Jones, Sarah Rosenhek and Anna Turley in their movement-support model. 
In addition, it is noted by Mary Kaldor that NGOs are not the same as civil society, 



properly understood. Furthermore, litigation and international work are cast in a 
critical light by Sandra Carvalho and Eduardo Baker in relation to the dilemma 
between long and short term strategies in the Inter-American system. Finally, 
Gastón Chillier and Pétalla Brandão Timo analyse South-South cooperation from 
the viewpoint of a national human rights NGO in Argentina.

Multipolarity. Here, the articles challenge our ways of thinking about power 
in the multipolar world we currently live in, with contributions from the heads of 
some of the world’s largest international human rights organizations based in the 
North (Kenneth Roth and Salil Shetty) and in the South (Lucia Nader, César 
Rodríguez-Garavito, Dhananjayan Sriskandarajah and Mandeep Tiwana). This 
section also debates what multipolarity means in relation to States (Emilie M. 
Hafner-Burton), international organizations and civil society (Louise Arbour) and 
businesses (Mark Malloch-Brown).

Conectas hopes this issue will foster debate on the future of the global human 
rights movement in the 21st century, enabling it to reinvent itself as necessary to 
offer better protection of human rights on the ground.

Finally, we would like to emphasize that this issue of Sur Journal was made 
possible by the support of the Ford Foundation, Open Society Foundations, 
the Oak Foundation, the Sigrid Rausing Trust, the International Development 
Research Centre (IDRC) and the Swedish International Development Cooperation 
Agency (SIDA). Additionally, Conectas Human Rights is especially grateful for 
the collaboration of the authors and the hard work of the Journal’s editorial 
team. We are also extremely thankful for the work of Maria Brant and Manoela 
Miklos for conceiving this Issue and for conducting most of the interviews, and 
for Thiago Amparo for joining the editorial team and making this Issue possible. 
We are also tremendously thankful for Luz González’s tireless work with editing 
the contributions received, and for Ana Cernov for coordinating the overall 
editorial process.
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ABSTRACT

Global power shifts are only one of many trends likely to impact the future of eff orts to 
secure the protection of human rights. A burgeoning ‘global trends’ literature points to 
both risks and opportunities for human rights advocates, as they will work in a world that is 
increasingly more urban, more connected, and better educated, while at the same time under 
greater environmental and political stress.
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6
GLOBAL TRENDS AND THE FUTURE 
OF HUMAN RIGHTS ADVOCACY*

David Petrasek

What is the future for human rights? In recent years, as global economic and 
political power is perceived to be shifting, and as western power appears to be in 
decline, this question is increasingly discussed. For the most part, however, the 
discussion takes place only within a narrow framework that weighs the importance 
of this power shift, both for emerging threats to human rights and for advocacy 
efforts.1 Yet the perceived global power shift is only one of many trends that might 
shape the 21st century, and arguably not of primary importance when considering 
the future of human rights. Trends in the areas of population growth, migration, 
education, poverty levels, women’s empowerment, global economic integration, 
urbanization, technological development and many more will all shape profoundly 
the future of human rights. A burgeoning literature is devoted to identifying these 
trends, produced by a range of actors.2 While its predictive value is contested,3 the 
various studies do point to a number of likely scenarios that pose both opportunities 
and challenges for the protection of human rights. The purpose of this paper, 
therefore, is to summarize the trends identified in a range of studies, and draw 
out the points that are likely to be of most interest to those considering the future 
of human rights.

1 Global trends – a snapshot

By way of introduction, it is worth noting that across a range of studies there is 
convergence on a surprising number of points. Looking ahead 20-30 years,4 the 
world is almost certainly going to be more urban and more middle class, better 
educated and better connected (to information, but also to each other), more 
migratory and, individually, more empowered. It is also likely to be a world 
where traditional forms of government (whether authoritarian or democratic) are 

*Graeme Cook provided valuable research and writing assistance.
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challenged, and where security concerns will continue to dominate. It will be a 
hotter world, and, absent major technological breakthroughs, with fewer of the 
natural resources that sustain human life.

Such a future, even if sketched out at this macro level, will obviously have 
many consequences for the protection of human rights, some clearly positive, 
such as increased education levels, and others, like resource scarcity, apt to lead 
to gloomier outcomes. The following paragraphs will summarize these key trends 
in more detail. Following that, a concluding section suggests a number of issues 
emerging that are of most immediate relevance to those pondering the future of 
human rights advocacy.

Looking first at technology, progress in four areas will be important: 
information and communications technology (ICT); automation and advanced 
manufacturing technology (that may dramatically alter existing global supply 
chains); resource technologies (for example, breakthroughs in securing food, water 
and energy supplies through new technologies or advancements in agriculture); 
and life sciences and health technology (NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE COUNCIL, 
2012, p. 83). The enormous impact in the past two decades of ICT technology 
suggests that breakthroughs in any of these areas may have truly global and far-
reaching impacts. Some predict a wave of technological development in the area 
of life sciences (ROLAND BERGER STRATEGY CONSULTANTS, 2011, p. 94). New 
technologies in the areas of biotechnology, nanotechnology, and genetics will likely 
raise profound ethical questions, including about what it means to be ‘human’. 
Increasing diffusion of ICT will mean both individuals and governments become 
more able and adept at manipulating information on the Internet, even as rights 
to privacy and free expression come under new and increased pressures.

Turning to social issues, all major studies identify key trends in education, 
urbanization, migration and demographics. Education and literacy rates will 
continue to rise, along with the global average of years of education completed. 
By 2030, studies suggest 91% of the global population will complete primary 
education, and 55% will complete secondary or higher education (ROLAND 
BERGER STRATEGY CONSULTANTS, 2011, p. 105). Women are also narrowing the 
educational gap around the world.5 A growing global middle class will drive the 
demand for education; and it will be more easily met as demographic pressures on 
education are falling almost everywhere, as the size of the school-age population 
declines relative to the working age population (HUGHES; DICKSON; IRFAN, 
2010, p. 79).

Increased educational levels, of course, impact positively on social and 
economic outcomes; higher education rates for women, for example, lead to 
greater labour force participation (EUROPEAN STRATEGY AND POLICY ANALYSIS 
SYSTEM; INSTITUTE FOR SECURITY STUDIES, 2012, p. 74). Further, a more literate 
world, and one that is better educated, suggests more people will be more aware 
of their rights, and perhaps better equipped to claim and defend them (a point 
returned to below).

Growing urbanization is also noted by all of the major studies. By 2030, 
the majority of the population in most countries will live in cities, as urbanization 



DAVID PETRASEK

20 SUR 45-55 (2014)  ■  47

rates grow (especially in Africa and Asia) to approximately 60% worldwide, from 
40% only a few years ago (NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE COUNCIL, 2012, p. 26; 
EUROPEAN STRATEGY AND POLICY ANALYSIS SYSTEM; INSTITUTE FOR 
SECURITY STUDIES, 2012, p. 134). Large cities will carry increasing economic 
and political clout (EUROPEAN STRATEGY AND POLICY ANALYSIS SYSTEM; 
INSTITUTE FOR SECURITY STUDIES, 2012, p. 134). As cities grow so too will slums; 
there will be an estimated two billion slum-dwellers by 2040, double the number 
today (EUROPEAN STRATEGY AND POLICY ANALYSIS SYSTEM; INSTITUTE FOR 
SECURITY STUDIES, 2012, p. 46; UNITED KINGDOM, 2010, p. 12).

Migration from the countryside will drive urban growth, but migrants will 
also cross borders. It is estimated 405 million people (not including refugees) 
will live outside their country by 2050, more than double the number today 
(INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATION FOR MIGRATION, 2010, p. 1). There will also 
be a significant increase in temporary and circular migration. Labour shortages in 
many developed countries (NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE COUNCIL, 2012, p. 24), 
wealth disparities across countries (INTERNATIONAL COUNCIL ON HUMAN 
RIGHTS POLICY, 2007, p. 46) and political instability and climate change will 
all drive migration. The number of those displaced (mostly internally) due to 
climate change may reach 200 million by 2050, though it could be much higher 
(INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATION FOR MIGRATION, 2010, p. 2).

By 2030 the global population will have reached approximately 8.3 billion 
people, up from 6.9 billion today (INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATION FOR 
MIGRATION, 2010, p. 20). Widespread population ageing will accompany this 
growth as life expectancy increases; the median age of the population in most 
countries in the world (with the exception of sub-Saharan Africa, and possibly 
South Asia) will rise. Most population growth will be in the global south – by 2030, 
roughly seven billion people will live in developing countries, comprising 85% of 
the world’s population (ROLAND BERGER STRATEGY CONSULTANTS, 2011, p. 22).

Population ageing may have several impacts including: labour shortages that 
pull migrants to developed countries; the privatization of government services as 
pension liabilities and the rising costs of medical care create fiscal challenges for 
governments; an increased burden on caregivers, who will be predominantly female; 
and increased demand for migrant carers, who are not always well-protected in law.

In considering these social and technological trends, many of the reports 
suggest the result will be increasing individual empowerment, an idea that describes 
the growing importance of the individual relative to the State, organizations and 
society as a whole. This importance stems from the proliferation of ICT technology, 
already noted. It is projected, for example, that the number of mobile-only Internet 
users will rise from roughly 14 million in 2010 to close to 5 billion in 2030 (ROLAND 
BERGER STRATEGY CONSULTANTS, 2011, p. 86). But individual empowerment 
will also be driven by a rapidly growing global middle class – estimated to rise 
from 1 billion today to 3 billion or more by 2030 (depending on one’s definition of 
‘middle class’) (NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE COUNCIL, 2012, p. 8). The diffusion 
of ICT is closely related to income, thus another driver of individual empowerment 
is the changing consumption patterns of the growing middle class (NATIONAL 
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INTELLIGENCE COUNCIL, 2012, p. 30). Increasing access to education and rising 
literacy rates will also lead to greater individual empowerment (EUROPEAN 
STRATEGY AND POLICY ANALYSIS SYSTEM; INSTITUTE FOR SECURITY 
STUDIES, 2012, p. 28). Further, rising education rates fuel economic development, 
which in turn fuels demand for more education (NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE 
COUNCIL, 2012, p. 10).

Turning to economic and political trends, clear outcomes are perhaps less 
certain. The rise in the economic and political power of countries in the global 
east and south (BRICs plus many others) has been widely noted. Continued global 
economic integration is also likely (ROLAND BERGER STRATEGY CONSULTANTS, 
2011, p. 38),6 and that means global economic instability may increase too. Most 
trend reports agree that while abject poverty will decrease as economies develop 
and middle classes grow, economic inequality (a relative measure) will grow. 
Additionally, while abject poverty will decrease in Africa, Asia and Latin America, 
this will not necessarily reduce the absolute number of ‘new poor’ (SCHINAS, 
2012, p. 271). Although many African countries stand to benefit from a large 
demographic dividend, extreme poverty levels in sub-Saharan Africa will remain 
high to 2050 (CILLIERS; HUGHES; MOYER, 2011, p. 32). The causes of increased 
inequality include weak and unequal education systems, as well as the prevalence 
of disease and corruption in many developing countries (EUROPEAN STRATEGY 
AND POLICY ANALYSIS SYSTEM; INSTITUTE FOR SECURITY STUDIES, 2012, 
p. 77). Shrinking budgets will curtail the ability of governments to redistribute 
wealth. Inequality could further be exacerbated by migration patterns, as cheap 
labour flocks to cities and across borders. There will be inequalities too in access 
to resources, including food and water.

The diffusion of economic and political power, the increasing importance of 
regions (like the European Union (EU)) in global governance and the increasing 
growth and hence power of cities are all likely to contribute to the waning 
importance of centralized state power (NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE COUNCIL, 
2012, p. 54). This may lead to the reform of the major international organizations, 
including the UN, the WTO and IMF as well as their increasing cooperation with 
regional institutions in the realm of global governance (INSTITUTE OF WORLD 
ECONOMY AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS, 2011, p. 10). Regions, and regional 
institutions, may become more important building blocks in global governance. 
As regional integration grows, some of the trend reports see the creation of more 
regional institutions of supranational sovereignty such as the EU. As cities grow in 
influence, they will pull political and economic power away from the traditional 
state level to the sub-national level (NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE COUNCIL, 2012, 
p. 54).

Demographic pressures and increasing budget deficits will contribute to the 
failure of governments to deliver on the demands of an increasingly interconnected 
citizenry; more disillusionment in central government is likely. Corruption, 
privatization and the slow responsiveness of state institutions will exacerbate this 
trend (INTERNATIONAL COUNCIL ON HUMAN RIGHTS POLICY, 2007 p. 48). 
Some studies suggest an emerging “governance gap” will result, and the importance 
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of traditional party politics and governance structures will decline (EUROPEAN 
STRATEGY AND POLICY ANALYSIS SYSTEM; INSTITUTE FOR SECURITY 
STUDIES, 2012, p. 14). Governments will be challenged to modernize and respond to 
increased demands for participation, while facing diminished capability to regulate 
public life and redistribute resources. Some governments may meet this challenge, 
but worst-case scenarios predict instead the breakdown of state structures and the 
advance of organized criminal networks (EUROPEAN STRATEGY AND POLICY 
ANALYSIS SYSTEM; INSTITUTE FOR SECURITY STUDIES, 2012, p. 97).

Increasing economic and socia l inequality, marginalization, and 
disillusionment with central government may exacerbate conflicts related to self-
determination, political autonomy and self-government (EUROPEAN STRATEGY 
AND POLICY ANALYSIS SYSTEM; INSTITUTE FOR SECURITY STUDIES, 2012, 
p. 39). Tensions may be spread and shared through the diffusion of ICT, and the 
waning importance of traditional and central state authority may make it easier 
for new States to break away.

As regards security trends, it is likely that many aspects of government 
policy will continue to be thought of and formulated in terms of security. This 
will especially be driven by the wider access of non-state actors to lethal and 
disruptive technologies, including chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear 
(CBRN) weapons (NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE COUNCIL, 2012, p. 64). Further, a 
well-executed cyber-attack could cripple economies and disrupt global interactions 
in trade and finance. As systems become more interconnected, the costs of such 
an attack will only increase (WORLD ECONOMIC FORUM, 2013, p. 6). States will 
most likely use increasingly sophisticated ICT to monitor their populations and 
control and censor information (as is already apparent). The military balance of 
power in some regions may shift as more States gain access to CBRN.

Finally, turning to environmental and resource trends, the most obvious (and 
most commented on) is anthropogenic climate change, acknowledged as a real and 
growing risk in almost every report studied, including forecasts from the energy 
sector. The consequences of a warmer planet and more severe natural disasters are 
grim. Food and water pressures will increase. Threats to public safety will increase 
too and living standards may decline in hard-hit areas due to rising temperatures and 
severe storms, general environmental degradation and an increase in humanitarian 
disasters (EUROPEAN STRATEGY AND POLICY ANALYSIS SYSTEM; INSTITUTE 
FOR SECURITY STUDIES, 2012, p. 81). These effects will be felt most severely in 
China, South Asia and the Sahel, where resource pressures will also be highest.

By 2030, demand for food will rise by at least 35%, demand for water, by 
at least 40%, and at least half of the world will live in areas suffering from severe 
water stress (NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE COUNCIL, 2012, p. 10). States in Africa 
and the Middle East are the most vulnerable to food and water shortages, but 
China and India could be affected as well. Demand for energy is expected to rise 
by 50%, due to changing consumption patterns as the global middle class grows 
and consumes more (ROLAND BERGER STRATEGY CONSULTANTS, 2011, p. 75). 
Additionally, growth rates in world agricultural production will slow and may 
even fall due to climate change. Agricultural production will also be threatened 
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due to water scarcity (ROLAND BERGER STRATEGY CONSULTANTS, 2011, p. 62).
Access to safe water will improve (to 86% of all people by 2015), but there will 

be an enormous gap between rural and urban areas: eight out of ten people without 
access to safe drinking water will live in rural areas (ROLAND BERGER STRATEGY 
CONSULTANTS, 2011, p. 59). High levels of water pollution in developing countries, 
caused primarily by rapid urbanization and unsustainable agricultural practices, 
will only be partially mitigated by 2030. This is particularly important, as dirty 
water is the source of up to 80% of the total disease burden in some developing 
countries (WATER…, 2009).

2 The future of human rights

The foregoing is only a partial look at key trends, largely ignoring, for example, 
important developments in the diffusion of global political power and trends in 
relation to the prevalence of violence and armed conflict. Nevertheless, even this 
partial analysis suggests a number of important issues that ought to be considered 
by human rights organizations when formulating plans for future work. As noted 
at the beginning, identifying a trend does not necessarily translate into predicting 
a definitive outcome. Many of the trends identified might have either beneficial 
or detrimental consequences for human rights, and most likely—for a number of 
trends—it will be a combination of both. For example, urbanization may improve 
access to education and basic health care, but where it entails living in slums, it 
will likely expose people to new forms of violence and insecurity.

Two sets of issues arise: first, what do the trends suggest about emerging 
human rights concerns, and second, what impact might they have on advocacy 
efforts? A particular trend may pose a new threat to human rights, even as it provides 
new opportunities for those working to protect human rights—for example, the 
advances in ICT.

Looking first at impacts on the enjoyment of human rights, positive outcomes 
include increased access to education, because it is the fulfilment of a basic human 
right, but also because there is a strong correlation between education levels and 
development gains, especially where girls are completing school. Further, education 
equips individuals to be much greater masters of their own fate—better able 
to engage in political life and better able to find shelter, food and employment 
security. The notion of the ‘empowered individual’—because of education, but 
also because of the availability of and access to ICT—captures this sense of being 
less at the mercy of traditional and political authority. Linked to this, of course, 
is the likelihood that the proportion of people living in extreme forms of poverty 
will decrease; and increases in life expectancy point to improved access to the 
right to health.

Other positive outcomes may arise from the growth in the urban population, 
which may improve access to basic human rights, including secondary education 
and health care. Even if much of the growth in urban population will be in marginal 
and sub-standard housing and in slums, it will be easier to provide such services 
than it would be in rural areas.
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Enhanced access to ICT may make it easier for people to exercise basic civil 
and political rights—to organise, associate and assemble, and to free expression. 
Certainly access to information will be easier, even if governments grow more 
sophisticated in forms of censorship.

If power is decentralised to sub-state levels, in theory political participation 
should be enhanced as decision-making moves closer to the people affected. Too 
many human rights demands are placed on central state authorities and it would 
likely improve the realisation of many rights if sub-state authorities (regional, 
provincial, municipal) were identified more explicitly as duty-holders (and engaged 
as such by national and international actors).

Other technological advances, for example in the life sciences, may 
dramatically improve our ability to diagnose and treat disease, but whether this 
will produce overall positive effects will depend on the extent to which there is 
equitable access to such technology.

Regarding negative outcomes, security, environment and resource trends 
are all particularly worrying regarding their likely impacts on the enjoyment of 
human rights. The human rights impacts of climate change seem clear enough—
forced displacement, increasing difficulties in access to basic necessities, threats 
to lives and livelihoods (from natural disasters and degraded or lost agricultural 
land)—although the precise timescale and the areas of highest impact are debated.

Increasing attention to security, and advances in ICT that make surveillance 
easier, will challenge rights to privacy and basic civil rights like expression and 
assembly. There is likely to be a continuing expansion of the situations in which 
people who pose perceived threats can be killed rather than arrested, as the rules 
normally applicable in war are increasingly applied whenever state security is 
threatened. Threats posed by the diffusion of CNBW to non-state actors mean it is 
likely States will resort more often to derogation and the use of exceptional powers.

If trends in resource depletion are accurate, and climate change looks likely 
to accelerate these, then the question of equitable access to these resources will 
grow in importance. Where such resources are essential to support and maintain 
human life, then it is similarly likely that the debate will implicate rights to water, 
to land, to food—and to access to advances in technology that mitigate or overcome 
the effects of depletion.

In relation to demographic issues, perhaps the most significant will be 
the doubling of the population living in slums. As noted, the growth of slums is 
not uniformly negative for human rights, but there are numerous human rights 
challenges arising for people living in slums, far beyond the narrow issue of their 
inadequate housing. These include the threat of criminal and domestic violence, 
denials of basic rights to water, sanitation, etc., inequitable treatment by municipal 
authorities, arbitrary treatment by the police, denial of public participation rights, 
arbitrary interference with property rights and more. If demographic and migratory 
predictions are accurate, over 20% of humanity will live in a slum by 2030. This 
suggests a clear prioritization for human rights work.

Forecasts in relation to migration suggest a doubling of those who will be 
living outside their country of citizenship by 2040 (not including refugees nor 
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those displaced across borders by climate change), and the debate will intensify 
over the permissible limits on the rights of non-citizens. It is likely that a 
significant proportion of these new migrants will be temporary or irregular. Most 
often irregular and temporary migrants are excluded in important ways from the 
normal, domestic constitutional guarantees, and thus international human rights 
protections are of crucial importance to these groups. There will likely be an 
increase in the human rights abuses associated with temporary and/or irregular 
migration: discrimination in employment and access to services (education, health, 
social security); denial of political rights; arbitrary detention; denial of rights to 
privacy and family life, questions of equality before the law, etc. Within migrant 
populations, women, children and visible minorities will be most at risk. Human 
trafficking may grow, simply because more people will be on the move and it will 
be harder for governments to counter.

In terms of the groups most affected, one can expect that disadvantaged 
and discriminated groups will be most at risk in any scenario involving declining 
resources and conflict. The rights of the elderly will grow in importance. Slum 
populations, migrants and the displaced will all be at particular risk. Though the 
number of people living in extreme poverty will decline, significant pockets will 
remain, even in the new middle-income countries.

Secondly, what do these various trends point to, in terms of work to promote 
and protect human rights? Will it be easier or harder to win acceptance for 
human rights claims? As noted, advances in education, especially at post-primary 
levels, a growing middle class, and greater access to information and the means 
of communication could all point to greater individual empowerment. This 
could improve the individual capacity (and proclivity) to know, claim and defend 
rights—and this might be true for hundreds of millions of people. If accurate, the 
projection that 5 billion people will have mobile access to the Internet by 2020 is 
particularly breath-taking in the possible implications it will have on social change 
and mobilization. Greater access to information, and the greater difficulties those 
in power will face in restricting this access, could signal major new exposure to 
and interest in human rights.

Urbanization trends may further increase the interest in human rights and 
the capacity of people to organise in defence of their rights, as will increasing 
migration, as migrants too often fall outside domestic legal protections and must 
look to international standards (and ‘human’—not citizen —rights) for protection.

Yet, a greater interest in and demand for the protection and fulfilment of 
human rights might arise precisely at a time when central governments have a 
weakened capacity to respond effectively. Human rights are claims on power and 
as power diffuses so too must human rights advocacy. This is already apparent in 
the way human rights NGOs have placed demands on armed groups, development 
agencies, religious authorities and transnational corporations, and this ‘advocacy 
beyond the state’ is likely to grow in importance. But even within the state, work 
to promote and protect human rights will increasingly need to shift its attention 
to sub-state levels of authority—provincial, regional, municipal—where power is 
actually being exercised. Further, where regional economic and/or political bodies, 
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like the European Union, assume real powers of decision, then they, too, will need 
to be the objects of greater advocacy efforts.

Although this paper has not addressed the impact on human rights advocacy 
of global power shifts, it should be said that these shifts—and the multipolar 
world they point to—will likely deepen tension, mistrust and animosity between 
North and South, West and East. This will certainly impact the manner in which 
human rights issues arise and are resolved in international relations. In short, for 
those working to promote and protect human rights at an international level, it is 
unlikely to get any easier.
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NOTES

1. The author addressed this question in a previous 
issue of the journal, see David Petrasek (2013).

2. Large global trend reports are published by 
intelligence agencies in the United States (US), 
the European Union (EU), Russia, and elsewhere, 
by a range of think tanks and by specialized 
international organizations in their fields of 
concern. Corporations, especially energy companies, 
also engage in forecasting and scenario planning 
exercises. The quality of these reports varies. The 
US’s National Intelligence Council’s (NIC) Global 

Trends 2030 is one of the most cited and most 
comprehensive, and is relied on heavily in this report 
(NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE COUNCIL, 2012), 
as are two other reports: the European Policy and 
Strategy Analysis System (ESPAS), published with 
the support of the European Union (EUROPEAN 
STRATEGY AND POLICY ANALYSIS SYSTEM, 
2011); and, as it pulls together trends identified 
in dozens of other reports, the Trend Compendium 

2030, published by Roland Berger, a corporate 
consulting business (ROLAND BERGER 
STRATEGY CONSULTANTS, 2011). Material is 
drawn from many other reports and papers (see 
bibliography).

3. There are some clear limits to the predictive 
value of these reports. First, some trends are much 
more certain and evidence-based than others, 
and second, identifying a trend is not the same as 

predicting an outcome. As regards the first point, 
global demographic trends are fairly certain, as 
is a trend towards greater urbanization; the same 
cannot be said for the likelihood or not of wars over 
scarce resources, or of global pandemics, or the 
continued advance of democratic governance. As 
regards the second point, the knowledge that 60% 
of the world’s population will live in cities by 2030 
may be predicted with a fair degree of certainty, 
but it may or may not result in increased rates 
of violence against women who are part of that 
migration, or in the spread of criminal gangs in the 
slums to which most will migrate.

4. The 20-25 year timeline is that adopted by most 
global forecasting–far enough ahead to identify 
what might be truly surprising and novel.

5. Globally, however, full gender parity in education 
levels will not be achieved until closer to 2060. See 
Hughes, Dickson and Irfan (2010, p. 83).

6. Two key indicators of economic globalization, 
FDI growth over GDP growth and exports as 
a percentage of GDP, will increase. These rates 
are highest in the developing world, however, as 
developing economies integrate into the global 
economy at a faster rate than the developed world. 
Asia, for example, is expected to overtake the EU 
as global export leader by 2023. See Roland Berger 
Strategy Consultants (2011, p. 38).
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