
DRAFT

Principles for Dignity  
in the Built Environment
A roadmap for human rights

July 2019

Image:  
Mexico City street market 

Johnny Miller 
www.unequalscenes.com  

@UnequalScenes

http://www.unequalscenes.com


2 Available at: www.ihrb.org/focus-areas/built-environment/draft-principles

DRAFT Principles for Dignity in the Built Environment

Introduction

These draft Principles provide a vision 
for dignity and respect for human rights 
throughout the built environment lifecycle 
and recommendations for action: from land 
acquisition, planning and financing, through 
design, construction, management and use, to 
demolition and re-development. 

The draft Principles are not a new set of 
standards. Instead, they are based on 
international human rights standards, and 
connect to existing initiatives (see pages 6-7) to 
provide a practical framework across each stage 
of the lifecycle. The Principles are applicable 
at the level of individual projects and in wider 
urban development. Siloed, disconnected 
 
 

approaches will fail to address root problems 
or lead to long-term solutions: the principles 
seek to advance greater, effective interaction 
between stakeholders.

The draft Principles are a collaboration 
between founding partners: the Institute for 
Human Rights and Business (IHRB), Raoul 
Wallenberg Institute of Human Rights and 
Humanitarian Law, the Australian Human 
Rights Institute at the University of New South 
Wales, and the Rafto Foundation for Human 
Rights. These organisations are consulting 
widely with stakeholders on the content of the 
draft Principles, to finalise them and inspire 
action to put them into practice.

01  LAND
Due process in land acquisition, respect for 

indigenous and cultural rights.

02  
PLANNING  
& FINANCE

Non-corruption, 
climate resilience, 

and access 
to housing, 

infrastructure, 
transportation, 

and public space.

03  
DESIGN

Inclusion, 
accessibility,  
and physical  

and mental health.

06  
DEMOLITION &  

REDEVELOPMENT
Responsible 

disposal, re-use and 
recycling of building 
materials, approach 
to vacant land and 

project legacy.

05   
MANAGEMENT  

& USE

Maintenance 
workers’ rights, 

non-harassment of 
occupants,  

and responsible 
use of technology.

04  CONSTRUCTION
Construction workers’ rights, building safety, and 

responsible sourcing of materials.
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HUMAN 
DIGNITY

The Built Environment Lifecycle 

http://www.ihrb.org/focus-areas/built-environment/draft-principles-for-dignity-in-the-built-environment
https://www.ihrb.org/focus-areas/built-environment/report-dignity-by-design-human-rights-and-the-built-environment-lifecycle
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01 LAND
 
• No-one is forcibly evicted from their home, in 

accordance with international standards.
• Land acquisition is carried out with meaningful 

consultation and following due process.
• Indigenous and cultural rights are 

protected.

02 PLANNING &  
FINANCE

• The right to adequate housing is respected 
– including security of tenure, affordability 
and habitability.

• All neighbourhoods have access to adequate 
infrastructure, public space, transportation, and 
employment opportunities.

• Systemic and past injustices are taken into 
account.

• Resilience to climate-related and other 
disasters is strengthened, with an emphasis on 
participation and social cohesion. 

03 DESIGN

• The built environment expands inclusion and 
accessibility, regardless of age, ability, race, 
gender and other factors.

• The built environment has a positive impact 
on physical and mental health.

• Design seeks to open rather than close space 
for the realisation of all human rights and the 
protection of human dignity.

04 CONSTRUCTION
 
• Construction workers’ rights are respected  

in accordance with ILO standards, at all 
tiers of the construction process - by lead 
companies and sub-contractors.

• Materials are selected and sourced 
responsibly, with regard to their social  
and environmental impacts.

• Buildings are structurally safe, putting  
an end to the preventable loss of life in  
building collapses and fires.

 

05 MANAGEMENT  
& USE

 
• Everyone, including marginalised 

communities, has healthy, accessible, and 
safe, spaces to live, work, and be at leisure.

• Tenants are free from harassment.
• Technology is harnessed in a way that 

safeguards digital rights including  
privacy and freedom of expression.

06 DEMOLITION &  
REDEVELOPMENT 

 
• Vacant land is seen as an opportunity to 

realise communities’ needs, while land- 
use changes prioritise community 
consultation over financial speculation.

• Building materials are re-used and  
recycled responsibly.

• No-one is forcibly evicted from their home,  
in accordance with international standards.

Overarching Principles

Throughout all stages of the built environment lifecycle:  

• All human rights standards are upheld, including the cross-cutting principles of transparency, 
accountability, participation and non-discrimination. 

• Everyone has the opportunity to participate meaningfully in the decisions that affect their 
neighbourhoods and lives. This includes women, children, minorities, migrants, refugees, 
indigenous peoples, persons with disabilities, older persons and others whose perspectives are 
often excluded.

• Trade unions and civil society can operate freely.
• All decisions are free from corruption.

http://www.ihrb.org/focus-areas/built-environment/draft-principles-for-dignity-in-the-built-environment
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Recommendations

Implementing these Draft Principles will involve action by a range of actors, in cooperation with 
others and cognisant of the wider context in which they are operating. The actions below summarise 
important steps by actors across the built environment lifecycle that will help to realise the Principles.

As a starting point, all actors should adhere to international human rights standards, and the United 
Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. All actors must also avoid corruption.

This infographic conveys the continuum of human rights risk and responsibility across the built environment 
lifecycle, the inter-relatedness of the actors, and points of leverage between them. The distribution of power 
between these actors largely determines the nature of the built environment - and whether it responds only to 
narrow financial interests or also to the needs of residents, particularly the most vulnerable.

Actors Driving Decisions Across the Built Environment

Regional and Local Governments
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ARCHITECTS  
& DESIGNERS
Lead design process for  

buildings and urban  
landscaping.

OWNERS
Own buildings (including 

residential, retail,  
business, industrial and  

cultural)

 
INVESTORS  

& DEVELOPERS
Provide financing across the built 
environment lifecycle. Develop 
land and properties by buying, 

leasing, financing, building 
and/or overseeing 

projects.

PLANNERS
Plan urban areas, with emphasis 
on connection and interaction 

between functions.
 
 
 

CONSTRUCTION 
& ENGINEERING

Construct buildings and 
infrastructure - bringing 
plans and designs into 

being.

http://www.ihrb.org/focus-areas/built-environment/draft-principles-for-dignity-in-the-built-environment
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/GuidingPrinciplesBusinessHR_EN.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/GuidingPrinciplesBusinessHR_EN.pdf
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National governments should:

• Commit and adhere to international human 
rights standards; 

• ensure co-ordination between agencies and 
regions for effective and equitable urban 
planning, disaster preparation and response; 

• ensure responsible investment in the built 
environment; 

• require responsible conduct of nationally 
headquartered companies operating overseas; 

• promote human rights in regional and 
international fora.

Municipal governments should:  

• Protect human rights through the adoption 
and enforcement of laws and policies, as well 
as measures to ensure accountability and 
transparency; 

• maximise residents’ participation in the 
decisions that affect their lives; 

• consider the full spectrum of rights and full 
geography of the urban area in planning and 
zoning decisions; 

• ensure that investment is channeled in the 
public interest.

Investors and developers should: 

• Ensure responsible investment that is closely 
aligned with locally-defined priorities and adds 
value to the communities where it is deployed; 

• shift investment away from an “extractive” 
approach that is focused narrowly on 
short-term profit-maximisation and 
proactively engage companies on human 
rights risks and impacts.

Building maintenance and 
servicing companies should:  

• Ensure that all workers’ rights are respected – 
including those employed by subcontractors 
– in the maintenance, servicing, cleaning and 
security of buildings; 

• respect the rights of those using buildings.

Architecture and design firms 
should: 

• Design with the rights of vulnerable and 
marginalised groups and neighbouring areas 
in mind; 

• engage local communities in a meaningful 
way from the outset of any project and 
throughout its lifecycle; 

• take the human rights record of clients into 
account when deciding to accept a contract 
and use any leverage over clients proactively 
to advance human rights; 

• support policy initiatives that strengthen 
dignity in the built environment.

Construction and engineering 
companies should: 

• Ensure respect for all workers’ rights in direct 
operations and throughout the subcontracting 
chain; 

• ensure women have equal access to 
employment and training; 

• avoid corruption and conduct due diligence 
on all business partners; 

• source materials with consideration for their 
social and environmental impacts; 

• mitigate disruption to local communities 
during the construction process; 

• ensure that buildings are environmentally 
resilient and structurally safe.

Technology companies should: 

• Respect digital rights, including the rights to 
privacy and freedom of expression; 

• seek to expand access to the benefits of 
technological innovation in urban areas; 

• ensure transparency, accountability and 
non-discrimination in the collection and use 
of data. 

http://www.ihrb.org/focus-areas/built-environment/draft-principles-for-dignity-in-the-built-environment
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International Standards and Guidelines

The draft Principles draw on the following international standards and guidelines.

International human rights standards

• The full spectrum of United Nations standards on human rights: including the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and International Covenant 

on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

• International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions and standards. ILO fundamental conventions 

encompass freedom of association and the right to organise, forced and child labour, equal 

remuneration, and non-discrimination.

• The UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights: Guiding Principles for the implementation 

of the “Protect, Respect and Remedy” framework on business and human rights 
 

Human rights standards by issue

• Women: Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)

• Children: Convention on the Rights of the Child

• People with Disabilities: Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

• Indigenous Peoples: UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples

• Migrant Workers: International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers 

and Members of Their Families

• Land: Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) resources on land as a 

cross-cutting issue that impacts directly on the enjoyment of a number of rights

• Forced Evictions: OHCHR resources on forced evictions

• Adequate Housing: OHCHR Right to Adequate Housing Toolkit

• Infrastructure: OHCHR resources on the right to water and sanitation

• Health: OHCHR resources on the right to physical and mental health

• Privacy: OHCHR resources on the right to privacy in the digital age
 

Global frameworks and guidelines

• UN Sustainable Development Goals

• New Urban Agenda

• OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises

• UN Global Compact

• Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Prevention

• International Guidelines on Urban and Territorial Planning (UN Habitat)

http://www.ihrb.org/focus-areas/built-environment/draft-principles-for-dignity-in-the-built-environment
http://www.un.org/en/sections/issues-depth/human-rights
http://www.ilo.org/global/standards/introduction-to-international-labour-standards/conventions-and-recommendations
http://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/GuidingprinciplesBusinesshr_eN.pdf
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw
www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/declaration-on-the-rights-of-indigenous-peoples.html
www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CMW.aspx
www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/LandAndHR/Pages/LandandHumanRightsIndex.aspx
www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/ForcedEvictions/Pages/Index.aspx
www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Housing/toolkit/Pages/RighttoAdequateHousingToolkit.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/ESCR/Pages/InstrumentsWater.aspx
www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/Factsheet31.pdf
www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/DigitalAge/Pages/DigitalAgeIndex.aspx
www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
www.habitat3.org/the-new-urban-agenda/
www.oecd.org/corporate/mne/
www.unglobalcompact.org
www.unisdr.org/we/coordinate/sendai-framework
www.uclg.org/sites/default/files/international_guidelines_on_urban_and_territorial_planning_un_habitat.pdf
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• UN Principles for Responsible Investment

• Equator Principles

• International Finance Corporation Performance Standards

• Global Reporting Initiative Standards

• Dhaka Principles for Migration with Dignity (Institute for Human Rights and Business)

• Mega-Sporting Event Lifecycle (Institute for Human Rights and Business)

• Accord on Recommended International Standards of Professionalism in Architectural Practice 

(International Union of Architects)

• Children’s Rights and Business Principles (UNICEF, Save the Children, UN Global Compact)
 

Human Rights Cities

• Global Charter Agenda for Human Rights in the City

• European Charter for Human Rights in the City

• Gwangju Guiding Principles for a Human Rights City
 

Thematic city-level initiatives

• Cities for Housing / The Municipalist Declaration of Local Governments on the Right to Housing 

and the Right to the City

• Child-friendly cities (UNICEF)

• Global age-friendly cities (WHO)

• Safe Cities and Safe Public Places (UN Women)

• Cities Coalition for Digital Rights

Report:  
“Dignity by Design – Human Rights and the Built Environment Lifecycle”

For a mapping of issues throughout the built environment lifecycle, and examples of existing 
initiatives, see the report by the Institute for Human Rights and Business (IHRB), “Dignity by Design: 
Human Rights and the Built Environment Lifecycle” (July 2019).

http://www.ihrb.org/focus-areas/built-environment/draft-principles-for-dignity-in-the-built-environment
www.unpri.org
https://equator-principles.com
www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/Topics_Ext_Content/IFC_External_Corporate_Site/Sustainability-At-IFC/Policies-Standards/Performance-Standards
www.globalreporting.org/standards
www.ihrb.org/dhaka-principles
www.sporthumanrights.org/en/mse-lifecycle
http://www.bak.de/w/files/bak/02architekten/05internationales/1454321930v4bbw8wd2dq42ph7.pdf
www.childrenandbusiness.org
www.uclg-cisdp.org/en/right-to-the-city/world-charter-agenda 
www.uclg-cisdp.org/en/right-to-the-city/european-charter
www.uclg-cisdp.org/en/activities/human-rights-cities/internationalmeetings/World-Human-Rights-Cities-Forum-of-Gwangju
www://citiesforhousing.org
www.childfriendlycities.org
www.who.int/ageing/projects/age_friendly_cities
www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/ending-violence-against-women/creating-safe-public-spaces
https://citiesfordigitalrights.org
https://www.ihrb.org/focus-areas/built-environment/report-dignity-by-design-human-rights-and-the-built-environment-lifecycle
https://www.ihrb.org/focus-areas/built-environment/report-dignity-by-design-human-rights-and-the-built-environment-lifecycle


The built environment – the places where we live, work, and interact with others – has a defining influence 
over our ability to lead healthy, fulfilling lives, and over the future we will create.

Respect for workers 
rights

Social inclusion and 
vibrant communities

Greater equality in all 
its forms

Climate resilience and 
environmental justice

Exploitation  
of workers

Exclusion, division, and 
conflict

Deepening economic, 
racial, and gender 

inequality

Environmental collapse

FUTURE OF DIGNITY  
AND INCLUSION

FUTURE OF DIVISION  
AND INEQUALITY

Achieving a future of dignity and inclusion requires an approach that is firmly based in human rights. 
Internationally-recognised human rights encompass civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights, 
which are indivisible, interdependent, and interrelated.

TRANSPARENCY
Transparency means providing information about 
decision-making processes related to rights, so that people 
know and understand how major decisions affecting rights 
are made.

ACCOUNTABILITY

Governments must create 
mechanisms of accountability 
for the enforcement of 
rights. Not only must rights 
be recognized in law and 
policy, but there must 
also be effective 
measures in place to 
hold governments 
accountable if the 
standards are not met 
– and for governments 
to hold third parties 
such as private sector 
actors accountable. 

PARTICIPATION
People have a right to participate in how decisions are 
made regarding protection of their rights. Governments 
must engage and support the participation of civil society. 
Within the built environment this means that individual 
residents and communities must have clear avenues to have 
a say over the present and future of their neighbourhoods. 
Companies must consult local communities and other 
stakeholders prior to and during any project.

Human rights are universal. 
They must be afforded to 
everyone, without excep-
tion, and guaranteed with-
out discrimination of any 
kind. This includes not only 
purposeful discrimination, 
but also protection from 
policies and practices which 
may have a discriminato-
ry effect. Within the real 
estate, design and construc-
tion industries, non-dis-
crimination applies to the 
context of their operations, 
and also to the recruitment, 
retention and advancement 
of employees.

NON- 
DISCRIMINATION

A HUMAN  
RIGHTS  

APPROACH


