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Abstract : It is habitually assumed and stated that the World Bank should engage and comply with international human rights
standards. However, the basis for holding the Bank to such standards is unclear. Most advocates of the idea invoke aspects of
international law to argue that the Bank has existing obligations to act in compliance with human rights standards. The Bank
itself, however, does not appear to accept such arguments, despite having endorsed the importance of human rights for a
considerable length of time. A substantial challenge is that under the current international human rights law framework, the
World Bank is considered a non-state actor, and as such, has no direct human rights obligations. In the absence of clear legal
duties for the Bank, it is necessary to look at the tools available beyond the international human rights framework to encourage
the Bank to comply with human rights standards. This article critically examines several bases for arguing that the Bank should
comply and engage with human rights through its policies and practices. Drawing on the Bank’s own ‘good governance’
approach as well as the United Nations’ ‘human rights-based-approach’ to development, a new basis is suggested. First, the
relationship between the World Bank and human rights is examined. Three perspectives are considered: (1) the legal position –
what the status of the World Bank is under international human rights law, and whether it can be said to have existing legal
human rights obligations; (2) the Bank’s own official position – how the Bank envisages its relationship with and role in the
protection of human rights; and (3) the relationship between the Bank’s policies and practices and human rights (including how
its attitudes are reflected in its policies and how the Bank’s operations impact human rights enjoyment in practice). Here, the
article focuses on two examples – the (revised) 2016 Environmental and Social Safeguard Policies and the 2012 case-study
regarding Gambella, Ethiopia. Both examples are widely considered missed opportunities for the Bank to actively engage with
human rights. The analysis shows that however much pressure is placed on the Bank to improve its human rights footprint, it is
extremely reluctant to do so explicitly, and the legal bases available are insufficient for requiring concrete, ex ante action by
the Bank. Instead, the Bank’s own ‘good governance’ approach to development – which it has been advocating since the 1990s
– can be relied upon. ‘Good governance’ has been used and applied by many actors in many contexts, receiving numerous
different definitions. This article argues that human rights protection can now be considered a crucial component of good
governance, at least in the context of development. In doing so, the article explains the relationship and interdependence
between the two concepts, and provides three rationales for the Bank to take a ‘human rights-based approach’ to good
governance. Ultimately, this article seeks to look beyond international human rights law and take a governance approach to
provide a convincing basis upon which to argue that the World Bank should comply with human rights standards.
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