61st session of the Human Rights Council

Panel discussion on financing sustainable development in line with 
economic, social and cultural rights obligations 
Concept note (as of 26 February 2026)

	Date and venue:
	Thursday, 5 March 2026, 9.30 a.m.–11.30 a.m.
Assembly Hall, Palais des Nations, Geneva
(broadcast live and archived on http://webtv.un.org)

	Objectives:
	The panel discussion aims, overall, to identify promising practices and measures to mobilize public resources to finance sustainable development in a manner consistent with States’ economic, social and cultural rights obligations. To this end, and taking into account the outcomes of the Fourth International Conference on Financing for Development, the Second World Summit for Social Development, and other relevant intergovernmental negotiations, including those on climate change, the panel discussion will focus on the following areas:
· Mobilization and fiscal space: Progressive and equitable taxation, reducing tax evasion and avoidance, innovative finance, strengthening tax administration, the debt environment; safeguarding social spending; international tax cooperation; official development assistance.
· Allocation: Human rights-based budgeting; prioritizing health, education, housing, environmental and social protection; fair distribution of benefits from development; targeted resources for marginalized groups; gender- and age-responsive and child-sensitive budgeting.
· Governance: Transparency; meaningful public participation; citizens’ budgets and stronger oversight by parliaments, audit institutions and national human rights institutions.
· Reform of the global financial architecture in line with human rights obligations 

	Chair:
	H.E. Mr. Tsegab Kebebew Daka, Vice-President of the Human Rights Council

	Opening statement:
	Mr. Volker Türk, United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights

	Moderator:
	Ms. Magdalena Sepúlveda Carmona, Director of the United Nations Research Institute for Social Development

	Panellists: 
	· Ms. Attiya Waris, Independent Expert on the effects of foreign debt and other related international financial obligations of States on the full enjoyment of all human rights, particularly economic, social and cultural rights
· Ms. Rita Calçada Pires, Associate Professor and Director of NOVA Tax Research Lab at NOVA School of Law
· Mr. Richard Samans, Senior Fellow at the Geneva Graduate Institute for International and Development Studies and Special Advisor to the United Nations Economist Network

	Outcome:
	The expected outcomes of this discussion are: 
· enhanced understanding among governments and other stakeholders of how to strengthen the mobilization, allocation and governance of public finance in ways that advance sustainable development, ensure fair distribution of benefits resulting from development and fulfil economic, social and cultural rights;
· greater understanding of the role of the human rights economy as one guarantor of environmental, economic, social and cultural rights and of how fiscal policies can advance or hinder the realization of economic, social and cultural rights;
· enhanced understanding of international human rights obligations relevant to accountability, transparency and participation in public finance and debt management for sustainable development; and
· identification of rights-based fiscal policies that support sustainable development and reduce inequality.

	Mandate:
	In April 2025, the Human Rights Council adopted resolution 58/9 on the question of the realization in all countries of economic, social and cultural rights. The Council decided, in paragraph 30 of the resolution, to convene, at its sixty-first session, a panel discussion on promising practices and measures to mobilize public resources to finance sustainable development in line with States’ economic, social and cultural rights obligations. The discussion should, as mandated in the resolution, reflect the outcomes of the Fourth International Conference on Financing for Development and the Second World Summit for Social Development held in 2025.

	Background:
	The achievement of sustainable development is fundamentally dependent on the availability, mobilization and equitable use of public resources. Despite global commitments under the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, many States face persistent fiscal constraints that undermine their capacity to progressively realize economic, social and cultural rights, particularly in the context of growing inequalities, debt distress, climate impacts and external economic shocks.
Mobilizing sufficient public finance for sustainable development remains challenging for many governments, largely due to two major obstacles. First, many countries struggle to raise adequate domestic revenue. Tax bases are often narrow because of large informal sectors, extensive exemptions and incentives, and insufficient taxation of high‑income earners and major corporations. Heavy reliance on regressive indirect taxes such as VAT deepens inequality, while limited administrative capacity, outdated systems and weak enforcement further undermine collection. Illicit financial flows and sophisticated tax avoidance practices, including profit‑shifting and aggressive tax planning, also drain public resources. Together, these factors restrict the fiscal space needed to invest in essential services such as health, education, social protection and action to protect the environment.
Second, rising public debt places growing pressure on national budgets. Global public debt is rising rapidly, directly impacting investments in economic, social and cultural rights. Public debt in developing nations surged to $31 trillion, accounting for 30 per cent of the global total – nearly double the share they held in 2010, when it was just 16 per cent. A growing number of low-income countries are now spending more on interest payments than on essential public services. From 2021 to 2023, 22 countries paid more in interest than the amount spent on education, while 45 countries spent more on interest than on health. Today, 3.4 billion people worldwide live in countries that spend more on debt than on either education or health.
Fiscal space is further eroded by decreased official development assistance and external shocks such as economic downturns, volatile commodity prices and climate related‑ disasters, which often force additional borrowing, sometimes on unfavourable terms. Rigid fiscal rules or loan related conditions can constrain vital public spending, and many lower‑ and middle-income countries face restricted access to concessional finance, pushing them toward costlier borrowing. As a result, governments increasingly struggle to maintain or expand essential public investment, and spending required to realize economic, social and cultural rights is frequently cut, delayed or deprioritized.
Consequently, a human rights-based approach to mobilizing public resources for sustainable development, aligning fiscal governance with human rights norms, and strengthening accountability for outcomes is critical for meeting international commitments arising from the Pact for the Future, the Second World Social Summit, and the Addis Ababa Agenda on Financing for Development, among other frameworks. Mobilizing public resources for sustainable development is an important application of States’ human rights obligations. Specifically, the legal framework places an obligation on States parties to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights to take steps, individually and through international cooperation, to the maximum of their available resources, towards the progressive realization of these rights. States are, in any event, required to take the necessary measures, including financial, to meet their obligations under the human rights framework. 
The 2030 Agenda, the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, and the Pact for the Future collectively reaffirm that States must mobilize, allocate and protect public resources to fulfill their economic, social and cultural rights obligations. The Sevilla Commitment recognizes that mobilizing additional domestic public resources and ensuring their effective and efficient use for sustainable development impact will require decisive national action to strengthen fiscal systems, promote their progressivity, build long-term financial resilience and align them with sustainable development.[footnoteRef:1] The Doha Political Declaration affirms this premise, embracing the Sevilla Commitment’s objectives to urgently close the financing gap and catalyse sustainable development investments at scale. Both frameworks foresee emphasis on tax reform, international cooperation to enhance fiscal space for social spending, and the need to ensure the provision of essential services. Crucially, integrating the financing of social protection systems and policies into country-led plans and strategies and the provision of support to developing countries aiming to increase social protection coverage, are key interventions underscored in the Doha Declaration. [1:  Para 26.] 


	Format:
	The panel discussion will be limited to two hours. The opening statement and initial presentations by the panellists will be followed by a two-part interactive discussion and by conclusions from the panellists. A maximum of one hour will be set aside for podium interventions, which will cover the opening statement, panellists’ presentations and their responses to questions and concluding remarks. The remaining hour will be reserved for two segments of interventions from the floor, with each segment consisting of interventions from 14 States or observers, 2 national human rights institutions and 4 non-governmental organizations. Each speaker will have 1.5 minutes to raise issues and to ask panellists questions. The panellists will respond to questions and comments during the remaining time available. 
The list of speakers for the discussion will be established through the online inscription system and, as per practice, statements by high-level dignitaries and groups of States will be moved to the beginning of the list. Delegates who could not take the floor due to time constraints will be able to upload their statements on the online system to be posted on the HRC Extranet. Interpretation will be provided in the six United Nations official languages (Arabic, Chinese, English, French, Russian and Spanish).

	Accessibility:
	In an effort to render the Human Rights Council more accessible to persons with disabilities and to promote their full participation in the work of the Council on an equal basis with others, the panel discussion will be webcast and made accessible. International sign interpretation and real-time captioning in English will be provided and webcast. Participants can access live English captioning on the StreamText web page (https://www.streamtext.net/player?event=CFI-UNOG) during the event itself. Hearing loops are available for collection from the Secretariat desk. Oral statements may be embossed in Braille from any of the six official languages of the United Nations, upon request and following the procedure described in the Accessibility guide to the Human Rights Council for persons with disabilities (https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/accessibility).

	Related documents:
	· Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (General Assembly resolution 70/1 of 25 September 2015)
· Addis Ababa Action Agenda of the Third International Conference on Financing for Development (General Assembly resolution 69/313 of 27 July 2015)
· The Pact for the Future (General Assembly resolution 79/1 of 22 September 2024)
· Sevilla Commitment and Sevilla Platform for Action 
· Doha Political Declaration of the “World Social Summit” under the title “the Second World Summit for Social Development” (General Assembly resolution 80/5 of 4 November 2025)
· UNCTAD, A World of Debt (2025)
· United Nations, Our Common Agenda, Policy Brief 6: Reforms to the International Financial Architecture (May 2023)
· Report of the Secretary-General on strengthening United Nations action in the field of human rights through the promotion of international cooperation and the importance of non-selectivity, impartiality and objectivity (2025) (A/80/304)
· Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights on implementation and enhancement of international cooperation in the field of human rights (2025) (A/HRC/59/36)
· Report of the 2024 Social Forum (A/HRC/58/71)
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