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Legal empowerment of the poor (LEP) focuses on rights and access to rights related to ownership and use of property,
employment as well as entrepreneurship which are critical for enabling the poor to build and maintain livelihoods. It
proposes that stronger and enforceable property-, labour- and entrepreneurial rights help communities and societies
reap benefits. Legal empowerment insists that real life experiences of poor people must be the starting point for devel-
opment efforts. It suggests that strengthening legal identity, voice and standing are as essential for poverty reduction as
social services. This article provides insight into the evolution of LEP from a concept to a major tool for fighting poverty,
exclusion and injustice. After briefly explaining what LEP is and what it can bring, we look at the origins of LEP, as for-
mulated by the Commission on Legal Empowerment of the Poor. We then continue with a brief description of how the
concept is being integrated by the UN System and the challenges LEP’s global uptake has faced, followed by insights into
UNDP’s experience in implementing LEP in its development efforts. The article then illustrates key linkages between
LEP and work being undertaken to meet the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and argues that LEP is essential
for sustaining MDG gains. We conclude with a forward-looking perspective in which LEP as a development paradigm is
becoming a major component of poverty eradication policies in a post-2015 setting.
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Introduction
Recognizing that access to justice and the
rule of law are essential for poverty reduc-
tion and development, legal empowerment of
the poor (LEP) focuses on rights and access
to rights related to ownership and use of
property, employment as well as entrepre-
neurship which are critical for enabling the
poor to build and maintain livelihoods. It
proposes that stronger and enforceable prop-
erty-, labour- and entrepreneurial rights
help communities and societies reap benefits
– including more equitable and robust eco-
nomic growth, improved food security, more
sustainable land management, better adap-
tation to climate change and the prevention
of conflict.

Marking a shift in how we approach devel-
opment, legal empowerment insists that real
life experiences of poor people must be the

starting point for development efforts. It sug-
gests that strengthening legal identity, voice
and standing are as essential for poverty re-
duction as social services. In essence but also
in practice, LEP combines bottom-up and
top-down approaches to development, em-
powering people to demand and exercise
their rights while at the same time strength-
ening institutions to be more responsive to
the needs of citizens.

Take for example the case of upgrading a
country’s cadastre: rolling out a top-notch
land information system may be necessary
but in itself is not sufficient to improve the
quality of life of the poorest and most vul-
nerable. It will come as no surprise to read-
ers of this journal that the broader context,
including the realities of socio-economics,
access and rights must also be considered
so as to give poor people a fighting chance
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within an inclusive setting. It is all in the
‘how’! 

This article provides insight into the evo-
lution of LEP from a concept to a major tool
for fighting poverty, exclusion and injustice.
After briefly explaining what LEP is and
what it can bring, we look at the origins of
LEP as formulated by the Commission on
Legal Empowerment of the Poor. We then
continue with a brief description of how the
concept is being integrated by the UN Sys-
tem and the challenges LEP’s global uptake

has faced, followed by insights into UNDP’s
experience in implementing LEP in its de-
velopment efforts. The article then illus-
trates key linkages between LEP and work
being undertaken to meet the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) and argues
that LEP is essential for sustaining MDG
gains. We conclude with a forward-looking
perspective in which LEP as a development
paradigm is becoming a major component of
poverty eradication policies in a post-2015
setting. 

Commission on Legal Empowerment of 
the Poor
In 2008, the Commission on Legal Empower-
ment of the Poor (hereafter, the Commis-
sion), co-chaired by Secretary Madeleine Al-
bright and Hernando de Soto, issued its re-
port1 which identified some critical yet not
adequately addressed causes of the persist-
ence of poverty: lack of effective protection by
the law for the vast majority of poor and dis-
advantaged people, legal and institutional
obstacles that diminish opportunities for
them to leverage any owned assets and claim
their rights and entitlements, and a host of
policy and market failures. In fact, the Com-
mission estimated that at least four billion

people are excluded from the rule of law.
Their lives and livelihoods are guided by in-
formal systems that do not allow them to use
legal frameworks to protect their assets,
homes or businesses or benefit from global
labour standards and an operating property
rights and land tenure system. Consequently
they lack access to social protection and oth-
er opportunities to improve their quality of
life by leveraging legal frameworks and in-
stitutions that fortify society. The Commis-
sion offered recommendations to address the
scale of the problem and provided an agenda
for change to stimulate poverty reduction
and make the law work for everyone through
interventions in the areas of property rights,

Legal Empowerment of the Poor – Defining Features

LEP builds upon the human rights-based approach to development within the broad sustainable human 
development paradigm. Accordingly, LEP:

– Protects the basic rights that enable poor people to fully realize their economic potential and improve 
their livelihoods;

– Recognizes the importance and potential of the informal sector and ensures its inclusion in the economic 
cycle;

– Focuses on property rights, labour rights and facilitates the entrepreneurial spirit of poor people by targe-
ting the legal conditions and enabling environment for setting up and running businesses;

– Supports and underscores concrete measures to empower women and children and protect their rights;

– Combines bottom-up with top-down approaches, and emphasizes the importance of identity, voice and 
representation of the poor;

– Translates access to justice as a basic public service and focuses on economic and social analysis and 
efficient delivery of justice services.

LEP is not a substitute for other important development interventions; however it offers an integrated appro-
ach that can be contextualized across very diverse regions and countries.

1. For more information about the Commission on Legal Empowerment of the Poor, see the final report «Making 
the Law work for Everyone» volumes 1 and 2, and visit www.undp.org/legalempowerment.
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labour rights and business rights2 under-
pinned by access to justice.

State of play
Global uptake of LEP
Much has happened in the LEP arena since
the Commission issued its final report. Rec-
ognizing that LEP is essential to eradicate
poverty, the UN General Assembly has re-
ferred to the Commission’s report and its rec-
ommendations and called upon UN organi-
zations and member states to undertake ap-
propriate follow up action3. 

«While it is not a substitute for other im-
portant development interventions, legal
empowerment of the poor can be a neces-
sary condition to create an enabling envi-
ronment for providing sustainable liveli-
hoods and eradicating poverty.»4

Challenges, but mainly opportunities
Despite the promises LEP seeks to deliver,
challenges remain, especially in translat-
ing theory into practice. On the demand-
side, for example, there is no doubt that
LEP can be highly political. Depending on
their nature, reforms may threaten vested
interests. Successfully implemented, how-
ever, LEP reforms will lead to win-win sit-
uations, although not everyone will neces-
sarily be a winner from the start. It is, for
instance, unlikely that officials used to
supplementing their earnings with re-
ceipts from petty corruption will encourage
reforms for streamlining administrative
procedures to quash such fraudulent be-
haviour. Getting the reforms right from the
beginning therefore requires careful bal-
ancing of incentives and disincentives so
stakeholders buy in to them and are able to
recognise their enlightened self-interest.
Building strong partnerships with counter-
parts and identifying champions (also at

the highest level) must be part of any set of
tactics for reform.

Ignoring exclusion for too long and failing
to address the factors that lock people out
from opportunities to improve their liveli-
hoods may have consequences for those in
power at some point. In some case, it can lead
to instability, as recent and ongoing develop-
ments in the Arab world demonstrate. How-
ever, addressing these issues head-on can
spur progress, both for people as individuals
and for nations as a whole. 

The report of the Commission, followed by
the recommendations of the Secretary-Gen-
eral and the consensus reached by the Gen-
eral Assembly in two GA resolutions, have
built a solid baseline by explicitly recogniz-
ing LEP as being essential to eradicating
poverty. Although there is general enthusi-
asm about the importance of LEP for sus-
tainable human development among the do-
nor community, getting its constituents to
put their money where their mouth is has
not always been easy. For some it is perhaps
out of prudence as they await others to take a
first step in undertaking such a new initia-
tive. For others, the fruits of LEP reform
might take longer to ripen than the typical
time span of 3–4 years in many traditional
programme approaches.

But LEP, to quote financier and philan-
thropist George Soros, «is a movement that
has legs and will go a long way!»5

UNDP’s vision for Legal Empowerment 
of the Poor
UNDP hosted the Commission from
2006–2008. During this time, UNDP sup-
ported several national consultations held by
the Commission. After the global launch of
the report, UNDP organised regional launch-
es, dialogue processes and discussions focus-
ing on the development challenges in specific
regions. In 2010, UNDP’s Democratic Gov-
ernance Group started addressing the LEP

2. Business rights denote rights related to meeting the unmet demand for setting up business enterprises inclu-
ding the right to be registered as legal entities, principles of non-discrimination and equal opportunity to access 
capital and markets. It is not an established area of law or recognized as International Human Rights.

3. The UN General Assembly adopted two resolutions (A/RES/63/142 and A/RES/64/215) recognizing that Legal 
Empowerment of the Poor is essential for eradication of poverty. The UN Secretary General submitted his report 
to the General Assembly in July 2009 (A/64/133).

4. Secretary-General report to the General Assembly on legal empowerment of the poor and eradication of poverty 
(A/64/133).

5. High-level Roundtable on LEP, European Development Days, Stockholm, 23 October 2009.
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agenda in an integrated manner with the
view of rolling it out throughout UNDP and
in close partnership with country offices, re-
gional centres and bureaus. As a starting
point, and building on the strengths and ex-
isting linkages with the work of UNDP’s
Democratic Governance Group and the Bu-
reau for Development Policy as a whole, the
LEP dimension was mainstreamed into the
Access to Justice, Human Rights and Public
Administration/Local Governance portfolios.
These programmes have been engaging in
collaborative efforts with other parts of the
organisation, and it is exciting to note that
many concrete proposals for joint work are
currently being developed along the three
main thematic foci of MDGs, Land Govern-
ance, and Informality.

Country examples
Today, an increasing number of projects in-
corporating components of LEP are being im-
plemented, demonstrating the growing de-
mand for LEP6. This work has begun to fos-
ter understanding of LEP needs in different
parts of the world and has also led UNDP to
begin to investigate viable strategies to rep-
licate and scale up effective interventions
based on «what works» in the LEP land-
scape.

While regional demand builds upon the
needs of constituent countries, the sequence
of LEP activities at the national level is led
by each country’s respective priorities and
requirements. For instance, the experience
in Asia highlights the need for access to jus-
tice as the foundation for the work on LEP in
the region. In the region comprising Arab
states the emphasis is on the need to explore
solutions to bring efficiency into the informal
economy and provide access to property
(land) rights. In Europe, LEP programmes
have mainly addressed issues related to in-
formality in the ownership of property and
housing. LEP work in the West Africa region
calls attention to property and inheritance
rights particularly for women.

UNDP’s country-level experiences are
wide ranging too. For instance, in Montene-
gro the UNDP has partnered with the gov-

ernment and other stakeholders to assess
mechanisms to regularise property owner-
ship. In Indonesia, UNDP is employing an
LEP approach to expand access to justice in
five provinces. Strategic or public interest
litigation to protect and help fulfil social and
economic rights is becoming a phenomenon
in the Arab region. Examples of such cases
being registered in various countries include:
Egypt (minimum wages, universal health
coverage, collective forced eviction, safe-
guarding the rights of entrepreneurs in the
informal sector, etc.); in Lebanon (freedom of
organization); Kuwait (turning down the ob-
ligation to wear the veil in political public
life; endorsing women’s right to obtain a
passport without their husband’s approval);
Sudan (against the government for inability
to provide Khartoum residents with potable
drinking water). These cases are being
mapped by UNDP’s Regional Centre in Cairo
in partnership with the Arab Organization
for Human Rights. In Africa, UNDP is work-
ing with its country offices in Liberia on com-
munity land titling systems and in Mozam-
bique and Uganda on strengthening the land
rights of women and security of their tenure.
Human rights and legal education training
programmes, such as those supported in
Bangladesh, assist citizens in exercising
their rights effectively and for their better-
ment.

In addition, the Democratic Governance
Trust Fund, which allows UNDP to leverage
good ideas for governance with fast and flex-
ible non-core funding for innovative and cat-
alytic projects, has received over six new
country proposals on LEP this year, stem-
ming from all regions and covering all as-
pects of this exciting agenda. Apart from the
UN System – twelve organisations indeed
provided input about their LEP work for the
Report of the Secretary-General – numerous
non-governmental organisations, other civil
society actors and academic institutions are
deeply engaged in LEP. UNDP, for example,
is exploring and developing partnerships
with the International Labour Organisation
in the context of social protection, the Inter-
national Development Law Organisation and

6. As evidenced by the 2010 response to calls for proposals for the Democratic Governance Thematic Trust Fund in 
which five of the selected DGTTF projects explicitly address LEP.
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the Open Society Justice Initiative with re-
spect to access to justice, with the Institute
for Liberty and Democracy to address infor-
mality and with Harvard University on a mix
of LEP issues.

LEP: a recipe for accelerating achievement of 
MDGs and maintaining gains
Through its emphasis on social justice and
equity, LEP is central to achieving the MDGs
and addressing the structural causes of pov-
erty and exclusion. In September 2010, one
of UNDP’s core messages to the record
number of heads of states and government
attending the MDG Summit was that achiev-
ing the MDGs by 2015 is still possible. De-
spite the significant challenges, the develop-
ment and international communities have
the knowledge, experience and resources to
close the gap.

LEP provides a fresh methodology to sus-
tain and accelerate progress to achieve
MDGs by better aligning development in-
terventions for the poorest with national
MDG priorities, plans and strategies. MDG
assessments reiterate that it is important to
learn from experiences of the past. For ex-
ample, evidence shows that investing in ex-
panded opportunities for women and the
girl-child and advancing their economic, le-
gal and political empowerment has strong
multiple benefits for all MDGs. Increasing
access to energy, water and sanitation for
poor people has been shown to have a funda-
mental impact on MDG measures related to
poverty, health and education. And, invest-
ing in broad access to clean energy options
has proven critical for a more sustainable,
low-carbon future for all. Robust social pro-
tection and employment programmes re-
duce poverty as well as vulnerability to
shocks and can also reverse inequality. LEP
can effectively contribute to the above areas
and therefore the MDG Acceleration Frame-
work (MAF), UNDP’s innovative approach
designed to help countries identify and re-
solve barriers to eradicating extreme pover-
ty. LEP can also effectively contribute to
achieving sustainable development by iden-
tifying bottlenecks to MDG progress at the
country-level, as well as near-term solu-
tions to overcome them.

In a relatively short lapse of time, LEP –
which was nowhere to be seen at the time the
MDGs were rolled out – has gained a respect-
able place in the arsenal we use to fight pov-
erty, exclusion and injustice. In preparation
to development post-2015, it is however im-
perative that we take a step change so that
LEP becomes an even larger and stronger fo-
cus of our efforts. In this context, LEP can be
a critical principle as well as a policy instru-
ment in three specific areas – inclusive
growth, MDG acceleration and sustaining
MDG progress. 

Inclusive growth embraces three specific
pillars: sustained pro-poor growth; equity in
resources, services and income; and produc-
tive employment. The pro-poorness of
growth is not defined only by its poverty re-
duction impacts, but by whether the poor in
fact actively engage in generating the
growth, and also derive disproportionate
benefits from it. In many cases, people can-
not effectively participate in the generation
of growth or benefit from it because they are
poor. A legal framework to ensure their rep-
resentation in the growth process can be very
useful. Similarly, the poor often do not have
access to resources because of ownership is-
sues (e.g. common natural resources such as
community forests). Poor women have an
even greater constraint in terms of land
rights because of religious and cultural fac-
tors. Legal reforms in both areas to ensure
the ownership of resources for the poor
would make growth inclusive. Finally, in the
area of productive employment, the poor are
often engaged in the informal sector, where
their rights of ownership are inadequately
protected, both in self-employment and as
suppliers of labour in wage employment.
Therefore, LEP can be a good shield to help
protect and promote entrepreneurs and
workers in the informal economy.

In terms of MDG acceleration, the MDG
Acceleration Framework (MAF) focuses on
three dimensions: a diagnostic dimension to
identify lagging MDGs and binding con-
straints, a prescriptive dimension where
proven interventions for overcoming the con-
straints have been identified, and a roll-out
dimension where support is provided to
countries for MDG acceleration. In the diag-
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nostic part, lack of legal rights of the poor
may be identified as a binding constraint in
MDG achievement. It may occur in areas of
access to productive resources or basic social
services. If that is true, then it may be bene-
ficial to see where establishment of legal
rights for the poor have contributed to en-
hance their access and to suggest that inter-
vention. For example, in India, in the area of
primary and secondary education, the poor
could not send their children to school simply
because there were no schools in the near vi-
cinity of where the poor live. A legal measure
was taken where the state is required to pro-
vide schools to people within feasible distance.
If the state fails to do so, citizens can initiate
public litigation cases against the State. This
has increased enrolment of children (both
boys and girls, particularly from poor neigh-
bourhoods) and contributed to acceleration
of MDG 2 (achieving universal education by
2015) in India. If the same binding con-
straint is found today in another country
with regard to schools or healthcare centres,
a similar intervention could be quite effec-
tive. Such measures can be part of the MDG
Action Plan, anchored in national develop-
ment processes and aligned with the United
Nations Development Assistance Frame-
works (UNDAFs) that are being developed in
MAF countries. 

As we move forward with MDG accelera-
tion, sustaining the MDG progress will be
crucial. As UNDP’s MDG Breakthrough
Strategy notes, `In times of global economic,
food and climate volatility, MDG reversals
are a real possibility. Even in stable times,
countries may find it difficult to maintain
their rate of progress. Sustaining progress
can thus be just as important as accelerating
achievements’.7 On both fronts, sustaining
MDG progress would require addressing
some long-term structural constraints. Legal
disempowerment of the poor would be a ma-
jor one. Whenever it constrains sustenance
of MDG progress, LEP can be the answer to
overcome it. 

UNDP has already started looking at cli-
mate change, land degradation and drylands
development through the lens of LEP. With-
out equitable and responsible governance of
land resources, long-term sustainable devel-
opment will hardly materialize. As many ill-
conceived land grabbing schemes have un-
fortunately shown recently, secure land ten-
ure is key to food security, income, housing,
and hence basic welfare, for many poor and
marginalized groups. Often, it also contrib-
utes to a sense of identity, connection and se-
curity. Tenure insecurity and uncertainty
undermine incentives for longer-term invest-
ments in land, which in turn affects the in-
come that people receive from their land-
holdings. Land governance and efficient
management of natural resources are also
crucial to ensuring a viable adaptive re-
sponse to the adverse impacts of climate
change on the poor and the disadvantaged. 

The UN-REDD (Reduced Emissions from
Deforestation and Forest Degradation) pro-
gramme makes a potential link between cli-
mate change mitigation and adaptation activ-
ities. While the REDD-related activities and
benefits can contribute to improving the qual-
ity of life of the poor and the indigenous peo-
ples by providing additional livelihood oppor-
tunities, it is possible that they might never
reach these people. The political interests and
the technical complexities of implementing
these systems could potentially prevent poor
countries and poor people from taking advan-
tage of the opportunity, unless major efforts
are devoted to making REDD work for the
poor. The LEP approach can contribute to
stronger concerted efforts to ensure equitable
distribution of benefits; strengthened rights
and voices of the poor and to marginalized, ro-
bust systems of land governance and account-
ability; effective conflict resolution; and great-
er feasibility of small-scale REDD actions.
Failure to act decisively to address the chal-
lenge of climate change will consign the poor-
est 40% of the world population to a future of
diminished opportunity8.

7. UNDP(2010) UNDP’s MDG Breakthrough Strategy: Accelerate and sustain MDG progress United Nations 
Development Programme: New York June.

8. UNDP. (2007) Human Development Report 2007. Fighting Climate Change: Human Solidarity in a Divided 
World, Palgrave Macmillan.
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Conclusion
The problems that LEP can solve are by no
means confined to the developing world.
More affluent societies are not immune to
deficits in legal empowerment, let alone legal
empowerment of the poor. To address these
successfully may well mean recognizing
more fully that increasingly, innovative solu-
tions to many problems rich countries face,
are already being implemented in poor coun-
tries.

In recent years, for instance, we have seen
many developing countries achieve impres-
sive poverty reduction and MDG results
through various kinds of social protection
schemes including conditional / uncondition-
al cash transfers and cash-for-work. India’s

National Rural Employment Guarantee Act,
for instance, guarantees at least 100 days of
wage employment per year to every house-
hold whose adult members volunteer to do
unskilled manual work. The state must pay
compensation if work cannot be found.

Microfinance is another area where devel-
oping countries are trailblazing. More afflu-
ent countries can learn a great deal from
these policy- and investment innovations in
developing countries, and some are indeed
studying and learning from these experien-
ces in the South. Legal empowerment offers
a similar ground for fertile exchange of
knowledge and experience, both between
and among developing countries, and from
South to North.
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