
Applying the broader definition of victimhood under international standards

Bridging human rights and anti-corruption frameworks to advance victims’
rights 

Human rights and anti-corruption frameworks are closely interconnected, and human rights norms provide a
critical lens for assessing the real impact of corruption on individuals and communities, particularly those most
vulnerable to the abuse of power.

States and institutions are therefore called to integrate human rights considerations into anti-corruption
strategies and vice versa, ensuring that measures to prevent and combat corruption respect, protect, and fulfill
human rights obligations. Practical steps include recognizing the rights of victims and whistleblowers in
corruption cases, ensuring that civil society participation in anti-corruption processes is meaningful, and
embedding safeguards to prevent reprisals. By bridging these frameworks, States can promote a holistic
approach that not only addresses financial or administrative harms but also mitigates broader human rights
impacts, including threats to access to justice, democratic participation, and protection from abuse.

This approach provides a foundation for the specific thematic recommendations that follow, including measures
to recognize victims, enable civil society participation, define clear criteria for engagement, understand the dual
nature of harm from corruption, and provide effective remedies, reparations, and guarantees of non-repetition.

Key objectives to advance victims’ rights in
corruption cases

International instruments have broadened the understanding of “victim” in corruption cases. The United Nations
Convention against Corruption (UNCAC) is central in this regard. Article 35 of UNCAC establishes that entities or
persons suffering damage as a result of corruption must have standing to seek redress. This provision goes
beyond a narrow view of corruption as harm to the State alone and acknowledges that its effects reach
individuals, communities, companies, and civil society organizations.

In cases of grand or systemic corruption, these harms are not only financial but also amount to violations of
fundamental rights, such as the rights to health, education, fair trial, and democratic participation. Human rights
bodies, both at the inter-American and universal levels, have progressively recognized this reality, underscoring
that corruption obstructs the enjoyment of rights as well as access to justice, and requires adequate recognition
of victims in justice processes.

States and institutions should ensure that the full range of those affected by corruption are recognized as rights-
holders entitled to redress, participation, and guarantees of non-repetition.

Defining clear criteria for civil society participation in anti-corruption cases

Global experience shows that clear and transparent rules for the participation of victims and civil society in
corruption cases help prevent arbitrary exclusion and abuse. States should adopt regulations that define who
can participate, under what conditions, and how. This includes granting access to case files, allowing the
submission of evidence and expert reports, ensuring the right to be heard on precautionary measures, and
enabling challenges to undue delays or decisions that undermine rights. Such frameworks enhance legitimacy,
protect victims’ interests, and build public trust in justice.

Civil society participation in major corruption cases can break cycles of impunity by delivering transparency,
accountability, and justice.

1



Enabling civil society to fulfill their role in advancing a more inclusive justice

National laws in multiple countries recognize participatory rights for victims of corruption, including NGOs in
criminal proceedings. Yet prosecutorial and judicial authorities routinely deny this participation.

Access to justice in corruption cases requires enabling individuals, groups, associations, and indigenous
communities to pursue claims for individual, collective, and social reparations when acting in the public interest.
Civil society organizations bring unique value: they surface evidence through community monitoring and
investigative work; accompany victims who face intimidation or logistical barriers, and translate complex harms
into rights-based claims and specific, appropriate remedies.

Ensuring this requires active collaboration with the judiciary and prosecutorial authorities, so that civil society
participation is recognized, effective, and transformative in practice.
Civil society also plays a crucial role in sharing best practices and building bridges between anti-corruption and
human rights expertise, drawing on the shared mission and overlapping mandates of human rights defenders
and anti-corruption advocates.

Understanding the dual nature of harm from corruption

Expanding legal standing in corruption cases must be accompanied by a clear recognition of the dual nature of
harm that corruption produces.
The understanding of victimhood identifies two main categories of harm. The first is direct harm, where a clear
link exists between a corrupt act and the specific damage suffered by individuals or defined groups, such as
injuries, deaths, or losses caused by corruption in public health, transport, or rural development projects, among
others. The second is diffuse harm, which affects society as a whole by violating collective interests, including
public trust, institutional credibility, and the integrity of governance systems. In this sense, corruption is similar to
other diffuse or social harms like environmental damage, consumer protection, or cultural heritage.

Recognizing these dual forms of harm is essential for designing effective reparations. Given that human rights
bodies, such as the IACHR, apply similar criteria when ordering reparations in concrete cases, and those criteria
are often taken up in national law, fostering the exchange of experiences and best practices across jurisdictions
and sectors should be a key component of advancing victims’ rights in corruption cases.

Providing remedies, reparations, and guarantees of non-repetition

States have a duty to address the consequences of corruption by providing effective remedies, reparations, and
guarantees of non-repetition. This obligation, aligned with the Declaration of Basic Principles of Justice for
Victims of Crime and Abuse of Power, as well as human rights law, underscores that combating corruption is
inseparable from protecting the rights of victims.

In practice, this requires identifying joint efforts, concrete opportunities, and synergies with the human rights
community to ensure that reparations are meaningful, systemic risks are addressed, and similar violations are
prevented in the future. By integrating anti-corruption and human rights approaches, States can strengthen
accountability, enhance victims’ access to justice, and reinforce public trust in institutions. Additionally, it entails
ensuring that victims and civil society organizations have access to procedural tools that enable them to
challenge prosecutorial or judicial decisions that deny them legal standing. If victims or NGOs are excluded
without the possibility of appeal, the promise of participation becomes hollow, and systemic impunity is
perpetuated. Therefore, mechanisms for review, reconsideration, and judicial oversight are essential
components of a genuine right to remedy.
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Additionally, it entails ensuring that victims and civil society organizations have access to procedural tools that
enable them to challenge prosecutorial or judicial decisions that deny them legal standing. If victims or NGOs are
excluded without the possibility of appeal, the promise of participation becomes hollow, and systemic impunity is
perpetuated. Therefore, mechanisms for review, reconsideration, and judicial oversight are essential components
of a genuine right to remedy.

Equally important is that the participation of CSO’s be substantive rather than merely symbolic. Civil society must
be able to access case files, present evidence, monitor investigations, and make submissions that carry legal
weight. The guarantee of remedies implies that their role cannot be reduced to observation or external advocacy;
it must be embedded within the procedural architecture of anti-corruption cases in ways that influence outcomes
and strengthen accountability.
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