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Universal Periodic Review Briefing #1:
Tackling inequality: the Socio-economic Duty

We would ask States to consider recommending that the UK Government enacts
the Equality Act 2010 to its full extent without delay, by commencing the Socio-
economic Duty, as recommended by multiple United Nations (UN) committees.

Fulfilling the potential of the Equality Act 2010

In Great Britain the Socio-economic Duty contained in Section 1 of the Equality Act 2010
is a powerful lever to address the structural causes of material inequalities and their
negative effects on human rights and wellbeing.

However, despite advances in Scotland and Wales, successive UK Governments have
failed to ‘commence’ the Socio-economic Duty in England.

Were it to be in force in England, the Socio-economic Duty would require public bodies:

“when making decisions of a strategic nature about how to exercise [their] functions [to]
have due regard to the desirability of exercising them in a way that is designed to reduce
the inequalities of outcome which result from socio-economic disadvantage.”

The Socio-economic Duty complements the Public Sector Equality Duty contained in
Section 149 of the Equality Act 2010 which requires public bodies to have:

“due regard to the need to eliminate discrimination, advance equality of opportunity and
foster good relations between different people when carrying out their activities” on the
grounds of the nine listed “protected characteristics” (age, disability, gender
reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or
belief, sex, and sexual orientation).

We believe that the commencement of the Socio-economic Duty could be a vital tool for
addressing rising levels of poverty and inequality and building a fairer society.
Enforcement of the Duty could help in two main areas:

o Better decision making: consideration of people in greatest socio-economic need
would be required to be mainstreamed into the decision-making processes of public
authorities.

o Better laws: lawmakers would be required to actively consider risk in terms of socio-
economic need and ensure mitigations are considered while developing legislation.
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https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents
https://www.gov.scot/publications/fairer-scotland-duty-guidance-public-bodies/#:~:text=The%20Fairer%20Scotland%20Duty%20(the,disadvantage%2C%20when%20making%20strategic%20decisions.
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-03/a-more-equal-wales.pdf
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Recommendations from UN human rights committees

We would ask States to join a growing number of UN human rights committees in calling
for the UK to commence the Socio-economic Duty. A sample of these calls are below:

Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2017):

“ The Committee recommends that the State party:

(a) Bring its anti-discrimination legislation into accordance with the Convention and speed
up the process to bring into force all legislative provisions in the Equality Act 2010,
including those concerning reasonable accommodation in the housing sector”

Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (2019):

“The Committee recommends that the State party:

(d) Bring into force the provisions of the Equality Act relating to the public sector duty
regarding socioeconomic inequalities (sections 1 to 3 of the Act) and “combined
discrimination” (section 14 of the Act).”

Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (2016):

“The Committee recommends that the State party bring into force the relevant provisions
of the Equality Act that refer to the public authorities’ duty with respect to socio economic
disadvantage, as well as with respect to the prohibition of intersectional discrimination, in
order to enhance and guarantee full and effective protection against discrimination in the
enjoyment of economic, social and cultural rights. The Committee recalls its previous
recommendation (see E/C.12/GBR/CO/5, para. 16) and urges the State party to provide
the same access to an independent equality body and a similar level of protection to
rights holders with regard to all grounds of discrimination for all individuals in all
jurisdictions of the State party, including Northern Ireland. In this respect, the Committee
draws the attention of the State party to its general comment No. 20 (2009) on non-
discrimination in economic, social and cultural rights.”
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