Joint statement to the Committee on Economic Social and Cultural
Rights (CESCR) in advance of the Seventh Periodic Review of the
UK in February 2025

January 2025

We submit this joint statement, as a follow up to the one submitted in March 2023. As
before, we submit as civil society organisations working in all four nations and jurisdictions of
the United Kingdom. The purpose of this statement is to raise specific concerns in the
devolved nations and jurisdictions and the UK as a whole, in relation to the rights under the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR).

1. Devolution

While the UK is a single country in terms of consideration by the Committee, each of the four
nations/jurisdictions that comprise it are in their own unigue phase of realisation of
economic, social and cultural rights (ESCR).

Scotland
In Scotland, the promise of human rights incorporation remains_unfulfilled. Despite
commitments since 2021 to embed treaties like ICESCR, UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child (UNCRC) and UN Convention on the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW) into Scots law, progress has stalled, with the Scottish Human
Rights Bill delayed until the next parliamentary session.

This comes as over one in five Scots - including one in four children - live in poverty,
according to the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s 2024 report. The Scottish Government has
cited legal and political barriers, including devolution constraints, as having hindered
progress. This delay risks losing momentum and trust with the stakeholders, including those
at the sharpest end of rights violations who need these protections in law more than ever.

We urge the CESCR to reflect this in its concluding observations and issue specific
recommendations for Scotland to align its actions with its historic rhetoric on a rights-based
framework. Clear legislative action and transparency are essential to ensuring Scotland
delivers on its human rights promises.

Wales
Since devolution of powers in the late 1990s, Wales has demonstrated a commitment to
advancing human rights, notably through the legal incorporation of UN treaties into Welsh
Law, for example, the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011, which
indirectly incorporates the UNCRC into Welsh law.

However, we are concerned that this progress has stagnated. Despite manifesto promises,
the Programme for Government, and other commitments to the direct incorporation of
CEDAW and the UNCRPD, these have not materialised, in part due to insufficient resourcing
by the Welsh Government to progress this work. Rather than focusing on legislation, the
Welsh Government tends to rely on policy measures that lack the same legal accountability
and enforceability. As a result, civil society organisations in Wales are now questioning the
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political will to enact direct human rights incorporation. Additionally, despite persistent calls
from civil society, there has been no commitment to incorporate the ICESCR into Welsh law.

While some recent Welsh Government policy proposals have adopted the language of
human rights, there is a lack of legal accountability mechanisms which would help ensure
human rights are put into practice. This is evident, for example, in the Child Poverty Strategy
(as highlighted by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales), which fails to incorporate specific
human rights obligations. Similarly, a recent consultation on adequate housing in Wales
does not propose the incorporation of the right to adequate housing and therefore also lacks
accountability.

Northern Ireland
Northern Ireland (NI) continues to face significant challenges in implementing rights-based
commitments despite the return of the NI Executive following a two-year hiatus. Over 26
years since the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, progress on the NI Bill of Rights remains
stalled, despite the UK Government’s authority to introduce an NI Bill of Rights without
consensus from NI's political parties.

The absence of an Anti-Poverty Strategy, based on objective need and mandated by law,
highlights further legislative inaction. Additionally, legal obligations to appoint an Irish
Language Commissioner and progress an Irish Language Strategy remain unmet.

There are issues with persistent inequality in access to adequate housing; the control of
certain areas in NI and direct acts of sectarian and racist intimidation from housing by armed
groups remains a key factor in preventing families from moving into areas where there is
available housing. However, the state response to this intimidation remains limited to
verifying the authenticity of the paramilitary threat and moving the victim.

England
England is much further behind than other nations/jurisdictions of the UK in relation to the
incorporation of rights. While processes in other nations/jurisdictions have made some
progress, but had serious problems, it is not a journey that has begun in England. Across
England we see deep inequalities on the basis of geography and protected characteristics.
Due to the current constitutional settlement, incorporation in England would need to be
actioned through the UK Parliament at Westminster. We hope the CESCR will urge the new
UK Government to begin in earnest the process of incorporation of the rights contained
within the Covenant into domestic law across the whole of the UK.

2. A new UK Government

We hope that the new UK Government, which was elected and took office in July 2024, will
provide an opportunity for a fresh start with regards ESCR in the UK, and the present review
by the CESCR.

We urge the Committee to call on the new UK Government to focus on concrete measures
to achieve outcomes that positively impact on people’s lives. The commencement of the
socio-economic duty (Section 1 of the Equality Act 2010) is one example. By requiring the
consideration of the impact of strategic decisions on inequalities of outcome which result
from socio-economic disadvantage, the duty provides an opportunity to change how
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decisions are made, and thus impact poverty and inequality, but only if properly resourced,
including via provision of adequate funding and training for staff involved.

We see the new UK Government as an opportunity for the UK as a State party to the
ICESCR to engage fully in the review. However, we have some concerns. For example, the
UK Government’s response to the List of Issues:
o failed to answer key questions posed by the Committee, including in relation to UK
international development cooperation in the area of education.
¢ did not provide data disaggregated by sex, race, disability and other groups as
requested by the Committee, for example in relation women and political
representation, poverty, and the impact of reforms to social security.
e provided only partial information (with information from some but not all jurisdictions,
for example in relation to dual discrimination)! in response to other questions.

The Committee’s ability to review the UK, for example in relation to rights for women,
disabled people, LGBTQ+ people and people of colour is therefore compromised by this lack
of rigorous engagement. We recommend that the Committee ask the UK Government to
consider how it plans to ensure it fully engages with international human rights review
mechanisms, including by providing comprehensive responses to this Committee’s requests
and questions.

While there were some promising measures in the UK Government’s Autumn Budget 2024,
much more is needed to counteract over a decade of both underinvestment in and cuts to
social security and public services which are crucial to the realisation of ESCR. In particular,
the right to social security has been systematically eroded in the UK:
o the basic level of social security payments is not sufficient to guarantee the
essentials needed to ensure an adequate standard of living;
e the benefit cap remains in place;
e the two-child limit policy remains in place;
e arecent withdrawal of winter fuel payments is projected to increase poverty among
older people;
¢ the work capability assessment and personal independence payment are amongst
the reforms that have led to disabled losing benefit payments of around £1,200 on
average each year;
e and although social security rates will increase in 2025, they will do so at sub-inflation
rates.?

We are concerned that while there are some improvements, marginalised groups, including
women, disabled people, minority ethnic communities, unpaid carers, migrants, people
seeking asylum and stateless people continue to experience the sharpest end of poverty and
inequality. Those facing intersectional discrimination are even more acutely affected by the
failures of public policy to protect and realise human rights; experiencing the most acute, and
repeated, rights violations.

1 the Equality Act 2010 does not cover Northern Ireland and there is no equivalent protection — enacted or
otherwise.

2 Though not all rates will increase, including the Bereavement Support Payment (frozen since 2017) and the
capped portion of the Funeral Expenses Payment (England, Wales & Northern Ireland) (only risen once since
2003).



3. Universality of rights

We remain deeply concerned that the universality of rights is being seriously eroded in the
UK. Migrants and_people seeking asylum in the UK continue to face particular challenges in
relation to realising rights, including the fact that hundreds of thousands of migrants have no
access to any benefits whatsoever (the_No Recourse to Public Funds condition), work
restrictions for people seeking asylum and the poor guality of asylum accommaodation. In
addition, levels of asylum support, both for those in catered accommodation and those in
dispersal accommaodation, are barely sufficient to protect individuals and families from
destitution. Further, even those who have recourse to public funds are not effectively
protected from destitution.

Gypsy, Roma and Travellers also face huge barriers to realising their rights — including in
relation to housing, healthcare and education, while racism and racist violence continues to
be a pressing reality in the lives of this group, and many others in the UK. It is important for
the Committee to note that the racist and Islamophobic violence withessed on streets across
the UK in July-August 2024 did not happen in a vacuum: perpetrators were emboldened by
actions and words from across the media and politics. In Northern Ireland, far-right actors
were able to piggyback on existing paramilitary infrastructures, which already control access
to housing in some areas, as noted above.?

Finally, we would urge the Committee to note the specific challenges the LGBTQ+
community faces across the UK —in terms of work, healthcare, education and adequate
standard of living, as highlighted by the UN Independent Expert on Sexual Orientation and
Gender Identity following their country visit to the UK. Rights are denied for many in this
community, and this is particularly acute for trans people in the UK.

The UK Government must commit to and undertake serious measures to ensure the
universality of rights, by both repealing rights-restricting policies and laws and investing in
equality across ESCR.

4. Lived experience of rights violations

Knowledge of human rights comes in many forms, including the knowledge of the real-life
impact of violations of rights, and the measures needed for effective remedy. The most
important knowledge is that of those with lived, or direct experience of violations of rights.

We encourage the Committee to advise the UK Government to ensure that throughout the
review process, and when implementing the rights contained within the Covenant, the voice,
knowledge and expertise of lived experience can be properly heard and embedded in all
processes and engagements. This should include the allocation and availability of adequate
resources and adoption of appropriate methodologies to ensure those with lived experience
can engage in a genuine and respectful manner. In this regard it is crucial that state bodies
recognise the centrality of developing arrays of reasonable adjustments specific to
marginalised communities, to articulate their experience and enable their voices to be heard
to let them offer solutions to the issues they face.

3 See also for example paragraphs 21 and 22 of the Concluding observations on the combined twenty-fourth to
twenty-sixth periodic reports of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland by the Committee on
the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, 24 September 2024.
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