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Introduction 

This submission will focus on the UK experience of economic, social and cultural rights (ESCR) 

enjoyment in the context of an economic growth agenda. It will address the policy area of access to 

social protection and services and briefly touch on issues relating to labour policies and the care 

economy.  

 

The submission will set out the background to the UK context, with details of the state of ESCR in the 

UK, explain the role that the current UK Government’s economic growth agenda is playing in policy 

making before setting out the importance of a rights-based approach which puts people at the 

centre. While the issues are explored from a UK perspective, the points highlighted will have broad 

applicability beyond the UK.   

 

The central issues raised are that substantively problematic decisions, driven by an economic growth 

agenda, are causing harm to people in the UK and that incoherent policymaking is causing further 

harm. The reason for this is the lack of a people centred, rights-based approach underpinning the 

decision and policy making process.   

 

Just Fair argues that it is vital to have an underlying framework which is rights-based and focused on 

social protection. Economic policy should then be developed to facilitate and provide for these 

rights-based protections.  In the case of the UK, this requires incorporation of ESCR into the domestic 

legal framework and developing economic and taxation policies which enable this. This approach 

would provide a road map to eradicating poverty. 

 

Just Fair 

Just Fair is a UK-based charity with specific expertise in ESCR. The aims of Just Fair are to increase 

awareness and understanding of these rights; encourage UK governments and public authorities to 

respect, protect and fulfil these rights; and support individuals and groups to advocate for their 

rights. 

 

Background to UK context 

ESCR in the UK are under-protected in formal legal terms - the UK has ratified but not incorporated 

the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights into the domestic legal order. 

These protections are also under threat in a practical sense because of political choices made by 

successive UK Governments. This includes the current UK Government which is focused on an 

economic growth agenda governed by strict, self-imposed fiscal rules.   

https://www.ohchr.org/en/calls-for-input/2025/call-submissions-roadmap-eradicating-poverty-beyond-growth
https://justfair.org.uk/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-economic-social-and-cultural-rights
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9329/CBP-9329.pdf
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The present situation has been underpinned by a lengthy period of fiscal austerity under previous 

administrations, the Covid-19 pandemic and a subsequent, ongoing cost-of-living crisis all of which 

continue to significantly influence the enjoyment of rights and protections for many across the UK. 

Negative impacts arising from political decisions made in relation to the UK’s withdrawal from the 

European Union (EU), the climate emergency and a deeply economically destabilising ‘mini budget’ 

(called The Growth Plan) by the then UK Government in September 2022, have further exacerbated 

the situation. Global instability caused by actions taken by the new administration in the United 

States is also having impact. 

 

These events or crises present discrete and cumulative challenges for the protection of ESCR across 

the UK. As Just Fair submissions (2023 and 2025) to the United Nations Committee on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights highlight, the current system is failing specific groups - particularly those 

with protected characteristics, as well as individuals facing barriers to accessing basic necessities 

such as healthcare, food, housing, decent work, and social security. Inequalities are deeply 

intertwined, with those at the sharpest end often experiencing violations of multiple rights. And for 

these groups, the situation is getting worse. High and entrenched levels of inequality and poverty are 

a feature of day-to-day life for many in the UK (The Equality Trust, p. 2).     

Macroeconomic policy, including on taxation, continues to impact the enjoyment of ESCR in the UK. 

Specifically, there are reforms that could have been made to the tax system (and still could be made) 

to tax wealth more effectively (Tax Justice). It is notable that: 

• By 2023 the richest 50 families in the UK held more wealth than half of the UK population 

(33.5 million people) (The Equality Trust, p. 2).   

• Wealth inequality is double that of income inequality in the UK, but wealth is taxed at far 

lower rates than income. Increasing taxes and limiting opportunities to avoid tax payment 

could generate significant income for the UK Government, for instance: 

o Despite previous indications to the contrary, the UK Government elected not to 

increase tax on carried interest private equity profit shares to a level consistent with 

income. The 32 per cent rate which applies, generates significantly less funds for the 

Treasury than the top rate of income tax. This is in a context where 3,140 people (85 

per cent male) shared £3.7 billion worth of carried interest payments in 2023. Of 

these payments only 12 per cent were received in regions of the UK outside of 

London and South East England, and 16 per cent were received in one London 

borough alone. 

o An exemption for partners of limited liability partnerships (such as private equity, 

accounting and law firms) in relation to increases in national insurance 

contributions, despite potential salaries of millions of pounds, was noted by one 

analyst, as meaning an opportunity to generate revenue perhaps ‘into the billions’ 

has been missed. The impact of other changes in policy relating to national 

insurance contribution will be explored further below. 

 

Questions also arise as to the adequacy and reasonableness of existing policy in practice and the loss 

of potential revenue. For instance: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/topical-events/the-growth-plan
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Just-Fair-Report-to-CESCR-PSWG-Jan-2023.pdf
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Just-Fair-Submission-to-CESCR-Jan-2025.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/treaty-bodies/cescr
https://www.ohchr.org/en/treaty-bodies/cescr
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/part/2/chapter/1
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Equality-Trust_CESCR-Evidence-Submission_2024.pdf
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Tax-Justice-UK_CESCR-Evidence-Submission_2024.pdf
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Equality-Trust_CESCR-Evidence-Submission_2024.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2024/oct/31/how-private-equity-convinced-labour-to-go-easy-on-its-multimillion-pound-tax-perk
https://www.theguardian.com/law/2024/nov/26/well-paid-partners-in-city-firms-escape-paying-national-insurance-rises
https://www.theguardian.com/law/2024/nov/26/well-paid-partners-in-city-firms-escape-paying-national-insurance-rises
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• Reform of migration policy could lead to a gain of £280 million each year, saving in asylum 

support costs and generating accrued taxes (Lift the Ban Coalition, p.4).   

• The wider societal cost of child poverty is over £39 billion per year, and rising levels of 

hardship is one of the single biggest brakes on growth in North East England (North East 

Child Poverty Commission (NECPC)).   

• Research has concluded that the removal of the ‘no recourse to public funds’ (NRPF) 

condition applied to some migration statuses would lead to gains for individuals affected as 

well as for society more widely, including gains from: access to work and increased 

productivity, better/ more affordable housing, earlier diagnosis of medical conditions, better 

education, and interventions in relation to domestic abuse (Project 17, p. 5).   

• £23 billion of social security payments go unclaimed due to lack of investment in advice 

services (Independent Food Aid Network, p.5). 

The lack of adequate ESCR protection across the UK is underscored by multiple international 

monitoring bodies expressing concerns that the UK is not in compliance with international 

commitments made to protect these rights. These bodies include the UN Committee on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights, the International Labour Organisation Freedom of Association Committee, 

the European Committee of Social Rights, the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities and the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child.   

 

The UK and the economic growth agenda 

The lack of adequate ESCR protections is not only a historical problem, inherited by the new UK 

Government from its predecessors. The current UK Government continues to make political choices 

which undermine people’s rights. These political choices are rooted in the pursuit of economic 

growth and self-imposed fiscal rules, rather than human rights. The pursuit of economic growth as a 

priority means that policies can be substantively problematic from a rights perspective and there 

may also be incoherence in policy making. Both negatively impact the ability of people to enjoy ESCR 

in the UK. 

 

Substantively problematic policies 

Many civil society organisations – from a broad range of perspectives – have expressed alarm and 

concern about the impact that recent UK Government decisions are having on the rights and 

experiences of those in the UK. Examples of policy making which has prompted such concern 

include: 

• Changes to winter fuel payment policy. This is a state funded social protection aimed at 

helping older people with elevated fuel prices during the cold winter months. The winter 

fuel payment, previously a universal provision, will now only as of the winter of 2024- 25, be 

paid to those in receipt of pension credit or other means tested social security benefits. It is 

estimated that 70 per cent of Disabled people previously receiving the winter fuel payment 

would lose it under new rules (Greater Manchester Disabled People’s Panel, p. 6). According 

to Age UK, a third of older people aged 66 or older reported that they would find it difficult 

to manage financially without their winter fuel payment and 55 per cent of people over 66 

said they would have to turn down or reduce the hours they use heating at home – 

increasing to 63 per cent for more disadvantaged pensioners. 

https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Lift-the-Ban-evidence-submission.pdf
https://nechildpoverty.org.uk/news/tackling-north-east-child-poverty-must-be-top-priority-for-next-government
https://nechildpoverty.org.uk/news/tackling-north-east-child-poverty-must-be-top-priority-for-next-government
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-funds--2/public-funds
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Project-17_CESCR-Evidence-Submission_2024.pdf
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/IFAN_CESCR-Evidence-Submission_2024.pdf
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E%2FC.12%2FGBR%2FCO%2F7&Lang=en
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E%2FC.12%2FGBR%2FCO%2F7&Lang=en
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/%40ed_norm/%40relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_900967.pdf
https://rm.coe.int/conclusions-xxii-3-2022-united-kingdom-e-/1680aa9876
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRPD%2FC%2FGBR%2FFUIR%2F1&Lang=en
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRPD%2FC%2FGBR%2FFUIR%2F1&Lang=en
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/g23/112/77/pdf/g2311277.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/8ebc504a-bde5-4d4b-b420-4d5ac38db094
https://www.ft.com/content/8ebc504a-bde5-4d4b-b420-4d5ac38db094
https://www.gov.uk/winter-fuel-payment
https://www.gov.uk/pension-credit
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GMDPP-ICESCR-evidence.pdf
https://www.ageuk.org.uk/latest-press/articles/more-than-three-quarters-of-pensioners---equivalent-to-9.2-million---spent-their-winter-fuel-payment-on-fuel-related-costs-last-year/
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• A policy referred to as the ‘two-child limit’ which is a restriction on the payment of the child 

benefit related element of Universal Credit, a social security payment, to the first two 

children in a family. Families do not receive payment for any additional children born on or 

after 6 April 2017 (with some exceptions). 1.6 million children in 440,000 families are 

affected by the two-child limit policy. Removing the limit would lift 300,000 children out of 

poverty and mean 700,000 children would be in less deep poverty (Child Poverty Action 

Group, p. 4). According to the Institute for Fiscal Studies ending the two-child limit would be 

the most effective way to tackle child poverty. UN CESCR has recommended that the UK 

remove the two-child limit (para. 41 a). Despite this the UK Government persists with the 

limit in place and has sought to defer decision making until the conclusion and publication of 

a Child Poverty Strategy later in 2025. It has been estimated in analysis by the Child Poverty 

Action Group that 10,000 children were pulled into poverty by the two-child limit between 5 

July 2024 and 7 October 2024 or 109 children every day. Every day that the policy remains in 

place more children are pulled into poverty thus increasing and deepening the problem and 

experience of poverty for more children and families while the strategy is awaited. 

Meanwhile evidence is building of the toll that high child poverty levels is having. For 

example, a recent survey of teachers in England by the National Education Union revealed 

that 39 per cent of teachers (52 per cent of teachers from the most deprived schools) have 

observed physical underdevelopment among their pupils linked to poverty. The 

counterproductive nature of the refusal to lift the limit in pursuit of economic growth and 

fiscal prudence is further underlined by analysis by End Child Poverty indicating that 

removing the limit would also increase money in the local economies of particularly 

impacted regions. 

• Reforms to health and disability social security benefits were announced in March 2025 by 

the UK Chancellor (finance minister). The UK Prime Minister has stated that there is an 

economic and moral case for the reforms. The UK Government states that the reforms will 

reduce the state welfare bill by £4.8 billion. They framed social security support for Disabled 

people and people with long term health conditions as driving poor outcomes as many 

individuals are said to be ‘out of work for many years’. The UK Government draws a link 

between being out of work and poverty as well as having negative impacts on mental and 

physical health. The reforms have been summarised by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation as 

follows: 

o ‘Tightening eligibility for Personal Independence Payments (PIP) 

o Scrapping the Work Capability Assessment and making PIP the gateway to receiving 

the Universal Credit (UC) health element 

o Halving the rate of the UC element (reducing it by £47 a week) for new claimants and 

freezing it for existing claimants until 2029/30 

o Increasing the UC standard allowance by almost £5 a week above inflation for a 

single person over 25 by 2029/30 

o Consulting on raising the age someone can receive the health element of UC to 22’ 

 

The UK Government’s own impact assessment recognises that 3.2 million families will 

financially lose as a result of the reform package resulting in an additional 250,000 people 

(including 50,000 children) pushed into relative poverty. Further analysis by the New 

Economics Foundation suggests that the impact may be even more profound with the losses 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/universal-credit-and-families-with-more-than-2-children-information-for-claimants
https://www.gov.uk/universal-credit
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/CPAG_CESCR-Evidence-Submission_2024.pdf
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/CPAG_CESCR-Evidence-Submission_2024.pdf
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/child-poverty-trends-and-policy-options
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E%2FC.12%2FGBR%2FCO%2F7&Lang=en
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/tackling-child-poverty-developing-our-strategy/tackling-child-poverty-developing-our-strategy-html
https://cpag.org.uk/news/jrf-poverty-report-stark-reminder-more-investment-social-security-needed-every-level-government-say-1
https://cpag.org.uk/news/jrf-poverty-report-stark-reminder-more-investment-social-security-needed-every-level-government-say-1
https://neu.org.uk/press-releases/state-education-pupil-poverty
https://endchildpoverty.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/At-the-Limit-report-final.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/spring-statement-2025
https://parliamentnews.co.uk/keir-starmer-defends-disability-benefit-cuts-as-moral
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67e667fe4a226ab6c41b1fe2/spring-statement-2025-health-and-disability-benefit-reforms-impacts.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67e667fe4a226ab6c41b1fe2/spring-statement-2025-health-and-disability-benefit-reforms-impacts.pdf
https://www.jrf.org.uk/social-security/where-will-cuts-to-sickness-and-disability-benefits-fall-hardest
https://www.gov.uk/pip
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/esa214-a-guide-to-employment-and-support-allowance-the-work-capability-assessment/a-guide-to-employment-and-support-allowance-the-work-capability-assessment
https://www.gov.uk/universal-credit
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67e667fe4a226ab6c41b1fe2/spring-statement-2025-health-and-disability-benefit-reforms-impacts.pdf
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/blog/the-trouble-with-measuring-poverty/
https://neweconomics.org/2025/03/the-true-scale-and-impact-of-benefit-cuts-for-ill-and-disabled-people
https://neweconomics.org/2025/03/the-true-scale-and-impact-of-benefit-cuts-for-ill-and-disabled-people
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for ill and Disabled people almost £2 billion more than reported and with more than 100,000 

additional people pushed into poverty.   

 

The pursuit of fiscal prudence and economic growth is not only leaving people in poverty, but more 

people are being pushed into poverty as a result of political decisions. These are people already at 

the sharpest end of the cumulative impact of the various crises outlined above. People who already 

could not wait for growth to materialise in order to enjoy a dignified life are facing increasing 

hardship.   

 

Incoherence in policy making 

In addition to the nature of some political decisions being substantively problematic - causing 

hardship and potentially contradicting the stated UK Government priority of economic growth - there 

is also a concerning level of incoherence in policy making. This incoherence means that even 

potentially well-intentioned measures may have negative impact. This is because decision making is 

driven by arbitrary fiscal rules rather than being grounded in rights and social protection, with 

economic policy developed to facilitate socially protective priorities.   

 

For example, as part of the 2024 Autumn Budget, the UK Government announced rises in national 

insurance contributions for employers, along with a lowering of the threshold at which payment by 

employers is required. This coincides with an increase in the statutory minimum wage. Employer 

national insurance contributions are made on behalf of employees to the social security system and 

contribute to contributory benefit entitlement such as unemployment protections and state pension 

provision. The framing of the proposal was that while it would increase revenue for the UK Treasury, 

it would not be a cost borne by working people themselves as it only related to the element of 

contribution owed by the employer. This was a measure adopted instead, for example, of raising 

income tax or taxing wealth.   

 

Reports from some sectors, including social care, have indicated that some employers will struggle to 

meet the additional costs. A proposed amendment that would exempt regulated social care 

providers was rejected by UK parliamentarians. Most state social care in the UK is provided by private 

companies who are contracted by local authorities to provide care packages for individuals assessed 

as requiring support and meeting the criteria for state provision. These include older people and 

Disabled people. Following the announcement of increased national insurance contributions for 

employers, the social care sector has issued stark warnings that the pressure of the increased liability 

for the sector means that it may collapse in the coming months (see also The Guardian). This 

corresponds with other policy proposals to reform social security provision, specifically for Disabled 

people as highlighted above. An economic growth orientated policy agenda to ‘encourage’ people 

into work and reduce welfare expenditure means that the threshold for social security support is to 

be increased with knock on impacts for eligibility for carer allowance for family carers which will have 

further consequences.   

 

The concerns relating to the impact that this policy reform will have are twofold. Firstly, they relate 

to the impact on Disabled people, who may be compelled to choose between unsuitable or 

unsupported paid employment, and increased poverty - risking destitution due to inadequate social 

protection. Research suggests that even with additional funding to support Disabled people into 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/autumn-budget-2024
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/national-living-wage-to-increase-to-1221-in-april-2025
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/budget-national-insurance-employers-contributions-reeves-b2638120.html
https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2025/03/19/mps-overturn-exemption-for-care-providers-from-national-insurance-contributions-rise/
https://weownit.org.uk/blog/why-we-need-publicly-owned-care-service#:~:text=Currently%20most%20social%20care%20%28around%2090%25%29%20is%20in,domiciliary%20%28home%29%20care%20%E2%80%93%20provided%20by%20private%20agencies%29.
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2025/mar/20/social-care-sector-faces-collapse-as-nics-and-wage-rises-loom-providers-warn#:~:text=The%20adult%20social%20care%20sector,from%20April%2C%20providers%20have%20warned.
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/mar/23/social-care-cuts-benefits-disability-labour-whitehall
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/mar/18/turning-on-the-lights-luxury-benefit-changes-benefits-frozen
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/estimating-the-impacts-of-extra-employment-support-for-disabled-people/
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work, the likely numbers of people helped into paid employment versus those negatively impacted is 

hugely disproportionate. It is estimated that only 1 or 2 per cent of Disabled people impacted by the 

cuts in social security payments (45,000-90,000 people) will be moved into paid employment. This is 

compared to 3 million people who will experience cuts to income, loss and hardship. This has been 

described by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation in evidence to a Parliamentary Select Committee as a 

balance ‘off the scale’.     

 

A further issue has been highlighted by family carers of Disabled people who have expressed concern 

that cuts to support provided to the family enabling them to provide care and support to their family 

member will mean that they will be compelled into paid employment. This will mean that they are 

unable to provide care, or the same level of care to their family member. They note that this will 

result in a greater need for social care provision to address the loss of the care work that family 

members have been providing.   

 

Consequently, the rise in national insurance contributions for employers put in the context of 

interrelating policies reveals an incoherence. The effect may be that an already struggling social care 

sector is pushed further towards collapse at the very time that the services it provides are subject to 

even greater demand due to other policy decisions. The net effect of disjointed policies governed by 

arbitrary fiscal rules focused on economic growth is not only incoherent and inconsistent, but also 

likely to drive people further into poverty, hardship and undermine their dignity.   

 

A rights-based approach puts people at the centre 

A significant reason for incoherence and resultant harm as highlighted by the above example is the 

absence of a rights-based approach to policy making. A rights-based approach would put people at 

the centre of the decision-making process and prioritise human dignity. It would enable complex 

decisions to be made in a way that better accounts for the reality and complexity of human 

experiences and their interconnected elements, thereby avoiding policies that cause further harm or 

undermine rights.   

 

This is particularly critical in a context when people are experiencing multiple and interconnected 

factors which lead to poverty and inequality - people who simply cannot wait for the promised day 

when growth will be achieved, and the work of redistribution can begin. Just Fair considers it unjust 

for economic growth to be pursued at the cost of significant suffering and destitution. 

 

In seeking solutions there are several important conversations taking place and to be had regarding a 

vision for rights incorporation, the redesign of the social settlement and consideration of what that 

could look like and would entail in the UK. This is important work that needs to be done.   

 

Just Fair has developed five principles which are key ingredients needed for working towards making 

economic, social and cultural rights an everyday reality. The idea behind the five principles is that 

they offer a framework to help to start to imagine and build the practical measures and policies that 

could guarantee rights for everyone in their everyday lives.  

 

 

 

https://bsky.app/profile/jrf-uk.bsky.social/post/3lnhs2lmmvk2c
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2025/mar/24/disability-benefit-cut-domino-effect-pip-carers-allowance
https://justfair.org.uk/campaigns-2/route-to-a-better-uk/everyday-rights-conversation-resource-page/
https://neweconomics.org/about/our-missions/new-social-settlement
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Just Fair’s Five Principles of incorporation may be summarised as follows: 

1. Rights knowledge means people knowing what their rights actually are. It means the people 

making decisions must know about these rights and guarantee them in the work they do. 

And if there is a failure to protect or respect rights, people need to know what they can do, 

where they can turn to for help and how to seek changes. 

2. Rights frameworks are needed to put economic, social and cultural rights into domestic law 

and incorporate them into day-to-day life across the UK so they can be enforced. There are 

many ways to do this. Countries adopt different approaches according to their specific 

constitutional set up and it will require careful thought as to the best way for this to happen 

for the UK. 

3. Rights resourcing is necessary so that everyone is able to enjoy their rights.  It is important 

that the government makes maximum use of available resources to ensure that the rights 

are supported. For instance, for people to enjoy their rights to education and health this 

requires adequate funding of public systems. It is also important that complaints and 

monitoring mechanisms are properly resourced so that people can seek redress when their 

rights are not being respected.  And when constructing a definition of resourcing it is 

important that this extends beyond financial considerations and includes recognition of the 

practical and emotional resourcing required to ensure rights can be, and are, realised. 

4. Rights accountability is critical for rights to be protected.  This means that there must be 

accountability of those who make decisions which affect people’s lives. Having routes to 

remedy is an important part of accountability. This means that people should be able to raise 

complaints and seek reparation when things go wrong, and that lessons are learned 

violations are not repeated.  

5. Rights enjoyment will require an ongoing process of review and renewal. The participation of 

rights holders in an evaluation process will be fundamental to determining how rights are 

being experienced day-to-day across the UK, to determine whether rights are being 

protected. It will also highlight where further work in guaranteeing protections can, and 

should, be done. 

While the current UK Government may have inherited some policies and ‘the worst set of 

circumstances since the second world war,’ it is not obliged to continue the same path as its 

predecessors. Almost 50 years after ratifying ICESCR, the latest set of UN CESCR concluding 

observations on the UK present a fresh opportunity to break from past policies which have done 

harm, failed to protect ESCR and resulted in poverty, discrimination and hardship. An important step 

towards a different, better vision for the UK is to ensure compliance with UN CESCR concluding 

observations - starting with undertaking an independent review to ensure ESCR have full legal effect 

as repeatedly recommended by UN CESCR (para 7 a).   

 

Smaller scale changes can also be implemented as steps towards a broader, more significant 

recalibration and structural reform. Rooting these steps in rights can alleviate some of the day-to-day 

impacts of past decisions, reduce incoherent policy making and help reduce the perpetuation of 

harm.   

 

The UK Government has announced an intention to bring the socio-economic duty in Section 1 of the 

Equality Act 2010 into force across the UK, building on existing provision in Scotland and Wales. 

https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/5-Principles-for-ESCR-justice-in-the-UK.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/ab7a74a0-3353-4254-b112-b8fd19bf5bd2
https://www.ft.com/content/ab7a74a0-3353-4254-b112-b8fd19bf5bd2
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E%2FC.12%2FGBR%2FCO%2F7&Lang=en
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E%2FC.12%2FGBR%2FCO%2F7&Lang=en
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents
https://www.gov.scot/publications/fairer-scotland-duty-guidance-public-bodies/pages/1/
https://www.gov.wales/more-equal-wales-socio-economic-duty
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Although there is yet no date timetabled for commencement, this is a welcome development as an 

enforceable socio-economic duty would be an important step forward towards greater protection of 

ESCR for people in the UK. There is already evidence of the benefit of such a measure where it has 

been adopted on a voluntary basis by some local authorities in England.   

 

For example, a case study highlighted in work done by Just Fair relates to Merseyside Fire and Rescue 

Service (MFRS) which voluntarily adopted the socio-economic duty in 2021. Following adoption of 

the duty MFRS reviewed recruitment practices and identified there was an under representation of 

those experience socio-economic disadvantage in firefighter applications. Drawing on UK 

Government data indicating women, minority ethnic groups and those from socio-economically 

disadvantaged backgrounds were less likely to have driving licences, MFRS realised that the driving 

licence requirement for firefighter roles was a barrier for some prospective applicants. The 

requirement was removed and bursaries offered to successful applicants from 20 deprived areas of 

Merseyside. MFRS provide driving lessons and pay the cost of driving tests and license fees. This 

resulted in an increase in applications for firefighter roles, almost half of which from the 10 per cent 

most deprived areas of Merseyside. This is important because it illustrates how removing a barrier in 

this way can be transformative and lead to people who would otherwise have been excluded, being 

able to apply and secure decent jobs in the public sector with the associated pay and benefits of such 

employment. 

 

It should be noted however, and as the case study example indicates, that in order to provide a 

powerful foundation for a fairer society - beyond a mere tick box exercise - it will be important that 

the socio-economic duty is well and properly implemented and resourced, with training to ensure it 

is transformational. The framework will require rights knowledge and resourcing to be effective. It is 

vital that the UK Government make implementation of the socio-economic duty practical and 

effective (Public Law Project, p. 2 and p. 4). Commencement of the socio-economic duty requires a 

body to proactively enforce the duty (The Equality Trust, p. 4) to ensure accountability to guarantee 

rights enjoyment. This means building in the elements of the Just Fair Five Principles to the steps 

along the way. It is not necessary to wait for a recalibrated social contract to start implementation. 

Conclusion  

A roadmap to eradicating poverty beyond growth requires a rights-based framework which serves as 

a guide for decision and policy making. Economics should adapt to the social purpose of policy not 

vice versa. Policy driven by the pursuit of economic growth can be harmful and incoherent. The 

absence of an anchoring framework can lead to inconsistent and conflicting policy decisions that 

serve to undermine the aim of economic growth, harm people and ultimately delay the possibility a 

life of dignity even further.  

 

 

 

 

Author: Kate Ewing, Researcher, Just Fair 

Editor: Jess McQuail, Director, Just Fair 
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