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Just Fair 

Just Fair is a UK civil society organisation that works to achieve lasting, positive change through the 

promotion and protection of economic, social and cultural rights. 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. 

 

Just Fair welcomes this call for evidence and the opportunity to highlight specific concerns and set 

out a suggested approach. This submission addresses the second question raised by the call for 

evidence: 

2. What would make the biggest difference to support more young people to participate? 

 

A rights-based approach is key 

 

1. The UK ratified the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights ICESCR) in 

1976. Rights contained in the Covenant include rights to just and favourable conditions of 

work, social security, an adequate standard of living (to include rights to housing, food and 

clothing), health and education. 

 

2. The United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (UN CESCR) monitors 

implementation of the Covenant. In March 2025 UN CESCR expressed concern that UK fiscal 

policy ‘is not effectively addressing income inequality or reducing poverty while also 

hindering the mobilisation of the maximum resources for the implementation of Covenant 

rights’ (Concluding Observations, para 18). The Committee expressed further concern that 

‘insufficient social spending, particularly in the context of rising inflation, hampers the 

progressive realisation of economic, social and cultural rights’ and recommended that the UK 

‘adopt a more efficient, progressive and socially just fiscal policy… [and]… broaden the tax 

base and fiscal space for realising economic, social and cultural rights’ (Concluding 

Observations, para 19). 

 

3. The Committee recommended a ‘strengthening of efforts to address unemployment and 

underemployment’ among young people (amongst others) and the implementation of 

‘targeted public sector employment schemes, enhancing vocational training and 

employment services, ensuring reasonable accommodation in recruitment and the 

https://justfair.org.uk/
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https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/G2503434.pdf
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/G2503434.pdf
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/G2503434.pdf
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workplace and developing private sector partnerships, guided by the Committee’s general 

comment No. 18 (2005) on the right to work’ (Concluding Observations, para 33). 

 

4. The Committee’s concerns and recommendations are the conclusion of their seventh review 

of the UK in relation to compliance with ICESCR. Just Fair made two submissions (in 2023 and 

2025) to the Committee as part of their review and included evidence complied from over 

100 contributions from civil society across England and Wales. Just Fair highlighted how the 

status quo is failing ordinary people – including young people - 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. Rising inequality, 

persistent poverty and systemic discrimination, all exacerbated by the climate crisis, are 

preventing individuals and communities from thriving. Living standards are falling for many. 

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.  

 

5. This is occurring in a context where economic, social and cultural rights (ESCR) have not been 

incorporated into domestic law despite it almost being 50 years since the UK ratified ICESCR 

and indicates that the current UK Government is making political choices which undermine 

people’s rights. 

 

6. Just Fair is concerned that the absence of an underpinning economic, social and cultural 

rights-based framework is resulting in an approach by the UK Government which may result 

in harm. This relates to an approach of policy being developed by the UK Government in the 

absence of wider, joined up thinking underpinned by rights considerations. Specifically, in 

relation to young people this may illustrated by (but not limited to) the following examples: 

a. UN CESCR recommended in 2016 that ‘all necessary steps were taken to reduce 

higher education fees, with a view to making higher education equally accessible to 

all, in accordance with capacity, and by progressively introducing free higher 

education.’ By contrast, the UK Government has announced plans to increase some 

tuition fees for higher education. This places a further barrier to access to higher 

education for some young people, particularly socio-economically disadvantaged 

young people. 

b. The increase to the national minimum wage, including for young people, appears to 

be a positive measure in isolation. However, reports suggest that Office for Budget 

Responsibility forecasts for national minimum wage increases may mean that that by 

2030 a full-time salary on the minimum wage would be only approximately £400 

lower than the student loan repayment threshold, which is being frozen until 2030.  

This would mean that graduates in England may have to begin paying these loans 

while earning only slightly above the minimum wage. Furthermore, interest on some 

student loans is accruing at a rate that far exceeds the amount repaid per month, 

trapping young workers in increasing debt. There are emerging concerns regarding 

the insecurity of entry level work and the risk of artificial intelligence on the earning 

prospects of young people. Consequently, the prospect of rising debts and 

repayment at just above minimum wage rate pay would appear to risk putting in 

https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/cescr/2006/en/32433
https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/cescr/2006/en/32433
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/G2503434.pdf
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/sites/default/files/documents/issues/poverty/cfis/roadmap/subm-roadmap-eradicating-poverty-cso-66-just-fair.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/concluding-observations/catcgbrco6-concluding-observations-sixth-periodic-report-united
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/tuition-fees-and-student-support-2025-to-2026-academic-year/changes-to-tuition-fees-2025-to-2026-academic-year
https://www.ft.com/content/13a07318-c206-4ab4-8782-7cf13b9e3c2c?sharetype=blocked
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2026/jan/23/student-loans-graduates-plan-2-interest-rates
https://www.kingstrust.org.uk/about-us/news-views/50-years-of-working-for-young-people-report
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place a further barrier to engagement in higher education and consequential 

opportunities.  

c. The replacement of the UK Shared Prosperity Fund with the Local Growth Fund and 

resulting changes to the internal funding structure is the subject of concern for those 

working in the sector. They report that the changes will equate to a 64 per cent 

funding cut in Northern Ireland for programmes tackling economic inactivity, 

including for young people not in employment, education or training. This will 

reverse progress made to date. Further, a cut of this size with no alternative 

provision on this scale conflicts directly with any aim to increase economic activity, 

including for young people not in employment, education or training.  

 

7. The absence of a rights-based anchoring framework can lead to inconsistent and conflicting 

policy decisions such as those illustrated above. This may serve to undermine the very aims 

policies seek to achieve. It also risks resulting in harm to people and ultimately delaying the 

possibility a life of dignity even further (Just Fair). A different approach is required. At the 

heart of this is the need for a rights-based framework centred on protection - one that treats 

access to education and income security as fundamental rights, rather than optional 

outcomes of growth-focused economic policy.  

 

8. It is also important for ensuring that young people with intersecting characteristics at 

increased risk of marginalisation are appropriately supported and have equality of 

opportunity. A rights-based approach to policy development for young people would put 

them at the centre of the decision-making process. 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.  

 

9. Evidence indicates that where a rights-based approach is adopted this leads to better 

outcomes. According to Just Fair research where, for example, the socio-economic duty has 

been adopted on a voluntary basis1 by some local authorities in England this has resulted in 

better outcomes based on rights-based decision making. One such case study is 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 from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds 

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 

                                                            
1 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 – a legally enforceable 
duty would be a welcome step towards increasing economic, social and cultural rights protections. 

https://www.nicva.org/article/open-letter-from-the-voluntary-and-community-sector-to-the-uk-government-and-ni-executive
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/poverty/cfis/roadmap/subm-roadmap-eradicating-poverty-cso-66-just-fair.pdf
https://justfair.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/The-socio-economic-duty-in-action-Case-studies-from-England-and-Wales-1.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents
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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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.  

 

10. Adopting a rights-based approach enables policies and decisions to be developed in a way 

which enables complex and interrelated decisions to be made in a way that better accounts 

for that reality and complexity, and relevant interconnected elements. This helps avoid the 

creation of policies that cause further harm or undermine rights and supports better 

outcomes in practice. 

 

11. Just Fair urges the UK Government to ensure that proposals arising from this call for 

evidence implement the recommendations of UN CESCR and that measures adopted are 

firmly rooted in an underlying rights-based framework. This is a vital foundation for 

supporting more young people to participate in employment, education and training. 

 

 

 

 

For further information please contact Kate Ewing, Researcher, Just Fair: kate.ewing@justfair.org.uk 


