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Regressive decision making relating to UK social protections

In March 2025 the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), criticised
the UK in its concluding observations, for eroding social security protections resulting in severe
economic hardship, disproportionately impacting Disabled people, low-income families and
workers in precarious employment. Policy choices made following those criticisms have only
served to deepen concerns about the UK Government’s approach to social protections,
particularly in the face of increasing far-right populism.

While it is not the case that the UK Government has taken no steps to address inequalities — see
for example the Children's Wellbeing and Schools Bill which includes measures intended to
assist low-income families by way of free breakfast club provision and the limiting school
uniform requirements. These measures are, however, undermined by an overall failure to
address root causes of poverty. The UK Government’s Child Poverty Strategy has been delayed
and there has been a failure to reverse regressive policies such as the two-child limit or benefit
cap despite clear recommendations from UN CESCR to do the contrary.

Similarly, the idea of social security reform to better facilitate access to work, for those able to
do so, is not in principle an inherently negative one. However, in practice the Universal Credit
and Personal Independent Payment Bill, which proposes cuts to vital support for Disabled
people and low-income families has been demonstrated on the UK Government’s own impact
analysis (updated briefing here) to push more people into poverty. Itisincoherentinthatitis
not accompanied by joined up thinking which address the social determinants of health or the
impacts on a collapsing social care sector. And a real-terms cut to the Department for Work
and Pensions is regressive.

An ever-increasing hostile environment for those subject to immigration control, provides a
further example where policies may both be harmful, as well as feeding a narrative that migrants
- and not political choices such as the failure to address poverty or invest in public services -
are the explanation for economic insecurity and disadvantage that people face. This does little
to address division fuelling the success of far-right parties (HOPE not hate).

The current UK Government has sought to frame itself as being on the side of ‘working people.
This is increasingly problematic because coupled with the UK Government’s growth agenda the
resultant construction is one where economically productive work is the only work of value.
There is a devaluing and overlooking of unpaid work which props up economically productive
work unseen - particularly in relation to the work of care. Itis a framing which encourages a
mainstreaming of the view that if someone is not ‘working’ they are somehow undeserving.
Social security is not presented as a protection or a right but rather something to be limited to
only the most deserving, and people deemed to be undeserving should be made to sufferin an
attempt to force them into paid work.
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Consequently, the problems are two-fold - the policies adopted are in of themselves concerning
and the incoherence and lack of joined up thinking in the approach taken adds a further
dimension, undermining social protections and moving the UK further away from where in
needs to be. Just Fair considers that this is because decision and policy making is not
underpinned by a rights protective framework.

The effect is that 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).

This economic insecurity leaves the popular discourse vulnerable to being co-opted by those
seeking to capitalise on a sense of disenfranchisement and betrayal. It creates an environment
in which simplistic, populist promises provide apparently easy solutions to complex problems.
This in turn is moving the accepted normative baseline in UK politics and leading to a shift
further to the right as a demonstration that the public’s concerns are taken seriously rather than
the root causes and issues being interrogated, untruths and misinformation dismantled and
inequalities meaningfully addressed.

Rather than strengthening social security as a means to fulfil human rights obligations and
counter far-right populism, the UK is pursuing reforms that may deepen exclusion, mistrust, and
hardship for those already living in poverty. This is exemplified by the way in which UK
Government policy is moving in opposite direction to UN CESCR recommendations.

It does not have to be this way. There is an alternative, which is to place rights and social
protections at the heart of decision making and to guarantee protections for a life of dignity for
all.
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