ICCPR Opening Statement
1. Thank you, Madam Chair and esteemed members of the Committee. It is an honour to be here with you today in Geneva.   

2.  On behalf of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, I want to begin by thanking the UN Committee on Human Rights for its commitment to promoting the enjoyment of civil and political rights. 

3. The work you do is crucial.  The Covenant is the principal instrument defining civil and political rights in a global context.  It establishes a fundamental benchmark for the human rights performance of all UN members.   

4. Your committee plays a critically important role in scrutinising the performance of States Parties, as the treaty body responsible for monitoring implementation of the Covenant. You help to ensure that civil and political rights are properly respected, protected and fulfilled.

5. So we value the significance of this dialogue – our 8th to date since the UK ratified the Covenant 48 years ago. We look forward to benefiting from your knowledge to support our ongoing delivery of the commitments in the Covenant.  

6. [bookmark: _Toc122339971]The UK is an advocate for the treaty reporting system and is committed to undertaking reporting across the range of our human rights obligations.  

7. As well as our presence here today, the UK will be submitting our written response to the list of issues pertaining to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.  Having been reviewed by the Committee on the Rights of the Child last year, the UK will be participating in a follow-up dialogue with the Committee on the Rights of Persons with disabilities next week.

8. Throughout our sessions, we will seek to provide the Committee with clear information in response to your questions.  We will not always agree, but we will respond with respect and candour to facilitate open discussion.  

9. I would like to welcome the attendance of representatives from Civil Society and the National Human Rights Institutions at today’s hearing.  I would also like to recognise their support for this reporting round – not in only in their written and oral presentations to the committee but to the consultation we held contributed to by over 30 organisations.  We express our strong appreciation and gratitude for their engagement in this dialogue.

Delegation

10. I would like to take this opportunity to introduce the UK’s delegation.  We have a delegation of over 20 individuals, a reflection of our commitment to this dialogue and the uniqueness of the composition of the United Kingdom. 

11. I am delighted that this delegation includes attendees from a range of jurisdictions within the UK State Party.  I am also joined by experts from across the UK Government. This includes colleagues from my own department the Ministry of Justice, as well as from the Home Office, the Northern Ireland Office and the Cabinet Office.  

12. Where necessary, we will explain where there are differences across the UK State Party.   This variation can occur because the implementation of the Covenant falls under the power of different administrations within the UK State Party by virtue of Devolution and constitutional or historic reasons. 

13. We are joined by representatives of the Devolved Governments of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, as some parts of the Covenant are implemented by those governments.  

14. For example, Justice is devolved in Scotland and Northern Ireland and health and education is devolved in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.  In the case of Northern Ireland, you will hear from the UK Northern Ireland Office or the officials from the Northern Ireland Civil Service depending on the issue.

15. In addition there are the Crown Dependencies – which are the Bailiwick of Jersey, the Bailiwick of Guernsey and the Isle of Man. The Crown Dependencies are not part of the UK but are self-governing dependencies of the Crown.

16. And finally, certain responsibilities are held by the 14 Overseas Territories of the UK situated around the world.

17. These jurisdictions have their own parliaments, laws and policies.   Each jurisdiction has unique circumstances, diverse communities, and different challenges – but we are unanimous in our commitment to protecting and respecting the rights enshrined in the Covenant. 

Implementation
18. The UK ratified the Covenant in 1976. The UK has a ‘dualist’ system, which means that the UK must implement its international human rights obligations through appropriate legislation and administrative measures. For example, the Human Rights Act 1998 gives further effect in UK law to the rights in the European Convention on Human Rights. The Act makes most of those rights directly enforceable in UK courts.

19. These same rights also form an integral part of the constitutional settlements in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.

20. The UK is a party to the European Convention on Human Rights.  People in the UK therefore have access to the application process to the European Court of Human Rights, having exhausted the various domestic remedies within the UK.  For this reason, the UK position is that there is currently not a need to ratify the Optional Protocol on individual petition.


UK Context/Progress

21. It has been over four years since the list of issues was received, and nine since the last dialogue with the Committee.  This has been a period of change both in the UK and globally.

Global Pandemic

22. Of course, during this period, States have faced an unprecedented challenge from the Covid-19 pandemic. 

23. The United Kingdom's approach throughout the pandemic was founded firmly in human rights principles, noting the primary importance of the protection of human life.  At no point did the United Kingdom enter a derogation from any of its international human rights obligations.


Human rights reform and performance

24. The UK remains committed to upholding human rights – indeed the UK has the lowest rate of applications to the European Court of Human Rights per capita.  There are very few judgments that find violations by the UK: only two were given in 2022, and one in 2023.

25. As the Committee will be aware, the UK Government decided not to proceed with the Bill of Rights Bill in order to focus on other key commitments.

26. Action has been taken in the UK Parliament to deal with specific issues related to the Human Rights Act.  For example the Overseas Operations Act 2021,  the Illegal Migration Act 2023 and the Victims and Prisoners Bill currently before Parliament  all address UK Government policy priorities.

Topical Priorities
27. As well as these legislative developments, there are other new or topical issues the committee will want to hear from the UK on, and I will outline some of these now.

28. On Migration: The devastating fatal incidents which occur in the English Channel, highlight the unacceptable risks that migrants and criminal gangs are running in pursuing these dangerous crossings. The UK Government’s priority is to stop illegal migration, in particular by dangerous routes.  This is why robust action has been taken to crack down on people smuggling gangs and to deter migrants from making perilous crossings.   Working closely with our French counterparts, there has been success in intercepting vessels, which led to a 36% reduction in crossings last year. Nevertheless, we know the human cost associated with this issue means it will be of great interest to the Committee and we are keen to engage as fully and helpfully as possible.



29. With respect to legacy investigations in Northern Ireland: Last year UK Parliament passed legislation to establish the Independent Commission for Reconciliation and Information Recovery.  This is as an independent arms length body of the UK Government.  It is chaired by former Lord Chief Justice for Northern Ireland, Sir Declan Morgan. The Commission has been set up to conduct reviews of Troubles-related deaths and serious injury.  


30. The primary objectives are to provide information to victims and families, discharge our international obligations, and facilitate wider societal reconciliation.  We know that this issue is likely to be an area of focus for the Committee, particularly in light of the recent judgment of the High Court in Northern Ireland, and stand ready to respond to your questions.


31. On the right to protest: The UK has been consistent in our support for the rights of individuals to peacefully protest.  It is a long-standing tradition in this country that people are free to gather and to demonstrate their views, provided they do so within the law. 

32. Recent legislation, such as the Public Order Act 2023, improves the police’s ability in England and Wales to manage protests. This will ensure the police can better balance the rights of protestors against the rights of others to go about their daily business.

Progress and other topical issues
33. The breadth of the Covenant means I can only provide a snap shot of progress – however in the remaining time I would like to highlight a few areas:

34. Since 2018, the Scottish Human Rights Defender Fellowship has offered respite and capacity-building support for international Human Rights Defenders working in difficult circumstances.  The scheme is funded by the Scottish Government, and delivered in co-operation with civil society and academic contributors. 

35. In December 2023 the Scottish Parliament passed legislation to incorporate the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child requirements and Optional Protocols 1 and 2 directly into Scots law, within the limits of devolved competence.

36. In addition, with respect to the rights of the child, in 2020 the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and its first two Optional Protocols were extended to the Crown Dependencies of Guernsey and Alderney.  

37. In Wales, the Welsh Government continue to progress its commitment to incorporate the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women into Welsh law.  A working group is analysing the treaties to make recommendations of how these might be incorporated.

38. In February 2023, legislation came into force raising the minimum age of marriage and civil partnerships to 18 in England and Wales.  This ended provisions which allowed a party to marry or enter into a civil partnership at 16 or 17 with judicial or parental consent.  

39. Finally, I am pleased to update the Committee that the Council of Europe ‘Istanbul Convention’ came into force in the UK in November 2022.  This demonstrates to women in the UK, and to our partners overseas our commitment to tackling violence against women and girls. 

Close
40. In conclusion, the UK is committed to upholding the rights set out in the Covenant, and to participate with reporting as a key part of the framework of human rights treaties.  We are keen to engage openly and constructively with the Committee on the matters raised previously in the list of issues, and on more recent developments. 

41. It is in this spirit that we welcome the Committee’s questions. 




