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1. We write in advance of the 77th Session of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (the Committee) regarding its review of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’s (UK) compliance with the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). Human Rights Watch has dedicated considerable attention in recent years to researching and advocating on economic, social and cultural rights in the UK, including the right to food and cuts to social security during the establishment and implementation of the flagship Universal Credit program; increasing child poverty linked to the “two-child limit” social security policy; harms caused by the use of algorithms in social security benefit calculations under Universal Credit; the ongoing misuse of so-called “temporary accommodation” to address homelessness; the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the right to education for all children and access to free school meals for children from low-income families; and the provision of age-based social care.[footnoteRef:2] We have also made multiple interventions on the inadequacy of social security benefits, including in the context of the economic slowdown precipitated by state responses to the Covid-19 pandemic, and, more recently, the cost-of-living crisis.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  See Human Rights Watch, Nothing Left in the Cupboards: Austerity, Welfare Cuts, and the Right to Food in the UK, May 2019, https://www.hrw.org/report/2019/05/20/nothing-left-cupboards/austerity-welfare-cuts-and-right-food-uk; Kartik Raj, “UK’s Unfair Child Welfare Support Rules,” commentary, Human Rights Watch dispatch, August 7, 2019, https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/08/07/uks-unfair-child-welfare-support-rules; Kartik Raj, “UK Government Should End Cruel ‘Two-Child Limit’ Now,” commentary, Human Rights Watch dispatch, September 20, 2024, https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/09/20/uk-government-should-end-cruel-two-child-limit-now; Kartik Raj, “Study Finds Third of UK Children Living in Poverty,” commentary, Human Rights Watch dispatch, November 20, 2024, https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/11/20/study-finds-third-uk-children-living-poverty; Human Rights Watch, Automated Hardship: How the Tech-Driven Overhaul of the UK’s Social Security System Worsens Poverty, September 2020, https://www.hrw.org/report/2020/09/29/automated-hardship/how-tech-driven-overhaul-uks-social-security-system-worsens; Human Rights Watch and The Childhood Trust, ‘I Want Us to Live Like Humans Again’: Families in Temporary Accommodation in London, UK, January 2022, https://www.hrw.org/report/2022/01/17/i-want-us-live-humans-again/families-temporary-accommodation-london-uk; Human Rights Watch and Just Fair, ‘I Felt So Stuck’: Inadequate Housing and Social Support for Families Seeking Asylum in the United Kingdom, September 2023,  https://www.hrw.org/report/2023/09/14/i-felt-so-stuck/inadequate-housing-and-social-support-families-seeking-asylum; Human Rights Watch, ‘Years Don’t Wait for Them’: Increased Inequalities in Children’s Right to Education Due to the Covid-19 Pandemic, May 2021, https://www.hrw.org/report/2021/05/17/years-dont-wait-them/increased-inequalities-childrens-right-education-due-covid; Human Rights Watch, UK: Children in England Going Hungry With Schools Shut, May 2020, https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/28/uk-children-england-going-hungry-schools-shut; and Human Rights Watch, Unmet Needs: Improper Social Care Assessments for Older People in England, January 2019, https://www.hrw.org/report/2019/01/10/unmet-needs/improper-social-care-assessments-older-people-england. ]  [3:  Letter from Human Rights Watch to UK Parliamentarians Regarding Impending Cut to Social Security Support, September 2, 2021, https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/09/03/human-rights-watch-letter-uk-parliamentarians-regarding-impending-cut-social; Just Fair, Amnesty International UK, René Cassin, Liberty, and Human Rights Watch, Joint NGO Statement on the Guarantee Our Essentials Campaign, September 29, 2023, https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/09/29/joint-ngo-statement-guarantee-our-essentials-campaign; and Human Rights Watch, Submission to the European Committee of Social Rights: Comments on the ad hoc report of the United Kingdom, July 2024, https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/08/19/human-rights-watch-submission-european-committee-social-rights. ] 


2. This submission is limited in scope to specific aspects of the State Party’s response to the Committee’s List of Issues where we consider that the Committee would benefit from further clarification of the information provided by the UK government, including in relation to the following:
· the non-incorporation of ICESCR protections into domestic law and lack of effective means for seeking a remedy where an ICESCR violation is alleged;
· changes to the measurement of poverty;
· enactment of the socio-economic equality duty;
· key aspects of social security policy and programs;
· food insecurity and a national food strategy; and
· continuing concerns about the inappropriate use of “temporary accommodation” for homeless families and contingency asylum accommodation, in particular relating to children.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  CESCR, List of Issues, E/C.12/GBR/Q/7, March 23, 2023, https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E%2FC.12%2FGBR%2FQ%2F7&Lang=en;  and E/C.12/GBR/RQ/7 consulted via GOV.UK website, “United Kingdom’s response to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights List of Issues Report,” and “Annex,” published September 12, 2024, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/united-kingdoms-response-to-the-committee-on-economic-social-and-cultural-rights-list-of-issues-report] 


3. This submission also provides some updates to information contained within our pre-sessional submission (January 2023) and statement (March 2023), where there have been noteworthy developments, including areas of continuing concern, as well as positive steps announced by the current UK government, which took office in July 2024.[footnoteRef:5] [5: Human Rights Watch, UK: Submission to the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 72nd pre-session, January 2023, https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/01/17/uk-submission-un-committee-economic-social-and-cultural-rights; Human Rights Watch, “UK: Statement to the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights Pre-Sessional Working Group,” March 8, 2023, https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/03/08/uk-statement-un-committee-economic-social-and-cultural-rights-pre-sessional-working. ] 


Justiciability of ICESCR Rights (art 2.1)

4. In response to the Committee’s question requesting information on the full justiciability of economic, social and cultural rights under the Covenant, with specific response to the 2021 judgment of the UK Supreme Court in the case of R (SC & Others), the State Party fails to provide a clear or full response. The UK government summarizes the position in the 2021 Supreme Court judgment as follows:

“The UK is confident that it is fully compliant with its UN treaty obligations including ensuring effective remedies where required by any breaches […] The case of R (SC & Others) recognised the long-standing constitutional position that domestic courts cannot enforce unincorporated international treaties. The Human Rights Act 1998 (HRA) gives further domestic effect to the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR). However, the Supreme Court also recognised that the UK intends to be bound by international treaties and that the European Court can have regard to international law in interpreting the ECHR and establishing consensus among States.”[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  E/C.12/GBR/RQ/7, p. 7. The Supreme Court’s full reasoning can be found in R (on the application of SC, CB and 8 children) v Secretary of State for Work and Pensions and others, [2021] UKSC 26, July 9, 2021, https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/uksc-2019-0135, paragraphs 7(i) and 74-96. The “unincorporated international treaty” referred to in R (SC & Others) was the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, but the constitutional principle would apply equally to the ICESCR. The UK government defines unincorporated international treaties as “treaties which the is UK is bound by as a matter of international law but has not given domestic effect through domestic legislation.” See E/C.12/GBR/RQ/7, fn. 1.] 


5. The government’s response is a formally correct statement of the position in UK law, but it evades the Committee’s question and obfuscates on the issue of justiciability. At present, in the absence of incorporation of the ICESCR, there is no domestic remedy available for any alleged violation of an ICESCR right as a covenant right in and of itself. In the hypothetical scenario the government hints at, the only potential route for bringing ICESCR obligations to bear on the UK through the courts would be for an individual to litigate a case alleging a violation under the ECHR to the European Court of Human Rights, and hope that the European Court considers ICESCR as relevant to its interpretation of the ECHR. It is important to note that such a route would limit the ICESCR’s relevance almost exclusively to the interpretation of a civil or political right under the ECHR, except in the rare and narrow instance where a case were to raise the right to education under ECHR Protocol No. 1. In neither event would the case primarily be concerned with the justiciability of ICESCR rights.

6. In addition to the absence of enforceable remedies to ICESCR violations in domestic courts, the UK government’s failure to ratify the Optional Protocol to the ICESCR leaves people who allege violations of rights under the Covenant without a route to petition the Committee directly.

7. Furthermore, given the UK government’s reliance on the European human rights architecture to justify its position, the Committee should note that while the ECHR has been incorporated into UK domestic law since 1998, the UK government still has not ratified its social and economic rights counterpart treaty, the (Revised) European Social Charter 1996, or accepted the collective complaints procedure under that treaty.

8. In sum, the UK government position on justiciability falls well short of “achieving progressively the full realization of the rights recognized in the Covenant by all appropriate means, including particularly the adoption of legislative measures” (ICESCR art, 2.1). It is clear that for the UK government and courts, economic, social and cultural rights are, at best, relegated to second-order concerns which may, in limited circumstances, be considered where relevant by a European court.

9. Meanwhile devolved authorities in Scotland have paused their plans to incorporate the ICESCR into Scots law through the proposed Human Rights Bill for Scotland.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Letter from Scottish Government’s Cabinet Secretary for Social Justice to Convener of the Scottish Parliament’s Equalities, Human Rights and Civil Justice Committee, September 4, 2024, https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/committees/equalities-human-rights-and-civil-justice-committee/correspondence/2024/human-rights-bill-for-scotland-4-september-2024.pdf. ] 


10. The UK government has not extended the application of the Covenant to the overseas territories of Anguilla and the Chagos islands (the British Indian Ocean Territory). Regarding Chagos, it classifies the territory as not having a permanent population, despite the UK government having forcibly removed the entire Indigenous population in the 1960s and 1970s and ever since prevented their return, a crime against humanity, leaving the entire population in exile from their homeland, and many Chagossians living in extreme poverty.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Human Rights Watch, ‘That’s When the Nightmare Started’: UK and US Forced Displacement of the Chagossians and Ongoing Colonial Crimes, February 2023, https://www.hrw.org/report/2023/02/15/thats-when-nightmare-started/uk-and-us-forced-displacement-chagossians-and; and Clive Baldwin and Anthony Gale, “Interview: UK, US Treatment of Chagossians a Continuing Colonial Crime,” Human Rights Watch interview, February 15, 2023, https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/02/15/interview-uk-us-treatment-chagossians-continuing-colonial-crime. ] 


Human Rights Watch recommends that the Committee ask the UK government to:
· incorporate the ICESCR, including by adopting legislation applicable to all parts of the UK, and its overseas territories and crown dependencies; and
· take steps to ratify the Optional Protocol given the current absence of routes through domestic law to make Covenant rights justiciable.

Changes to measuring poverty, and enacting the socioeconomic equality duty (art 2.1)

11. The UK government’s answer to the Committee’s question on the “proportion of the population living below the nationally defined poverty line” is correct, but omits mention of one potentially promising development.[footnoteRef:9] We encourage the Committee to seek information from the UK government during the interactive dialogue and follow up to concluding observations about the changing measurement of poverty in official statistics. The UK Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) is in the process of developing a new measure for relative poverty, the “Below Average Resources” measure, to complement the existing “Household Below Average Income” measure.[footnoteRef:10] Human Rights Watch considers this change to be a potentially positive development, which, if implemented well, could offer a more holistic measure of relative poverty that better correlates with measures of material deprivation and food insecurity. [9:  E/C.12/GBR/Q/7, paragraph 8(a), and Annex to E/C.12/GBR/RQ/7, p. 2-3.]  [10:  DWP, “Below Average Resources: Developing a new poverty measure,” June 11, 2024, https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/below-average-resources-developing-a-new-poverty-measure/below-average-resources-developing-a-new-poverty-measure. The new measure is based on an approach developed by the independent Social Metrics Commission. See also Social Metrics Commission, “Measuring Poverty 2024,” October 2024, https://socialmetricscommission.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/SMC-2024-Report-Web-Hi-Res.pdf.] 


12. The current UK government’s confirmation to the Committee that it intends to enact the “socioeconomic inequality duty” contained in the Equality Act 2010 in England is a clear, positive step.[footnoteRef:11] The duty would require all public bodies to “have due regard” to reducing inequalities of outcome which result from socioeconomic disadvantage when making strategic decisions.[footnoteRef:12] However, the definition of “socioeconomic disadvantage,” and the process by which the UK government will apply the duty in England and to Great Britain-wide bodies alongside versions of the duty already enacted by devolved authorities in Scotland and Wales, require significant clarification to assess how well the legislative step would work.  [11:  E/C.12/GBR/RQ/7, p. 7, 14 and Annex, paragraph 9.]  [12:  Equality Act 2010, Part 1, section 1, available at http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/section/1.] 


Human Rights Watch recommends that the Committee:
· commend the UK government for its plans to improve the measurement of poverty, and to enact the socioeconomic equality duty; and
· seek clarification during the interactive dialogue on the definition of socioeconomic disadvantage and the enactment of the duty across the territory of United Kingdom.

Social security programs and policy (art 9 and 11)

13. Inadequacy of Universal Credit: The inadequacy of levels of social security support under Universal Credit, and their falling real value in relation to living costs, are a longstanding matter of concern and the central issue for a national campaign with wide-ranging support. Human Rights Watch, along with other leading human rights organizations in the UK, supports this campaign – known as the “Guarantee our Essentials” campaign. It is coordinated by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, a leading UK anti-poverty charity, and the Trussell Trust, the UK’s largest food bank network.[footnoteRef:13] The campaign calls for an independent assessment of the adequacy of social security benefits, and a guarantee in law to ensure that no one’s level of social security benefit falls below the level of adequacy established by the independent process, even when social security payments are partially withheld as the result of a sanction applied against a benefit claimant. [13:  See https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/09/29/joint-ngo-statement-guarantee-our-essentials-campaign; AIUK technical note, https://www.amnesty.org.uk/essentials-guarantee-campaign-technical-note; and https://www.jrf.org.uk/social-security/guarantee-our-essentials-reforming-universal-credit-to-ensure-we-can-all-afford-the. ] 


14. Inflation-indexing of social security benefits: The following information may be of interest to the Committee in response to its request to the State Party for information on inflation-indexing of social security benefits to guarantee a level of benefit sufficient to ensure an adequate standard of living.[footnoteRef:14] Although the government’s assertion that the “Secretary of State for Work and Pensions is required by law to review benefit and pension rates every year to see if they have retained their value in relation to the general level of prices or earnings” is formally true, officially published data make clear that this legal requirement may not result in a meaningful difference for people on low-incomes receiving such benefits, because the government retains discretion as to whether or not adjust social security payments as a result.[footnoteRef:15] The real value of Universal Credit actually fell from 2015 to 2023 for every category of recipient for which the UK government provides data. This was despite an increase of 10.1 percent (indexed to inflation) in statutory benefit payments in 2023 (as well as more modest increases in 2022 and 2021), and a short-lived 2020-21 pandemic-linked “uplift” of £20 per week to benefit levels. [14:  E/C.12/GBR/Q/7, paragraph 24.]  [15:  E/C.12/GBR/RQ/7, p. 27.] 


15. The two-child limit policy: The current UK government has elected to retain for the time being the “two-child limit” social security policy, put in place by the previous government in 2017, despite clear evidence that the policy is a driver of child poverty and of violations under the ICESCR. The two-child limit, legislated for in the Welfare and Work Reform Act 2016, is an arbitrary social security policy, that cuts off child-related social security support (under Universal Credit or Child Tax Credit) to low-income households which have a third or subsequent child born after April 6, 2017.[footnoteRef:16] Larger families are left with fewer resources as their need increases. [16:  Frank Hobson, “The impact of the two-child limit in Universal Credit,” House of Commons Library Research Briefing, February 14, 2024, https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9301/CBP-9301.pdf. ] 


16. Official data published in July 2024 show that 440,000 families are affected by this arbitrary policy.[footnoteRef:17] The specialist organization Child Poverty Action Group notes that these families are losing out on up to £3,455 in social security support per child per year, and has published analysis estimating that around 10,000 children fell into poverty within the first three months of the new UK government taking office as a result of the continued operation of this policy.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  DWP & HM Revenue & Customs, “Official statistics: Universal Credit and Child Tax Credit claimants: statistics related to the policy to provide support for a maximum of two children, April 2024,” July 11, 2024, https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/universal-credit-and-child-tax-credit-claimants-statistics-related-to-the-policy-to-provide-support-for-a-maximum-of-2-children-april-2024/universal-credit-and-child-tax-credit-claimants-statistics-related-to-the-policy-to-provide-support-for-a-maximum-of-two-children-april-2024. ]  [18:  CPAG, “10,000 children dragged into poverty by two-child limit since Labour took office,” October 7, 2024, https://cpag.org.uk/news/10000-children-dragged-poverty-two-child-limit-labour-took-office. ] 


17. The benefit cap policy: The Committee should also note that the current government has retained the benefit cap, or the absolute limit on the income that a household can receive in social security benefits, a policy created by its predecessors which has a stark, negative effect on low-income households. While the State Party report notes that the benefit cap increased by 10.1 percent in in April 2023 following a 2022 review, this figure masks a fall in the real and nominal value of the benefit cap.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  E/C.12/GBR/RQ/7, p. 27.] 


18. The value of the benefit cap has reduced not just in real terms, but also in nominal terms since its original introduction in 2013, resulting in people facing poverty and financial hardship as a direct result of governmental policy decisions, which analysts have referred to as “state-imposed hardship”.[footnoteRef:20] When introduced in 2013, the benefit cap was £26,000 per year for a family. However, ten years on, the government had reduced the cap to £25,323 per year in London, and £22,020 elsewhere in the UK.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  Ruth Patrick et. al. “An impossible move?: Households’ experience of trying to escape the Benefit Cap,” CASE/233, July 2024, London School of Economics, Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion, https://www.lse.ac.uk/News/News-Assets/PDFs/2024/CASEpaper233-An-impossible-move.pdf; Ruth Patrick, “The UK’s two child benefit limit has rightly caused outrage. But another cruel policy needs urgent attention,” The Guardian, September 17, 2024, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2024/sep/17/uk-two-child-benefit-limit-benefit-cap-families-poverty. ]  [21:  Steven Kennedy, “Benefit Cap,” House of Commons Library, June 14, 2023, https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/benefit-cap/. ] 


19. According to official data, 123,000 households were affected by the benefit cap in May 2024, with a sharp (61 percent) increase in the number of households having their benefits capped between February and May 2024, largely due to the 10.1 percent increase in 2023.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  DWP, “Official Statistics: Benefit cap: Number of households capped to May 2024,” September 17, 2024, https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/benefit-cap-number-of-households-capped-to-may-2024/benefit-cap-number-of-households-capped-to-may-2024. ] 


20. Winter fuel payments: The State Party refers in its response to Winter Fuel Payments as one mechanism among others to help address the cost of living. The Committee should note that in July 2024, a month prior to its submission of the State Party report, the government announced a retrogressive move, changing the Winter Fuel Payment of £200 or £300 from a universal entitlement for all people aged 66 or over to a means-tested entitlement for older people on low-incomes receiving a form of basic support called Pension Credit.[footnoteRef:23] The government subsequently confirmed that it had decided to make the change without a specific impact assessment of its impact on older people’s health and well-being.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  “Oral statement to Parliament: Chancellor statement on public spending inheritance,” July 29, 2024, https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/chancellor-statement-on-public-spending-inheritance. ]  [24:  Peter Walker and Dan Sabbagh, “We did not do impact assessment of winter fuel payment cut, No 10 admits,” The Guardian, September 12, 2024, https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2024/sep/12/no-winter-fuel-payments-impact-assessment-was-carried-out-no-10-admits; and Letter from the Chair of the Social Security Advisory Committee to the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, September 20, 2024, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6709199430536cb927483050/ssac-letter-to-sswp-social-fund-wfp-regs-2024.pdf. ] 


21. The Secretary of State for Work and Pensions made public internal statistical modelling by her ministry, in response to questioning by a parliamentary select committee in November. The models show that the government estimates an additional 50,000 to 100,000 pensioners to fall into relative poverty, and 50,000 into absolute poverty, as a result of the policy’s operation in each year between 2024/25 and 2029/30.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Letter from Liz Kendall MP, Secretary of State for Work and Pensions to the Chair of the UK Parliament Work and Pensions Select Committee, November 19, 2024, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/673caa0a9a48a5ab14acc3f0/winter-fuel-payments-eligibility-change-letter.pdf. ] 


Human Rights Watch recommends that the Committee call on the UK government to:
· immediately end the two-child limit and benefit cap policies;
· commit to setting up an independent mechanism to evaluate the adequacy of social security benefit level, and to take steps once such an adequacy level has been established, to ensure that no recipient of such benefits is left below it; and
· reverse the decision on the Winter Fuel Payment.

Food insecurity, national food strategy and right to food (art 11)

22. In its List of Issues, the Committee sought a response from the State Party on the “measures taken to develop a comprehensive national strategy to promote and protect the right to adequate food.”[footnoteRef:26] The UK government’s response addresses a number of issues including food insecurity measurement, existing schemes for promoting healthy food, and free school meals for children from low-income households.[footnoteRef:27] [26:  E/C.12/GBR/Q/7, paragraph 33.]  [27:  E/C.12/GBR/RQ/7, p. 41-42.] 


23. In December 2024, media sources and key food industry and food policy commentators reported that the Minister for Environment, Farming and Rural Affairs would begin work in 2025 to develop a UK-wide national food strategy, involving devolved authorities, that will address food insecurity.[footnoteRef:28] The details of the strategy have not yet been made public. [28:  Joss Macdonald, “Does Labour’s food strategy mean the food system is finally being prioritized?” Food Foundation blog, December 12, 2024, https://foodfoundation.org.uk/news/does-labours-food-strategy-mean-food-system-finally-being-prioritised; British Nutrition Foundation, “New National Food Strategy,” December 11, 2024, https://www.nutrition.org.uk/news/new-national-food-strategy/. ] 


24. The Department for Environment, Farming and Rural Affairs released a promised analysis of food insecurity and food bank use, including data disaggregated by various characteristics (household income band, age, disability, urban/rural, social security support received, etc.).[footnoteRef:29] The data showed increasing food insecurity over a three year period, with food insecurity particularly affecting people in the lowest two income quintiles and households with an adult with disabilities.[footnoteRef:30] The data also showed that these trends as closely linked to households most likely to seek charitable food aid.[footnoteRef:31] [29:  DWP, “Household Food Security,” in “United Kingdom Food Security Report 2024: Theme 4: Food Security at Household Level,” December 11, 2024, https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/united-kingdom-food-security-report-2024/united-kingdom-food-security-report-2024-theme-4-food-security-at-household-level. ]  [30:  “4.1.1 Household Food Security status,” in UK Food Security Report 2024.]  [31:  “4.1.5 Food Aid,” in UK Food Security Report 2024.] 


Human Rights Watch recommends that the Committee:
· seek clarification from the UK government during the interactive dialogue on its steps in the national food strategy to reduce the need for food aid provision; and 
· call on the UK government to ensure that its responses to food insecurity and growing demand for food aid meet its obligations with regard to the right to food, and more broadly the right to an adequate standard of living.

Temporary accommodation and contingency asylum accommodation (art 11)

25. Human Rights Watch and the Childhood Trust have documented the impact on children of long periods in substandard and uninhabitable temporary accommodation, including on their rights to adequate housing, health, and education under the ICESCR.[footnoteRef:32] Human Rights Watch and Just Fair have also documented the impact on families and unaccompanied children seeking asylum of extended periods in contingency hotel accommodation.[footnoteRef:33]  [32:  Human Rights Watch and The Childhood Trust, ‘I Want Us to Live Like Humans Again’. ]  [33:  Human Rights Watch and Just Fair, ‘I Felt So Stuck’.] 


26. In its List of Issues, the Committee sought a response from the State Party on the use of “temporary accommodation,” in particular the maximum length of time spent in temporary accommodation, and the measures in place for people in temporary accommodation to transition to longer-term housing.[footnoteRef:34] The information provided by the UK government does not provide a response to either question. Human Rights Watch has documented cases of people who have been placed in “temporary” accommodation for several years, and in one case for six years.[footnoteRef:35] [34:  E/C.12/GBR/Q/7, paragraph 30(g).]  [35:  Human Rights Watch and The Childhood Trust, ‘I Want Us to Live Like Humans Again’.] 


27. The Committee also sought information from the State Party on the maximum length of time spent in asylum reception centers and other temporary facilities and the measures in place to transition to more stable housing.[footnoteRef:36] The information provided in the UK government’s response does not provide clear information on the maximum length of time in conditions such as contingency hotel accommodation, or about transition to longer-term solutions, saying instead: [36:  E/C.12/GBR/Q/7, paragraph 30(g).] 


“Initial accommodation is usually shared accommodation in a hostel-type environment or hotel. It is for asylum seekers who would otherwise be destitute […] Asylum seekers who have been granted support from the Home Office may remain in initial accommodation until there is space in dispersal accommodation. Dispersal accommodation is longer-term temporary accommodation managed by accommodation providers on behalf of the Home Office. Asylum seekers will normally be allowed to stay in dispersal accommodation until their asylum claim has been fully determined. It is not always possible to stay in the same property.”[footnoteRef:37] [37:  E/C.12/GBR/RQ/7, p. 16.] 


28. The Home Office has previously informed the Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration that it had “an internal target of 19 days for completing consideration of eligibility for, and implementation of, movement to dispersal accommodation,” although the Inspector found people staying in hotels for months at a time as a result of a shortage of available accommodation.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration, “An inspection of contingency asylum accommodation, May 2021-November 2021,” May 2022, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/63f365308fa8f5612c4f5341/An_inspection_of_contingency_asylum_accommodation.pdf. ] 


29. In the absence of clear information on maximum time lengths people seeking asylum can be placed in temporary accommodation, the Committee may also find it useful, as a proxy, to have recent information on the wait time for an initial asylum decision in the UK. Researchers from the Migration Observatory have estimated, based on 2011-2023 data obtained under a Freedom of Information Act request, that 78 percent of people had to wait a year or longer for an initial asylum decision, and 14 percent had to wait for three years or longer. The same study also found the average wait time for an initial asylum decision in 2022 to be 20.1 months.[footnoteRef:39]  [39:  Mihnea Cubus, Peter William Walsh, and Madeleine Sumption, “Briefing: the UK’s asylum backlog,” May 2024, The Migration Observatory at the University of Oxford, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/MigObs-Briefing-The-UKs-Asylum-Backlog-2024.pdf, p. 13 and 15] 


30. Recent research by Human Rights Watch and Just Fair has documented the unsuitability of hotel accommodation for both unaccompanied children and families with children seeking asylum.[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Human Rights Watch and Just Fair, ‘I Felt So Stuck’. ] 

Human Rights Watch recommends that the Committee call on the UK to:
· create a time-bound action plan with a formal target to reduce the number of children in temporary accommodation by ensuring families are transitioned to permanent housing; 
· end the use of hotel accommodation for unaccompanied children; 
· rigorously apply the 19-day target for moving families with children to dispersal accommodation, in recognition of the reality that contingency hotel accommodation is not suitable housing for children in families beyond very short-term stays; and
· ensure that the timing and location of all accommodation assignments respects, protects, and fulfils children's right to education without interruption.
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Annex: Declining real value of Universal Credit by claimant/household type

Data excerpted from Abstract of DWP benefit rate statistics 2023[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Office of National Statistics/DWP, “Abstract of DWP Benefit Rate Statistics 2023,” January 24, 2024, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65afaea1334849000dc73931/data-tables-abstract-of-dwp-benefit-rate-statistics-2023.ods,  tables 15-18.] 

	
	Universal Credit at April 2023 prices (in GBP/£)

	Date of Uprating
	For a single person under 25
	For a single person aged 25 or over
	For a couple (both under 25)
	For a couple (one or both aged 25 or over)

	
	Rate of Universal Credit £/month
	Average real CPI value of UC over period the rate was applied
	Rate of Universal Credit £/month
	Average real CPI value of UC over period the rate was applied
	Rate of Universal Credit £/month
	Average real CPI value of UC over period the rate was applied
	Rate of Universal Credit £/month
	Average real CPI value of UC over period the rate was applied

	April 2015
	251.77
	328.01
	317.82
	414.06
	395.20
	514.87
	498.89
	649.96

	April 2016
	251.77
	324.44
	317.82
	409.56
	395.20
	509.27
	498.89
	642.89

	April 2017
	251.77
	315.53
	317.82
	398.31
	395.20
	495.28
	498.89
	625.23

	April 2018
	251.77
	308.56
	317.82
	389.51
	395.20
	484.34
	498.89
	611.42

	April 2019
	251.77
	303.31
	317.82
	382.88
	395.20
	476.10
	498.89
	601.02

	April 2020 announced rate
	256.05
	306.53
	323.22
	386.94
	401.92
	481.16
	507.37
	607.40

	April 2020 with pandemic increase
	342.72
	410.29
	409.89
	490.70
	488.59
	584.92
	594.04
	711.16

	April 2021 with pandemic increase
	344.00
	396.09
	411.51
	473.83
	490.60
	564.89
	596.58
	686.92

	From October 2021 uprating
	257.33
	296.30
	324.84
	374.03
	403.93
	465.10
	509.91
	587.13

	April 2022
	265.31
	277.64
	334.91
	350.48
	416.45
	435.81
	525.72
	550.15

	April 2023
	292.11
	[Not Available]
	368.74
	[Not Available]
	458.51
	[Not Available]
	578.82
	[Not Available]
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