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1. This is a joint submission by Work Better Innovations (WBI) and the Southeast and East Asian Centre (SEEAC) in advance of the session dialogues of the 77th Session of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) concerning the Committee’s 7th review of United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’s implementation progress of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). Our joint report focuses on state obligations to ensure the enjoyment of economic, social and cultural (ESC) rights by all in the context of business activities and the duty of non-discrimination (art. 2 (2)) to ensure that individuals are not discriminated against in the enjoyment of the right to just and favourable conditions of work (art. 7), and the right to physical and mental health (art. 12).
2. We include in our reporting information obtained from our community service, research and advisories on international standards and best practices on corporate responsibility to respect, as well as information from open public sources, to present the situation of the treatment of refugees, asylum-seekers and migrant workers and their enjoyment of ESC rights. The Committee raised questions concerning their treatment in paras. 10 and 20 of the List of Issues for the Government on the challenges faced by refugees, asylum-seekers and migrant workers in the UK. 
3. This civil society submission includes information for the Committee’s consideration for the adoption of the Concluding Observations in February 2025. The period covers information gathered since the Government’s 6th review in 2016 concerning treaty implementation of the ICESCR, notably during and after the pandemic years of 2020-2023. We believe the issues of state obligations under the ICESCR in the context of business, the right to just and favourable conditions of work (art. 7), and the right to physical and mental health (art. 12) were not sufficiently addressed, inter alia, in the Government’s Reply to List of Issues and must form a key part of the Committee’s Concluding Observation for the Government to implement before the next ICESCR review. 
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4. In the List of Issues, the Committee requested that the Government provide information on the following concerning its duties to ensure the enjoyment of ESC rights, without discrimination, by all in a business context: (a) implementation results of the 2016 National Action Plan on Business and Human Rights; (b) compliance mechanisms and enforcement means to ensure ESC rights and the exercise of human rights due diligence (HRDD) in extraterritorial business operations and supply chains, with a focus on chemical manufacturing and extractives; and (c) legislative and administrative measures to ensure the legal liability of companies and effective remedies for human rights violations committed abroad by corporations domiciled under UK jurisdiction; to this effect, the Government was asked to provide concrete examples of enforcement mechanisms and remedial actions.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  E/C.12/GBR/Q/7, para. 6.] 

5. The Government, in its Reply to the List of Issues, underscored that the UK was the first State to produce a National Action Plan (NAP) on Business and Human Rights following the endorsement of the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) by the UN Human Rights Council in 2011. The Government further notes that it continues to take part in international mechanisms to promote responsible business practices, such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible Mineral Supply Chains and other initiatives such as the Kimberley Process to eliminate conflict diamonds.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  E/C.12/GBR/RQ/7, para. 21.] 

6. While the UK took an early lead in expressing its commitment to implement the UNGPs through the development of a NAP on business and human rights in 2013, the last update of its NAP was in 2016. To date, there has been no clear commitment from the Government for the next envisaged NAP release. The most recent indication of progress towards a new NAP is the announcement of a government bid to produce a National Baseline Assessment for the Implementation of the UNGPs, reportedly planned to be delivered by September 2025.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  National Action Plans on Business and Human Rights, United Kingdom, 29 January 2024; and United Kingdom Government, “Opportunity: National Baseline Assessment (NBA) of the Implementation of the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights,” 27 September 2024.] 

7. It is unclear whether the NAP revision is a priority agenda item for the Government and how it would feature in its plans to boost the domestic economy, despite the importance of a NAP as a policy instrument to help the Government protect against human rights abuses by businesses and increase support for corporate responsibility on human rights. 
8. The Government further affirms that it will continue to develop its approach to business and human rights in line with the UK Modern Slavery Act 2015, which, under Section 54 of the Act, requires commercial businesses with a turnover of more than GB£36 million to report annually on the steps they have taken to prevent modern slavery.[footnoteRef:4] Modern slavery is understood broadly as provisions related to offences such as slavery, servitude, forced or compulsory labour and human trafficking under Sections 1 to 4 of the Act. [4:  E/C.12/GBR/RQ/7, para. 21. ] 

9. While the Modern Slavery Act marked a significant development for the UK and the global movement for corporate responsibility by requiring this corporate disclosure, it lacks enforcement mechanisms. Besides reporting, it does not mandate certain obligations of due diligence for companies, such as actively and continuously identifying and addressing risks, with penalties for non-compliance. In contrast to developments in neighbouring jurisdictions where many have adopted mandatory law of HRDD, such as France’s Duty of Vigilance Law, Germany’s Supply Chain Due Diligence Act, Norway’s Transparency Act and the EU’s Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive, there is no such equivalent mandatory HRDD framework for the UK. 
10. While the Commercial Organisations and Public Authorities Duty (Human Rights and Environment) Bill was introduced in November 2023 in the House of Lords, which proposes a legal obligation for commercial organisations and public authorities to conduct human rights and environmental due diligence on their own operations, subsidiaries and value chains and publish these due diligence assessments, the Bill remains, to date, very early in its legislative journey and far removed from the final stage of adoption.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  UK Parliament, “Parliamentary Bills: Commercial Organisations and Public Authorities Duty (Human Rights and Environment) Bill [HL],” 29 May 2024.] 

11. Consistent with ICESCR’s General Comment No. 24 (2017), which affirms that the state duty to protect ESC rights entails a positive duty to adopt a legal framework requiring business entities to exercise human rights due diligence, we recommend for the Committee call on the UK to adopt measures, such as imposing due diligence requirements to prevent abuses of ESC rights in a business entity’s value chain and by subcontractors, suppliers, franchisees, or other business partners by the time of the Government’s 8th review under the ICESCR.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  E/C.12/GC/24, paras. 16 and 17. ] 

12. Recommendations
	The Committee should call on the Government of the UK under ICESCR General Comment No. 24 on state obligations in the context of business activities to:
Adopt legislation to require business enterprises to exercise human rights due diligence (HRDD) to identify, prevent, mitigate and account for their adverse human rights impacts in a business context, and that these measures are clearly aimed to prevent abuses of ESC rights in a business entity’s supply chain and by subcontractors, suppliers, franchisees or other business partners.
Fully recognise that the UK Modern Slavery Act 2015 needs to be updated and strengthened to be fit-for-purpose to meet the growing global expectation of an ongoing process of HRDD; the Government cannot continue to rely on corporate reporting as the key pillar of its strategy to counter practices of modern slavery and must commit to a robust and well-resourced strategy–including imposing criminal or administrative sanctions and penalties–to prevent modern slavery.
Fulfil the commitment to deliver a national baseline assessment for the implementation of the UNGPs by September 2025 and update the National Action Plan on Business and Human Rights for the UK with clear targets in accordance with the evaluation.




[bookmark: _heading=h.afz5mes6tpv2]Right to Just and Favourable Conditions of Work (art. 7)

13. In the List of Issues, under the Right to Just and Favourable Conditions of Work (art. 7), the Committee, inter alia, focuses on forced labour, including: (a) the steps taken by the Government to build business capacity to monitor, identify, prevent and be accountable for forced labour in their operations or supply chains under the Modern Slavery Act 2015; (b) information on cases referred to the UK’s National Referral Mechanism (NRM), which is the Government’s overarching framework for the identification and support of potential victims of modern slavery; and (c) types of exploitation identified and the remedies provided over the last five years for forced labour cases.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  E/C.12/GBR/Q/7, para. 19. ] 

14. Furthermore, the Committee addresses the precarity of migrant workers in the UK as a group at higher risk of exploitative employment situations.[footnoteRef:8] Migrant workers often face heightened risks due to their lack of legal protections in both host and home countries, informal work arrangements, exploitative recruitment practices, language and cultural barriers that make them more at risk of abuses like wage theft, forced labour, unsafe working conditions and harassment. These factors could also make it more difficult for them to seek redress for labour violations. [8:  E/C.12/GBR/Q/7, para. 20. ] 

15. The Committee raises the particular vulnerabilities of seasonal agricultural workers in the UK and asks the Government to specifically provide information on workers recruited under the Seasonal Worker Scheme and the legal safeguards enforced to ensure that such workers will not be exploited through practices of debt bondage.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Ibid. ] 

16. The Government, in its Annex to Reply to the List of Issues, however, continues to perpetuate the misconception that debt bondage for migrant workers in the UK is mainly a problem overseas, stating that debt bondage “largely appear to arise via parties overseas – be that loaning money to would-be applicants, or nefarious third parties attempting to charge for access to the route…the majority of these issues take place outside of UK legal jurisdiction.”[footnoteRef:10] This argument contradicts the expectation of HRDD in extraterritorial business operations and value chains, including the recruitment of overseas workers contributing to UK businesses.  [10:  Annex to Reply to List of Issues, para. 20; this is the supplementary reply document provided by the Government to Replies of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland to the list of issues in relation to its seventh periodic report (E/C.12/GBR/RQ/7), October 2024.] 

17. We, Work Better Innovations (WBI) and the Southeast and East Asian Centre (SEEAC), strongly disagree with the Government's characterisation of the debt bondage of migrant workers in the UK as a problem that largely takes place outside of UK jurisdiction. The debt bondage of migrant workers is not a distant problem that has little connection to the UK economy. Sectors, such as agriculture, fishing, construction, hospitality, domestic and care work, have been documented to employ large numbers of migrant workers from abroad under precarious conditions.[footnoteRef:11] Labour abuses can include practices such as the charging of recruitment fees and other associated costs to migrant workers, withholding of wages or of personal identity documents and excessive overtime. These practices are considered forced labour indicators by the International Labour Organization.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  See, in general, reports from the Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, Focus on Labour Exploitation (FLEX) and the Southeast and East Asian Centre (SEEAC) in the UK.]  [12:  International Labour Organization, ILO Indicators of Forced Labour, October 2012. ] 

18. A 2024 research by the UK-based organisation Focus on Labour Exploitation (FLEX), based on a sample of 399 surveys and 83 interviews with migrant farm workers under the Government’s Seasonal Worker Scheme, found that many workers reported being charged up to GB£5,500 in total to come to work in the UK.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Focus on Labour Exploitation (FLEX), Bearing Fruit: Making Recruitment Fairer for Migrant Workers, April 2024, p. 6.] 

19. A similar 2024 research conducted by a group of academic researchers and UK-based civil society organisations, including the Southeast and East Asian Centre (SEEAC), found that Indonesian workers under the Seasonal Worker Scheme interviewed reported to have paid between GB£2,000 and £4,000 to come to the UK to work, but they also faced working excessive hours to meet unrealistic productivity targets in the UK.[footnoteRef:14] Conducting interviews for the above-mentioned research, many workers reported to SEEAC about their inadequate living conditions in substandard and overcrowded accommodations with poor sanitation and protection from the cold weather, exacerbating their sense of isolation and lack of integration and negatively affecting their physical and mental health. [14:  Thiemann, I. et.al., UK Agriculture and Care Visas: Worker Exploitation and Obstacles to Redress, March 2024, p. 20.] 

20. While the seasonal agricultural workers were recruited outside the UK, forced labour risks embedded in the Government’s Seasonal Worker Scheme arise from systemic flaws and exploitative practices in the scheme that benefit their UK employers and scheme operators, who are responsible for recruiting and allocating workers to farm employers. The system, as it is now, is predicated on structural risks of forced labour in the form of debt bondage through migrant-borne recruitment fees where the exact breakdown of charges, covering additionally related costs such as expenses for travel, training, accommodation, and UK visa costs are often not fully transparent to the workers. 
21. Many workers had to take out substantial loans to cover these expenses. It is reported that three-quarters of workers under the scheme had to borrow an average of more than GB£1,200 to come to the UK without knowing exactly how much they would earn upon arrival.[footnoteRef:15] Some workers indicated that they had to work more than three and half months full-time to repay the debt, and some were unable to fully repay it even after six months of work.[footnoteRef:16] Some workers reported to SEEAC that they were not given enough work and paid at a piece rate rather than an hourly or daily wage. Workers faced overpayments of taxes and multiple expenses deducted from their salaries.[footnoteRef:17] This rendered them unable to earn what they had been promised during the recruitment process, suggesting a strong possibility of workers being deceived. This system of debt bondage benefits employers in the UK when workers cannot repay their debts without working excessive hours and accepting poor working and living conditions.  [15:  Financial Times, “Britain’s Seasonal Worker Scheme Leaves Many Migrants in Debt, Research Finds,” 2 April 2024.]  [16:  Thiemann, I. et.al., p. 20.]  [17:  Ibid., pps.21-23 and 34. ] 

22. Like the Oversea Domestic Worker visa, the Seasonal Worker visa allows visa-holders to stay and work in the UK for up to only six months while their visas are tied to the employers and not renewable. They are also prohibited from any recourse to public funds and are not entitled to social protection. These conditions leave workers highly vulnerable to abuse and exploitation while making it extremely difficult for workers to address issues they face, seek support, change employers or access remedies and justice.
23. Despite evidence consistently indicating practices of exploitation and modern slavery under the Seasonal Worker Scheme, including the Government’s own review on Seasonal Worker visa by the Migration Advisory Committee in 2024, the Government set out a quota for 2023 and 2024 that allowed for at least 45,000 places per year in horticulture (with another 2,000 places for poultry workers) and decided the scheme would continue until at least 2029.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  United Kingdom Government, Migration Advisory Committee, “Review of the Seasonal Worker Visa,” 16 July 2024.] 

24. Governments should take measures to eliminate the charging of all recruitment fees and related costs to workers and job seekers. Consistent with the international Employer Pays Principle, the cost of recruitment is a business cost that should be borne not by the worker but by the employer.[footnoteRef:19] Enforcement of employment rights for all workers in the UK, including migrant workers, must go beyond the Government’s Reply to the List of Issues that “[c]harging excessive fees is not permitted – if the sponsor fails to comply with these requirements, licence action, rather than legal, could be taken.”[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  See Institute for Human Rights and Business (IHRB), Responsible Recruitment Gateway, “The Employer Pays Principle.”]  [20:  E/C.12/GBR/RQ/7, para. 135.] 

25. Building business capacity to monitor, identify, prevent and be accountable for forced labour cases in the UK calls for stronger legal and policy protections, effective enforcement and labour inspection, and a deep commitment to responsible recruitment and the Employer Pays Principle within the UK.

26. Recommendations

	The Committee should call on the Government of the UK under ICESCR article 7 to:
Take active measures to eliminate the charging of all recruitment fees and related costs to migrant workers, with reference to the General Principles and Operational Guidelines for Fair Recruitment of the International Labour Organization.
Ensure the effective enforcement of the legal and policy framework under which labour recruiters and employers operate to bring migrant workers to the UK.
Make legal, policy and practical changes to allow migrant workers, including those with Seasonal Worker visas and Overseas Domestic Worker visas, to change their employers and report labour rights abuses without risking their immigration status, including pathways to renew or extend their visas in the country to ensure access to remedy and justice.
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Right to Physical and Mental Health (art. 12)

27. In the List of Issues, the Committee requested the Government to provide information on the impact and concrete results achieved through the guidance provided to migrants, asylum-seekers and refugees in reducing inequality in access to healthcare services.[footnoteRef:21] With respect to the central human rights principle of non-discrimination (art. 2(2)), the Committee also asked the Government to provide general information and statistics on the steps taken to ensure that refugees and asylum-seekers in the UK are not discriminated against in the enjoyment of their ESC rights under the Nationality and Borders Act (2022), including their right to access healthcare services.[footnoteRef:22]  [21:  E/C.12/GBR/Q/7, para. 34. ]  [22:  E/C.12/GBR/Q/7, para. 10. ] 

28. Displaced populations—including refugees, asylum seekers and migrants—often experience detrimental physical and mental health outcomes due to challenges encountered in their home countries, during their migration journeys and within host countries. In the UK, factors such as the asylum process, living environments, public narratives and limited resources to navigate complex systems or address trauma can contribute to the deterioration of their health over time.[footnoteRef:23] In 2023, a joint needs assessment commissioned by London’s Southwark Council locally identified asylum seekers and refugees as a 'PLUS' group experiencing health inequalities.[footnoteRef:24]  [23:  Jannesari, Sohail, Emma Molyneaux, and Vanessa Lawrence. 2019. “What Affects the Mental Health of People Seeking Asylum in the UK? A Narrative Analysis of Migration Stories.” Qualitative Research in Psychology 19 (2): 295–315.]  [24:  Southwark Council, The Health and Wellbeing of Asylum Seekers and Refugees in Southwark: Southwark’s Joint Strategic Needs Assessment, June 2023, slide 3.] 

29. Additionally, being asked to provide documents to prove identity, address, immigration status or an NHS number can lead to a denial of healthcare to some individuals in the UK. According to the Primary Care Policy and Governance Manual for GP practices in the UK, there is no regulatory requirement for patients to prove identity, address, immigration status or the provision of an NHS number in order to register with a GP practice or receive primary care. The same guidelines affirm that anybody in England may register and consult with a GP without charge and that “all asylum seekers and refugees…whether lawfully in the UK or not, are eligible to register with a GP practice even if those visitors are not eligible for secondary care (hospital care) services.”[footnoteRef:25] [25:  NHS England, Primary Medical Services Policy and Guidance Manual (PGM) Version 5, July 2024, paras. 4.4.1 and 4.4.8.] 

30. A 2022 study by Healthwatch Hackney found that some local GPs denied care to vulnerable people by requiring ID documents or proof of address documents, with one local GP “strictly refusing registration for asylum seekers or undocumented and homeless people.”[footnoteRef:26] Barriers to access to primary health care could lead to poor health outcomes not only for marginalised groups but also reduce general health outcomes.  [26:  Healthwatch Hackney, GP Registration in Hackney, the Right to Access Health Care, January 2022, p. 5. ] 

31. In a community study carried out by Work Better Innovations (WBI) in November 2023 for Action Hampshire—an organisation that works with the voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) sector in the Hampshire area—and the NHS Hampshire and Isle of Wight Integrated Care Board, we found that our refugee and asylum seeking respondents affirmed the importance of increasing participation by underserved and underrepresented communities in health and care research to reduce health inequalities.[footnoteRef:27] Some of the misconceptions reported through WBI community research were that health and social care meant: “taking [medication] or being injected with something”; “only takes place in the hospital”; or “only involves physical diseases; it cannot help with mental health.”[footnoteRef:28]  [27:  Work Better Innovations, WBI Conducts Workshops to Include Minority Voices in Health and Care Research, 2 February 2024.]  [28:  Ibid.] 

32. Misplaced notions on the nature of health and social care, particularly amongst marginalised communities in the UK, underscore the importance of having consistent government efforts to reduce health inequalities and improve health outcomes for all. Health equality not only better protects individuals from marginalised groups but also improves the overall health of the general population. This was notably seen during COVID-19 when the slower and lower uptake of the vaccination among ethnic minority groups due to misinformation, language barriers and/or mistrust in government institutions hampered public health efforts to control the pandemic and protect the broader community, including individuals with weakened immune systems who cannot be vaccinated.[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  Al Jazeera, “UK: Why do some ethnic minorities fear the coronavirus vaccine?”, 8 December 2020. ] 

33. To better understand the health needs at the community level and give community members greater input over the commission of local services, research into health and care should be framed on the model of community-based participatory research (CBPR). Having robust CBPR research for health and care will also complement national health equalities monitoring data to provide a more nuanced understanding of how health disparities affect communities differently and design more locally sensitive interventions to improve health outcomes.
34. Concrete examples of the positive impacts of the CBPR approach are seen in the NHS-funded programme of Community Participatory Action Research, in collaboration with the Scottish Community Development Centre, the University of Reading and a network of voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) organisations in England, to directly work with community members negatively affected by health inequalities.[footnoteRef:30] The programme takes a long-term and inclusive approach to build up the human capacity to address localised dimensions of health inequalities by training and equipping local researchers, including members from areas of high deprivation, minority ethnic communities and/or refugees, asylum-seekers or migrants, to undertake research into community needs and develop possible transformative and sustainable solutions for their own communities. [30:  Scottish Community Development Centre, Community Participatory Action Research (CPAR) Programme – SE England. WBI community researchers are in CPAR Cohort 3 (2024-2025) of this programme; more information on previous research results can be accessed at NHS England Workforce, Training and Education, Community Participatory Action Research (CPAR), 2025.] 


35. Recommendations
	The Committee should call on the Government of the UK under ICESCR article 12 to: 
Take active measures to support and engage local communities to co-design and deliver health services through community-based participatory research (CBPR). Better health outcomes are attained when community members who are marginalised see their unique life experiences and viewpoints included in the delivery of public health services.
Ensure that primary care, such as those delivered by general practitioners (GPs) practices, must strictly adhere to national guidelines to not deter individuals from accessing healthcare, and that such information is widely available and accessible to marginalised communities and service providers. Consistent messages from communities highlight that primary care providers can become gatekeepers when patients — including refugees, asylum-seekers and migrants—experience real difficulties in trying to access healthcare.
Establish and support specialist and statutory health inequalities leads with the aim to mainstream lessons learnt during the pandemic on the importance of reducing disparities in health outcomes for marginalised populations in the UK to the benefit of health for all.



*We thank the Equality and Human Rights Commission, one of the UK’s national human rights institutions, for a grant that will allow us to attend and participate in the meeting between the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and members of our organisations during the 7th Periodic Review of the UK by the Committee concerning the Government’s implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) in February 2025.
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