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Introduction
1. This report addresses two critical issues concerning the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland's (the "UK") repeated failure to uphold its legal obligations under the provisions enshrined in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (“ICESCR”). The two issues identified are as follows:
(a) The UK’s systematic exploit of Hong Kong’s British National (Overseas) [“BN(O)”] immigrants; and
(b) The UK’s systematic suppression of free speech, particularly against independent journalists who are actively reporting on urgent matters related to the ongoing genocide of Palestinians and Israeli apartheid.
2. Furthermore, this report highlights the UK's shortcomings in fulfilling its legal obligations under the ICESCR, specifically Articles 5 and 6, in relation to the aforementioned issues:
(a) The UK’s non-compliance with Article 6 of the ICESCR is evident in its inadequate recognition of the right to work for BN(O) immigrants from Hong Kong. This includes a lack of sufficient vocational and technical support to facilitate their economic, social, and cultural development within the UK; and
3. The failures concerning Article 5 of the ICESCR are manifested in the ongoing suppression of free speech, particularly regarding the genocide occurring in the Occupied Palestinian Territories, where a significant number of the population, including many children under 18, are being targeted and killed by the Israeli regime.
4. The subsequent sections of this report will elaborate on the points outlined above. The first section summarises the current status of the expanded BN(O) visa scheme, which has seen over two hundred and twenty thousand Hong Kong residents apply for visas. This section examines how the BN(O) visa scheme may be predatory, placing many BN(O) passport holders at increased risk of removal and poverty as they deplete their essential savings to fulfil the five-year commitment period before being eligible to apply for British citizenship.
5. The second section addresses the misuse of counter-terrorism laws in the UK against independent journalists, particularly at entry points such as ports and airports. Laws such as the Terrorism Act 2000, originally intended to target suspected terrorists, are increasingly being employed to suppress the rights of independent journalists to free speech and assembly. This section briefly discusses how these actions appear to support Israel’s unlawful occupation of Palestinian territories and the systemic discrimination against Palestinians. Each section concludes with findings and recommendations aimed at both the Committee and the State Party, outlining effective measures to remedy the violations examined, in accordance with Article 2 of the ICESCR.
Section 1 – Vulnerable Hong Kongers in the UK
6. Many Hong Kong immigrants who have emigrated to the UK under the impression that changes to the British National (Overseas) [BN(O)] immigration policy would be beneficial have found this not to be the case for the majority of eligible Hong Kongers. This was evidenced by IPLSA’s research paper submitted to the 140th Session of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights Committee in the first quarter of 2024 as an early warning.[footnoteRef:1] Unfortunately, the content of the research was not reflected during the Question and Answers session of the UK’s State Party Report. IPLSA’s past findings revealed that the alterations to the UK’s immigration policy have proven detrimental to many Hong Kong residents while simultaneously being financially advantageous for the UK. Hong Kongers are compelled to expend a significant portion of their savings on BN(O) visa applications, which do not guarantee citizenship. In this context, the UK profits from both the visa applications and the tax revenue generated during the five-year commitment period. Many immigrants face the risk of removal as they struggle to secure appropriate employment, which complicates their efforts to renew their BN(O) visa if their initial citizenship application is unsuccessful. 
 [1:  	Available at: https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=INT%2FCCPR%2FCSS%2FGBR%2F57181&Lang=en ] 

7. This stands in stark contrast to the UK’s purported intention of providing a safe and smooth transition for BN(O) passport holders, particularly in light of the national security laws enacted in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, suggesting that the UK government may have ulterior motives behind these extraordinary changes.
8. The changes to the immigration policies regarding BN(O) status were introduced by then-Prime Minister Boris Johnson as a demonstration of "Britain’s ties of history and friendship with the people of Hong Kong." [footnoteRef:2] These changes were intended to enable any holder of a BN(O) passport from Hong Kong to come to the UK and secure further immigration rights, including the right to work and a pathway to citizenship. However, this narrative fails to acknowledge the troubled history of the BN(O) scheme itself. The primary purpose of the BN(O) status, established under the Nationality Act of 1981, was to ensure that the majority of the Hong Kong population would not have an automatic right of abode in the United Kingdom following the city’s return to the People’s Republic of China on 1 July 1997, as articulated by then Home Secretary William Whitelaw.[footnoteRef:3] [2: 	Johnson, B., (2020).  “For Hongkongers fearing for their way of life, Britain will provide an alternative” South China Morning Post. Accessed 3 January, 2024. Available at: https://www.scmp.com/comment/opinion/article/3087252/hongkongers-fearing-their-way-life-britain-will-provide-alternative]  [3:  	Hurst, M., (2022). “Britain’s Approach to the Negotiations over the Future of Hong Kong, 1979–1982”, The International History Review, 44:6, 1386-1401, DOI: 10.1080/07075332.2021.2024588] 

9. Moreover, the current outlook of the BN(O) visa scheme bears resemblance to the infamous Windrush Scandal, particularly in the context of the UK’s post-Brexit economic challenges. Just as Caribbean individuals who came to the UK’s aid to address labour shortages in the post-World War II era faced difficulties, Hong Kongers now find themselves in a similar predicament. Compounding this issue, many BN(O) visa applicants invest their own savings into the UK economy while only able to secure low-skilled labour roles to sustain their 5-year stay in the UK.


10. Based on a survey conducted by the Welcoming Committee for Hong Kongers,[footnoteRef:4] it was revealed that nearly half of the working BN(O) immigrants surveyed encountered difficulties in finding employment that aligned with their skills and previous professional experiences in Hong Kong.  The respondents identified their limited proficiency in the English language and the fact that their qualifications were not recognized by prospective British employers as key factors contributing to the challenges they are currently facing.[footnoteRef:5]  As a result, these immigrants are having to resort to working in low-skilled positions, despite the fact that an overwhelming majority of BN(O) immigrants possess a graduate or postgraduate degree.[footnoteRef:6]  Additionally, of the 2,000 BN(O) immigrants surveyed, 55% report being financially worse off after relocating to the UK, 29% feel emotionally worse off, and 15% indicate they are physically worse off. These findings underscore the multifaceted difficulties and negative impacts faced by many BN(O) immigrants. [footnoteRef:7] [4: 	Rolfe, H. & Benson, T. (2023). From HK to UK: Hong Kongers’ new lives in Britain. Welcoming Committee for Hong Kongers, p. 35. Accessed 3 January, 2024. Available at: https://www.britishfuture.org/publication/from-hk-to-uk-hong-kongers-new-lives-in-britain/]  [5: 	Rolfe, H. & Benson, T., op. cit., p. 75.]  [6: 	Rolfe, H. & Benson, T., op. cit., p. 8.]  [7: 	Rolfe, H. & Benson, T., op. cit., p. 98.] 

11. Granting exceptional rights to Hong Kongers brings with it a duty on the part of the UK to provide exceptional care to Hong Kongers who have emigrated or who are planning to emigrate.  However, the UK government has been negligent in this respect.  Little support has been provided for struggling Hong Kongers, such as access to benefits, including rental housing, Home Fee status when accessing higher education, and employment support.  For example, students granted visa under the Ukraine schemes are eligible for home fee status,[footnoteRef:8] whereas BN(O) applicants are not able to access this privilege.  Similarly, BN(O) immigrants have to rely on renting expensive private housing whilst at the same time not eligible to access public funds unless destitute. [8:  	UK Parliament (2024) Support for students from Ukraine in UK higher education, The House of Commons Library. Available at: https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/support-for-students-from-ukraine-in-uk-higher-education  (Accessed: 13 January 2025). ] 



12. In the first three years since the new BN(O) scheme came into effect, IPLSA has conservatively estimated that the income from visa applications and six months of rent together arrives at a conservative estimation of £1.372 billion of income from Hong Kongers.  This figure neither includes the additional income from early adopters of the BN(O) scheme, which opened on 31 January, 2021, nor does it factor in those who have opted to purchase properties rather than rent, which further contributes to both the UK economy and to the UK Treasury through taxes.  It is worth noting that the UK’s goal of £2.9 billion over five years from an estimated 258,000 to 322,400 BN(O) could potentially have been achieved within a two or three-year period (2021-2023) rather than a five-year period through both application fees and the economic benefits to the UK economy derived from the cost of more than six months of rent and other costs of living.  The BN(O) visa scheme, therefore, has become one of the fastest-growing and most popular schemes to have directly benefited the UK, which is why the UK has extended the BN(O) visa scheme to allow young Hong Kong residents to apply independently of their parents.[footnoteRef:9] [9: 	Westbrook, L. & Mok, D., (2022). “Britain plans extension of BN(O) visa scheme to allow Hongkongers aged 18 to 24 to apply independently of parents”, South China Morning Post. Accessed 3 January, 2024. Available at: https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/society/article/3168295/emigration-wave-continues-about-100000-hongkongers-apply-bno ] 

13. The UK government must be fully prepared and committed to implementing its BN(O) scheme, taking all necessary steps to not only facilitate the flourishing of BN(O) immigrants in the UK but also to address and improve the treatment of vulnerable individuals, including those from Hong Kong seeking asylum. The current BN(O) scheme, which has facilitated the arrival of 158,000 successful out-of-country BN(O) applicants and 41,305 successful in-country BN(O) applicants,[footnoteRef:10] seems to exploit the capital and labour potential of Hong Kongers while providing them with minimal support. This approach seemingly aims to maximise income derived from Hong Kongers while simultaneously addressing various deficits faced by the UK post-Brexit, i.e., low-skilled labour deficits. Furthermore, the implementation of the BN(O) scheme means that individuals who are not adequately prepared to navigate the challenges associated with acquiring British citizenship, even outside of the new visa programme, are likely to struggle with the cultural, financial, and linguistic obstacles they encounter in the UK. Failing to complete the five-year process will not only leave them in a worse position than if they had not immigrated under the scheme but will also render them increasingly vulnerable, akin to Hong Kong asylum seekers who have already endured numerous violations of their civil and political rights. [10:  	UK Home Office (2024) How many people come to the UK via safe and legal (humanitarian) routes?, GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-system-statistics-year-ending-september-2024/how-many-people-come-to-the-uk-via-safe-and-legal-humanitarian-routes (Accessed: 13 January 2025) ] 

14. In light of the above, IPLSA recommends the following actions for the State Party:
(a) To provide Hong Kong residents with increased funding, resources, and integration support to fully realise their right to work, enabling them to achieve steady economic, social, and cultural development in their new home in the UK, as per Article 6 of the ICESCR.
15. IPLSA further recommends that the Committee:
(a) Closely monitor the situation of Hong Kong BN(O) immigrants in the UK, documenting any human rights violations or breaches of international agreements, and providing impartial reports to the international community to prevent a recurrence of incidents similar to the Windrush Scandal.


Section 2 – Erosion of Freedom of Speech, Protest and Assembly in the UK
16. The use of security-related legislation to suppress political dissent, intimidate human rights defenders, and silence independent journalism has emerged as a concerning pattern across the UK. This systemic erosion of freedoms undermines the credibility and effectiveness of international human rights mechanisms, effectively emboldening the UK to continue their repressive practices with impunity.  Numerous instances have been observed where the State Party has increasingly misapplied the provisions of the Terrorism Act 2000 to arrest, and at times detain, political dissidents and independent journalists. Those targeted have had their electronic devices confiscated, electronic data retained, and have been subjected to photographing, interrogation, and the collection of biometric data such as fingerprints and DNA samples.
17. In one notable case, a 65-year-old Scottish independent journalist was subjected to the abusive application of counter-terrorism and state security powers, seemingly triggered by his attendance at a pro-Palestinian rally in Iceland and his public expression of support for the Palestinian right to self-defence. Alarmingly, on 16 October 2023, the Scottish police informed him that he was under investigation pursuant to Section 7 of the Terrorism Act 2000—a clear deviation from the intended use of anti-terrorism legislation. Upon detention, he was denied the right to remain silent and was obliged to provide full and accurate information in response to any questions posed, as failure to do so constituted a criminal offence. Consequently, he was compelled to disclose passwords to his personal devices, under threat of criminal sanction. Alongside the ransacking of his personal belongings, the police also confiscated his bank cards and made copies of his bank account details.
18. In another similar instance, a 32-year-old Syrian-British independent journalist was arrested at London Heathrow Airport under Section 12 of the Terrorism Act 2000 on 22 August 2024. The police accused him of allegedly expressing an opinion or belief supportive of a proscribed organisation; however, the specific organisation in question was never disclosed to him at any relevant time. He was not permitted to inform his family of his situation, and during transport from Heathrow to a police station, he was handcuffed and placed in an excessively cramped vehicle, making it difficult for him to maintain his balance. Upon arrival at the station, he underwent another thorough search in a room illuminated with UV lights, had a range of biometric data collected, and had his suitcase ransacked, resulting in the seizure of essential professional equipment. This effectively deprived him of the tools necessary for his journalistic work, in particular his ability to speak truth to power. The cell in which he was held lacked windows, heating, and basic amenities such as toilet paper. He was subjected to continuous video and audio recording, even during private moments, contributing to a sense of humiliation, intimidation, and dehumanisation, all underscored by a presumption of guilt.
19. The aforementioned cases cast serious doubts on the UK’s commitment to safeguarding freedom of the press and the right to free expression, particularly concerning coverage of the ongoing genocide in the Occupied Palestinian Territories. IPLSA further emphasises that the State Party frequently resorts to detaining its political targets without formally arresting them. This legal distinction allows the State Party to effectively deny its political targets the right to legal representation and advice, thereby obstructing their access to justice. The misuse of the term 'detention' as a legal classification not only challenges established legal definitions but also raises significant concerns regarding due process and the protection of individual liberties.
20. Based on the cases presented above, the State Party's suppression of free speech, particularly against independent journalists on its own soil, and its abuse of counter-terrorism laws to target, intimidate, and silence British journalists who illuminate the ongoing genocide of Palestinians and Israel's perpetuating system of apartheid, seem to reflect the State Party's tacit support for the actions and policies of the Israeli government regarding its treatment of Palestinians. This stands in stark contrast to the UK's commitments under the ICESCR and the spirit of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. IPLSA contends that the State Party has engaged in activities aimed at the destruction of rights enshrined in the ICESCR, or alternatively, has interpreted these rights in a manner that preserves the Zionist culture of Israel at the expense of the liberties guaranteed to Palestinians under either the ICESCR or the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
21. In light of the above, IPLSA recommends that the State Party take the following actions:
(a) Cease the abuse of counter-terrorism laws to target and suppress British journalists voicing concerns regarding Israel’s treatment of Palestinians; and
(b) Effectively denounce Israel’s campaign to exterminate the Palestinian populace by suspending arms and other forms of military aid to Israel.
22. Furthermore, IPLSA recommends that the Committee:
(a) Closely monitor the detentions and arrests of independent journalists in the UK, documenting any human rights violations or breaches of international agreements, and providing impartial reports to the international community to prevent the recurrence of incidents similar to those mentioned in this section.
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