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[bookmark: _Toc187410957]Introduction

Amnesty International’s submission to the 77th Session of UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) regarding the UK's compliance with the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). The submission reflects on the Governments response to the list of issues and emphasizes critical issues within the UK, including:

[bookmark: _Toc187410958]Issues relating to covenant incorporation (general comment 9) and general provisions of the Covenant (arts. 2): 
i. Failure to Incorporate Covenant Rights into Domestic Law and Ensure Justiciability: This submission highlights the adverse consequences of the UK government's failure to systematically integrate ICESCR rights into domestic legislation. The impact of this omission undermines their enforceability and effectiveness, creating conditions that enable widespread and clustered violations of human rights.  (Articles 1–5, LOI paras. 8-11).
ii. Non-discrimination:  This submission highlights failures within statute to adequately protect against institutionalized discrimination within the access to and outcomes from public services. (Article 2 (2), LOI paras. 9-10).

[bookmark: _Toc187410959]Issues relating to the specific provisions of the Covenant:
i. Right to Social Security: This submission critiques shortcomings in social security provisions, reflecting on the adequacy, accessibility, and availability of social security in the UK and its impact on broader access to rights (Article 9, LOI paras. 22-25).
ii. Adequate Standard of Living: Housing and Homelessness: this submission raises concerns about violations related to inadequate housing conditions and homelessness, suggesting that the UK has not met its obligations under the Covenant. (Article 11, LOI paras. 30-32)
iii. Right to Health (art 12): This submission emphasizes inequalities within the healthcare system, with specific reference to barriers in accessing abortion services and broader systemic disparities affecting the health of marginalized groups (Article 12, LOI paras. 34-37).
Amnesty International’s submission builds upon prior evidence and insights, including a joint report with Just Fair[footnoteRef:2] for the Committee's pre-sessional working group in 2022. It reflects on the UK Government's responses to the issues raised. It is not an exhaustive account of Amnesty International's concerns regarding human rights in the UK but places emphasis on issues that our evidence indicates require ongoing advocacy, strengthened accountability and systemwide action. [2:  Just Fair, CESCR 7th Review of UK: Pre-sessional Working Group submission on behalf of civil society in England and Wales (2023).] 
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[bookmark: _Toc187410960]Justiciability of Economic, Social and Cultural rights (Articles 1–5, LOI paras. 8-11).
1. 
2. 

CESCR previously recommended that the UK “State party to fully incorporate the Covenant rights into its domestic legal order and ensure that victims of violations of economic, social and cultural rights have full access to effective legal remedies”. The government in their response to CESCRs[footnoteRef:3] list of issues, assert that the UK has “strong human rights protections”, and they are confident with compliance with the obligation to ensure effective remedy.  It is the view of Amnesty International that these assertions are not reflected in the realities of communities in the UK relating to the treaty obligations of the state for protection of ICESCR.   [3: The UK Government, The United Kingdom’s Response to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights’ List of Issues Report (August 2024) P. 6-7.] 

Rather than use ‘appropriate means’ through which to give effect to ICESCR treaty obligations, the UK broadly relies on what they call a “combination of policy and legislation”. This plethora of fragmented, often siloed, and incomplete measures fail to acknowledge the interdependent nature of human rights.  Since there are significant limitations to the human rights impact assessment of policy measures against all ICESCR treaty obligations (or indeed the knock-on impact of each other), it allows damaging policy measures to pass which exacerbate poverty and inequality without adequate justice or remedy.
Human Rights protections contained within the Human Rights Act (1998) (which gives domestic legal order to the ECHR) require under Section 19,[footnoteRef:4] ministers introducing a bill to parliament to make an ‘advisory’ “statement of compatibility”.  This is the only human rights assessment, which is currently required by statute, the state asserts that a proposed bill is ‘human rights compliant’ based on assessments against articles within the Human Rights Act with a suggestion in the governments guidance that ministers may choose to refer to impact on the Convention of the Rights of the Child[footnoteRef:5].  Though the Joint Committee on Human Rights may through their role ask for explanatory notes on impact on other international covenants, in practice there is limited cursory reference to other international treaties (such as ICESCR). [4:  UK Government, Human Rights Act (1998), Section 19. ]  [5:  UK Government: Guide to making legislation (2022) pp. 104-112] 

The UK's failure to apply the principle of indivisibility in human rights protections (such as a human rights impact assessment process) allows policies like austerity to trigger multiple violations of Economic, Social, and Cultural (ESC) rights. The principle of indivisibility asserts that all human rights civil, cultural economic, political, and social are interconnected and cannot be treated separately. Austerity measures, such as cuts to social security benefits, disproportionately impact vulnerable groups by reducing access to an adequate standard of living and essential services such as healthcare, housing, and education, leading to a range of ESC rights violations. These violations are often clustered, meaning one policy can infringe on several rights simultaneously. This systemic failure undermines the protection of human rights and highlights the need for a more comprehensive approach to policymaking that considers the full impact on all human rights.
An example of a failure of holistic human rights impact assessments leading to clustered violations that trigger a domino effect on individuals rights is the introduction of the two-child limit on social security entitlement under S.13[footnoteRef:6] of the Welfare Reform and Work Act 2016. Before passing the statement of compliance which submitted by the minister to parliament states: “All of the measures in the Bill will support progressive realization and improve living standards as promoted by the ICESCR”[footnoteRef:7]. After implementation, a Work and Pensions select committee 2019 inquiry found credible evidence that the measure exacerbated child poverty in the UK, stating it had “unintended consequences that no Government should be willing to accept”[footnoteRef:8] including negative impact on children’s rights to food, health, and education. [6:  UK Government, Welfare Reform and Work Act (2016) Section 13.]  [7:  UK Government, Memorandum to the joint committee on human rights: The Welfare Reform and Work Bill (2015), p 15-16. ]  [8:  UK Government, Work and Pensions Committee The two-child limit Third Report of Session (2019), pp. 10,11,15.] 

When questioned by the UK Joint Human Rights Committee on the need to examine and plan to mitigate the impact (such as the example given above) of arguably “ad hoc, decentralized” governance across international treaty obligations, the previous UK administration referred to the idea of a centralized human rights accountability frameworks as “further administrative clutter”. The minister responsible for human rights went onto state that in response to the UN’s constant reminders to develop a Human Rights Action Plan the position is that “to have a further overarching plan is not necessary at the moment”[footnoteRef:9].   [9:  UK Government, Joint Human Rights Committee Oral Evidence Session: The UK’s engagement with its international human rights obligations (HC 708) (24th April 2024) (Qs. 3, 5, 6)] 

It is not yet clear if the new administration intends to respond more proactively to the need to review the adequacy of the means of implementation of the treaty through domestic application in the national legal order to prevent this kind of domino impact on rights.
Cuts to legal aid under Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012[footnoteRef:10] have severely limited access to justice in the UK. Reduced legal aid creates "advice deserts" affecting justiciability of covenant rights. [10:  Amnesty International An Obstacle Course: Homelessness Assistance and the Right to Housing in England (2022), P 67] 


[bookmark: _Toc187410961]Northern Ireland
Amnesty International has long campaigned[footnoteRef:11] for action by the UK government to establish a legislative process to adopt a regional Bill of Rights in Northern Ireland, as provided for in the 1998 Belfast Good Friday Agreement. However, to date this has yet to happen. [11:  Amnesty International UK, Press Release: Northern Ireland: Human rights provide key to unlocking dispute of flags, parades and past (2013)  ] 


[bookmark: _Toc187410962]Scotland
The Scottish Government’s plans to introduce a Human Rights Bill, incorporating ICESCR along with CERD, CRPD, CEDAW and the right to a healthy environment have significantly stalled. While the government’s stated commitment was to bring forward the Bill in 2024, in September 2024 it was announced the legislation would no longer be brought forward before the next Scottish Parliament elections in May 2026. This downgrading of priority given to these plans reflects a broader undermining of the prioritisation of human rights by the Scottish Government[footnoteRef:12].  [12:  Amnesty International UK, Press Release: Scotland: Failure to deliver Scottish Human Rights Bill is ‘unjustifiable’, say Amnesty International (4th September 2024)] 


[bookmark: _Toc187410963]Wales
The Welsh Government’s commitment to strengthen and advance human rights in Wales through incorporating CEDAW and CRPD, will not be taken forward during this Parliamentary term, despite commitments in the Programme for Government. Similarly, following consultation on a green paper which proposed incorporation of Article 11(1), the Welsh Government’s plans set out in their White Paper[footnoteRef:13] ruled out the proposed incorporation of protections for the right to adequate housing on the basis of concerns about unintended consequences on the housing market and funding constraints.  [13:  Welsh Government, White Paper Adequate Housing Consultation Document, (2024) p. 32] 


[bookmark: _Toc187410964]Amnesty International recommends that the UK Government takes the following actions:

· Legal and Policy Framework Alignment: Ensure full incorporation of ICESCR treaty obligations into UK domestic legislation to enhance enforceability and accountability for economic, social, and cultural rights. 
· Increase access to remedy: Ratify the Optional Protocol to ICESCR, which would allow individuals to file complaints with the CESCR if domestic remedies are exhausted.
· Human Rights Impact Assessments: Strengthen systematic and comprehensive human rights impact assessments across all relevant legislative and policy areas to ensure compliance with ICESCR obligations (as well as those obligations under the Human Rights Act).
· Access to Justice and Legal Aid: Restore adequate funding for legal aid to address the “advice deserts” created by cuts under LASPO 2012. 
· Monitoring and Accountability: Determine baseline minimum essentials of the core covenant obligations for each of the rights as directed in CESCR concluding observation 71[footnoteRef:14] within the UK and enhance monitoring mechanisms to track the progressive realisation of ICESCR obligations.  [14:  UN CESCR, Concluding observations on the sixth periodic report of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (2016) para. 71) ] 

· Nations and Regions of the UK:
· Fulfill commitments in Northern Ireland to establish a Bill of Rights under the Good Friday Agreement.
· The Scottish government should accelerate progress on the Scottish Human Rights Bill before the next parliamentary elections.
· The Welsh administration should deliver on proposed protections for housing rights and broader human rights legislation.
[bookmark: _Toc187410965]Nondiscrimination (Article 2 (2), LOI paras. 9-10)

Although the state report expresses a welcome intention to respond to CESCR’s previous concluding observation[footnoteRef:15] to enact Articles 1 and 14 of the Equality Act 2010 to enhance protections against discrimination based on socio-economic status and ‘combined discrimination’[footnoteRef:16], the practical impact of these measures on addressing inequality may be limited. The Act imposes a statutory duty only to “give due regard” to the disproportionate impact of policies on these communities, a requirement confined to vaguely defined “strategic decisions.” This framework fails to require that state actors mitigate these impacts to adequately protect affected communities from discriminatory measures that undermine their ability to live a life with dignity.  [15:  UN CESCR, Concluding observations on the sixth periodic report of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (2016) para. 23)]  [16:  The UK Government, The United Kingdom’s Response to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights’ List of Issues Report (August 2024) P.14. ] 

Evidence gathered by Amnesty International within marginalized communities, demonstrates this failure of statutory protections contained in the Equality Act 2010 (such as equality impact assessments) to mitigate disproportionate impacts of failures to deliver ICESCR commitments on communities with status of protected characteristics[footnoteRef:17]. Racial justice is a particular concern across the covenant rights. BME communities in the UK face significant disadvantages. Examples of how they manifest are set out below: [17:  Amnesty International UK, Broken Britain Report: Voices from the frontline of the fight for everyday rights (2024) p.10.] 

a) Unemployment: BME groups, especially Bangladeshi women, have higher unemployment rates than their white counterparts.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Office for National Statistics, (2024) A09: Labour market status by ethnic group,] 

b) Welfare Cuts: Policies such as the Welfare Reform Act 2012 have led to BME families experiencing up to four times greater benefit cuts than non BME claimants, significantly increasing their experience of poverty and hardship[footnoteRef:19]. [19:  Child Poverty Action Group (2023), Inequalities Amplified, ] 

c) Two-Child Limit and Benefit Cap: These policies have worsened conditions for larger BME families, increasing food insecurity and financial hardship[footnoteRef:20]. [20:  Women’s Budget Group (2017), Intersecting Inequalities, ] 

d) Education: BME students face discrimination, lower attainment, and limited representation in the curriculum, leading to unequal educational outcomes[footnoteRef:21].  [21:  UK Government (20230 Ethnicity Facts and Figures ] 

e) Health Inequalities: Racism in healthcare results in poorer health outcomes for BME communities[footnoteRef:22], including higher rates of illness, lower life expectancy, and higher maternal mortality[footnoteRef:23]. [22:  The Health Foundation (2022), Quantifying health inequalities in England, ]  [23:  Women and Equalities Committee (2023), Black maternal health,  ] 

f) Housing and Homelessness: BME communities are disproportionately affected by homelessness and inadequate housing[footnoteRef:24]. [24:  Amnesty International (2022) An Obstacle Course: Homelessness Assistance and the Right to Housing in England ] 

g) Vulnerable Groups: Gypsy Roma Traveler communities, persons with a disability, and migrants face additional challenges, including social exclusion and limited access to services[footnoteRef:25]. [25:  Citizens Advice (2021), How do I survive now? The Impact of living with NRTPF ] 


[bookmark: _Toc187410966]Amnesty International recommends that the UK Government takes the following actions:

· Mandating Mitigations for Inequalities: The UK Government must move beyond the current requirement to merely give due regard to equality impact of policy, and instead to require all public bodies to implement mitigations where there is state identified risk of creating or exacerbating inequalities. 
· Robust Equality Impact Assessments: The UK Government should provide clear and enforceable statutory guidance to standardize and enhance equality impact assessments (EQIAs) with clear centralised oversight and regulation. 
[bookmark: _Toc187410967]Social Security (Article 9, LOI paras. 22-25)  

Amnesty International’s research demonstrates that people in the UK face significant barriers to accessing social security, including complex application processes. People describe the negative impacts of policies such as the two-child limit and Carer’s Allowance rates equating to less than the minimum wage, preventing adequate income protection, as well as the mistreatment and stigma faced by claimants including through the punitive sanctions regime. People feel fearful and dehumanized by the system.[footnoteRef:26]  The state response to CESCR states that “since 2020, benefits have been up-rated annually in line with inflation”[footnoteRef:27]. The complex limitations of this method of uprating e.g. periods where payment rates have been ‘frozen’, limits on eligibility including ‘benefit caps’ and some schemes sitting outside of statutory annual uprating requirements, exacerbate the experience of claimants who tell us that they are unable to afford even basic essentials and are forced to rely on foodbanks. [26:  Amnesty International UK, Broken Britain Report: Voices from the frontline of the fight for everyday rights (2024) p.33]  [27:  The UK Government, The United Kingdom’s Response to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights’ List of Issues Report (August 2024) P.27.] 

Amnesty International has joined other civil society organisations in raising concerns about the lack a transparent, independent process of setting the rates of social security benefits based on an independent assessment of the actual cost of enjoying an adequate standard of living (as opposed to the discretion of the secretary of state).  We have called for reform process through which the government would determine and implement social protection floors as a key means of tackling inadequacy of benefits[footnoteRef:28]. However, instead of protecting a minimum core obligation for the level of income protection below which no one should fall (a floor), the government have introduced legislative ‘ceilings’ for social security above which benefit income is capped for a household or family. Amnesty International and other CSOs consider these benefits caps and limitations on child eligibility for benefits to be discriminatory which disproportionately impact communities who are already economically marginalized and vulnerable such as single parents, and BME communities.  [28:  Amnesty International UK, Technical Note to Guarantee our Essentials- Social Security as a Human Right (February 2024) ] 

The state response to CESCR states that “decisions are made without delay” with respect to the mandatory reconsideration of benefit sanctions[footnoteRef:29].  However, this is far from the experiences people shared with Amnesty International. People describe how decision making in the social security system (such as sanctions or overpayment deductions) is poorly communicated, difficult to navigate or appeal resulting in a domino impact on their other rights such as access to adequate housing, food, health care as well as that of their children[footnoteRef:30].  [29:  The UK Government, The United Kingdom’s Response to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights’ List of Issues Report (August 2024) P.30.]  [30:  Amnesty International UK, Broken Britain Report: Voices from the frontline of the fight for everyday rights (2024) p.30-33.] 

The government has announced upcoming social security reforms that could further limit rights. The proposed Fraud, Error and Debt Bill[footnoteRef:31] would grant the government direct access to benefit claimants' bank data, ostensibly to detect fraud and recover overpayments. However, as well as potentially unduly infringing their right to privacy it may further stigmatize benefit claimants e.g. the proposed bill requires banks to statutorily provide data from claimant’s accounts that government ordinarily require court orders to access for non-claimants. [31:  Liz Kendall (Secretary of State for Work and Pensions), Statement: DWP Fraud, Error and Debt Bill (8 October 2024).] 


[bookmark: _Toc187410968]Amnesty International recommends that all the UK government, Northern Ireland Executive and Scottish Government take the following actions:

· Ensure Adequate and Transparent Social Security Benefits: Reform regulations governing the uprating of social security benefits to ensure that all benefit levels are regularly determined through an independent, transparent assessment of the real cost of an adequate standard of living. This should include a methodology that is clearly defined and developed in consultation with those impacted and the civil society organisations that support them, to ensure that social security benefits are aligned with UK human rights obligations and international human rights standards.
· Address the Impact of Punitive Measures and Sanctions: Reform punitive measures, such as disproportionate sanctions to ensure that claimants are treated with dignity and respect, review financial deductions to protect against negative impacts on other rights, including housing, health, and education and introduce transparent processes for appealing decisions.
· Safeguard Privacy and Prevent Further Stigmatization of Claimants: Halt the proposed Fraud, Error and Debt Bill that would grant the government direct access to claimants' bank data as this kind of measure unduly infringes on privacy and further stigmatizes people who rely on social security. 
[bookmark: _Toc187410969]Adequate Standard of Living: Housing (Article 11 (1), LOI paras. 30-32)

Previous CESCR concluding observations noted concern at exceptional levels of homelessness and instances of criminalisation[footnoteRef:32]. The state report sets out achievements in tackling homelessness (e.g. through the Homelessness Reduction Act and the Rough Sleeper Initiative)[footnoteRef:33], without acknowledging the unprecedented numbers of people who are housed in temporary accommodation and therefore homeless. Recent government statistics shows that for many temporary accommodation is far from temporary; for example, 22.5% of households with children in temporary accommodation had been there for 5 years or more[footnoteRef:34].  [32:  UN CESCR, Concluding observations on the sixth periodic report of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (2016) para. 51-52).]  [33:  The UK Government, The United Kingdom’s Response to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights’ List of Issues Report (August 2024) P.37-39.]  [34:  Ministry of Housing Communities and Local Government (October 2024) Statutory homelessness in England: financial year 2023-24 ] 

The complex nature of the homelessness and housing crisis across all jurisdictions of the UK is acknowledged with the governments commitments to increase supply, introduce measures to improve security of tenure and address habitability alongside developing a homelessness strategy. However, it is Amnesty International’s views that these measures are not sufficient to address the causes and consequences of government failures to guarantee the right to housing. 
In summary our research[footnoteRef:35] highlights several failures in addressing housing issues in the UK: [35:  Amnesty International An Obstacle Course: Homelessness Assistance and the Right to Housing in England (2022)] 

a) Inadequate Housing Availability and Affordability: While the government’s proposed house building initiatives may increase home availability over time, urgent action is needed to address the homelessness crisis now.
b) Inadequate Social Security Support: Limited access to affordable homes and rising rents, coupled with welfare changes, make it difficult for many to meet essential needs. Without reforms to social security measures, such as the Local Housing Allowance, it will remain impossible to effectively tackle homelessness.
c) Uninhabitable Housing: Despite proposals to hold landlords accountable through the Renters Rights Bill, current measures fail to sufficiently address health risks linked to homelessness or the poor standards of temporary accommodation. There is also a lack of adequate oversight for housing conditions in unregulated temporary housing (e.g. hostels).
d) Discriminatory Legal Conditions: The government’s failure to integrate the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights into housing laws and policies leaves many vulnerable to homelessness and violations of their right to adequate housing. Discriminatory practices, such as denying access to housing support based on immigration status, lack of local connection or "priority need," exclude groups that are vulnerable to discrimination and marginalization from critical support.
e) Clustered Violations of Rights: Homelessness triggers a chain of human rights violations, including the right to food, health, and dignity. The government’s fragmented policy approach exacerbates these issues, trapping people in cycles of trauma. For example, the government successfully defended in the courts the decision to end the ‘everyone in’ initiative thereby permitting the return of people who were accommodated in hotels back into homelessness on the streets[footnoteRef:36]. [36:  Local government lawyer, Government defeats High Court challenge to ending of ‘Everyone In’ initiative (January 2022). ] 

f) Criminalization of Homelessness:  Despite the decision and stated aim to repeal the 1824 Vagrancy Act, this has still not been enacted. At the same time homelessness is increasingly criminalized, with people sleeping on the streets, parks, and in public areas facing fines or imprisonment. New laws, including Public Space Protection Orders and the Policing, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Act, disproportionately target homeless people and Gypsy, Roma, and Traveler communities[footnoteRef:37].  Further measures are proposed to be introduced as ‘respect’ orders through a new Crime and Policing Bill[footnoteRef:38] to tackle street related behaviours which will by their nature most likely disproportionately impact people forced to sleep on the streets[footnoteRef:39].  [37:  Amnesty International, Decriminalization of homelessness and extreme poverty: Submission to the UN Special Rapporteurs on Extreme Poverty and the Right to Adequate Housing - Amnesty International (September 2023) p. 6.]  [38: ]  [39:  UK Government, Press Release: New powers to clamp down on anti-social behaviour - GOV.UK (2024)] 


[bookmark: _Toc187410970]Amnesty International recommends that the UK Government takes the following action:

· Abolish Discriminatory Eligibility Criteria and Ensure Universal Housing Access: Amend the Housing Act 1996 to remove 'priority need' and 'intentionality' criteria, guaranteeing housing entitlement for all individuals experiencing homelessness, particularly those at risk of abuse and exploitation. Issue clear guidance to local authorities to prevent the use of 'local connection' requirements from delaying or denying housing support.
· Adjust and Regularly Review Local Housing Allowance (LHA): Immediately increase the Local Housing Allowance (LHA) to reflect the rising costs of rent and ensure that it is regularly reviewed to ensure it allows people to access affordable, safe and habitable housing in line with international human rights law and standards.
· Ensure Access to Services Regardless of Immigration Status: Take steps, including through amendments to immigration legislation, to ensure that every person regardless of immigration status has access to benefits and other essential services to avoid homelessness and is able to access their right to an adequate standard of living.
· Decriminalize Homelessness and Repeal the Vagrancy Act: Commence the repeal of the Vagrancy Act 1824 and review other legal mechanisms to ensure that homelessness is not criminalized. Ensure that laws are not used to penalize individuals for their homelessness.
[bookmark: _Toc187410971]Right to Health (Article 12) (Article 12, LOI paras. 34-37).

[bookmark: _Toc187410972]Sexual and reproductive health
Despite the measures described by the state report to increase access to sexual and reproductive health services, there continues to be disparity in access to abortion care across the jurisdictions of the UK. 
Despite abortion being decriminalized and services being commissioned and delivered, there remain obstacles to accessing lawful abortion care in Northern Ireland including a lack of early screening for foetal impairments and lack of access to telemedicine[footnoteRef:40].  [40:  Amnesty International UK, Legal but Not Local:  Barriers to accessing abortion services in Northern Ireland (2023) ] 

In England, Wales and Scotland abortion continues to be criminalised as part of the Offences against the Person Act, a law dating back to 1861[footnoteRef:41]. However, it is legal in specific circumstances, regulated by the Abortion Act 1967[footnoteRef:42].  Since 2019, in England and Wales, there has been an increase in investigations, prosecutions and convictions of women accused of having an abortion illegally[footnoteRef:43]. A number of trials are scheduled for 2025. [41:  UK Government, Offences against the Person Act 1861 ]  [42:  UK Government, Abortion Act 1967. ]  [43:  In 2022-2023 29 women were investigated, the highest number since 2002. Between 2020 and 202311 cases reached court and 5 resulted in convictions whereas in the previous 10 years 17 cases reached court and 6 resulted in convictions. Sky News, https://news.sky.com/story/i-felt-like-a-criminal-record-number-of-women-facing-illegal-abortion-investigations-13153079 ] 

In September, the Scottish government brought into force a law introducing ‘safe access zones’ around hospitals and clinics providing abortion services[footnoteRef:44]. A similar law in England & Wales came into force in October. [44:  Amnesty International UK, Consultation Response: Safe Access Zones, (Dec 2023) ] 


[bookmark: _Toc187410973]Amnesty International recommends that the UK Government take the following action:

· In England and Wales, the UK government should urgently fully decriminalise abortion.
· Ensure the availability and accessibility of the full range of abortion services in Northern Ireland, across all health and social care trusts and at all stages of gestation. 
· Ensure that all abortion service provision across the UK respects patients’ rights to physical and mental health and autonomy in decision-making, including informed choice. 
[bookmark: _Toc187410974]Homelessness and Health Inequalities 

The state response to the CESCR list of issues acknowledges the reduced performance of the health care system, with a lack of timely health care to meet peoples’ needs across the UK[footnoteRef:45]  e.g. by June 2024 only 58.9% of people waiting are seen within the 18-week standard set by the NHS Constitution.   However, this does not acknowledge inequality within the overall statistics on timely access to health care. Some groups are disproportionately impacted such as people in the most deprived areas are 2.1 times for likely to wait more than a year for elective care compared to those in the least deprived areas[footnoteRef:46]. [45:  The UK Government, The United Kingdom’s Response to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights’ List of Issues Report (August 2024) P. 42]  [46:  Kings Fund, Unpicking the inequalities in the elective backlogs in England (May 2023) ] 

Our research identified systemic barriers to healthcare faced by people experiencing homelessness. These include bureaucratic obstacles (including preconditions for registration at the GP), stigma, and financial challenges thereby exacerbating affected patients’ health. Furthermore, fragmented physical and mental health services mean that people experiencing homelessness who require mental health support or support with drug and alcohol use are falling through the gaps in service eligibility criteria and left without the support they need[footnoteRef:47].  [47:  Amnesty International, (2022) An Obstacle Course:  Homelessness Assistance and the Right to Housing in England, P.30 ] 

Our research identified instances of the state knowingly discharging people into homelessness from hospitals, prisons and other care environments in England. This is contrary to the Homeless Reduction Act 2017 and Care Act 2014 both of which place duties on local authorities and the NHS to act together to prevent this.  However, people with experience of homelessness tell us that that state- instigated discharge (i.e. mandated discharge or release) into homelessness is still happening with resulting detriment to their physical and mental health[footnoteRef:48]. [48:  Amnesty International, (2022) An Obstacle Course:  Homelessness Assistance and the Right to Housing in England, P. 33, 45] 


[bookmark: _Toc187410975]Amnesty International Recommends that the UK Government takes the following actions:

· Set out a roadmap for the implementation of the National Institute for Care Excellence (NICE) Guidelines which set out standards for the integrated care for people experiencing homelessness[footnoteRef:49] and ensure that provision is regulated against these. [49:  National Institute of Care Excellence: Integrated health and social care for people experiencing homelessness (2022) ] 

· Ensure Housing Support for People Leaving State Institutions: Develop a coordinated strategy across relevant government departments to ensure that individuals released from state institutions, such as prisons and hospitals, are provided with immediate access to stable housing and support services, preventing homelessness upon release.
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