Madam Chair, thank you for your welcome. On behalf of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, it’s a pleasure to be here – we’re great supporters of the work of treaty bodies – and I hope our dialogue will prove fruitful.
I also welcome representatives of our three national human rights institutions and many civil society organisations – it’s a vibrant sector in our country – and recognise their support for this reporting round, not just in submissions to your Committee, but also through participation in our interactive consultations.
But I hope you’ll forgive me if I skip further pleasantries and get down to business.
I’d like to update the Committee on some recent developments in my country. But, before that, I should introduce my delegation, and try to explain – briefly – my country’s constitutional arrangements. This will be important context for the answers we’ll give: both who will answer, and what they’ll talk about.
The majority of my delegation comes from departments of the United Kingdom Government. The Covenant touches the work of almost every part of Government, so we’ve brought with us a broad base of expertise covering – to name just a few areas – finance, employment, business, health, housing and the environment.
Some of the responsibilities of these departments span the whole of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. But we have in the UK a system of asymmetric devolution by which specified areas of responsibility are devolved to some or all of Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales. That means that that some of my UK Government colleagues may speak for policy in England only.
We’re therefore also joined by colleagues from the Welsh Government, the Scottish Government and the Northern Ireland Executive – they’ll speak to subjects within their respective areas of competence.
So, to give some examples, health and education are devolved to all three nations; social security is fully devolved to Northern Ireland but only in part to Scotland; and immigration is largely reserved to the UK Government. We’ve given the Committee more examples in writing in advance.
Our delegation also represents the three Crown Dependencies: the Bailiwick of Jersey, the Bailiwick of Guernsey, and the Isle of Man. These aren’t part of the United Kingdom, but are self-governing dependencies of our Crown. I’m pleased to be joined by colleagues from Jersey and the Isle of Man, and I’ll speak on behalf of Guernsey as required.
Finally, we also represent the fourteen British Overseas Territories, whose 250,000 people are part of our global family. My colleague from our foreign ministry will speak for them today as needed.
I know from previous similar dialogues that our constitutional arrangements can seem tremendously complex. We’ll not be able to answer every point on behalf of every jurisdiction but, so far as we can, we’ll guide you clearly as to who is answering, and in respect of which part of our territory.
Of course, there’s strength in this diversity, and I hope you’ll get to hear many positive examples of work to secure economic, social and cultural rights across all the jurisdictions.
One example of devolution in practice relates to the incorporation of the Covenant into national law – a topic I know interests your Committee. The position of the UK Government remains that incorporation is not necessary for the Covenant’s full implementation, which we’ve secured through a combination of policies and legislation; and further that, in the context of our constitutional arrangements and legal systems, what it would take to incorporate the Covenant would not be justified by the benefits.
But the Scottish Government, within its devolved competence, has embarked on a programme to incorporate international treaties into Scots law. Its incorporation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, with two optional protocols, came into force last July; and the Scottish Government has committed, subject to the outcome of the next election there, to introduce a Human Rights Bill in the next session of the Scottish Parliament that would give domestic legal effect in Scots law to the present Covenant and some other UN treaties.
Your Committee may also be aware of the challenges of devolved government in Northern Ireland. Since the restoration of the Northern Ireland Executive and political institutions in February last year, Ministers and Government departments have been working hard for all people of that nation. New initiatives include an additional 25 million pounds to support early learning and childcare, the provision of free period products to anyone who needs them, and a strategy to end violence against women and girls.
Let me turn to some other recent developments, as it’s been of late a period of great change both in the UK and globally, even in the six months since we responded to your Committee’s List of Issues.
The UK general election in June 2024 resulted in a change of government to the Labour Party. We were therefore grateful for the additional time you gave us to respond to the List of Issues, so it could reflect our new Government’s priorities. In some areas, the approach has already changed quite radically; while other policies remain under review. Of course, you’ll understand that – inevitably – there are some areas in which the new Government has yet to set out its approach, and we’ll be clear where that applies.
Regarding the right to work, increasing the number of people in work is central to the UK Government’s mission to grow our economy. We’ve announced proposals, backed by 240 million pounds of investment, to reform employment support to get people into good work, and create an inclusive labour market in which everyone can participate. Last October, the Government also introduced an Employment Rights Bill into the UK Parliament, to increase workers’ rights to better working conditions and more secure work, and to improve industrial relations. It also includes protections from sexual harassment; gender and menopause action plans; and enhanced rights for pregnant workers.
In the same vein, Guernsey two years enacted legislation that formally makes discrimination on the grounds of race, disability, carer status, religion or belief, and sexual orientation unlawful, covering the fields of employment, the provision of goods and services, accommodation, and membership of clubs and associations.
Regarding the right to health, we have in England introduced the “Core 20 Plus 5” approach to reduce healthcare inequalities. This targets five priority clinical areas – such as maternity, severe mental illness and chronic respiratory disease – amongst the most deprived 20% of our population. The Government’s goal is to halve the gap in healthy life expectancy between England’s richest and poorest regions, which in 2020 stood at 10.8 years between the most and least deprived deciles for women. The Mental Health Bill, introduced into the UK Parliament last November, seeks to address inadequate care of autistic people and people with learning disabilities, and reduce their unnecessary detention.
Using newly-devolved powers as part of its goal to eradicate child poverty, the Scottish Government has introduced five payments to eligible families, both in and out of work, who receive certain benefits. Three Best Start Grants provide one-off payments at key stages in a child’s life. Best Start Foods is a regular weekly payment to help buy milk and healthy food. And the Scottish Child Payment of 26 pounds per week helps with the costs of supporting a family. Those five family payments could be worth over ten thousand pounds by the time an eligible child is six years old, and around 25 thousand pounds by the time they are 16.
Similarly, Wales offers free school meals to all children in state primary schools; in total, two-thirds of full-time students in Wales’ state schools can access a free lunch.
In cultural rights, the UK last year ratified the 2003 UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage. Such living heritage is community-led, inclusive, and representative – and these principles underpin the UK Government’s implementation of the Convention, and our celebration of the diversity of cultural expression and identity across our nations.
In Wales, the Cymraeg 2050 Welsh Language Strategy saw almost 17 thousand people studying with the National Centre for Learning Welsh in 2022/23, a 33% increase over five years.
Regarding environmental commitments, finally, the Paris Agreement was extended to the Isle of Man, Jersey and Guernsey in 2022 and 2023. They’re covered by the UK’s reporting under the Agreement, and each has set a range of environmental targets which contribute to the UK’s overall Nationally Determined Contribution.
Madam Chair, as these brief examples show, the UK is committed to upholding the rights set out in the Covenant. But equally, we acknowledge that there’s always more we can do, in line with the principle of progressive realisation. We therefore look forward to engaging openly and constructively with your Committee’s questions, to the best of our ability.
Thank you Madam Chair.
