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NAHT response to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in advance of the Seventh Periodic Review of the UK in February 2025


About NAHT (National Association of Head Teachers)

[bookmark: _Int_T7nVQtbN]NAHT is the largest union for school leaders in the UK, representing members across Northern Ireland, England, Wales and the Crown Dependencies. We represent more than 39,000 head teachers, executive heads, CEOs, deputy and assistant heads, vice principals and school business leaders. Our members work in early years; in primary, special and secondary schools; in independent schools; in sixth form and FE colleges; in outdoor education centres; and in pupil referral units, social services establishments and other educational settings. In addition to the representation, advice and training that we provide for existing senior leaders, we also support, develop and represent the senior leaders of the future.

[bookmark: _Hlk187311337]We use our voice at the highest levels of government to influence policy for the benefit of leaders and learners everywhere. NAHT has a thriving International Committee and a network of equality and diversity activists. NAHT believes in education rights and trade union rights as internationally recognised human rights obligations to which the UK government(s) must be held to account, and therefore we welcome the opportunity to provide this submission to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR).


1. Maximum available resources (article 2 (1)) 

There are deep inequalities across the UK that have been exacerbated by years of austerity policies by the UK government.

NAHT recognises the detrimental impact that 14 years of austerity have had on schools and levels of child poverty. Last year (2024) witnessed the biggest rise in absolute poverty in 30 years in the UK – 3.9 million children, eight out of every class of 30, live in poverty[footnoteRef:1]. The impact of poverty has a detrimental effect on children’s educational experience; it impacts upon their academic outcomes, and ultimately limits their life chances. [1:  Poverty: facts and figures – Child Poverty Action Group] 


[bookmark: _Hlk187313216]Without significant investment in essential services, like children’s social care and mental health services, so that families get earlier help as well as an unwavering focus on tackling the root causes of child poverty, there is a genuine risk that generational disadvantage will become a permanent feature in many communities. Figures show that 70% of schools have less funding in real terms than in 2010. For millions of children, these cuts will lead to larger class sizes, reduced subject choice and less individual support for children. For teachers and school leaders, it means more real-terms pay cuts, more unmanageable workloads and less time to teach each child.

Austerity and inequality serve to exacerbate extremist sentiment. The Committee should note that in summer 2024, 29 anti-immigration demonstrations and riots took place across 27 towns and cities in England and Northern Ireland. Many demonstrations were violent, with participants attacking mosques and hotels housing asylum seekers. These demonstrations followed the tragic murder of three children by a UK national on July 29 and were fuelled by false rumours that the assailant was a Muslim migrant. Far-right rioters instigated violence; they broke into hotels housing asylum seekers, targeted immigration lawyers, and terrorised Muslims and other minoritised communities. This was against the backdrop of the right-wing Reform UK party gaining ground as the third-largest party by popular vote in the 2024 election.

These events have had a significant impact on our children and young people and our schools. Many children and young people were brought to violent demonstrations and attempts were made to radicalise them, with children as young as seven receiving criminal charges. This led to violence against minorities increasing, leading to long-lasting trauma, fear and community division. We have had significant reports from our members of increased use of hate language in schools, segregation in play activities and physical attacks on pupils from different backgrounds. Members reported hearing school children chanting ‘enough is enough’ and other xenophobic rhetoric while chasing children of colour. Older students have feared travelling away from home for university. We are already seeing the impact of these events on the ever-growing teacher recruitment crisis, where much-needed migrant teachers are less likely to apply for jobs.

NAHT is calling upon the UK government to provide sustained investment in pupils through year-on-year real-terms increases to core funding, and funding for high needs (in both mainstream and special settings). It is essential that real and significant investment is provided to ensure that educational inequalities are addressed and that health, therapeutic and social care services are readily available and accessible to all schools to support their pupils.


2. Non-discrimination (art. 2 (2))

The election of a new government in July 2024 offered a renewed sense of hope for the future of economic, social and cultural rights in the UK. Education is a fundamental right that must be safeguarded, with a fresh mandate. NAHT had optimism that the government could reverse the policies of austerity that have long undermined school funding and essential public services and opportunities for marginalised communities. Despite the opportunities presented by this shift in government, we have not seen the level of progress and commitment that was hoped for. 

At the last review of the UK government, the CESCR noted its serious concern about the disproportionate, adverse impact that austerity measures introduced in 2010 had on the enjoyment of economic, social and cultural rights by disadvantaged and marginalised individuals and groups. NAHT is concerned that the UK government’s response to the List of Issues failed to answer numerous key questions posed by the Committee; data disaggregated by sex, race, disability and other groups as requested by the Committee was not provided and it only partial information was provided in response to other questions. The Committee’s ability to review the UK in relation to the impact of austerity policies on the rights for women, disabled people, LGBT people and people of colour is therefore compromised. 

While NAHT welcomes the government’s commitment to enact the socio-economic duty in England, we need action from the UK government to make this commitment real. Through our work with the Make Equality Real Coalition (a coalition of UK trade unions) we are calling upon the government to launch a public Commission to oversee commencement and implementation of the Socio-Economic Duty (SED), section 1 of the Equality Act 2010. We believe a commission can establish the most effective and supportive set of mechanisms to promote the SED and ensure that it is delivered successfully across all policymaking bodies. We are calling for an equivalent body and measures in all jurisdictions of the UK. 

We believe this should include:

· promoting the participation and role of ‘equalities’ trade union representatives within our trade union and bargaining structures across our economy
· incorporating public participation and meaningful engagement with those closest to the issues as a key principle for SED implementation
· appropriate funding of the National Human Rights Institutions in the UK to provide a regulatory framework for the SED
· development of strong, clear and supportive training of policymakers throughout society to understand and utilise the SED.


3. Trade union rights (art. 8)

i) The right to collective bargaining

We welcome commitments by the new UK government to deliver a significant agenda to pave the way for a new Future of Work and we welcome the consultation and engagement with trade unions in respect of the proposed new Employment Rights Bill, however significant questions remain in respect of the UK government’s commitment to address low levels of collective bargaining in the UK. 

NAHT is calling upon the UK government to introduce explicit reference to the right to collective bargaining in the Employment Rights Bill to ensure that the right to a collective voice for workers is included in domestic legislative provisions. The UK has committed to recognise the importance of collective bargaining and as part of the UK’s accepted international obligations, both as a member state of the International Labour Organisation (ILO) and as a signatory to the European Social Charter, yet actively obstructive actions by employers to frustrate collective bargaining have been tolerated.

ii) The right to take industrial action 

It is essential that the right to strike for all workers is upheld and protected and that the damage done to trade union rights by the Trade Union Act 2016 is reversed. The current legal frameworks significantly inhibit this right by implementing restrictive pre-strike notice requirements which serve to exacerbate disputes and delay resolution. These constraints contravene article 8's mandate for accessible and effective mechanisms to exercise the right to strike.

We welcome the new UK government’s commitment to repealing both the Trade Union Act 2016 and the Strikes (Minimum Services Levels) Act 2023, we recognise this as a positive step towards giving trade unions the freedom to organise, represent and negotiate on behalf of their workers. Codifying this right in statute, as endorsed by international labour law jurisprudence, is essential to safeguard industrial democracy and align with global standards.

iii) Electronic balloting

The prohibition of electronic balloting in the UK significantly hampers trade unions' ability to function effectively. Article 8 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) ensures the right to form and join trade unions and to engage in industrial action, yet the lack of electronic balloting mechanisms obstructs these rights. The ILO Committee on the Application of Standards has highlighted the necessity of facilitating electronic balloting to comply with convention 87 on Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise. Jurisprudence under ICESCR further underscores that technological barriers preventing democratic participation infringe upon these rights. Enabling electronic balloting would enhance democratic engagement, strengthen union mandates and ensure compliance with article 8.

We welcome the government’s commitment in the new Employment Rights Bill to introducing electronic balloting for industrial action ballots. Electronic balloting must be central to any modern framework for ensuring unions have a meaningful mandate. Full and meaningful adoption of this will ensure compliance with ILO convention 87 on the Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise. 

iv) Ballot thresholds

The punitive thresholds introduced under the Trade Union Act 2016 present a significant barrier to industrial action. These arbitrary requirements, which have blocked approximately 43% of positive strike votes between 2018 and 2022, undermine democratic participation and the effective representation of workers. Such thresholds have been criticised as inconsistent with article 8 ICESCR. Returning to a simple majority system would restore equitable industrial relations and ensure that trade union activity aligns with international obligations.

The inflexible timeframes for notifying members and employers of ballot outcomes create unnecessary challenges. Adopting a more flexible standard, such as ‘reasonably practicable’, and allowing a three-to-five-day timeframe for notifications would address these issues. Furthermore, the invalidation of ballots as a sanction for notification errors is disproportionate and undermines trade union democracy. Article 8 ICESCR supports these adjustments to facilitate effective union activity.


4. The right to education (art. 13-14); support for disadvantaged children

Following the launch of the government’s Special Educational Needs and Disabilities and Alternative Provision Improvement Plan, and despite years of compelling evidence, school leaders are now facing a perfect storm of chronically underfunded high-needs budgets and an underinvested system of wider external special educational needs and disability (SEND) support, all while the numbers of pupils requiring SEND support continues to increase.

NAHT is campaigning for a significant shift from the government’s resource-limited policy approach to a genuine, needs-led SEND system. There is an urgent need for increased and protected new funding for children with special needs which should be for more than a single financial year, to maximise meaningful support in the longer term.

NAHT is calling for:

· a high-needs funding strategy that ensures long-term sufficiency to properly meet pupils’ needs
· greater consistency in high-needs funding nationally to fully meet SEND provision costs
· long-term investment in specialist external support services to build capacity and improve speed of access for pupils with SEND
· a system that ensures schools do not have to cover the insufficiencies in health and social care capacity.
 
NAHT is also pressing for wider reform to ensure that education benefits all children and young people. This includes: 

· a reformed model of SEND funding for mainstream schools, special schools and alternative provision that provides certainty for a minimum of three years
· a fundamental review of place-planning, sufficiency of specialist places and admissions to ensure that pupils with SEND are able to attend the school that best meets their long-term needs
· an improved accountability system that properly recognises and acknowledges the progress that all pupils make, including those with SEND.
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