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I am Chair of the network of European network of human rights institutions 

and vice-chair of the global network of more than 100 human rights 

institutions around the world. In thinking about what is the challenge in the 

UK, what is striking is the similarity between the view from Scotland and the 

view from outside the UK and that is worth reflecting on.  

In terms of the challenges since 2010 and looking beyond possibly 2015, 

the challenge has quite bluntly been the degree of toxic Westminster 

rhetoric on human rights. It has been the response of the UK to the financial 

crisis and the austerity measures, which have increased inequality 

dramatically and placed an unacceptable burden on those within the 

community who can least withstand it, particularly disabled people. It is not 

just that, there is potential regression depending on the outcome of the UK 

election. We have at risk the Human Rights Act, we have at risk the UK 

membership and support for the European Convention on Human Rights. 

These are not small matters, and they are not only matters that concern the 

Commission and Scotland. I found myself in Ukraine a few weeks ago, 

working with a civil society parliament and government trying to address the 

human rights situation in Ukraine. You can imagine the feelings of activists 

like us in Ukraine or in the Council of Europe or in the UN, when faced with 

the pressing challenge we have in the form of all this toxicity in our own 

backyards. It is very saddening.  

Thinking about migration, yesterday 300 more migrants died crossing the 

Mediterranean. The crisis in Syria is catastrophic. These are the issues and 

challenges that need to be addressed not the insular backwards debate, but 

the need to address the real issues that exist. So that is the bad news.  

The good news – stuff is happening in Scotland. I don't know how much you 

know of what is going on, but stuff is happening! As I travel around in many 

different contexts there is a lot of interest out there beyond the UK and the 

Westminster bubble in what is going on in Scotland and the momentum that 
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is taking place in Scotland. There are all kinds of different views as to what 

it is, what its destination is, whether it will get there, what it will look like, but 

there is certainly a momentum taking place. I would say it is momentum that 

offers progress in the field of human rights, which is significant not only to 

Scotland but to the rest of the UK.  

What is some of the stuff that is happening? Well most of you will know 

there was a referendum a few months ago and the level of engagement in 

that was unprecedented in the UK: 85% turnout, with 16 and 17 year olds 

fully engaged and voting for the first time. Social justice emerged as the 

dominant theme that crossed the yes/no divide. How do we get social 

justice and different views about how that is best secured? Further 

devolution and whether that will satisfy this momentum that is under way or 

not – that is a big question. Beyond that however and probably less known 

by some of you, the Scottish Parliament overwhelmingly passed a 

resolution just before the end of the year stating that it would oppose any 

attempt to repel the Human Rights Act or withdraw from the European 

Convention on Human Rights. That is not insignificant, as underneath the 

convention between Westminster and Edinburgh, the Human Rights Act 

cannot be repelled without the consent of the Scottish Parliament. We also 

passed a resolution on International Human Rights Day last December 

when a debate took place on human rights. Again it was passed 

overwhelmingly and unanimously, including by the SNP, Labour, 

Conservative, Lib Dems and Greens. Parliament fully subscribed to 

supporting Scotland’s National Action Plan for Human Rights (SNAP) and 

its delivery. From the Commission's point of view, that is probably one of 

the most interesting things to happen in Scotland.  

Just over a year ago, Scotland adopted a National Action Plan for Human 

Rights, which is the first in the UK and follows best practice internationally. 

In this sense it was evidence based, taking international human rights that 

are recognised and ratified by the UK and asking what are the gaps and 

how do they need to be filled? The plan was then put together in a very 

inclusive way, with organisations from Amnesty, to the NHS, to the Scottish 

government – more than 40 bodies from civil society and the public sector 

were involved in the delivery. The plan will be independently monitored with 

agreed outcomes, targets indicators, annual reports to Parliament and the 

public etcetera. It is very early days, but the success or otherwise of this 

National Action Plan will be a barometer of what is going on in Scotland, 

http://www.scottishhumanrights.com/actionplan
http://www.scottishhumanrights.com/actionplan
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how serious is the progress and momentum, how committed is the 

Parliament. What is the appetite amongst Civil Society for adopting a rights’ 

based approach? How effective is the Scottish human rights commission in 

being the bridge between civil society and the state, and between Scotland 

and international human rights.  

So if that is the challenge and some signs of progress what is the 

interaction between those two? How does this dynamic play out? Clearly 

the areas that remain reserved cause human rights problems in Scotland, 

for example immigration. Scots being Scots, if Westminster is against 

human rights then Scotland is going to go the other way and it will defend 

human rights all the more and proclaim its loyalty. But it would be a mistake 

and a strategic error if there were any narrow national Scottish approach to 

human rights. I certainly would not advocate that. There does need to be 

solidarity, across all of the UK, Europe and beyond for the regional systems 

for human rights protections that we have. That means in the UK, finding 

the most effective ways of defending the Human Rights Act and continuing 

support and membership of the European Convention on Human Rights, to 

demonstrate the relevance of doing that to the everyday lives of people. 

And proving the validity of it means that you have to go beyond it, it is the 

right to an adequate standard of living, housing, social security. Those are 

the issues discussed around the kitchen table, more than civil and political 

rights.  

We must make that connection between human rights and the everyday 

experience of people, including the international covenants; the UN 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, giving expression to 

them in law policy and practice, that is the challenge for all of us: to make 

ourselves relevant and to look beyond the Westminster bubble tomorrow, to 

recognise the diversity in the UK and to look beyond the UK for identifying 

progress and how we should measure progress. 

 


