
Most significant area of progress on equality and human rights since 2010 

What progress have we made since 2010? I work for brap, a charity that supports 
other organisations to improve their approach to equality and human rights and I’m a 
relatively new trustee of EDF.  I thought instead of statistics, I’d offer, if I may, a few 
more anecdotal examples of progress on equality and human rights that I’ve seen in 
my work since 2010. Some personal reflections on what I’ve seen – focusing on 
policy in particular. 

Firstly, stand out area of progress for me has been the treatment of human rights in 
health and social care. Five years ago we weren’t talking about human rights in the 
way we are beginning to talk about them today in this sector. Despite the often 
negative political / media treatment of human rights – after reviews like Francis and 
Cavendish, human rights issues, compassion, dignity are being talked about more 
explicitly as core aspects of a good quality health and social care service. This is a 
big leap – a potential tipping point – and one we need to capitalise on (as many 
people in this room are trying to do). 

Secondly, another area of progress for me has been our silent retreat from 
‘community cohesion’ as a policy to promote integration. For me, it didn’t stick as a 
policy – partly because people didn’t agree on what it meant – but also because it 
tended to focus on the safe stuff (like football games between people from different 
faiths in a local neighbourhood) rather than some of the more critical, challenging 
dialogue required to respond to competing views and entitlements of different social 
groups. I was glad the Government took the bull by its horns to come up with an 
integration strategy relatively early on – but was disappointed with its lack of 
substance. 

Thirdly, I think the breadth of the term ‘equality’ has widened since the Equality Act 
was introduced – as awareness has grown about the entitlements of all protected 
groups. Pre-2010 I remember being excited about the Discrimination Law Review. 
We saw the introduction of the EHRC and the Equality Act as a signal that some of 
the ‘single identity-based’ models of equality (e.g. which didn’t recognise the multiple 
identities that people have) would be expanded. The Equality Act did introduce the 
potential for this –and indeed this Government’s early Equality Strategy talked about 
the desire to move away from ‘identity’ based models of equality – arguing for 
something more sophisticated that can also be adapted to meet individual needs.  

But I would say that our practice doesn’t appear to have changed much – 
Government departments still appear to have relatively identity-specific equality 
priorities – and the same can be said for some of the local public authorities I’ve 
worked with. This doesn’t always sit easily with the more holistic spirit of the 
development of the Equality Act.  

Which leads me on to challenges…. 

  



Biggest challenges we face in progressing equality and human rights 

Firstly, our equalities infrastructure has been reduced.  

The red tape challenge and stripping back of provisions in the Equality Act hasn’t, in 
my personal opinion, had a positive effect on the infrastructure available to those of 
us that are working to promote equality. Despite the Government’s early aspirations 
for an army of volunteer ‘armchair auditors’ that would sift through Government 
performance data and hold public authorities to account on issues of equality – this 
type of scrutiny hasn’t materialised. From what I’ve seen this is due, in part, to the 
fact that the availability of equality-focused data is under threat as public authorities 
scale back their equality analysis activities– safe in the knowledge that they are still 
broadly meeting their general duty requirements.  

But this is also about the weakening of the independent voluntary sector’s activities 
in this field. As somebody that has been involved in a network of local and regional 
equality-focused charities – I can tell you that many are closing down – and when 
they are running – they rarely have the capacity or core funding to undertake scrutiny 
of local public authorities. At a national level, I think it’s a shame that we’re reducing 
investment in data collection (e.g. on things like the citizenship survey) when we 
need things like the EHRC’s triennial review and application of the equality 
measurement framework, and the census more than ever. We’re at risk of throwing 
the baby out with the bathwater with this trend of disinvestment and scaling back of 
legislative protection.  

Secondly, the economic environment and political decisions about public 
service re-design pose a significant challenge to promotion of equality.  

I know there’s a session on this later. I’m sure that others today will talk about the 
close relationship between poverty, class and inequality. Some of the gains in 
equality and social mobility that were made when welfare investment was higher and 
targeted at the poorest, are already under threat. When set against the scale of 
growing income inequality in our society and the persistence of poverty in some 
areas of the country, the challenge of using equality legislation to improve people’s 
lives is growing. 

Thirdly, we’re still searching – as a country - for a convincing narrative on 
equality, human rights and integration 

Some of the work undertaken as part of the evaluation of the Equality Act showed 
that there is widespread acknowledgement of the moral / legal obligation to promote 
equality in areas like employment. But at the same time – despite the introduction of 
a new legislative framework and more holistic protection for diverse groups in society 
– people still feel alienated from the idea of equality. I’m thinking, for example, about 
some of the people that live in poorer areas of Birmingham that I’ve spoken to that 
are White British and think that race equality is only about black and minority ethnic 
people. Same is true in the field of human rights – human rights are not often seen 
as something that we all benefit from and have a responsibility in protecting.  

There’s important work going on to buck this trend – but it is still a big challenge. For 
instance, it’s amazing how quickly consensus can break down about the rights 
people are entitled to in our society. For example, in Birmingham, the Trojan Horse 



affair (alleged plot to take-over schools by conservative Islamic governors) was not 
addressed via reference to whether human rights were being protected and 
balanced appropriately in these schools (which would have helped to understand the 
risks to children and their families). It was addressed by (amongst other things) 
introducing lessons on British values into the school curriculum. We still have some 
way to go until members of the public and the Government see equality and human 
rights legislation as our ally. 

 


