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BEYOND 2015 
SHAPING THE FUTURE OF EQUALITY  

HUMAN RIGHTS AND SOCIAL JUSTICE 

 

 

How would you shape the future of equality, human rights and 

social justice? 

 

 

When I can walk down the street in Brighton and there are no homeless 

people sleeping rough in the middle of winter, you can ask me about 

progress; when there are no longer 20,000-25,000 people (gypsies and 

travellers) who cannot exist legally anywhere because they have no site 

on which to place their home, you can ask me about progress. When 

we stop the vilification of refugees and asylum seekers and offer them 

proper respect, then you can ask about progress. (Chris Whitwell, 

Friends, Families and Travellers) 

 

 

We asked participants at the Beyond 2015 conference three questions. Below 

are some of their answers. 

 

Looking back at progress on equality, human rights and social 

justice in the UK since 2010, what do you think has been the 

biggest step forward? 

 

 Saving the PSED – we did it! 

 Funding bodies/ regulators requiring reporting about progress [against] 

activities. 

 Opportunities for international solidarity – the resurgence of Feminism 

 Can’t think of much – I know!  

 Growing equality between countries in the West – Internationalism. 

 Human Rights Act 1998 – continuing impact on policy + services. 
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 Difficult one because so many steps have been retrogressive, however, in 

terms of attitude change possibly legislation on gay marriage. 

 The refocus by groups interested in Human Rights and Equality on tackling 

the negative narrative on Human Rights in the media spotlight and how 

well you have aligned together to do that. 

 Despite the challenges, the EHRC is more authoritative – providing big 

opportunities. 

 Since 2010 we have engaged! 

 Introduction (for the most part) of the Equality Act 2010. 

 The degree of public political engagement with and civic participation in 

the debates leading up to the Scottish referendum on independence which 

put social justice at the centre of debates. 

 The average person knows that there are equality and Human Rights laws 

even if they do not know the detail within. 

 Public Sector Equality Duty. 

 The Equality Act 2010. 

 I struggle to find any step forward on any front so much has been 

regressive but possibly gay marriage (the right to) but for virtually all other 

protected characteristics we have been going backwards. 

 

 

What do you think has been the biggest obstacle to progress? 

 

 Having to fight off a government intent on destroying the Public Sector 

Equality Duty because it considers equality to be ‘RED TAPE’! 

 Cuts in resources. 

 Lack of leadership to challenge hostile climate. 

 Hijacking of human rights for party political ends. 

 Limiting access to justice by bringing in fees for employment tribunals. 

 Willingness to accept that the better off has to make a contribution to 

greater equality. 

 Silo – prohibited climate and the ‘haves’ managing to own/lead the debate 

 Negative publicity e.g. ‘Red tape challenge’, ‘Charter for terrorists’ about 

equality and human rights creating misrepresentations in people’s minds 

 The ‘hostile environment’ promoted by this Government and the media, 

welfare reform and the media portraying poor people and disabled people 

as ‘scroungers’, and migrants as criminals and terrorists. 

 Threats to the Human Rights Act. 
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 Ensuring that the Equality Act is being enforced properly and the fact that it 

doesn’t address economic inequality. 

 The relative lack of outcry amongst the British public around the human 

rights violations by GCHQ sadly demonstrates/ confirms the wider lack of 

relevance of the concept of human rights for many. 

 Lack of proper recognition of the evil of chronic exclusion. 

 The media, myths around equality and human rights. Politicians using and 

miscasting equality and Human Rights. 

 Coalition Government’s austerity measures and antagonism to equality + 

human rights. 

 Lack of confident radical vision of how to get from here to there. 

 The acceptance by the main political parties and society at large that 

austerity measures that hit those on the lowest incomes are 

acceptable/necessary. 

 

 

Identify one goal to be achieved by 2025 that would really make 

a difference in improving equality, human rights and social 

justice in the UK. Thinking practically, what do we need to do to 

make that goal a reality? 

 

 Begin to develop how human rights concepts can be put into practice in 

policy/ decision-making e.g. the idea of absolute/ qualified rights, 

proportionality, meeting a pressing social need, having a legitimate aim 

etc. A recent first attempt has been work between the Northern Ireland 

ombudsman and NI Human Rights Commission and training done with 

silver/ gold commanders and civil service commissioners. 

 Positive duties extended to the private sector with strong tools for social 

movements to hold the state, employers and service providers to account. 

To make it a reality we need a government committed to equality and 

participative democracy –not austerity, and funding and support for the 

voluntary sector. 

 Create support for socio-economic equality in community by: implementing 

Section 1 Equality Act – build socio-economic equality into planning 

decision and implementation; forming strong alliances at local to national 

level that challenge injustices directly, putting the formal idea and fixing 

inequality and silencing hostility and vilification; and a sense of legitimacy 

to speed up for others (e.g. concept of ‘straight ally’). 
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 Leadership for the fight back! Now to create a culture of openness and 

wellbeing. EDF to spearhead a coalition of equality and diversity groups 

across strands and sectors and start robust positive messaging in equality. 

 Practice exchange – shaping what works across four nations. To make it a 

reality need to ensure that no one group hijacks initiative, collective action, 

shared resources, positively embraced to academic change. 

 If we are to really tackle historic and embedded discrimination and 

prejudice, I believe we need an open and well-argued debate about 

positive discrimination. Disability law is the only law that genuinely 

recognises that disadvantage needs to be addressed through the provision 

of adjustments. This, from my own research does not always work well, 

but at least it recognises difference and the different needs of this group. 

We need to extend this debate to other groups and move away from a 

liberal 'sameness' model'. We need debate and a change in law. 

 A tax system which treats earned and unearned income equally so that 

wealth inequality is reduced. We need to research and influence public 

attitudes to poverty and inequality to the political programmes to increase 

equality with voter support. 

 Ensure that whether we talk about any of these three topics – equality, 

human rights and social justice – you support each other and mutually 

reinforce a defence of the core principles important to each other. 

Publically challenging political media and public attitudes to human rights 

so that people whose groups have ownership would positively influence so 

well. Whether we talk about values or becoming mobilised we need to 

ensure user cooperation across resources and sectors, while obliviously 

being respectful of difference and local need. 

 More focus on common cause; combined impacts ‘wellbeing’ not justice of 

those directly affected but of ‘British’ society; e.g. hostility impacts on 

BAME people, migrants, disabled people etc. , but it also impacts on 

society as a whole in negative way. Need more joined-up research, policy 

and people directly affected. 

 Shining a light on how discrimination has gone undefined e.g. in so called 

‘colour blind’, ‘gender blind’ policies and practices. Bring it out of the 

shadows, along with thought-out reflection on the impact of unconscious 

bias. Only then can we understand what we are dealing with to inform 

what actions can be realistically taken to effect to promote equality and 

human rights. To make it a reality, we need to get better at both promoting 

not just defending human rights, and successes. As for language we need 

to stop hand-wringing; instead of asking, ‘What is to be done?’ ask ‘What 
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will you/we do? We mustn’t be afraid of making a mistake. Perfectionism 

makes some people worried about doing anything at all for fear of getting it 

wrong. You can’t be an activist if you are passive! The media could help: 

perhaps ask them more. 

 Embed socio economic fairness into the agenda and move to a need not 

greed model –i.e. Socialism. Make that a reality: Education, Change of 

Government, Mobilisation of people, Socialism 

 Research that provides leverage to produce funding for real attempts to 

address economic inequality. Secure funding for research and for policies 

and initiative that will actually make a change. 

 (1) Network, (2) Shared expectations, (3) Lobbying for more resources, (4) 

Grassroots work on understanding diversity and dignity, (5) Policy changes 

– constantly rallying working and acting for equality, human rights and 

dignity. 

 Substitute, participatory democratic processes for debate, legislation, 

policy making + service delivery (co-production/ co-design) at the local 

level (on which we can then build for national changes). To make this a 

reality we need more voluntary sector organisations (not just those 

explicitly focused on Equality, Human Rights and Social Justice 

deliberately drawing on/invoking/deploying discourses of social and 

economic justice, human rights and equality. More active and publically 

available scrutiny of media representations, not just legislation and policy 

documentation but being more explicit about the power of language, 

metaphors, frames, discourses, narratives… Stop talking about the UK as 

a democracy and start talking about how a commitment to democracy is a 

commitment to democratisation it’s about participatory practice not a 

‘movement’ or a label. 

 Acknowledgement that it is not good enough to concern ourselves just with 

the needs of 99% of people while putting the 1% into the ‘too difficult’ box. 

[Make this a reality by] recognising that eliminating chronic exclusion 

requires resources and is an expensive task. We don’t do it because it 

makes good business sense but because it is right. 

 Engaged media to report ‘real’ stories and making human rights and 

equality central to all policy making across the 4 nations. Make it a reality 

by: Education; Campaigning; Working together as a strong voice. 

 Don’t think single goal is the way forward. Equality/ Human Rights and 

Social Justice are complex and intersectional. Having said that, an end to 

austerity. Make it a reality by a campaign to defend role of welfare state.  
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 Enforceable max pay gaps within organisations, vertically and horizontally. 

Make it a reality by more mass mobilisation. 

 The bigger picture would be to challenge the need for austerity and the 

way it is being implemented as austerity is supposedly necessary to pay 

off a debt to the banks – a debt which was caused by the banks! Make it a 

reality by: EDF to ensure that a ‘living wage’ rather than a minimum wage 

is written into law and a ban on zero hour contracts altogether; Welfare 

benefits that provide a decent standard of living along with good standards 

of social care including participation in the community; so not one goal but 

3! Highlighting that these 3 areas (above) are cross sectional issues that 

impact on all protected groups. If not these areas chose are other cross 

sectional issue like hate crime and focus. 
 


