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Basic information on the United Kingdom 
 
 
Membership of the Human Rights Council 
The United Kingdom is a member of the Human Rights Council (1st term, 2006 – 2008). 
 
Members of the troika 
Egypt, the Russian Federation, Bangladesh1 
  
National consultation  
The United Kingdom held consultations with national human rights institutions and a number of non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) on several occasions before finalising the report. 
 
 

                                                 
 

 
International Service for Human Rights, 1 Rue de Varembé, P. O. Box 16, 1211 Geneva 20, Switzerland 

Ph: +41 22 9197100, Fax: +41 22 9197125 
E-mail: information@ishr.ch

1 The United Kingdom did not request that a member of the troika be from its own regional group. Regional groups selected: 
African Group, Asian Group, Eastern European Group. There were no objections by the United Kingdom or by the members of the 
troika to the selection. For a full summary of the selection of troikas, see 
www.ishr.ch/hrm/council/councilalert/council_update_7session.pdf.  

, Website: www.ishr.ch  

http://www.ishr.ch/hrm/council/councilalert/council_update_7session.pdf


UPR of United Kingdom, 1st session – 10 April 2008 
 

 
 International Service for Human Rights 2 

                                                

Information submitted to the Working Group 
 

 
State report2 

 
The State report is organised according to themes and provides an overview of the domestic implementation 
of the UK’s regional and international human rights obligations. It focuses on the implementation of the 
Human Rights Act 1998, equality legislation, complaints before the Independent Police Complaints 
Commission, policies against torture including the UK’s intention to establish a national preventative 
mechanism under the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture, the detention period for terrorist 
suspects under the Counter-Terrorism Bill, and ensuring the integrity of the asylum system. The 
misinterpretation of the Human Rights Act 1998 and the sustained threat from terrorist attacks were identified 
as challenges facing the State. The report announced the establishment of the Commission for Equality and 
Human Rights (EHRC) and the Scottish Commission for Human Rights (SCHR), a specialist ‘Joint 
Committee on Human Rights’, 3  and a programme to strengthen the relationship between Government, 
Parliament, and the people. 

 
Official UN documents4 

 
The UK was called upon to ratify certain human rights instruments and withdraw its reservations.5 The entry 
into force of the Human Rights Act 1998 and the adoption of various legislative measures were welcomed.6 
Nevertheless, several treaty bodies expressed concern about the degree of incorporation of their respective 
treaties into the domestic legal order. 7  The creation of independent human rights institutions was also 
encouraged, and these have subsequently been established. Treaty bodies and numerous special rapporteurs 
expressed their concern about the UK’s fulfilment of its obligations with regard to, inter alia, non-
discrimination,8 prohibition of ill-treatment,9 and administration of justice.10 A number of achievements, such 
as House of Lords decisions,11 the closure of prison facilities,12 and the Climate Change Bill13 were noted. 
The UK also submitted several voluntary pledges and provided information on follow-up to treaty body 
recommendations. 

 
 
2 ‘UK National Report’, available at www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/GBSession1.aspx.  
3 This body undertakes inquiries on human rights issues and reports its findings to Parliament. 
4 A/HRC/WG.6/1/GBR/2, 27 March 2008, available at www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR%5CPAGES%5CGBSession1.aspx 
5 Core universal human rights treaties to which the United Kingdom is a party: International Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), Second Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights (OP2-ICCPR), Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), 
Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (OP-CEDAW),  
Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CAT), Optional Protocol to the 
Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (OP-CAT), Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC), Optional Protocol to the CRC on the involvement of children in armed conflict (CRC-OP-AC). 
6 Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC), 
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), Committee against Torture (CAT). 
7 Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD), Human Rights Committee, CESCR, CRC. 
8 CERD, CESCR, CEDAW, Human Rights Committee. 
9 CAT, Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, 
inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, CESCR, CEDAW, CRC. 
10 Human Rights Committee, CRC. 
11 Special rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, Special Rapporteur on freedom of 
religion or belief, CAT 
12 CAT. 
13 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/GBSession1.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR%5CPAGES%5CGBSession1.aspx
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Other relevant stakeholders14 

 
This summary report compiled information submitted by 25 civil society and other organisations.15  The 
ratification of specific international conventions and their optional protocols was recommended, as was the 
withdrawal of reservations. The establishment of the two national human rights institutions was noted, but 
concerns related to their effectiveness and future merger were raised.The passing of the Equality Act (Sexual 
Orientation) Regulations 2007 and the Freedom of Information Act 2000 were commended. Specific issues of 
concern included inequalities affecting minority ethnic communities, obligations in relation to the conduct of 
armed forces overseas, incoherence in the work on violence against women, the low age of criminal 
responsibility, increasing data retention and dissemination, poor detention conditions for asylum seekers, and 
the detrimental effect of counter-terrorism measures on a range of human rights and fundamental freedoms. 
Various recommendations on each issue are included. No information was included under the sections on key 
national priorities, initiatives and commitments, and capacity building and technical assistance. 
 
 

Interactive dialogue16 
 
 

Presentation by the State 
 
The UK used nearly 30 minutes for its initial presentation. Member States and observer States were then 
given the floor for three and two minutes respectively. The UK replied to the questions put to it in groups of 
10 or 11 States at a time, thereby making the most of the 60 minutes allocated for the State under review. 
During the interactive dialogue, the UK chose not to respond to the recommendations at this point in time, but 
promised to address these formally during the 8th session of the Council in June 2008. It also promised to 
‘thoroughly review’ the record of this meeting and respond in writing to any questions it failed to answer 
orally. The review was completed by concluding remarks from the delegation. 
 
The delegation of the UK was led by H.E. Mr Michael Wills, Minister of State, Ministry of Justice. Mr Wills 
welcomed the UPR as an opportunity to discuss how the UK Government works to promote and protect 
human rights for its citizens. He indicated that the process should be used to encourage States to take a self-
critical look at their own human rights record, and to tackle difficult issues responsibly but creatively. Mr 
Wills drew attention to the broad and frank consultations that the Government held with civil society in the 
preparation of the national report. He also discussed the balance between commitment to liberty and human 
rights on the one hand, and to the considerations on the other. In his words, ‘the starting point for security has 
to be clarity about values’. 
 

 
 
14 A/HRC/WG.6/1/GBR/3, available at www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR%5CPAGES%5CGBSession1.aspx 
15 Action Aid, Amnesty International, Asylum Support Appeals Project, British Irish Rights Watch, Commission on Families and 
the Wellbeing of Children, Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative, Children’s Rights Alliance for England, Front Line, Global 
Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of Children, Human Rights Watch, International Federation for Action by Christians for 
the Abolition of Torture (joint submission), Islamic Human Rights Commission, Kurdish Human Rights Project, Liberty and Justice, 
Médicins du Monde, Minority Rights Group, National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, Northern Ireland Women’s 
European Platform, Save the Children, Council of Europe, Crucible Centre, London School of Economics (joint submission), 
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe. The original reports are available at 
www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/UPRBahrainStakeholdersInfoS1.aspx 
16 Most statements made at the UPR Working Group can be found at http://portal.ohchr.org/portal/page/portal/UPR/1session/. Fill 
in the form at www.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/form.htm to receive username and password. Audiovisual archives of the 
meetings of the Working Group ‘webcast’ are available at www.un.org/webcast/unhrc/index.asp. 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR%5CPAGES%5CGBSession1.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/UPRBahrainStakeholdersInfoS1.aspx
http://portal.ohchr.org/portal/page/portal/UPR/1session/
http://www.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/form.htm
http://www.un.org/webcast/unhrc/index.asp
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Mr Wills then used the space to reply to questions that had been submitted in writing prior to the examination. 
He began that the position of the UK on terrorism was that it undermines fundamental human rights, and that 
States thus have a responsibility to take action to reduce this unprecedented threat and to consider all options 
for doing so, while to respecting fundamental human rights. Prosecution remains the ‘preferred approach’ of 
the UK for dealing with terrorist suspects, and any action must be accompanied by balancing safeguards for 
human rights. Mr Wills defended the proposal for an extension of the maximum length of pre-trial detention, 
arguing that it will only be applied on a limited basis and upon authorisation by a judge. He also discussed the 
validity measures such as control orders and deportation with diplomatic assurances, affirming that they were 
proportional to the threat faced by the UK. 
 
Questions on issues other than terrorism were also addressed. Mr Wills affirmed that the protection of 
children’s rights is a priority for the Government, and outlined its work in the area. These included 
amendment of the criminal law, promoting positive parenting, tackling child poverty, and reviewing 
reservations to the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Furthermore, Mr Wills acknowledged the 
international importance of the International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced 
Disappearance, but pointed out that given its dualist system, new primary legislation must be introduced 
nationally before the UK can sign it. Mr Wills explained that the UK expects to have three national 
institutions by the end of 2008.17 These institutions will work closely together, and the Government will 
carefully monitor how these arrangements develop. Mr Wills assured that any Bill of Rights in the UK will 
build on the European Charter for Human Rights (ECHR) and the Human Rights Act. On Northern Ireland, 
Mr Wills recognised that challenges remain, but put it forth as an example of previously divided communities 
working together towards a shared future based on partnership and mutual respect, and of how human rights 
can underpin a society. 
 
In closing, Mr Wills expressed his gratitude for the opportunity to partake in the UPR and looked forward to 
hearing the views of other States. 
 

Key issues 
 
States commended the UK for its comprehensive report and for the broad consultations that it had carried out 
in preparing it. A large number of delegations also noted the important role that the UK has played in the 
development of human rights at the regional and international levels, and recognised its contribution to good 
practice in this field.18 
 
The issues raised during the interactive dialogue were: racial discrimination, sexual orientation, the Human 
Rights Act, detention conditions, signing of international human rights treaties and removal of reservations, 
applicability of international treaties, individual petitions to treaty bodies, detainees’ access to lawyers, pre-
trial detention, inquiry into the Bloody Sunday Massacre, alleged complicity between police and 
paramilitaries in Northern Ireland, the promulgation of a written Constitution, incorporation of a gender 
perspective into the UPR process, detention of asylum-seeking children, corporal punishment of children, 
anti-terrorism laws, violence against women, training and education on human rights, complaints against 
police, applicability of obligations in relation to UK forces overseas, torture, immigration policy, child 
poverty, right to privacy, ageism, incarceration of children, human rights institutions, rights of disabled 
persons, inequalities in standards of living, human rights defenders, overseas territories, minimum wage, 
religious intolerance, racial profiling, and right to education. 
 

 
 
17 For England/Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland. 
18 Syria, Russian Federation, Malaysia, Pakistan, Mexico, France, Canada, Morocco, Republic of Korea, Azerbaijan, Romania, 
Egypt. 
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Many questions and concerns were raised concerning the UK’s counter-terrorism policies by various 
States.19 Cuba stressed that it does not share the UK’s approach to terrorism in that it violates human rights so 
anything to combat it is acceptable. They recommended that the UK review all anti-terrorism laws, ensuring 
that they correspond with the highest human rights obligations, ban secret flights and place strict time limits 
on pre-charge detention. The UK replied that Cuba had misunderstood the UK’s position, and that it must 
take steps that are necessary to protect people while equally respecting that fundamental human rights are 
enjoyed by everybody. In answer to States’20 concern on the UK’s pre-charge detention period for suspected 
terrorists, the UK reiterated its belief that it was taking measures that are proportionate due to the threat being 
of an unprecedented nature, which are justified by parliamentary and judicial safeguards. 
 
Regarding concern raised by Iran’s in relation to the UK’s ‘stop and search’ practices, the UK replied that it is 
likely to be effective and secure public confidence when used in conjunction with up-to-date intelligence that 
would reflect the effective assessment of the threat posed, rather than lead to individual discrimination. The 
UK restated that it is not aimed at racial or religious groups, but at criminals. Mr Wills recognised the 
concerns being expressed, but ensured that the Government is developing close partnerships with Muslim 
communities to counter terrorism.  
 
On the question of racism and racial discrimination, many Islamic countries21 praised the UK for making a 
clear distinction between racial extremists and the religion for which they purport to be fighting. Pakistan 
recognised the steps the UK has taken to combat extremism and develop partnerships with developing 
countries. Syria sought further clarification regarding new laws in the revised Terrorism Act, which it claimed 
was designed for specific groups. The UK answered that it is responding to the constant change in threats 
from month to month by developing ways of dealing with them. It added that the legislation comes under 
intensive legal review by courts and that it is measured by its proportionality. 
 
States welcomed the UK’s legislation on racial relations22 but urged the UK to remove its reservations on the 
Convention of the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) and implement the recommendations made 
by the Committee, which include adopting legislation prohibiting discrimination based on race or colour23 
and amending the Race Relations Amendment Act of 2000,24 which makes it lawful for immigration officers 
to distinguish on the basis of nationality or ethnic origin. The UK responded that it does not discriminate on 
grounds of colour or ethnicity. The list given to immigration officers changes every month and can include 
any nationality; therefore it does not constitute discrimination but extra scrutiny of individuals from certain 
nationalities. 
 
Other concerns raised included increased prejudice against racial minorities, migrants, asylum seekers,25 ID 
cards for categories of foreigners,26 DNA testing, fingerprinting and the UK’s approach to privacy,27 racial 
profiling,28 rendition, inequalities for minorities and asylum seekers.29 
 

 
 
19 Cuba, Malaysia, Pakistan, Syria, Ghana, Netherlands, Switzerland, Iran, Sweden, Algeria, Norway, Japan. 
20 Sweden, Algeria, the Russian Federation. 
21 Syria, Pakistan, Morocco. 
22 Cuba, India, Germany, China, Indonesia. 
23 India. 
24 Germany. 
25 India, Iran, Indonesia. 
26 Sudan. 
27 Canada. 
28 Iran, Brazil. 
29 Brazil, Indonesia. 
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Mr Wills referred to racism as ‘an evil which takes a number of different forms, and there is a need to do 
everything to eradicate it’, adding that the UK has passed a wide range of legislation and will continue to do 
so if necessary. He explained that legislation alone is not sufficient, and that it needed economic action and 
investment. He conceded that there are indicators in the UK which reflect continuing difficulties faced by 
some groups and that it is a priority for the Government to tackle this. Many measures such as minimum wage 
and training would specifically help these groups, the UK suggested.  
 
Numerous States voiced their concerns regarding the UK’s position of their armed forces overseas.30 Japan 
enquired about the UK’s applicability of obligations in war and peace time. Although they commended the 
UK Government for ratifying the Optional Protocol to the Convention Against Torture (OP-CAT), they were 
concerned by its restricted application in the UK’s occupied territories. Sudan questioned whether the UK 
had conducted or completed investigations in relation to violations of human rights and international 
humanitarian law (IHL) alleged to have been perpetrated by British forces overseas. They also recommended 
that any detained person should fall under the jurisdiction of the State. Egypt reiterated this point and added 
that protection provided by IHL continues in situations of armed conflict. They expected the UK’s report to 
include more information on how it ensures that armed forces adhere to these obligations. 
 
The UK urged States to remember that human rights obligations are primarily territorial and that the European 
Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) applies only to limited circumstances overseas. The UK’s armed 
forces are subject to English criminal law, which reflect these obligations. In this respect, they can be tried no 
matter where the crimes are committed or who the victims are. They reaffirmed their condemnation of all 
areas of abuse and assured that service police investigations and court marshals have been held. The UK 
declared that they take these allegations extremely seriously but they do not accept that IHL is a basis for the 
UPR. 
 
Several issues were raised regarding the rights of the child in the UK. Several States called upon the UK to 
remove its reservations to the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the Optional Protocol on 
Children in Armed Conflict (OP-AC).31 Algeria called on the UK to become party to the Convention on 
Migrant Workers and their Families. Slovenia and Indonesia were concerned by the detention of children 
from asylum seeking families without charge, trial or supervision and asked how the UK can ensure that they 
are only detained as a last resort for the shortest possible time. The UK responded that they took these 
concerns extremely seriously and explained that unaccompanied children are not normally detained under 
immigration laws. However, they may be detained when they are part of a family group whose detention is 
seen as necessary or while alternative care is being arranged. The UK added that all detainees in the UK have 
the right to challenge the lawfulness of detention in courts through a judicial review and habeas corpus. 
 
Physical punishment was a common theme that was raised by some States.32 Slovenia noted that the UK had 
not fully outlawed physical punishment of children despite their ratification of the CRC and asked how and 
when the UK intended to provide all children with equal protection from violence. The UK maintained that 
there was no evidence that the law was not working and that there should be reasonable scope for parental 
discipline. At the same time the UK noted that instances of slapping were declining. France and Sweden 
acknowledged this reply but recommended that the UK should still consider banning the practice both 
nationally and in the occupied territories. 
 
Brazil asked the UK to elaborate on the legal age of children under custody. The UK maintained that setting 
the age of criminal responsibility at ten years of age helps children to develop a sense of personal 
responsibility. Moreover, the guiding principle of this practise is rehabilitative rather than punitive.  

 
 
30 Japan, Sudan, Algeria, Egypt, Republic of Korea. 
31 The Russian Federation, Japan and Indonesia. 
32 Slovenia, France, Sweden, Italy. 
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A number of States commended the UK’s efforts to develop human rights training materials for use in schools 
and governmental departments.33 Many States stated that human rights education and training was of great 
interest to them and added that they would be interested in obtaining copies of the UK’s materials.34 The UK 
thanked them for their comments and reaffirmed their commitment to develop their work with international 
partners, adding that they have seen significant improvements in the delivery of public services. Peru asked 
whether the police and armed forces are offered the same training opportunities. The UK responded by saying 
that all members of the armed forces receive regular training on the law of armed conflict and that all public 
authorities are responsible for their own training on human rights. 
 
A number of States congratulated the UK on the creation of the Commission for Equality and Human 
Rights (EHRC) and the Scottish Commission for Human Rights (SCHR).35 New Zealand asked whether 
the newly established human rights commissions will have a role to play in implementing the 
recommendations of treaty bodies and special rapporteurs and whether they have led to improved services. 
Ghana reminded the UK that it has a duty to inform Parliament about the compatibility of laws with 
convention rights and the promotion of equality of opportunity in the design and delivery of policies and 
services. The UK responded to Ghana that it had seen significant improvements in delivery of public services, 
adding that the process began with primary legislation that was compatible with the ECHR. 
 
Belgium acknowledged the UK’s long-standing role in developing an international human rights culture by 
setting up necessary national instruments such as the Human Rights Act, 1998, although Belgium and India 
noted that it was the subject of certain hostility and misunderstanding among the media and public and 
asked why the perception of the act varies from the objectives. The UK conceded that the Act was not 
universally welcomed due to the often profound misunderstanding in sections of the media on what it actually 
consists of. Mr Wills assured that this was beginning to change because the UK has been much more robust in 
correcting misunderstandings in the media. He insisted that as times goes on, the UK is beginning to see a 
human rights culture evolve and that people are beginning to see the value of it. The delegation also 
announced that the UK would shortly be looking at a new bill on rights and responsibilities, whose 
fundamental goal will be to build upon the Human Rights Act.  
 
The Russian Federation, however, reminded the UK that States need time to implement human rights 
standards, citing that it took more than 700 years for women to receive the right to vote in the UK since the 
adoption of the Magna Carta in 1215. It urged the State to cooperate rather than criticise human rights 
situations in other countries, particularly those that have just recently been freed from a colonial past and 
started on their path to development.  
 

Concluding remarks 
 
Mr Wills concluded that the UPR experience was ‘invigorating and challenging’ as it has allowed the UK to 
see its work from a diversity of views. Mr Wills reiterated that the delegation would study the records of the 
interactive dialogue and respond in writing to the questions it had not orally replied to before the June session 
of the Council. He also explained that the UK had purposely not commented on the recommendations which 
were made, as it planned to respond formally and in detail in June. Mr Wills assured the Working Group of 
his Government’s intention to continue it work in the field of human rights, particularly through the 
development of a Bill of Rights and Responsibilities. He also drew attention to a recently published new list 
of pledges and commitments to accompany the UK’s election to the Council in May. Mr Wills expressed the 
‘great optimism’ with which he viewed the challenging but cooperative spirit in which the UPR was being 

 
 
33 Peru, Ghana, Switzerland, Morocco, Italy. 
34 Switzerland, Morocco, Italy. 
35 Belgium, Italy, New Zealand. 
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conducted. He stressed that the test for the UPR will be whether the delivery of human rights on the ground 
improves noticeably. 
 
 

Adoption of the report 
 
 
The report of the Working Group was considered and adopted as scheduled at midday on 14 April 2008. The 
report lists all the recommendations made to the UK, without distinction between those which enjoy the 
support of the State and those which do not. It simply states that the UK’s response to the recommendations 
will be included in the outcome report adopted by the Council in its next session. States that had taken part in 
the interactive dialogue were invited to review the text and request any editorial changes related to their own 
statements through the secretariat over the next two weeks. The process of adopting the report went smoothly 
and lasted no more than 15 minutes. 
 
Before the adoption of the report, the Ambassador of Egypt made a short statement on behalf of the troika. He 
expressed the troika’s satisfaction at having taken part in a UPR session which was characterised by 
‘openness, constructive engagement and frankness’. He informed the Working Group that the UK had 
reviewed and commented on the draft, and that changes had been made accordingly. The Ambassador hoped 
that this report would contribute to the standardisation of the format of the UPR reports. 
 
The Ambassador of the UK, H.E. Mr Peter Gooderham, also spoke before the adoption of the report. He 
reiterated his Government’s view that the UPR is part of a continuous process of dialogue with States and 
other stakeholders at the international and national levels. He emphasised that such a dialogue is essential to 
allow the full implementation of human rights. Mr Gooderham welcomed the opportunity afforded by the 
UPR for further evaluation of human rights in the UK. He noted with satisfaction the interest of States in the 
UK’s human rights record, and welcomed the candour with which this was addressed. Mr Gooderham assured 
the Working Group that the UK will provide written answers, through the President of the Council, to those 
points which it did not have time to address during the dialogue. He also promised that the Government will 
consider and respond to all recommendations made in time for the next Council session in June. Mr 
Gooderham looked forward to consulting with civil society on the outcome of this review and to work with it 
on follow-up over the next four years. 
 
After these two short statements, the report of the Working Group on the UK was adopted by consensus. 
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