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About us

About us
The Equality and Human
Rights Commission stands up
for freedom, compassion and
justice in changing times.
It’s our job to uphold and promote the important principles of equality and
human rights, so that everyone in Britain can make the most of their rights, is
treated fairly, with dignity and respect, and has the chance to lead a fulfilling
life. Our work is driven by a simple belief: if everyone gets a fair chance in life,
we all thrive.
Our unique powers allow us to have a real impact on people’s lives.
Throughout this challenging year, we have used these powers more robustly
and more intelligently than ever before. We make sure our equality and
human rights laws are at the heart of decision making.

Foreword from our Chair

Foreword
from our Chair

“

This time last year the three governments
across Britain took the unprecedented
step of placing the country in lockdown to
stop the spread of coronavirus (COVID-19).
Nobody could have predicted we would only
now be coming to the end of this global
crisis. Like all organisations, the pandemic
had a dramatic effect on our work. We had
to reprioritise, stop some projects and place
others on hold.
I am proud of how we responded to the
pandemic and, while adjusting ourselves,
still produced a number of significant
projects. From completing two high-profile
investigations and continuing to show our
strength as a regulator, it is a reminder that
the work we do is about helping people.
These are just some of the highlights from
the past year and I look forward to
leading us to more success.

”

Baroness Kishwer Falkner,
Chair

Responding to the coronavirus pandemic

Responding to the
coronavirus pandemic
As the effects of the coronavirus pandemic
began to sweep across England, Scotland and
Wales, we moved quickly to lead the debate on
how to protect people’s rights.
The pandemic caused unprecedented
challenges in all areas of society. During
this time we have continued to champion
and uphold the rights of the most
disadvantaged in society and those
in the most vulnerable situations.
We have used our expertise to inform and
educate businesses, governments and
membership bodies on equality and human
rights during the pandemic. We also used
our unique powers to advise the British
Medical Association and the Scottish
Government’s Chief Medical Officer on
their clinical and ethical guidance.
We continue to monitor and report on
how the pandemic has affected equality
and human rights and what needs to be
considered as we recover economically
and socially.
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Responding to the coronavirus pandemic

Our advice and guidance
Reasonable adjustments for disabled
people in supermarkets

The retail sector welcomed the
guidance, with business groups such as
The Association of Convenience Stores
sharing it with their members.

From the early days of the first lockdown,
we voiced concerns that supermarkets and
other essential retailers were not responding
sufficiently to the needs of disabled people.
Disabled people have the right to live
independently, which includes being able
to shop for food and essential goods.
We wanted to help the retail sector to
meet the needs of disabled customers. We
issued a guide for retailers to highlight their
legal responsibilities to make reasonable
adjustments to accommodate everyone fairly.
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Responding to the coronavirus pandemic

Equal rights in the workplace
This year was a challenging time for the UK
economy. As workplaces closed and difficult
decisions were being made, we produced guidance
so employers did not overlook equality law.
We reminded them of their legal obligations
to make sure their decisions in response
to coronavirus do not discriminate against
employees with protected characteristics. This
included employers’ duties towards employees
who are pregnant or on maternity leave.

Our guidance:
•

gave clear examples of what counts as
discrimination under the law and the
consequences for businesses who do not
follow it

•

provided advice on how to make reasonable
adjustments for staff and communicate
information with employees effectively, and

•

offered tips for avoiding and sorting out
claims about discrimination at work.

Our guidance was shared and
recommended widely by the UK,
Scottish and Welsh governments,
professional bodies, charities and
numerous law firms specialising in
employment law in the UK.
It was also included in an employer
toolkit produced by the Westminster
Women and Work All Party
Parliamentary Group.

We expressed our strong concern that the
alternative models for assessment proposed
may lead to bias and put the futures of young
people who are already disadvantaged at
greater risk.

Supporting the wellbeing of young
people
We are deeply concerned about the short and
long-term effect of the coronavirus pandemic
on children’s futures. With education being
so disrupted, it has been difficult for many
students. For those taking exams in 2020,
after years of hard work, their final grades
were going to be out of their hands.

Across England, Scotland and Wales, our
advice and evidence on how to maintain
equality and avoid discrimination in
exam assessments was on the whole
well received. Each of the regulating
bodies has subsequently made public
commitments to do more to understand,
and to take account of, the different
needs and experiences of students in
their arrangements for awarding National
Qualifications in 2021.

Across Britain, the bodies that regulate exams,
assessments and qualifications laid out their
plans for grading students and awarding
qualifications in the wake of the decision to
cancel summer exams in 2020. Each awarding
body set out plans to predict grading in
schools and colleges during the pandemic.
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Responding to the coronavirus pandemic

Equality and human rights for all
We asked the UK and devolved governments
to carry out an urgent review of people’s
experiences in care homes. The impact
stretches beyond mortality, as lockdown
measures have left care home residents isolated
from their family and friends, with significant
effects on their health and wellbeing.

Care homes
The coronavirus pandemic has had a
profound impact on people who live in
residential care. We found evidence that
equality and human rights standards had
not been upheld, including in decisions
about care home admissions, visits and
access to critical care.

In our advice for governments and service
providers, we highlighted the need to maintain
older and disabled people’s full range of
rights, especially to a private and family
life, by building equality and human rights
considerations into the ongoing response to
the virus.

Across England, Scotland and Wales,
we received positive responses from
governments and public bodies,
acknowledging they need to do more
to build equality into their response to
the pandemic.
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Responding to the coronavirus pandemic

“

Accessible information for disabled
people

I am very happy that the DHSC
has agreed to change its practices
following my legal action. It has been
a long battle for me to get important
information about my health in
accordance with my communication
needs and I hope these changes will
mean that I, and other disabled people,
will now start getting information in an
accessible format.

Sarah Leadbetter is registered blind, and
categorised as clinically extremely vulnerable.
Like others in this category, she is considered
to be at greater risk from coronavirus. She
received letters from the Department of Health
and Social Care (DHSC) advising her to shield
during the pandemic.
However, for Sarah and others like her,
these letters were inaccessible. Important
information about shielding was not sent in a
format that blind and visually impaired people
can read, such as in audio format or by email,
which is compatible with a screen reader.
We supported Sarah’s legal challenge to the
Health Secretary, Matt Hancock. She argued
that the failure to provide accessible shielding
correspondence was unlawful disability
discrimination, a breach of her human rights,
and did not meet the Government’s own
Accessible Information Standard.

The Equality and Human Rights
Commission got behind my case in
Court this week. I was hopeful that
their intervention would help the
Judge understand why the government
was acting unlawfully by providing
me with shielding letters that I cannot
read. Thankfully the Government has
agreed that our case merited changes
ahead of the hearing and has made a
number of promises which should lead
to significant improvements in the
accessibility of its communications.

On the morning Sarah was due to have her
judicial review, the DHSC promised that it
will reconsider its practice and implement a
new communication system that includes
accessible formats for disabled people.

”
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Sarah Leadbetter

Responding to the coronavirus pandemic

Understanding the effects of
the pandemic
Our report identified concerning backwards
trends for young people and our care system,
and the extent of racial inequality in our
society. We made targeted recommendations
for the UK, Scottish and Welsh governments
to make sure equality and human rights
considerations are built into the policy
response to the pandemic.

As an evidence-led organisation we moved
quickly to gather as much information as we
could about the effects of the coronavirus
pandemic on different groups in society. We
published a research report, ‘How coronavirus
has affected equality and human rights’.
It revealed that equality and human rights
protections are at risk of going backwards in
the wake of the pandemic.

We have also used our evidence to decide
where to focus our unique powers. For
example, we have started our inquiry into
racial inequality in low-paid roles in health
and social care following concerns this
group of frontline workers has been hit
hardest by coronavirus.

The report gave details on a wealth of
evidence exposing how coronavirus has
affected areas of life such as work, education
and justice.
We also considered the impact on protected
characteristics such as ethnicity, disability
and age.
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A society free from discrimination

A society free from
discrimination
We are responsible for holding to account those who fail to comply with
equality and human rights laws, in the workplace and in people's day-today lives. This year we used our powers to investigate and assess cases
of discrimination on grounds of race, religion, sex and disability.

Antisemitism in the Labour Party

“

Following complaints from Campaign
Against Antisemitism and the Jewish Labour
Movement, we launched an investigation into
antisemitism in the Labour Party in May 2019.

I want to thank Caroline Waters, David
Isaac and everyone at the Commission
for their work in the last year and a
half. It is a comprehensive, rigorous,
and thoroughly professional report.

Reporting in October 2020, our investigation
found that the Labour Party was responsible
for unlawful acts of harassment and
discrimination. We found serious failings
by the Labour Party leadership in failing
to respond against antisemitism and an
inadequate process for handling antisemitism
complaints.

I found this report hard to read. And
it is a day of shame for the Labour
Party. We have failed Jewish people.
Our members. Our supporters. And the
British public. And so: on behalf of the
Labour Party: I am truly sorry for all the
pain and grief that has been caused.

Despite some recent improvements, we found
that the Labour Party must do more to regain
the trust of the Jewish community, the public
and many of its members. We set out clear,
fair and achievable recommendations to
help the Party make positive changes to its
policies, processes and culture.

I have already instructed my staff to
start work with the Commission to
implement the recommendations at
the earliest possible opportunity.

The Labour Party has produced an action
plan that we will monitor to make sure that all
our recommendations are implemented and
progress is achieved.

”
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Keir Starmer, Labour Party leader

A society free from discrimination

Equal pay at the BBC

“

Following high-profile cases of suspected
pay discrimination, in March 2019 we started
an investigation into the historical issues of
equal pay at the BBC. Women who worked
for the corporation shared their experiences
with us. We also received evidence from the
BBC about its processes for setting pay and
resolving pay-related grievances.

We welcome this report from the EHRC.
We note that the Commission has made
no unlawful findings against the BBC and
recognises that there have been significant
improvements to BBC pay practices in
recent years.

While our investigation, completed in
November 2020, found no unlawful acts, we
identified some important improvements the
BBC needs to make. We found evidence that
inadequate record-keeping of how decisions
about pay were made had led to confusion
and poor communication with women who
made complaints.

However, we have to work even harder to
be best in class. Trust is vitally important
and as an organisation that serves the
public, the BBC must continue to lead the
way on pay transparency and fairness. We
are committed to building a truly inclusive
culture.

We made recommendations to the BBC to
help it rebuild trust with its employees and
improve transparency around decisionmaking and communications. The BBC
accepted that its historical practices were not
fit for purpose and reaffirmed its commitment
to greater transparency and fairness.

We agree with the Commission that we
should continue to deliver on our reform
programme which began in 2015. We
accept every one of their recommendations
and will implement them.

”

13

Tim Davie, BBC Director-General

A society free from discrimination

The Home Office’s hostile
environment policies
In 2018, it came to public attention that
hundreds of people, mostly of Black Caribbean
heritage, had found it increasingly difficult to
live, work and access services in the UK, often
with life-changing consequences.
People who had lived and raised families in Britain
for most or all of their lives lost their homes and
jobs, were refused vital healthcare, and were
even removed or deported to places with which
they had no meaningful ties. Many were led to
question their British identity as a result.
We used our powers to look at how and
whether the Home Office complied with the
Public Sector Equality Duty when developing,
implementing and monitoring its hostile
environment immigration policies. We were
particularly concerned with the impact of the
Home Office’s decisions on Black members of
the Windrush generation.

Our assessment found that the Home Office
failed to comply with equality law. There was
limited engagement with representatives of
the Windrush generation, even as the severe
effects of hostile environment policies began
to emerge.
We found a general lack of commitment in
the Home Office to the importance of equality.
Our assessment was that the Home Office
had demonstrated ‘institutional ignorance and
thoughtlessness towards the issue of race’,
and that the negative consequences were
‘foreseeable and avoidable’.
The Home Office accepted our review and
recommendations. It has committed to setting
out the actions it will take to avoid such events
ever happening again.

A society free from discrimination

Access to justice for disabled people
A number of groups, including charities, legal
advocates, and families of defendants or
accused, raised concerns about the barriers
that disabled people can face during their
experience of the criminal justice process.
In June 2020, we concluded our inquiry to
understand whether the criminal justice
systems in England and Wales and in Scotland
treat disabled people fairly.
We looked at the ‘pre-trial’ stage and tried to
understand whether the needs of disabled
defendants are identified properly. We also
wanted to know the types of adjustments being
made to accommodate these needs, so disabled
people are able to participate in court processes
and understand the charges they face.
Our report revealed that changes were
needed to the justice systems, which are not
designed around the needs and abilities of
disabled people.
We also highlighted that adjustments are not
always made for disabled people, creating
a barrier to effective participation. This was
because information about their impairments
was not passed on and legal professionals do
not consistently have the guidance or training
they need to recognise impairments and
understand how adjustments can
be made.

“

We are dealing with people with mental
health conditions and disabilities all the
time – day in, day out – and if we don’t
properly understand those conditions, we
can’t properly deal with our clients or with
the people who are appearing before us.
This is why I, and a whole range of legal
experts, gave evidence to [the] EHRC.

The findings and recommendations of
the EHRC must be used to try and make
the system fair for everybody, irrespective
of disability.

”

Alex Preston, defence solicitor
in the inquiry

Strength through our legal powers

Strength through our
legal powers
This year we continued to use our unique powers to help people
receive justice after experiencing discrimination.

Defending the right to education

“

A child with a visual impairment was unable
to sit an entry exam to a Berkshire grammar
school because adjustments were not made.
Despite him having an Education Health and
Care Plan specifying the adjustments he
needs, Reading Grammar said it couldn’t make
them as they would cost more than £2,000.

We have been concerned about
the accessibility of 11+ tests for
children with vision impairment for
a number of years. Every year we
receive enquiries from parents and
professionals regarding the process of
testing for grammar schools and how
to ensure the tests are accessible.

Referred to us by the Royal National Institute
of Blind People (RNIB), we helped take
the case to the First-tier Tribunal (Special
Educational Needs and Disability), concluding
that Reading Grammar was responsible for
putting adjustments in place.

‘We are delighted that the EHRC was
able to support this important case.
We hope that this decision will go
some way to ensuring that grammar
schools now make appropriate
arrangements so that everyone,
including children with vision
impairment, has equal access to these
tests. We also hope it will have a wider
impact on the accessibility of the
examinations process.

The boy’s parents accepted an offer
for him to sit the exam at a different
school, which was closer to their
home. However, the success of this
case means all grammar schools
and consortiums must improve
accessibility arrangements for
entry exams.

”
16

Samantha Fothergill, RNIB’s Senior
Legal Adviserin the inquiry

Strength through our legal powers

Protecting the rights of disabled people
Working with the Mental Welfare Commission,
we started legal action when we discovered
that some people were being held in two
care homes in Glasgow without consent or
lawful authority. These people were patients
who were medically fit to be discharged
from hospital but who lacked capacity to
make decisions about their personal welfare.
They were kept in homes for periods ranging
between a few weeks and a year, while they
waited to be appointed a welfare guardian.
NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde (NHSGGC)
and HC One Oval Ltd, the owner of a chain
of care homes, agreed to end the practice of
placing patients in care homes without legal
authority. As a result, we stopped our legal
proceedings against them.
Following talks aimed at improving the
process for discharging adults with incapacity
from hospital, all existing patients in the two
units have been discharged. NHSGGC also
committed to working with its partner local
authorities to make sure that all patients and
their families know what is happening and
what their rights are.

“

In bringing together the expertise and the
powers of both the Equality and Human
Rights Commission and the Mental Welfare
Commission we were able to collaborate
effectively to draw attention to this practice,
to highlight from our mutual perspectives
why it was unacceptable and, ultimately, to
secure this agreement.
Our complementary knowledge and
specialism led to a positive outcome in this
legal action and we are glad to have worked
so closely with our colleagues at the EHRC
on a case which was so important to both
Commissions.

”

Julie Paterson, Chief Executive,
Mental Welfare Commission

Strength through our legal powers

Challenging racial discrimination

“

We contacted Pontins after a whistleblower
suggested the owners of the holiday company
were using a booking policy that excluded
Gypsies and Travellers.

We’ve heard holiday camps do this sort of
thing all the time. We are pleased to see
the EHRC taking this course of action and
really using its powers appropriately.

We found the company had refused or
cancelled bookings that were made by people
with an Irish accent or surname. It also kept
a list of Irish surnames, published on its
intranet page, titled ‘undesirable guests’, which
required staff to block any potential customers
with those names from booking.

We hope this sets a precedent, both for
whistleblowers and for other holiday-camp
providers. This treatment of Irish Travellers
is completely unacceptable and shouldn’t
be tolerated.

These actions are considered direct
discrimination and a breach of the Equality
Act 2010. Britannia Jinky Jersey Limited,
who owns Pontins, has signed a legally
binding agreement with us which requires
the company to make sure these acts of
discrimination do not happen again.

”
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Yvonne MacNamara, CEO at
the Traveller Movement

Strength through our legal powers

A fair and safe place to work
We want to make sure workplaces are truly inclusive.
Where employees are treated without discrimination
and feel respected and supported.
Sainsbury’s

Highways England

We reached a legally binding agreement
with Sainsbury’s after it was found legally
responsible for sexual harassment against
a member of staff.

Highways England signed a legally binding
agreement with us after a staff member was
awarded £74,000 in compensation for sexual
harassment and unfair dismissal.

We considered using our legal powers
against the retailer when a member of the
supermarket’s staff won an employment
tribunal claim in 2018 for sexual harassment.
While we recognised that it had made
improvements to its understanding,
policies, practices and procedures since the
judgement, we decided that further progress
could be made.

With our expert support, the agency has
agreed to take action to prevent sexual
harassment from happening again.

The agreement requires Sainsbury’s to take
all reasonable steps to prevent its employees
from committing harassment.

Paradigm Precision
Paradigm Precision Burnley Ltd also entered
a legally binding agreement with us after an
Employment Tribunal decision found it had
discriminated against one of its employees,
Peter Allen.
The agreement commits Paradigm Precision
Burnley to carrying out an action plan
to improve its approach to equality and
diversity.

Strength through our legal powers

Accessible public transport for everyone
We want to make sure that disabled people have access to public
transport. This year we provided funding to support legal cases and
also secured legally binding agreements with transport providers
who neglected to perform their legal duties to make reasonable
adjustments for disabled users.

“

Arriva London

This case was all about accountability to
disabled passengers. I hope that others
will benefit from this Court Order which
binds Arriva to what is essentially a code
of practice affecting their own policing
of the need for priority for disabled
passengers to have priority access to the
wheelchair space. Drivers need to know
that their behaviour matters and will be
scrutinised at the depot.

Nina Grant has Ehlers-Danlos syndrome
and uses a wheelchair, which helps her live
independently. Despite a ruling from the
Supreme Court that bus companies must
end ‘first come, first served’ policies and
do more to provide access for wheelchair
users, she has regularly been left kerbside by
bus drivers. On one occasion, a driver failed
to open the doors to her before driving off,
because he said there was a buggy in the
wheelchair space that couldn’t be moved.

”

Following our support for a legal challenge,
Arriva London North Ltd came to a legally
binding agreement with Nina to help disabled
people access public transport. It has
agreed to:
•

improve accessibility for disabled
passengers

•

provide inductions and training for drivers
on the Equality Act, and

•

remind drivers of their responsibility
to make reasonable adjustments for
disabled passengers.
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Nina Grant

Strength through our legal powers

London North Eastern Railway (LNER)
In July, the railway company LNER signed
a legal agreement with us to improve its
service for disabled passengers.
This followed a legal challenge from a
visually impaired customer who received
inadequate support and assistance while
travelling with the service. LNER will have to
improve parts of its assisted travel service
and refresh its accessibility and inclusion
training for its customer-facing staff.

Network Rail
In 2019 disabled users had problems
at Manchester Victoria station during
refurbishment works. While lifts were out
of action, wheelchair users had to drag
themselves up steps to access the station or
use a stair-climber, which caused distress for
many disabled people.
We learned that Network Rail failed to
complete a disability impact assessment
before starting a refurbishment project at
Manchester Victoria station. The company
also failed to consult with disabled
passengers or groups, to determine whether
arrangements to replace the lifts were
appropriate. There was a lack of clear signage
and communication, so disabled passengers
were not aware of any available support.

We considered this a breach of legal
obligations to make reasonable adjustments
for disabled users. Network Rail’s North West
route entered a legally binding agreement with
us in January 2021. Network Rail will now
make reasonable adjustments, improve its
diversity impact assessments, and implement
a new communications plan for future
refurbishment and lift renewal schemes.

“

Last year we replaced the lifts at
Manchester Victoria station. Lack of
available lift engineers led to us closing
all three lifts at the same time during
this work. This was the wrong thing to do
and we are deeply sorry for the distress
and inconvenience this caused mobilityassisted passengers. We’ve learnt from this
and have worked collaboratively with the
EHRC to put plans in place to consult with
mobility-assisted passengers in advance of
any future accessibility improvements at
North West stations.

”

Phil James, North West route Director

Influencing governments

Championing human
rights
This year we continued to strengthen the legal framework for human
rights across Britain and safeguard against any watering down of
existing rights as a result of leaving the European Union.
We submitted to the UN Committee on Civil
and Political Rights with evidence on the
state of civil and political rights in Britain. Our
evidence influenced the list of priority issues
the Committee put to the UK Government,
which included access to justice and
immigration detention.

On International Children’s Day, in November,
we submitted evidence to the UN Committee
on the Rights of the Child. Our report
expressed significant concerns for how
the pandemic is affecting children’s rights,
wellbeing and futures. We provided an
extensive set of recommendations for the
UK and Welsh governments to enhance and
protect children’s rights.

The human rights tracker
Our human rights tracker is an online tool
for tracking how well the UK and Welsh
governments are meeting international
human rights standards. In December, we
added new features that analyse the progress
that has been made by governments to fulfil
their human rights obligations.
In response to the coronavirus pandemic,
we launched an online programme of
training to help people use the tracker. All the
participants who provided feedback on this
year's sessions agreed that they would use
the tracker again. Most felt that the training
had given them an increased understanding
of the international human rights framework.
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Influencing governments

Advising on law
and policy
We uphold equality and human rights laws in a number of ways.
This includes using our expertise to inform the development of
stronger laws and policies to protect people in the most vulnerable
situations in our society.
We have provided advice to the UK
Government, Parliament and other
stakeholders on the Domestic Abuse Bill,
including on ways to improve compliance
with relevant international human rights
law. This engagement has resulted in vital
improvements to the protection and support
available for domestic abuse victims across
England and Wales. We secured important
legal safeguards that will improve the
protections available to victims in court.
The Government has also committed to
improve the availability of specialist domestic
abuse services.

As a result of this engagement, the use
of PAVA will be more tightly controlled
and monitored. This should help prevent
disproportionate use against prisoners sharing
certain protected characteristics, particularly
disabled people and those from ethnic
minority groups. It will also improve scrutiny
and accountability.

We have also worked to make sure that people
with mental health conditions and learning
disabilities are better protected from the
misuse of chemical restraint in prison. We
funded a legal challenge and engaged closely
with the Ministry of Justice on the rollout of
PAVA spray in prisons in England and Wales
during the coronavirus pandemic, leading to
an out-of-court settlement.
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Contacts

Contacts
This publication and related equality and human
rights resources are available from our website.
Questions and comments regarding this publication may be addressed to:
correspondence@equalityhumanrights.com. We welcome your feedback.
For information on accessing one of our publications in an alternative format,
please contact: correspondence@equalityhumanrights.com.
Keep up to date with our latest news, events and publications by signing up to our
e-newsletter.

EASS

For advice, information or guidance on equality, discrimination or human rights
issues, please contact the Equality Advisory and Support Service, a free and
independent service.
Telephone

0808 800 0082

Textphone

0808 800 0084

Hours 		
		

09:00 to 19:00 (Monday to Friday)
10:00 to 14:00 (Saturday)

Post 		
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