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1.0 Introduction 

1.1 The NIHRC is an A-status National Human Rights Institution. In accordance 
with the Paris Principles and pursuant to Section 69(1) of the Northern 

Ireland (NI) Act 1998, the NIHRC reviews the adequacy and effectiveness 
of measures undertaken by the UK Government and NI Executive to 

promote and protect human rights, specifically within NI. In accordance 
with section 78A(1) of the NI Act, the NIHRC also monitors the UK 

Government’s commitment under Article 2(1) of the Windsor Framework1 

(Windsor Framework Article 2) to ensure there is no diminution of rights 
and safeguards protected in the relevant part of the Belfast (Good Friday) 

Agreement as a result of the UK’s withdrawal from the EU.2  
 

1.2 This submission is presented to the UN Committee on Economic, Social and 

Cultural rights (the Committee) in respect of the UK’s compliance with the 
UN ICESCR. It makes several recommendations for the Committee’s 

consideration of the UK (being the UK Government and NI Executive as 
relevant) regarding compliance with the UN ICESCR in NI. 

 

2.0 General Information 

Data Collection 

2.1 There is insufficient specific, disaggregated data across protected 

characteristics in NI, including gender, ethnicity, disability and sexual 
orientation. There is no data collected in relation to people who fulfil 

numerous different categories of identity.3 The NIHRC recommends 

that the UK ensures that extensive disaggregated data is collected, 
published and effectively monitored in NI. 

 

Cumulative Impact Assessments 

2.2 State-conducted, cumulative impact assessments are rarely sufficient, 

particularly on the impact of social security policy changes in NI.4 The 
NIHRC recommends that the UK conducts cumulative impact 

assessments to inform decisions in NI. 
 

Business and Human Rights 

2.3 The UK Government’s updated National Action Plan on Business and 

Human Rights does not have a specific NI focus.5 The NIHRC 

recommends that the UK ensures that NI is reflected in the UK’s 
national action plan on business and human rights. 
 

Climate and Environmental Regulations 

2.4 After significant delay, the first Environmental Improvement Plan for NI 

was published.6 NI needs to double its renewable generation capacity to 
meet its 2030 emissions targets.7 Pollutants, in some parts of NI, continue 
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to breach air quality objectives.8 There have been significant issues raised 
in NI regarding flooding and pollution of water ways, including by the 

presence of toxic algae.9 The NIHRC recommends that the UK ensures 

climate justice values are adopted in all laws and policies aimed at 
tackling climate change, including ensuring a focus on the specific 

needs of and preventative measures for individuals or communities 
most affected. This requires working with key stakeholders to 

ensure effective mitigations and monitoring to maintain good air 
quality, pollution free water ways and to prevent future flooding 

events in NI.  
 

3.0 Maximum Available Resources 

3.1 The NI Affairs Committee has reported that funding constraints throughout 

the UK have affected adversely the amount of the block grant provided to 
the NI Executive, which has undermined the ability of the NI Executive to 

deliver effective public services in NI.10 The NIHRC recommends that 
the UK ensures that NI is adequately funded, utilising a needs-

based approach. 
 

4.0 Constitutional Issues 

NIHRC Budget 

4.1 The NIHRC was re-accredited as the A-status National Human Rights 
Institution for NI, with a recommendation that it needs to receive an 

enhanced and autonomous budget. The United Nations was content to re-
accredit the NIHRC based on a commitment by the UK to achieve this. The 

NIHRC recommends that the UK takes steps to satisfy itself and 
the United Nations that the NIHRC has adequate and secure long-

term funding that is sufficient to fulfil its statutory functions and 

ensure its compliance with the UN Paris Principles. 
 
Bill of Rights for NI 

4.2 An Ad Hoc Committee of the NI Assembly on Human Rights supported the 
enactment of a Bill of Rights in principle.11 However, there has been no 

plan to progress this. The NIHRC recommends that the UK fulfils its 

commitment to a Bill of Rights for NI. 
 

UK Withdrawal from the EU 

4.3 Pursuant to Windsor Framework Article 2 European Union law, which was 
binding on the UK on 31 December 2020 and which underpins a relevant 

right, safeguard or equality of opportunity protection in the relevant 
chapter of the Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement 1998, continues to set 

standards below which the law in NI must not fall.12 It provides specific 
protection against discrimination, requiring the law in NI to dynamically 

align with changes to the six main EU equality directives listed in Annex 1 
of the Windsor Framework.13 The NIHRC recommends that the UK 
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ensures the delivery of effective training on Windsor Framework 
Article 2 to all relevant officials and that guidance on policy and 

legislative development is swiftly updated.  
 

4.4 Despite previous commitments to the contrary,14 the UK Government 

subsequently confirmed that Windsor Framework Article 2 rights may be 
affected by the abolition of retained EU interpretive effects in the Retained 

EU Law (Revocation and Reform) Act 2023.15 The NIHRC disagrees with this 

interpretation.16 The NIHRC recommends that the UK establishes a 

comprehensive notification process to identify any amendment, 
repeal or restatement of laws pursuant to the 2023 Act, relevant to 

Windsor Framework Article 2. 
 

Reform of the UK’s human rights framework 

4.5 The previous UK Government introduced several pieces of legislation which 
reformed the UK’s human rights framework.17 Not least, legislative 

amendments have reduced access to domestic courts for individuals 
seeking a human rights-based remedy.18 The NIHRC recommends that 

the UK ensures the fundamental principles of human rights are 

adhered to and any reform to the UK’s human rights framework 
does not weaken human rights protections, but builds on the 

Human Rights Act 1998. 
 

5.0 Article 2(2) Equality and Non-Discrimination 

Equality laws and policies 

5.1 Discrimination legislation in NI continues to “lag behind the rest of the 

UK". NI is also without a single Equality Act, as in Great Britain.19 That 

means domestic equality law is fragmented and incomplete. There are 
several equality strategies that are either absent completely or still 

awaited in NI. These include a Gender Equality Strategy; a Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, Transgender, Queer (Or Questioning), Intersex+ strategy; and a 

Refugee Integration Strategy.20 Windsor Framework Articles 2 and 13 
require NI law to be amended by June 2026 to reflect enhanced rights 

protections in the EU directives on standards for equality bodies21 and EU 
Pay Transparency Directive,22 which includes recognition of “intersectional 

discrimination”.23 The NIHRC recommends that the UK: 
 

• consolidates, strengthens and clarifies equality protections in 
NI within a Single Equality Act, which includes intersectional 

multiple discrimination, as required by the EU Pay Transparency 
Directive; 

 

• ensures that up-to-date robust, gender-sensitive, culturally 
appropriate equality-related strategies and action plans with 

ring-fenced funding are developed promptly and thereafter 
implemented and monitored in NI; and 
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• enacts legislation to amend NI law to ensure it keeps pace with 

those provisions of EU directives on standards for equality 

bodies pursuant to Articles 2 and 13 of the Windsor Framework 
in line with transposition deadline, 29 June 2026. 

 

Hate crime 

5.2 NI remains the only part of the UK without stand-alone hate crime 

legislation.24 By 2027, a Sentencing Bill is proposed which introduces 
statutory aggravation for hate crime and a Victims Bill and includes 

provisions relating to victims of crime.25 The NIHRC recommends that 
instead of a piecemeal approach in NI that the UK promptly 

develops, implements and monitors robust hate crime legislation in 
NI, guided by the Independent Hate Crime Review Team’s 

recommendations. 
 

Reform of the UK Asylum System 

5.3 The Illegal Migration Act 2023 created unequal access to asylum for 
individuals who arrive in the UK via unofficial routes.26 Certain provisions 

of the 2023 Act have been deemed incompatible with the ECHR and to 
have resulted in a diminution of EU minimum asylum standards27 and 

therefore, breached Windsor Framework Article 2.28 The Safety of Rwanda 

(Asylum and Immigration) Act 2024 is not being implemented, but has not 
yet been repealed.29 The NIHRC recommends that the UK repeals the 

Illegal Migration Act 2023 and the Safety of Rwanda (Asylum and 
Immigration) Act 2024 and provides access to status 

determination mechanisms for people seeking asylum, refugees 
and stateless persons to help ensure that they have their claims 

processed expeditiously and that individuals granted protection 
are able to integrate effectively.  

 

6.0 Article 3 – Equal Rights of Men and Women 

Gender Pay Gap 

6.1 Mandatory pay gap reporting is not in force in NI.30 The proposed 

Employment Rights Bill may be used to address this.31 However, this Bill  
is yet to be introduced to the NI Assembly.32 NI law must be amended to 

reflect enhanced rights protections in the EU Pay Transparency Directive, 
including stronger enforcement measures and greater accountability and 

transparency by 7 June 2026.33 The NIHRC recommends that the UK: 
  

• ensures that the gender pay gap and insecure, low-paid 
employment of women in NI is effectively addressed and 

monitored. This includes requiring employers to publish a 

narrative with their gender pay gap data that is evaluated 
through a gender budgeting lens; and 
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• brings forward legislation to amend NI law to ensure it keeps 
pace with relevant provisions of the EU Pay Transparency 

Directive that amend and/or replace provisions of the EU Gender 

Equality (Employment) Directive. 
 

Gender Budgeting 

6.2 There is a “persistence of deeply embedded gendered inequalities which 
continue to inhibit women’s life opportunities in NI”.34 This is exacerbated 

through a focus on gender neutrality within policymaking in NI.35 The 
NIHRC recommends that the NI Executive adopts a gender-

sensitive approach to policy making in NI, including by embedding 
gender budgeting within law and policy making in NI. 

 
 

7.0 Articles 6 and 7 – Right to Work and Right to Just and 

Favourable Working Conditions 

Barriers to refugees and asylum seekers accessing employment 

7.1 People seeking asylum are not able to work anywhere in the UK for the 

first 12 months of their following their application.36 With no means to 
supplement their income, such individuals are at greater risk of destitution. 

The NIHRC recommends that the UK removes its reservation 
against Article 6 of the UN ICESCR and reviews its work-related 

restrictions placed on people seeking asylum in NI while their 

claims are being processed. 
 

Persons with Disabilities 

7.2 NI has the lowest employment rate for d/Deaf and disabled people and the 

largest gap between the employment rates of d/Deaf and disabled and 
non-disabled people within the UK.37 Disability and employment is an 

identified priority, but concrete plans are unclear.38 The NIHRC 
recommends that the UK takes concrete steps to tackle the low 

employment rate for d/Deaf and disabled people in NI.  
 

Rehabilitation of Offenders  

7.3 The UK Supreme Court will consider the appeal to a failure to provide a 

mechanism in NI by which an individual is able to apply to have criminal 
convictions spent. This is the case regardless of the passage of time and 

their personal circumstances can affect an individual’s employment 
prospects.39 The NIHRC recommends that the UK promptly amends 

the Rehabilitation of Offenders (NI) Order 1978 to enable an 
offender to be rehabilitated if their circumstances satisfy the 

criteria for compliance with Article 8 of the ECHR. This includes 
ensuring an effective review mechanism is operational. 
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Working conditions of migrant workers 

7.4 Data is lacking,40 but it has been established that migrant workers in NI 

are at a high risk of exploitation, with many unaware of their employment 
rights.41 Individuals relying on sponsorship visas are at particular risk, 

including at risk of financial penalty by their employer if they try to leave 
before their contract is finished.42 This particularly affects zero-hour 

contract employees and non-unionised, agriculture, and care home 
sectors.43 The NIHRC recommends that the UK ensures that all 

migrant workers in NI are protected against exploitation and abuse 

and enjoy the same conditions as other workers in NI. This 
includes having effective access to complaint mechanisms, 

interpretation services, legal assistance and access to effective 
remedies without fear of reprisal, deportation or detention. 

Furthermore, the conditions of migrant workers in NI should be 
effectively monitored, including by regularly collecting and 

disseminating all relevant, disaggregated data. 
 

Modern slavery and human trafficking 

7.5 Trafficking and Exploitation Risk Orders are not available in NI. The Illegal 
Migration Act 2023 includes provisions on modern slavery and human 

trafficking in respect of people who have entered the UK in breach of 
immigration control which deny access to support services to victims of 

human trafficking who have arrived in the UK irregularly.44 The trafficking 
provisions of the 2023 Act were found to be incompatible with Article 4 of 

the ECHR and the EU Trafficking Directive (2011), when read alongside the 
CoE European Convention on Action against Trafficking, resulting in a 

breach of Windsor Framework Article 2.45 The Nationality and Borders Act 

2022 contains several provisions which raise concerns, including that a 
potential victim's late compliance with a Trafficking Information Notice, 

without good reason, must be taken into account as damaging that 
person’s credibility.46 The NIHRC recommends that the UK ensures 

that all victims of modern slavery and human trafficking in NI are 
able to access specialist support services, appropriately tailored to 

take account of age, gender and culture, regardless of how they 
came to enter the UK. 

 

8.0 Article 9 – Social Security 

Social security 

8.1 Social security reform disproportionately affects marginalised groups in 

NI.47 Steps have been taken in NI to temporarily mitigate the effects until 

March 2028.48 Particular concerns regarding the five week wait for 

Universal Credit, the two-child limit, support for private renters,49 the 

assessment process for Personal Independence Payments,50 Work 

Capability Assessments,51 and use of household (not separate) payments 

persist.52 The NIHRC recommends that the UK ensures that social 
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security is accessible, promptly available in NI, and that maximum 

available resources are used to guarantee an adequate standard of 

living to all recipients, which is guided by a cumulative impact 

assessment that is monitored regularly. This includes ensuring that 

a comprehensive and secure mitigation package is applied in NI 

where necessary and maintained for as long as is required. It 

includes repealing the two-child tax limit, making separate 

Universal Credit payments the primary option, remedying the five-

week wait for Universal Credit, and promptly remedying 

accessibility and assessment issues with Universal Credit and 

Personal Independent Payment. 

 

Funeral Payments 

8.2 The average cost of a funeral in NI is £3,256, a rise of 105 per cent since 
2004.53 The eligibility criteria for a Funeral Expenses Payment is complex, 

inflexible and exclusionary.54 In NI, a portion of the Funeral Expenses 
Payment is capped and does not keep pace with inflation.55 In NI, the 

Bereavement Support Payment is not available for co-habitees without 
dependent children.56 The NIHRC recommends that the UK: 

 

• provides suitable and sufficient support to families in NI to help 
with increasing costs associated with funerals, keeping pace 

with inflation, and inclusive of students, individuals without 
recourse, people seeking asylum and low-income families not in 

receipt of a qualifying benefit; and 
 

• extends Bereavement Support Payments to co-habitees without 
dependent children, including in NI. 

 

9.0 Article 10 – Protection of Family, Mothers and 

Children 

Accessible childcare 

9.1 There remains no statutory duty in NI to provide adequate childcare 

provision.57 Costs and accessibility of childcare in NI are having a 
significant effect on parents’ employment, particularly for women, one 

parent families, low-income households and parents whose children have 
additional needs.58 The NIHRC recommends that the UK ensures that 

childcare facilities and arrangements in NI are available, affordable 
and accessible. This includes that a flexible and accessible 

childcare model is in place in NI that operates outside traditional 

working hours. It also includes introducing statutory arrangements 
in NI to deliver extended, affordable, responsive, high-quality 

provision of early education and care initiatives for families with 
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children, using the provision available in other parts of the UK as a 
starting point. 

 

Access to financial support for unmarried couples 

9.2 The UK Supreme Court ruled that the requirement that couples must be 
married to access Widowed Parent’s Allowance breached their ECHR 

rights.59 After several delays,60 the Bereavement Benefits (Remedial) 
Order 2023 came into force, enabling remedial payments for unmarried 

couples to be made back to 30 August 2018.61 However, concerns remain 
that the amendments do not extend to individuals who do not have 

children and do not require ex gratia payments to fully recompense 
individuals bereaved back to February 2016.62 The NIHRC recommends 

that the UK Government ensures that Bereavement Benefits 
(Remedial) Order 2023 is fully retrospective to February 2016 for 

the families who made claims based on the High Court of Justice in 
NI’s judgment. 

 

Foster care 

9.3 Unlike in Great Britain, the Foster Placement (Children) Regulations (NI) 

1996 do not include minimum standards for foster care or a statutory 
requirement for foster care to be inspected. Minimum Kinship Care 

Standards, which are subject to regular review, were introduced in 2012.63 

There are a range of additional issues regarding foster care in NI, including 
the need for regulations and standards and an inspection regime.64 The 

NIHRC recommends that the UK develops and implements 
minimum standards of foster care without further delay and 

introduces a statutory requirement for foster care to be inspected 
in NI. 

 

Child, early and forced marriage 

9.4 Unlike in England and Wales,65 the Marriage (NI) Order 2003 permits the 

marriage of a child aged 16 or 17 years with the consent of their parents 
or legal guardians.66 The NIHRC recommends that the UK: 

 
• expeditiously repeals all legal provisions permitting the 

marriage of children in NI and increases the minimum age for 
marriage to 18 years for all children in NI; and  

 

• strengthens efforts to combat forced marriages in NI, such as 
sensitising parents on the need for full and free consent to 

marry. 
 

Domestic and sexual abuse and violence 

9.5 Disaggregated data is lacking and many incidents go unreported, but 
domestic and sexual abuse and violence remains high in NI, with a 

disproportionate effect on women.67 There is insufficient refuge support in 
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NI.68 Persons with insecure immigration status have limited access to the 
support that does exist in NI.69 There is an increasing acknowledgement of 

paramilitary-related coercive control in NI, particularly against women.70 

The NIHRC recommends that the UK ensures that there are 
specialised, accessible, gender-sensitive support and services for 

victims and survivors of domestic and sexual violence and abuse 
with guaranteed sustainable funding. This includes support to 

assist victims and survivors to navigate and exit from paramilitary 
linked coercive control. Such support should be available 

regardless of immigration status. Steps taken should be guided by 
disaggregated data and meaningful engagement with victims, 

survivors and representative organisations. This includes ensuring 
that there are sufficient refuge places available in NI for 

individuals that are accessible at the point of need.  
 

Abuse in health and social care settings 

9.6 Unlike in England and Wales,71 there is still no free-standing offence where 
an individual, who has the care of another individual by virtue of being a 

care worker, ill-treats or wilfully neglects that individual in NI.72 Work is 

ongoing to eliminate the use of restrictive practices, starting by ensuring 
the use of restrictive practices is minimised and only used when absolutely 

necessary.73 The Muckamore Abbey Hospital inquiry continues, with 15 
people being prosecuted.74 The inquiry is facing legal challenge from family 

members of patients75 and there is no set deadline for closing the 
hospital.76 The NIHRC recommends that the UK: 

 
• promptly introduces a freestanding offence in NI where an 

individual, who has the care of another individual by virtue of 
being a care worker, ill-treats or wilfully neglects that 

individual; and 
 

• ensures that findings from investigations into human rights 
abuses in care settings in NI are addressed immediately and 

fully remedied, and put effective complaints mechanisms in 

place, which is accessible and monitored to ensure that such 
breaches do not recur in the future. 

 
9.7 The UK-COVID Inquiry is investigating issues within health and social care 

settings across the UK, including in NI, with its work continuing.77 The 
NIHRC recommends that the UK adopts the recommendations from 

the COVID-19 Inquiry in relation to the management of the 
pandemic in care homes, ensuring that learning is disseminated 

across the sector and that a human rights-based plan is in place for 
any future public health emergency or pandemic. 
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Carers 

9.8 There are more than 290,000 unpaid carers in NI, with nearly two thirds of 

whom are women and 30 per cent living in poverty.78 Many carers in NI 
are unable to access support or take the breaks and respite that they 

need, leaving carers susceptible to mental ill-health, loneliness, 
deteriorating health and burnout.79 The NIHRC recommends that the 

UK promptly develops, implements and monitors an up-to-date 
Carers Strategy and measurable action plan for NI, involving carers 

and their representative organisations at every stage of this 

process. This should include concrete steps for providing accessible 
support to unpaid carers, with consideration of specific needs, such 

as for young or older carers. Additionally, financial support should 
be provided that is proportional to additional costs for carers and 

the rising cost of living, including providing a proportional uplift to 
the Carers’ Allowance; introducing an additional carers recognition 

payment; introducing a young carer’s recognition payment; 
introducing a payment where more than one child is being cared 

for; and introducing a relaxation of the earnings rules which when 
exceeded, end entitlement to benefit. 

 

10.0 Article 11 – Adequate Standard of Living 

Poverty 

10.1 An anti-poverty strategy for NI is still awaited, which is to include 

consideration of child poverty.80 In 2022/2023, 349,000 (18 per cent) 
were living in relative poverty,81 and 271,000 (14 per cent) were living in 

absolute poverty in NI.82 UK inflation sits at 2.6 per cent, but reached a 
high of 11 per cent in 2022.83 The effects of increased costs and financial 

uncertainty continue to be felt by individuals and families in NI.84 There 
are 45 per cent in fuel poverty in NI, the highest rate in the UK.85 In 2024, 

Winter Fuel Payments continued for individuals in NI born before 25 
September 1957. Eligible applicants were provided with between £250 and 

£600 for heating bills. The UK Government announced in July 2024 that 

this payment was to be means tested. The Department for Communities NI 
is exploring the introduction of a one-off hardship payment for individuals 

in receipt of state pension who are no longer entitled to Winter Fuel 
Payment due to the changes.86 The use of foodbanks and ‘warm banks’ 

continues to increase in NI.87 Education costs, such as school uniforms 
contribute to poverty levels.88 The rising cost of living has a 

disproportionate effect on women in NI.89 The NIHRC recommends that 
the UK promptly develops, implements, monitors and adequately 

resources an anti-poverty strategy and up-to-date fuel poverty 
strategy for NI, with a measurable action plan and adequate long-

term resources, that is guided by meaningful engagement with 
affected individuals and their representative organisations at every 

stage of the process. The anti-poverty strategy should contain 
specific actions to eradicate child poverty in NI, including by 

establishing concrete and time-limited targets with measurable 
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indicators, and regular monitoring and reporting on the reduction 
of child poverty in NI.  

 

Debt vulnerability 

10.2 In NI, 25 per cent of adults have low financial resilience, with 14 per cent 
of adults in NI finding it hard to keep up with bills and loans and six per 

cent of adults in NI in financial difficulty.90 Debt vulnerability in NI has an 
added dimension with paramilitary groups often operating as illegal 

lenders.91 The NIHRC recommends that the UK takes concrete steps 
to provide the necessary financial support, debt relief and 

education to ensure individuals in NI are financially resilient and 
not at risk from illegal lenders. This includes supporting individuals 

in NI to safely extract themselves from illegal lending and to 
prosecute the illegal lenders. 

 

Access to food 

10.3 In NI, 26 per cent of the population are food insecure.92 There have been 

at least 90,300 emergency food parcels distributed annually in NI, 
including over 38,000 parcels for children.93 There is limited consideration 

of individuals with allergies or food intolerances.94 People with disabilities, 
working age adults, particularly individuals living alone, people with caring 

responsibilities, women, and children are overrepresented among 

individuals using foodbanks in NI.95 Free school meals during school 
holidays are not available in NI.96 The NIHRC recommends that the UK 

takes steps to ensure that there is food security in NI, including 
promptly developing, implementing and monitoring a rights-based 

strategy for the protection of the right to adequate and good 
quality food and the promotion of healthy diets in NI. Such 

measures should consider and reasonably accommodate food 
allergies and intolerances. Also, measures should ensure that Free 

School Meals are consistently available during school holidays and 
can be fully accessed by children in NI as required. 

 

Crisis fund 

10.4 The Crisis Fund provides non-permanent emergency support to individuals 

with no other means of support.97 There have been calls to make the Crisis 
Fund permanent with guaranteed funding.98 The NIHRC recommends 

that the UK places the Crisis Fund on a permanent footing, with 

guaranteed funding, while addressing the causes of destitution in 
the first instance, rather than rely on a discretionary fund to 

address destitution when it emerges. This includes introducing 
measures to guarantee targeted support to all individuals living in 

poverty or at risk of poverty, including people seeking asylum, 
refugees, migrants and other groups at particular risk. 
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Asylum financial support 

10.5 Section 95 of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999 provides support for 

people seeking asylum and their dependents who appear to be destitute or 
who are likely to become destitute.99 This support is insufficient with 

people seeking asylum in NI finding it difficult to afford the basic 
essentials.100 The NIHRC recommends that the UK ensures that the 

level of financial support provided to people seeking asylum 
reflects the cost of living across the UK and that no individual in NI 

is exposed to destitution. 

 

Overcrowding in housing 

10.6 Across NI, 90 per cent of NI Housing Executive estates are segregated.101  

Research suggests that individuals who identify as other or no religion, 
often minority ethnic residents, live in the smallest homes, experience the 

most overcrowding and are more likely to live in poor standard housing in 
NI.102 Roma communities have specific difficulties in finding appropriate 

rental properties, with reports of discrimination by rental agencies, leading 
to overcrowding.103 The NIHRC recommends that the UK addresses 

overcrowding in housing in NI, including by tackling discrimination 
against minority ethnic communities in private rental markets. This 

should include putting safeguards in place to regulate and ensure 
non-discrimination within private rental markets. 

 

Homelessness 

10.7 In NI, most recently 16,943 presented as homeless, with 11,537 

households accepted as statutorily homeless.104 This figure does not 
include ‘hidden homeless’.105 Lack of reasonable, available 

accommodation, family breakdown, neighbourhood harassment and 

domestic violence are contributing factors.106 In one year, 188 homeless 
people died in NI.107 The Vagrancy Act 1824 and Vagrancy (Ireland) Act 

1847 continue to criminalise homelessness in NI.108 The NIHRC 
recommends that the UK:  

 
• eliminates all forms of homelessness in NI. This includes 

working with representative organisations and housing support 
organisations to identify effective early intervention models and 

to address the causes and effects of homelessness, particularly 
from a gender-sensitive perspective; 

 
• identifies and addresses factors contributing to deaths of 

homeless individuals in NI, particularly of rough sleepers; and 
 

• ensures that homelessness is not criminalised in NI, including 

through promptly repealing NI-applicable provisions of the 
Vagrancy Act 1824 and the Vagrancy (Ireland) Act 1847. 
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Social Housing 

10.8 There is a shortage of social housing in NI.109 A new housing supply 

strategy is awaited.110 Current targets fall significantly short of the number 
of new dwellings required.111 Rising rents and insecure rental 

arrangements continue to cause concern.112 Social housing in NI is 
allocated on a points-based system, which determines an applicant’s 

position on the waiting list.113 The current definition for intimidation points 
excludes domestic violence, coercive control or intimidation due to 

nationality.114 There is no official appeals mechanism.115 The informal 

complaints procedure is lengthy and exacerbates harm on households 
already at risk.116 Segregation and paramilitary intimidation remain 

prevalent in NI,117 with a rise in the use of intimidation tactics against 
racial and ethnic minorities within housing estates.118 The NIHRC 

recommends that the UK:  
 

• ensures that there is sufficient and appropriate long-term social 
housing available to meet demand in NI, including mitigating 

measures to address existing waiting lists; 
 

• revises the housing selection scheme in NI to ensure that it 
effectively considers applicants’ circumstances and reflects up-

to-date common challenges faced by individuals and households 
in NI, in addition to providing adequate mechanisms for appeal; 

and 

 
• promptly, robustly and collaboratively eradicates paramilitary 

and sectarian intimidation that causes families to be forced out 
of their homes in NI. This includes actively monitoring the 

situation by ensuring that comprehensive equality data on 
housing in NI is regularly gathered, monitored, evaluated and 

published. 
 

Asylum and refugee resettlement 

10.9 In NI, private hotels are often used as contingency accommodation for 
families.119 Statutory support services in NI have concerns about their 

ability to meet the complex social, physical and mental health needs of 
families in hotels.120 Families have experienced negative attitudes from 

staff working in hotels, have issues with the provision of quality, culturally 
appropriate food and there is a lack of engagement with the views of 

children and young people living in hotels.121 UK Home Office dispersal 
accommodation is often inadequate, with affected residents living with 

damp or mould.122  

 
10.10 Individuals who receive refugee status are evicted from dispersal 

accommodation and given 28 days to find alternative accommodation.123 
This often involves presenting to the NI Housing Executive as homeless 

and being offered accommodation that is often of a temporary nature and 
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in a different area away from established services and support networks.124 
The NIHRC recommends that the UK ensures that:  

 

• the support and accommodation provided to refugees and 
people seeking asylum in NI is urgently reviewed to ensure it is 

adequate, fit for purpose and culturally appropriate. This 
includes the adoption of a realistic, long-term strategy aimed at 

expeditiously ending the use of the ‘contingency’ asylum 
accommodation model in NI, particularly for families with 

children and people with specific needs; and 
 

• the transition from Home Office accommodation to “move on” 
accommodation for people who receive refugee status is co-

ordinated and as undisruptive as possible, particularly where 
children are affected. 

 

Travellers’ accommodation 

10.11 Existing law and practice do not provide for sufficient, habitable and 

culturally adequate Travellers’ accommodation in NI.125 The Unauthorised 

Encampments (NI) Order 2005 disproportionately affects Traveller 
communities in NI and threatens their nomadic culture.126 The NIHRC 

recommends that the UK ensures that it is recognising and 
facilitating the cultural rights of Travellers in NI to live their 

traditional lifestyle. This includes ensuring that there is sufficient 
Traveller-specific accommodation available in NI with sufficient 

access to essential utilities on a long-term basis and ensures that 
the Unauthorised Encampments (NI) Order 2005 is promptly 

repealed. 

 

11.0 Article 12 – Right to Physical and Mental Health 

Access to healthcare for migrants 

11.1 Migrants often encounter barriers to accessing healthcare in NI.127 There is 
a lack of healthcare provision, including mental health services, for 

migrants, particularly people seeking asylum, disabled, trauma 

experienced or have complex needs.128 People seeking asylum in 
temporary and contingency hotel accommodation have raised concerns 

about lack of access to healthcare information, inadequate provision for 
medical needs and significant delays in health assessments.129 There are 

reports of migrants being questioned about immigration status at the point 
of contact with health services.130 The NIHRC recommends that the UK 

identifies and minimises procedural barriers to all migrants and 
people seeking asylum accessing healthcare. This includes 

introducing guidance for healthcare professionals on providing 
effective access. 
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Access to reproductive healthcare 

11.2 Abortion has been legalised in NI on a range of grounds, with most 

services in operation.131 Funding is available for a regional surgical 
abortion service up to 23 weeks and 6 days, but is limited in practice to 20 

weeks due to training delays and the service remains fragile due to staff 
shortages.132 After 20 weeks gestation, travel to England continues for 

anyone that requires a surgical abortion.133 Telemedicine is unavailable in 
NI, unlike the rest of the UK.134 Regional guidance on what does and does 

not constitute conscientious objection is lacking.135 The NIHRC 

recommends that the UK ensures that: 
 

• sufficient, long-term, ring-fenced funding is available and fully 
utilised to maintain consistent and stable abortion services in 

line with the Abortion (NI) Regulations in every Health and 
Social Care Trust area in NI and the necessary funding for 

abortion services in NI is an addition to the Department of 
Health NI’s broader budget; 

 
• telemedicine is an option for early medical abortions in NI 

under certain circumstances, as in other parts of the UK, and 
provides a clear pathway to care and after care for telemedicine 

abortions, including for individuals using unregistered sources; 
and  

 

• comprehensive, regional guidance on conscientious objection in 
relation to abortion in NI is introduced.  

 

Gender recognition 

11.3 Gender-affirming healthcare in NI has a waiting list of at least three 

years.136 Gender recognition continues to be based on a medical model of 
assessment.137 An indefinite ban on the private sale and supply of puberty-

suppressing hormones has been introduced in NI.138 The NIHRC 
recommends that the UK ensures that the gender recognition 

process in NI is amended to reflect the self-declaration model. This 
process should be affordable, respectful and accessible, including 

effectively training staff and professionals across an individual’s 
gender recognition journey and that that transgender children are 

supported effectively and that the best interests of the child are 
the primary consideration. 

 

Healthcare waiting lists 

11.4 In 2023/2024, 121,043 patients spent over 12 hours in an emergency 

department in NI.139 In 2023, 696,000 patients were on waiting lists in NI, 

with 197,345 (49 per cent) waiting over a year for an initial outpatient 
appointment, 64,513 (54 per cent) waiting over a year for inpatient 

treatment and 46,511 (27 per cent) waiting over 26 weeks for a diagnostic 
test.140 Waiting list performance levels are “significantly worse in NI 
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compared with the other UK regions”.141 Waiting lists for mental health 
services are a particular challenge, with poor mental health in NI costing 

£3.4 billion annually.142 The NIHRC recommends that the UK:  

 
• immediately develops, implements and monitors a targeted, 

measurable and appropriately financed plan of action aimed at 
eradicating unreasonable waiting times in NI, and eliminating 

barriers in access to healthcare and services in NI. This includes 
ensuring that resources and finances available are ring-fenced 

and sufficient to satisfy need on a long-term basis and ensure 
effective communication with patients. This also includes 

ensuring consideration of specific needs, such as gender, age, 
disability, race or ethnicity, and rurality; and 

 
• promptly and fully addresses the backlog regarding mental 

healthcare waiting lists in NI and that long-term measures with 
ring-fenced funding and robust monitoring are in place to 

ensure that mental healthcare services and support are 

expeditiously available to all in NI, as required. This includes 
consideration of the specific needs of specialised services such 

as Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services and support for 
suicide prevention. 

 

Menopause 

11.5 There is no specific protection against discrimination relating to 

menopause in NI.143 The law also does not reflect the intersectional nature 
of menopause in many cases.144 There remains a lack of support, 

medication, and treatment for menopause in NI.145 The NIHRC 
recommends that the UK ensures perimenopausal and menopausal 

women in NI have equal access to employment throughout their 
working life, and ensure perimenopausal and menopausal women 

in NI have access to medication and treatments on a long-term and 
affordable basis. 

 

Period poverty 

11.6 There have been significant developments in addressing period poverty in 

NI.146 However, due to broader cuts to funding for the provision of free 

period products was reduced by more than 40 per cent.147 The NIHRC 
recommends that the UK ensures provision for free period products 

in NI is as wide as possible to avoid divergence in access, for 
example, places of detention and civil society organisations that 

provide essential public services should be included. Steps should 
be taken to ensure provision does not become an undue burden on 

the organisations and premises affected in NI. Also, that period 
poverty levels in NI are effectively monitored and comprehensive 

disaggregated data is disseminated to identify potential gaps. 
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Additionally, ensures that period products that are not free are not 
inaccessibly priced and are fully accessible in NI. 

 

12.0 Articles 13 and 14 – Education 

Academic selection 

12.1 Unregulated academic selection continues in NI,148 which damages 

children's mental health,149 “magnifies inequalities” for specific 
disadvantaged groups of children,150 and damages the life-chances of a 

large proportion of the school population.151 The NIHRC recommends 

that the UK promptly introduces a non-selective system of post-
primary school admission and that the two-tier system of 

education in NI is abolished. This process should be undertaken 
through meaningful consultation with schools, parents, guardians, 

carers and children. 
 

Bullying 

12.2 Specific groups of children in NI remain particularly affected by bullying, 
including lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer (or questioning) and 

intersex+ pupils and individuals from a minority ethnic community.152 The 
NIHRC recommends that the UK implements targeted measures to 

address bullying, including cyberbullying, on the grounds of race, 
sexual orientation, gender identity or sex characteristics, 

disability, migration or other status in all NI schools. This includes 
ensuring that children, all teachers and other education providers 

are trained on how to identify, address and remedy the effects of 
bullying. 

 

Access to education for specific groups of children 

12.3 Children of migrant families make up at least 5 per cent of all school 
enrolments in NI.153 Support for these children is ad-hoc and short-term 

which effects provision, including access to language supports, uniform 
grants, free school meals and free school transport.154 Some children who 

have been granted refugee status or other humanitarian protection 
experience disruption to their education due to being evicted from UK 

Home Office accommodation.155 The NIHRC recommends that the UK: 
 

• ensures that all children seeking asylum and children from 
migrant families in NI have timely access to education and other 

necessary supports, such as language classes, uniform grants, 
school meals and transport; and 

 
• reviews the curriculum, initial teacher education and in-service 

professional development to ensure sufficient representation 

and awareness of racial, ethnic and cultural diversities across 
education in NI. This includes meaningful consultation with 
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parents, guardians, children and representative organisations at 
every stage of the process.  

 

12.4 Traveller and Roma children have some of the lowest levels of educational 
attainment of all equality groups in NI.156 Early intervention, teacher 

training and a bespoke approach to the school curriculum reflecting a 
child’s specific needs are required.157 The NIHRC recommends that the 

UK ensures that educational underachievement in NI is addressed, 
including a focus on addressing inequalities for Traveller and Roma 

children. 
 

Integrated education 

12.5 There are 72 grant-aided integrated schools in NI.158 There are 27,700 
pupils (7.8 per cent) enrolled in integrated education.159 The Integrated 

Education Act 2022 places a statutory duty on the Department of 
Education to encourage, facilitate and the development of Integrated 

Education.160 An Independent Review specifically recommended an 
increase in the number of integrated schools in NI.161 The NIHRC 

recommends that the UK fully utilises the Integrated Education Act 

2022 and promptly takes action to ensure integrated education 
provision in NI meets demand, including providing the necessary 

support for schools that self-nominate to transition to an 
integrated school. 

 

Shared Education 

12.6 The Shared Education Act (NI) 2016 places an obligation on the 

Department of Education to promote shared education.162 After the UK’s 
exit from the EU, future funding for shared education in NI is unclear.163 

The NIHRC recommends that the UK ensures that long-term, 
secure funding for shared education is guaranteed in NI. This 

includes ensuring that any potential negative effect on funding of 
shared education due to the UK leaving the EU will be adequately 

and appropriately mitigated. 
 

Relationships and sexuality education 

12.7 The Relationships and Sexuality Education (NI) (Amendment) 
Regulations 2023 made age-appropriate, comprehensive and 

scientifically accurate education on sexual and reproductive health 

and rights, covering prevention of early pregnancy and access to 
abortion, a compulsory component of the curriculum in NI.164 Opt-

outs from relationships and sexuality education for pupils at the 
request of parents are permitted.165 The NIHRC recommends 

that the UK: 
 

• considers the recommendations from the UN CRC 
Committee and rulings from the ECtHR concerning the 

provision of withdrawal from relationships and sexuality 



 

22 

education in NI and puts in place ongoing arrangements 
to monitor the effectiveness of the Relationships and 

Sexuality Education (NI) (Amendment) Regulations 2023. 

This includes the collection and publication of 
disaggregated data on opt-outs in NI, which also aims to 

provide insight into the reasons for the withdrawals; and  
 

• develops a strategy for NI that aims to raise awareness of 
the benefits of holistic relationships and sexuality 

education and to address any myths or misconceptions 
relating to the provision of relationships and sexuality 

education that may increase the likelihood of parental 
withdrawal. This includes developing measures to 

mitigate against the adverse effects of children and young 
people in NI being withdrawn from relationships and 

sexuality education. 
 

Special educational needs 

12.8 The Special Educational Needs Disability Act (NI) 2016 has not been fully 

implemented.166 There have been several critical reviews of special 
educational needs and services in NI.167 Approximately 400 children with 

special educational needs in NI were on waiting lists for a suitable school 
place for the 2024/2025 academic year.168 While most children on waiting 

lists were provided with placements by the start of the school year, this is 
not guaranteed and the delay and lack of communication experienced 

while awaiting a decision has caused parents and children “huge 
anxiety”169 and affects the ability to “plan accordingly”, which can result in 

children not being able to avail of or continue with their school 
placement.170 On occasion, civil society in NI has had to provide alternative 

education due to lack of special school places.171 The NIHRC 
recommends that the UK ensures that: 

 
• the necessary revised Special Educational Needs Regulations 

and Code of Practice for NI are progressed as a matter of 

priority and ensure that the transformation of special education 
needs services in NI is robust, adequately funded and effectively 

implemented as a matter of priority; 
 

• targets for delivery are set and monitored, prioritising children’s 
needs and requisite support, including education, transport and 

other measures to ensure effective educational engagement and 
improve children’s outcomes; and 

 
• that children with special educational needs in NI that have 

been adversely affected by past failings of the assessment 
process are effectively remedied. 
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13.0 Article 15 – Participation in Cultural Life 

Minority culture and language  

13.1 The institutions created under the Identity and Language (NI) Act 2022 to 
enhance and protect the Irish language and enhance and develop the 

Ulster-Scots tradition in NI have not been established.172 An Irish 
Language Strategy and an Ulster Scots Strategy are still awaited.173 The 

NIHRC recommends that the UK protects, promotes and progresses 
minority language and culture in NI, particularly regarding Irish 

language and Ulster Scots culture and heritage. This includes 

undertaking meaningful engagement with minorities and their 
representative organisations in NI. 

 

Access to sport 

13.2 In NI, young persons with disabilities and young people entitled to free 

school meals were less likely to participate in sport and be a member of a 
team or club that involved taking part in physical activity.174 Decisions are 

being taken by sporting bodies which may impede access for transgender 
people to participate and compete in sports in NI.175 The NIHRC 

recommends that the UK: 
 

• adopts a concrete plan of action, with resources and 
measurable objectives, to implement legislation, regulation and 

standardisation to ensure that everyone has access to inclusive 
participation in all sports facilities and sufficient support for 

recreational activities, in line with promoting independent 
living. This includes accommodating and providing specific 

measures as required, for example, for persons with disabilities 

or members of racial or ethnic minority communities; and 
 

• ensures individuals who wish to participate in sport in NI are 
supported to do so guided by the principles of reasonableness, 

proportionality and non-discrimination. 
 

Supporting the arts 

13.3 Funding for arts organisations in NI has decreased by 40 per cent.176 In 
2023/2024, arts activity fell by 22 per cent in NI, compared to 

2022/2023.177 Cost of living increases and limited available public funding 
are having a negative effect on the arts in NI.178 There has been a marked 

increase in people employed in part-time and freelance contracts within 
the arts sector.179 Rates of persons with disabilities employed within the 

arts remain below the national average in NI.180 The NIHRC 
recommends that the UK ensures that the arts sector in NI receives 

sufficient, secure, long-term funding that is proportional to 

inflation.  
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